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; N ever before published, Communism and the Negro is an advanced

draft of a pamphlet written in 1933 that circulated in a handful
of painstakingly retyped onion-skinned copies on the socialist far left
during the Great Depression. Despite that somewhat obscure origin,
the document is of great interest. It fills in a number of missing pages
in our understanding of the “Negro question” on the American left of
the 1930s. It helps in reconstructing the thinking of C. L. R. James,
the black Caribbean intellectual who arrived in the United States only
six years after it was written and whose own writings on race, class,
and culture are read widely today. It addresses, to a surprising extent,
race, nation, class, whiteness, and identity—issues that animate whole
fields of contemporary scholarship. Finally, it engages strategic,
practical, and political matters that still confront anyone seeking to

end racial inequality and overturn a callous social system.*

I would like to express gratitude to Howard Brick, Scott McLemee, Darrick
Jackson, Scopas Poggo, Carol Hollier, Robert A. Hill, and, especially, Robert
Brenner for their astute criticisms of earlier drafts. John Thrasher graciously

aided me with image scanning.
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1. Max Shachtman and the Left Opposition
to Stalinism

Max Shachtman, one of the lesser-known figures of American radic-
alism, was one of its most brilliant champions for a period of forty
years. He spent the 1920s as a young staff worker for the Communist
Party before emerging in the 1930s as one of the top leaders of Leon
Trotsky’s dissenting revolutionary followers in the United States. It
was in that period, the early 1930s, that Shachtman wrote Communism
and the Negro. After breaking with Trotsky in 1939-1940 over the
crisis of the Second World War and the character of the Soviet Union,
Shachtman spent the 1940s and 1950s leading his own independent
organizations, the Workers Party and the Independent Socialist Lea-
gue, through which passed many notable writers and intellectuals,
including C. L. R. James, Irving Howe, Saul Bellow, Gertrude
Himmelfarb, Irving Kristol, Seymour Martin Lipset, and Harvey
Swados. In drifting rightward in the 1960s and 1970s, Shachtman
exerted a very different sort of influence as an aging cold warrior,
Democratic Party supporter, and advisor to George Meany’s con-
servative trade union officialdom.'

These political gymnastics were facilitated by Shachtman’s

1

The best accounts of Shachtman’s life are a lengthy interview, “The Remi-
niscences of Max Shachtman’ (Oral History Research Office, Columbia
University, 1963), and Peter Drucker, Max Shachtman and His Left (Atlantic
Highlands, New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1994). See also these two excellent
obituaries by his former disciples: Julius Jacobson, “The Two Deaths of Max
Shachtman,” New Politics 10 (1973): 96-99, and Stan Weir, “Requiem for
Max Shachtman,” Radical America 7 (1973): 69-78.
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immense, largely autodidactic intellectual abilities. Born to Polish
Jews in Warsaw in 1904, Shachtman was still a baby when his parents
migrated to New York City the following year. Although his mother
was unconcerned with politics, his father, a needle trades worker,
voted Socialist. As an adolescent during the First World War,
Shachtman became active in the socialist movement in his East Harlem
immigrant neighborhood. Communism and the Negro’s deft handling of
statistical data and its deeply historical quality stem from Shachtman’s
precocity in history and mathematics—the only two subjects, he later
said, that he had done well in at De Witt Clinton High School.
Shachtman dropped out of City College after one year (leading ‘him
later to designate himself, sardonically, a “‘semi-skilled” intellectual)
and spent the 1920s as a full-time organizer in the Communist
movement, moving to its national center in Chicago, where he helped
edit the Young Worker and the Labor Defender before being expelled from
the Communist Party in 1928 because of his support for the Left
Opposition. This explains why Shachtman in Communism and the Negro
assumes the voice of a Communist partisan even while roundly cri-
ticizing Communist policy.

Communism and the Negro is a product of an early and ambiguous
phase in one of the greatest conflicts in the history of the American
left, the split between Stalinists and anti-Stalinists. The Left Opposi-
tion considered itself a tendency within the world Communist
movement. Led by Leon Trotsky, it upheld the original revolutionary
principles of the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 against what it judged
to be the authoritarian methods and centrist (therefore compromised)
political line of Joseph Stalin in the Soviet Union and Communist

International. Along with James P. Cannon and Martin Abern,
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Shachtman was the first to be branded “counterrevolutionary” and
“Trotskyite” by the official Communist press. From New York, he
helped to edit the Left Opposition newspaper The Militant and
acquired renown for his oratorical gifts. The Left Oppositionists
believed that Stalinism was corrupting and destroying the socialist
ideal. The Soviet Revolution, they held, had initially given power to
working people but had deteriorated into a bureaucratic state trading
on the good will of the international radical movement, misleading the
very classes that socialism was supposed to serve for the cynical
purpose of amassing special privileges and top-down rule for the
Soviet leadership.2

Between 1928 and 1933, Shachtman and his comrades considered
themselves part of the Communist movement, although the tre-
mendous and unrelenting hostility of the official party meant that in
reality they stood apart and alone. Theoretically, they faced a baffling
turn of events as Stalin, having dispatched the Left Opposition, himself
jettisoned “‘centrism” and embarked on an extreme left-wing course
so as to outmaneuver the Right Opposition in the Soviet Union.
Justified by claims that a ““Third Period” of capitalist crisis had created
an imminent revolutionary moment, Stalin’s veer required Commu-
nists worldwide to condemn all others on the left and engage in
frenetic militant exertion.

Communism and the Negro had an express polemical objective, namely

The starting point for study of the Left Opposition in the United States is Alan
Wald, The New York Intellectuals: The Rise and Decline of the Anti-Stalinist Left from
the 1930s to the 1980s (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1987).
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Max Shachtman speaking on the streets of New York as national secretary of the
Workers Party, 1940 (Tamiment Institute Library/Robert F. Wagner Labor

Archives, New York University)
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to debunk the Third Period position of “‘self-determination for the
Black Belt.”” Shachtman’s fervor on that matter cannot be understood
except in the context of the larger political struggle with Stalinism.
This explains why he was careful to show that the “self-determina-
tion” slogan arose in 1928, coinciding with the expulsion of the Left
Opposition, and that this new turn was a departure from the approach
which Shachtman preferred, the one laid out by the Soviet leader V. I.
Lenin and advocated by the early American Communist movement,
including journalist John Reed, and adopted by the Communist
International (or Comintern) in 1921. Shachtman wrote Communism
and the Negro when the fledgling Left Opposition was weak, divided,
and precarious. He sought, as in most efforts of the Left Opposition in
that period of bleak isolation, to win over rank-and-file Communist
elements through an aggressive, pointed commentary on what he
believed was the retrograde course of the Soviet Union and the
American Communist leadership.

On the other hand, the purposes of Communism and the Negro were
both much narrower and much broader than its anti-Stalinist message
alone would indicate. In the narrowest sense, the document was a
memorandum meant specifically for Trotsky, a missive from Shacht-
man, a 28-year-old lieutenant of the Left Opposition seeking to win
the movement’s high theorist to a specific understanding of the proper
revolutionary socialist position on the struggle for black liberation and
socialism in the United States. At the same time, the pamphlet’s
audience was boundless. Part of what made Shachtman so effective as a
polemicist was that even when engaged in sharp internal controversies

of the left, he always addressed, in his mind’s eye, the most conscious

and combative of American workers, whatever their political back-
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ground. His purpose in Communism and the Negro was no les's ambitioucs1
than a comprehensive Marxist attempt to come to terms with race an.

racism as constitutive themes in American history, society, a..nd poli-
tics. The pamphlet cannot be understood but by bearing in mind all of

these coordinates: particular, intermediate, and general.

2. Problems of Class and Race

Shachtman’s position on race and racism in Communism and tbe. Negro
was twofold: hope for black freedom lay in common action with t.:he
working-class majority, and hope for the emancipation of th? w<.)rk1ngf
class depended upon a repudiation of racism. The emancipation o

oppressed groups and exploited classes was for Shachtman a duality:

Black freedom: Shachtman held that the working-class and so‘cialist
movements in the United States would never advance without
ceaseless and uncompromising campaigns against racism and racial
inequality. White workers, he held, “must becomfa the most
uncompromising champions” of black freedom. Thls. ex'tended
beyond opening up trade unions and left-wing organizations to
blacks on an equal basis. It required support of the particular,. or
special, demands of blacks in the form of direct campaigns against
lynching and Jim Crow as well as specific social measures to
eliminate structural inequalities based on race.

Socialism: Shachtman held that black advancement depended up’on
an alliance with the working class as a whole formed with the go.al
of creating a society of freedom, democracy, and equality, that is,

i isi isie (in looser
a socialist society. The bourgeoisie and petty bourgeoisie (
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contemporary language, the very rich and the proprietary middle
class), whether white or black, could no longer play the pro-
gressive role they sometimes had played in the past. Working-class

action was paramount.

This outlook had both great strengths and grave weaknesses. Its virtues
lay in its implacable repudiation of racism. Shachtman’s opposition to
white racism and support for special campaigns to challenge racial
oppression were unusually advanced for 1933, Many trade unions
were still lily-white. Even in northern cities with large black popu-
lations, business owners in white neighborhoods routinely refused
service to blacks. In contrast to liberal treatments of racism as a
function of attitudinal, psychological, or educational distortions

moreover, Shachtman held that racial exclusion and subordinatior;'
were socially constructed—not only ideologl'cally constructed, but
rooted in capitalist social relations, the social system. Shachtman’s
understanding of the interrelation between class and race, moreover

afforded him important critical insights into American history and into’
the proper program of action in his time. His conviction that the
working class and the Communist movement would only advance if
they consistently upheld racial equality was corroborated by the
industrial union movement of the 1930s and 1940s, which did advance

as left-led industrial unions spearheaded the way by breaking down

many traditional racial barriers in union membership and leadership

and by challenging, to some extent, racist work and pay structures 3

See‘ Michael Goldfield, The Color of Politics: Race and the Mainsprings of American
Politics (New York: New Press, 1997); Maurice Zeitlin and Judith Stepan-
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However, in retrospect it can be seen that Shachtman’s position
lacked predictive power. He conflated the preferability of revolutionary
black-labor unity with the necessity of such a socialist strategy.
Shachtman would have been surer of foot had he argued for the
desirablity of a working-class alliance with the black struggle than he
was in claiming the impossibility of progress toward interracial equality
under any other auspices.

‘Not that Shachtman’s view was without credence. Shachtman had
much evidence behind his theory that the dominant American classes
had no interest whatsoever in completing the “‘bourgeois revolution,”’
that is, the extension of individual rights to all citizens. He knew them
to be fearful of the mass mobilizations it would require to challenge
segregation, because such popular momentum might unleash more far-
reaching threats to their own interests, particularly private property.
His claim that the most effective road to black liberation was a
powerful alliance between black and white workers was, likewise,
understandable. The greatest advances of the period were in fact the
consequence of such alliances—in, for example, meatpacking and

steel, where interracial unionism spilled over into action to deseg-
regate restaurants and bars near the plants, challenges to residential
segregation, and other campaigns. Finally, Shachtman’s criticism of
capitalism as incapable of delivering genuine black liberation is con-
firmed by persistent and deepening inequalities suffered by African

Americans in housing, income, wealth, jobs, education, and

Norris, Left Out: Reds and America’s Industrial Unions (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2002); and Steve Rosswurm, ed., The CIO’s Left-Led Unions
(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1992).
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incarceration rates, decades after the overturning of formal Jim Crow.*

However, because Shachtman’s pamphlet was written with the
agitational purpose of winning readers to socialism, and because of his
sharply drawn strategy of “‘class against class” (this militant politics of
class struggle the Left Opposition shared with Third Period Com-
munism), Shachtman was set in an overly dogmatic way against
admitting that intermediary classes, especially within the black
population, might play progressive roles under certain circumstances.
The audacious civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s that
challenged and overturned formal segregation involved poor, work-
ing-class, student, and middle-class elements. Even the dominant wing
of the American ruling class—under pressure from the movement
below and facing anti-colonial and Cold War competition for minds
and markets in Asia, Africa, the Middle East, and Latin Amer-
ica—backed haltingly away from its toleration of juridical segregation
in the South. Shachtman’s claim that a proletarian course was the
exclusive path to progress proved, therefore, erroneous. The Mont-
gomery bus boycott was carried out by domestics, janitors, secre-
taries, clerks, and other workers who depended upon public
transportation to get to their jobs, and many local leaders like Mont-
gomery’s E. D. Nixon were trade unionist in background. However,
the labor movement as such—trade unions, white workers, and the
socialist or Marxist left—was not the heart of this most successful
democratic social movement of the twentieth century. A far greater

level of working-class involvement would undoubtedly have resulted

See, for example, the economic data in Lawrence Mishel et al., The State of
Working America, 2000—2001 (Ithaca: ILR Press, 2001).
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in an even more egalitarian outcome to the civil rights struggle. But
Shachtman’s position led him to deny any value to the kind of inde-
pendent organization so important in black political history. In denying
the validity of independent black movements, he elided the decisive
strategic question of what people of color should do when the white
working class is unwilling to support special black demands—or, even

worse, given to resistance to black equality or outright racism.

3. History, Past and Future

The first half of Communism and the Negro is historical, and it arrives at
extraordinary conclusions for 1933, far beyond the capacity of most
writers of the time. Needless to say, there are many expressions
Shachtman would surely put differently were he writing today. The
term ‘“Negro” contained in the title and used in the text was in the
1930s, when capitalized, a term of respect and pride considered
superior to the term ‘“‘colored,” which had acquired overtones of
condescension. Today, ‘“Negro” is obsolete; Americans prefer
“black” or ““African American.” No editorial attempt has been made
to alter such phrases, for this is, of course, a historical document, and
readers can be trusted to take it as such. What is striking about
Communism and the Negro, in any case, is not how outmoded its his-
torical judgments and methods are, in general, but how advanced they
were. When Shachtman put the oppression of African Americans and
their many struggles for freedom at the center of American history, he

approached his material as a Marxist organizer who believed that

proper apprehension of the main lines of social development was the

key to intelligent political action. From these premises, Shachtman
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made sense of slavery, the Civil War, Reconstruction, and segregation
in ways that most would associate with more recent developments in
historical writing,

In some pronounced ways, Shachtman failed to transcend his
moment. Shachtman did, like Ida B. Wells before him, recognize
lynching as a manifestation of power relations having nothing to do
with rape. However, the pamphlet’s virtually exclusive emphasis on
class and race—with women mentioned only in passing as auxiliaries
to “the Negro,” presumed male—is deficient by contemporary
standards, as is its almost exclusive focus on African Americans and
neglect of Native Americans, Latino Americans, Asian Americans, and
other people of color.

One would not expect a work seventy years old to be without
shortcomings. What is remarkable is that this product of the Marxist
political culture of the 1930s in so many ways anticipates the ‘‘new
social history” that gained influence after the inspiration of the social
movements of the 1960s and 1970s. The Old Left, more than is
acknowledged, pioneered what the New Left would call “history from
below”~—history attentive to all social groups, especially those at the
bottom of structures of wealth and power, the oppressed and the
exploited. Shachtman’s historical analysis, moreover, was quite
advanced for the Old Left, and even surpasses many later varieties of
social history in accounting for resistance within the totality of class
relations and political economy.

Shachtman, for example, put strong empbhasis on slave insurrections
as a form of class conflict within the Old South and as proof of the
mythological nature of images of slave contentment promoted by

apologists for slavery. This he asserted a decade before Herbert

e
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Aptheker, the Communist historian, produced his now-famous book
on slave rebellion. Aptheker’s research, of course, provided far more
detail about slave insurrections than the few passing references of
Shachtman, and Shachtman’s pamphlet was unpublished, so it surely
had no influence on Aptheker. In at least one respect, though,
Shachtman explained what Aptheker never quite did: why slave
rebellions so often failed, namely because of their lack of allies in the
wider population, and why they lacked such allies.’

Also prefiguring much subsequent scholarship was Shachtman’s
position that the Civil War, while inevitable, was not prosecuted by the
North with the intention of abolishing slavery. Emancipation, he held,
was a result of abolitionism in the North (which he described, in Marxist
manner, as the radical wing of the northern petty bourgeoisie in its
progressive phase of ascendence) combined with the activity of the slaves
themselves. Shachtman even maintained, quite boldly, that “the Negroes
in the South were the decisive force in re-establishing the national unity
of the country.” Notably, this claim, that blacks were “the decisive”
factor in the Civil War and Reconstruction, came before W, E. B. Du
Bois made the same point in Black Reconstruction in America (1935),
another work neglected in its day and rediscovered as a classic in the
1960s. Du Bois held that the slaves determined the outcome of the Civil
War when they fled the plantations and headed toward Union lines.®

Herbert Aptheker, American Negro Slave Revolts (New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 1943).

¢ W.E. Burghardt Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America: An Essay Toward a
History of the Part Which Black Folk Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy
in America, 1860—1880 (New York: Russell and Russell, 1935).
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Reconstruction, the period following the Civil War, Shachtman
viewed as having made possible unprecedented political participation
and educational gains for blacks. That interpretation is a textbook
staple today, but not in Shachtman’s time. In the decades following the
portrayal of the Ku Klux Klan as redeemers of white womanhood in
the motion picture Birth of a Nation (1915), Reconstruction lapsed into
popular and intellectual contempt. The academic establishment of the
1920s and 1930s was dominated by Ulrich B. Phillips’s apologias for
slavery and William A. Dunning’s openly racist Reconstruction
scholarship. Shachtman, the college drop-out, came to his unusually
advanced interpretation from a combination of eclectic reading and
radical instincts. Significantly, Shachtman quoted from Carter G.
Woodson, indicating that in all probability some of his thinking
derived from the journal of Negro History, a periodical accorded respect
today but ignored by most academic scholars at the time. Shachtman’s
interpretation of Reconstruction as a time of progress toward inter-
racial equality, however short-lived, prefigures the definitive con-
temporary treatment by historian Eric Foner.7

Somewhat ironically, given his sharp criticism of Du Bois’s political
liberalism, Shachtman’s interpretation of Reconstruction was very

close to Du Bois’s perspective in Black Reconstruction. Both emphasized

7

Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863—1877 (New
York: Harper and Row, 1988). Overviews of race and American historio-
graphy in the 1920s and 1930s may be found in Peter Novick, That Noble
Dream: The ‘““Objectivity Question” and the American Historical Profession (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), and August Meier and Elliott
Rudwick, Black History and the Historical Profession, 1915—1980 (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1986).
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the newfound freedom won by blacks in the 1861-1877 period,
resulting in greater opportunity to participate in the political life of the
nation. Du Bois argued that the Reconstruction state governments’
reforms in education and other spheres were so extensive as to imply a
social-democratic threat to the prerogatives of the propertied, which
he used to explain both the retreat of national elites from Recon-
struction and the longstanding alliance of racial reaction and free
enterprise in American politics. Shachtman depicted Reconstruction as
a collaboration of the industrial northern bourgeoisie and southern
blacks, a ‘‘democratic”’ revolution, a heterogenous and progressive
class alliance carried out within the capitalist parameters of market
exchange, wage labor, private ownership, and production for profit.
That interpretation is far more sustainable than the terminology of Du
Bois, who, testing his Marxist wings, called Reconstruction a proto-
typical or embryonic “dictatorship of the proletariat.”8 To Shacht-

man, Reconstruction was bourgeois-democratic, a forcible imposition

8  Du Bois treated Reconstruction as a dictatorship of the proletariat combined
simultaneously with capitalist hegemony, with its true ethical quality being a
dictatorship of the proletariat: Du Bois, Black Reconstruction, 345-346, 580,
635. Herbert Aptheker notes astutely that Du Bois employed “‘proletariat” in
the classical Latin meaning of citizen of the lowest class, rather than the
Marxist sense of wage-earning working class. He observes that Du Bois
refrained from using the phrase “‘Dictatorship of the Black Proletariat” in a
chapter title, following criticism from others. Even Aptheker, however, calls
“confusing and erroneous’” Du Bois’s choice to retain the expression in his
text, since the character of Reconstruction was in actuality bourgeois-
democratic. In this, at least, the Communist Aptheker and the Trotskyist
Shachtman would concur. See the Aptheker introduction to the Kraus-
Thomson Organization edition of Black Reconstruction (New York: Millwood,
1976), especially 4142,
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of liberal-individualist juridical norms on the defeated South. This class
analysis neither muted the role of northern business nor overstated the
power of the black working class in Reconstruction, as did Du Bois’s
assertion of proletarian dictatorship, although Shachtman would have
benefited from more attention of the kind Du Bois provided into the
policies pursued by the freed slaves and black legislators, such as the
funding of education and other public projects.

Taken together, Shachtman and Du Bois’s positions go far toward
explaining why Reconstruction ended so rapidly in the North’s
reconciliation of the ex-Confederate white South. Like Foner later,
both found it paramount that Reconstruction did not include land
reform to dismantle the material basis of planter power and transform
the freed slaves into freeholders. The bargain of 1877, Shachtman
held, satisfied the desire of northern and southern elites for a stable
business climate, and it was made possible by the elimination of an
antagonistic regional mode of production, slavery. In this, Shachtman
was not far from Charles Beard and Mary R. Beard’s emphasis on
sectionalism and material interests, the Progressive historical inter-
pretation highly influential in the 1920s and 1930s. Shachtman,
however, departed from the Beardian framework by being far more
attentive to race and black activism, and by being far more sophisti-
cated and Marxist in treating social class as a social and political
relationship, not mere pecuniary interest.”

The irony of all of this is that Shachtman had no scholarly pre-

tensions whatsoever. While his pamphlet is historical, it is no work of

Charles A. Beard and Mary R. Beard, The Rise of American Civilization (New
York: Macmillan, 1927).
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history. Shachtman approached the subject politically, with a theore-
tical acumen honed by reading Marx, Engels, and Lenin, whose work
he knew in daunting detail. From the Marxist classics, he learned not
only the theory of surplus value but the value of the pirouette.
Shachtman was a writer of considerable subtlety, polemical vigor, and
plain common sense, not to mention a master of the sarcastic riposte.

The passages here on southern agriculture in the Jim Crow era, to
isolate one case, are a tour de_force of historical materialist reasoning.
Influenced by Lenin’s characterization of sharecropping as “semi-
feudal” and ‘“‘semi-slave”” in his 1915 essay on capitalism and agri-
culture in the United States, Shachtman took into account a myriad of
property relations—tenant farming, sharecropping, small ownership,
debt peonage—and judged them to be neither slavery nor serfdom nor
wage labor, but nevertheless ultimately subordinate to capital. Many
lesser Marxist thinkers tried to leap over this problem by fiat, whether
by defining farmers as proletarian or bourgeois, by indulging in
rhetorical equations of sharecropping and slavery, or by ignoring one
or another of the standard practices of the segregationist mode of
agrarian production.10

The Russian influence did result in some non-starters, like the use
of the term “peasantry”’ to describe American dirt farmers (a fault

common to Communist Party writers as well). There is a hint of

1 For the 1915 essay that influenced Shachtman, see V. I. Lenin, Collected Works,
vol. 22 (Moscow: Progress, 1964), 17—-102. On difficulties in prior Marxist
attempts to understand the class character of farmers, see William A. Glazer,
“Algie Martin Simons and Marxism in America,” Mississippi Valley Historical
Review 41 (Dec. 1954): 419-429.
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dogma in Shachtman’s application to the United States of Trotsky’s
theory of permanent revolution, which held that the working class was
the essential variable in any revolution in backward lands, where any
movement for democratic governance and national liberation would
have to pass over uninterruptedly into socialism. As Trotsky’s chief
American translator, Shachtman was expert in the doctrine. This may
explain his perplexing omission of the Populist alliance of white and
black farmers against monopoly capital in the 1890s, which did not
correspond to his vision of ‘“the white proletarian leading the poor
white farmer behind him.”” On the other hand, in some senses
Shachtman’s invocation of the theory of permanent revolution was not
mechanical. Sharecropper organizers in the mid-1930s did see them-
selves as acting in concert with the upsurge in auto, steel, mining, and
other industrial sectors, borrowing the term “union” to describe their
own effort, and many considered themselves socialists. Capitalism, for
its part, had not completed the democratic revolution made possible
by the Civil War.

On the whole, the historical narrative that comprises about half of
Communism and the Negro was luminous. It challenged the racist his-
toriography of its time, surpassed even much of what the American
left produced on African American history and politics in the 1920s
and 1930s, and foreshadowed many subsequent developments in social

history.

4. From Chicago to Prinkipo: The Left
Opposition and the ‘"Negro Question’’

Shachtman’s objective, both for purposes of internal rigor and to chart

a course in relation to the official Communist movement, was to
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delineate the Left Opposition’s theoretical standpoint on political
issues relating to African Americans. Within the Left Opposition,
there was uncertainty from the beginning over what precise approach
to take. The “Negro question” was a bit of an abstraction, since
among the left-wingers expelled from the Communist Party in 1928
there were at first no blacks. (Indeed, there were only about fifty
blacks in the entirety of the Communist Party at that time.)'' With
immigrant adherents fluent in Hungarian, Italian, Greek, and Yiddish,
the Left Opposition was polyglot, but throughout the early 1930s it
was almost wholly white, disproportionately Jewish, and concentrated
in New York. Nonetheless, the dissenting Communists did recognize
the importance of coming to terms with so decisive and central an
issue in American society, and that was what Shachtman sought to
accomplish with Communism and the Negro.

On some racial matters, the Left Opposition had easily and rapidly
reached agreement: it was imperative to repudiate white supremacy
and racial prejudice; class unity required the overcoming of racial and
ethnic division; and the labor movement must be inclusive of and
organize black industrial workers, black sharecroppers, and the black
unemployed. Differences centered, in large part, over how to handle
the Communist slogan of ‘“‘self-determination.”” Was it a correct
slogan for revolutionaries to raise, a legitimate transference of Lenin’s
method in his writings on Ireland, Poland, and other countries, or was
its application to black Americans an absurdly inappropriate Stalinist

concoction? Would calls for ‘self-determination” advance the black

"' James S. Allen, “Orgahizing in the Depression South: A Communist’s
Memoir,” Nature, Society, and Thought 12 (2000): 18.
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struggle for freedom, a prerequisite to interracial solidarity, or would
they fatally discourage black workers from forging the common cause
with white workers needed to advance their mutual class interests?
Did blacks constitute a nationality, deserving of territorial indepen-
dence, if they so desired? Or were they, rather, a racially oppressed
caste within a general American nation to which they belonged inte-
grally? These were not idle matters. The course taken would have
enormous political consequences, both for black freedom and socialist
revolution. As if these theoretical issues were not thorny enough in
their own right, the struggle to obtain political clarity on the “self-
determination” slogan was further complicated by the many shifting
meanings ascribed to it, both by.supporters and opponents. In general,
“self-determination” implied separate territorial statehood, although
that was not always the case.'?

Initially, the Left Opposition’s American leadership endorsed the
self-determination slogan. In preparation for a 1929 meeting in Chi-
cago of delegates of those expelled over the prior year by the Com-
munist Party, Shachtman and three other leaders drafted a platform
that upheld the self-determination slogan in a section called ‘“Work
Among Negroes’:

2 There is a substantial literature on self-determination, the American Com-
munist Party, and the Comintern. For two contrasting views, see Oscar
Berland, ‘“The Communist Perspective on the ‘Negro Question’ in America,
1919-1931,” Science & Society 63 (winter 1999-2000): 411-432, and 64
(summer 2000): 194—217; and Harvey Klehr and William Thompson, *‘Self-
Determination in the Black Belt: Origins of a Communist Policy,” Labor
History 30 (1989): 354—366.

INTRODUCTION XXXi

Communist Party campaign poster, 1932 ("-Témiment Institute .Library / Robert
F. Wagner Labor Archives, New York University) M
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The Negro question is also a national question, and the Party
must raise the slogan of the right of self-determination for the
Negroes. The effectiveness of this slogan is enhanced by the fact
that there are scores of contiguous counties in the South where
the Negro population is in the majority, and it is there that they
suffer the most violent persecution and discrimination. This
slogan will be the means especially of penetrating these Negro
masses in the South and of mobilizing them for revolutionary
struggle. The Party must at the same time decisively reject the
false slogan of a ‘Negro Soviet Republic in the South’ at this
time, raised by Pepper. This theory is still being propagated in
the Party press and in official Party literature despite its rejection

even at the Sixth Congress of the Comintern.'?

From the outset, however, some Left Oppositionists, including Albert
Glotzer in Chicago, who had extensive experience in Communist
youth organizing, disagreed with this position. Shachtman stood firm,
writing to Glotzer, “As for the Negro work section, it is correct, and
so is the Comintern. The thesis of the 2nd Congress recognized
already that the Negro question in the U.S. is a national question in
essential respects and the slogan of the right of self-determination is
the key to the question in this country. Of course, we will have to

. . 14
discuss it at the conference.”’

13 James P. Cannon, Arne Swabeck, Martin Abern, and Max Shachtman,
“Platform of the Communist Opposition,” The Militant 2 (15 Feb. 1929): 6.

" Max Shachtman to Albert Goldman, 1 April 1929 (Glotzer Papers, Hoover
Institution Archives, Stanford, California, Box 1).
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Within a short time, however, neither Shachtman nor any of the
three other authors of the 1929 draft program would support the self-
determination position. The Chicago conference appears to have been
the turning point. There, the delegates voted to establish a new
organization, the Communist League of America (Opposition), to fight
for the readmission of the expelled Communists into the main bodies
of the Communist movement. On the ‘“Negro question,” though,
there was no consensus, only a lack of self-assurance. In his report on

the conference, James P. Cannon noted,

Following a discussion of the disputed section of the Platform on
the Slogan of the Right of Self Determination for the Negroes it
was decided to defer final action until more exhaustive material
on the subject can be assembled and made available for discus-
sion in the groups. In view of the profound importance of this
question and the manifest insufficiency of informative material
and discussion pertaining to it, this decision to defer final action

was undoubtedly correct. 15

The very same issue of The Militant, ironically enough, carried a letter
from Leon Trotsky, then in Turkish exile, urging his American fol-
lowers to put high priority on challenging racial prejudice and con-
necting up with the movements and concerns of African Americans.

“We must,” wrote Trotsky, “find the road to the most deprived, to

!> James P. Cannon, ‘“Conference of the Opposition Communists: Formation of
the Communist League of America (Opposition),” The Militant 2 (1 June
1929): 8.
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the darkest strata of the proletariat, beginning with the Negro, whom
capitalist society has converted into a pariah, and who must learn to
see in us his revolutionary brothers.”'®

For the next four years, the Communist League of America (CLA)
came to no clearer policy. The group was suspended, indecisive,
viewing the “Negro question” as extremely important, ardently
opposing all forms of racial oppression, but lacking clarity as to exact
strategy and ultimate aims. This failing must be held in context. In the
calamitous economic depression that steadily worsened between 1929
and 1933, the CLA was a small, beleaguered group attempting to use
its limited powers to organize the unemployed, build the labor unions,
and warn against the dangers of fascism and war in Europe. It had very
few resources, not even a telephone, and was occasionally subjected to
physical attacks and robberies from its larger and better-financed
Communist rivals. Bitter exchanges consumed the leadership. James
P. Cannon aptly recalled those years as the ““dog days” of the
opposition. 7

In the winter of 1932-1933, the group sought to clarify its position
on race through direct consultation with Trotsky. Arne Swabeck,
another veteran of the Communist movement of the 1920s, traveled
to the island of Prinkipo, where Trotsky was in exile, to consult with
him. These discussions provided the most extensive judgment to date

on ‘“the Negro Question in America” by the movement’s most

® Leon Trotsky, “Tasks of the American Opposition,” The Militant 2 (1 June

1929): 2.
v James P. Cannon, The History of American Trotskyism (New York: Pioneer,
1944), 80-100.
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respected international leader. Although the Left Opposition tended
to attract boldly independent minds and strong spines, a judgment
rendered by Trotsky—who had stood side by side with Lenin in the
Soviet Revolution of 1917, who organized the Red Army in the civil
war, and who fought the bureaucratic strangling of the Soviet Union in
the 1920s—had enormous prestige.

Trotsky, however, was so candid about his unfamiliarity with
African American issues as to compromise the authoritativeness of his
judgments. ““I have never studied this question,” admitted Trotsky,
“and in my remarks I proceed only from the general considerations.”
When Swabeck was discussing tenant farmers and sharecroppers,
Trotsky inquired, “Do they rent from the state or from private
owners?”” When Swabeck explained that black Americans could not be
considered a nationality in the sense of having their own language,
Trotsky wondered aloud whether ‘“the Negroes do not also in the
southern states speak their own Negro language.” He speculated that
they perhaps kept their real language a secret to avoid being lynched.
Whether because he was intimidated by Trotsky’s revoluﬁonary sta-
ture or limited in his own knowledge, Swabeck replied very feebly
that the “existence of a special Negro language in the southern states is

possible; but in general all American Negroes speak English.”18

18

All passages quoted are from ‘“The Negro Question in America—Minutes of
Discussion between Comrades Trotsky and Swabeck,”” Internal Bulletin, no. 12
(Communist League of America, 19 April 1933): 4-10. This document was
published in George Breitman, ed., Leon Trotsky on Black Nationalism and Self-
Determination (New York: Pathfinder, 1967), 20-31.
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Trotsky’s deficiencies were not, however, absurd. His curiosity and
speculation about language is less peculiar, for example, when set
against the context of the national question in Russia and Central
Europe, where language and nationality were intertwined. Further-
more, while Trotsky’s inquiries about a separate language were con-
ventional in their meaning, it is interesting to consider his questions in
light of subsequent debates over Black English—especially Ebonics,
some of whose exponents have asserted that black Americans do, in
fact, have a distinctive language, and who have been met by arguments
that distinctive dialects, constituted by colloquial vocabularies and
pronunciations, do not qualify as languages in and of themselves.

Despite its idiosyncrasies, moreover, the Swabeck—Trotsky con-
versation did advance the discussion within the Left Opposition. The
main question Swabeck posed was, ‘“‘Are the Negroes, in a political
sense, a national minority or a racial minority?”’ He reported that the
American organization had generally come to believe that ‘“‘the
American Negroes are a racial minority whose position and interests
are subordinated to the class relations of the country,” and that they
make up “an important factor in the class struggle, almost a decisive
factor.” Given these realities, the appropriate slogan, the CLA lea-
dership had concluded, was not “‘self-determination,” with its implied
separate state; that slogan, Swabeck suggested, without explaining
why, appealed to “‘mainly the petty bourgeoisie,” that is, the small
business and professional class. The CLA instead favored the slogan of
“social, political, and economic equality for the Negroes,” the very
approach that Shachtman would take in Communism and the Negro.

Trotsky, however, did not share that view. To him, “‘self-deter-

mination” was a ‘‘democratic”’ demand, superior to the “liberal”
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demand of full equality. “Liberal,” from the Marxist viewpoint,
meant a political outlook that sought reforms but was insufficient
because individualist, remaining within capitalist horizons. Trotsky
elsewhere evinced suspicion of “democratic”’ verbiage, but here he
used the word positively to mean what the Black Panthers would later
call “power to the people.” Trotsky granted that “self-determina-
tion” might appeal to the petty bourgeoisie—but, he observed, so too
would talk of ‘“‘equality,” which created false expectations about the
capacity of the present society to bestow equality. True to dialectical
form, Trotsky refused the choice put to him: ‘“The Negroes are not a
race and not a nation. . .. We do, of course, not obligate the Negroes
to become a nation: if they are, then that is a question of their
consciousness, that is, what they desire and what they strive for.”
Swabeck responded by asserting that “equality” was a better
demand from a strategic standpoint, since it corresponded to the

actual aspirations of the great majority of black Americans:

We do not contest the right of the Negroes to self-determina-
tion. That is not the issue of our disagreement with the Stalinists.
But we contest the correctness of the slogan of ‘self-determi-
nation’ as a means to.win the Negro masses. The impulse of the
Negro population is first of all in the direction toward equality in
a social, political, and economic sense. . . . We do not look upon
the Negroes as being under national oppression in the same
sense as the oppressed colonial peoples. It is our opinion that the
slogan of the Stalinists tends to lead the Negroes away from the

class basis and more in the direction of the racial basis. That is

our main reason for our being opposed to it.
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Trotsky replied, “I believe that also the demand for ‘social, political
and economic equality’ should remain and I do not speak against this
demand. It is progressive to the extent that it is not realized.” In this
sense, the conversation between Trotsky and Swabeck was incon-
clusive. Trotsky had conceded that a blend of the “equality” and
“self-determination” slogans was legitimate, while Swabeck had been
forced to concede that the idea of self-determination, if not the slogan
implying a separate state, had merit. All the same, they clearly leaned
in opposite directions.

Two qualities of Trotsky’s position stand out as distinctive in the
discussion. The first is that for Trotsky the axis of analysis was the
material oppression of black people by the whole of white society,
including the white proletariat. This fact of history meant that blacks
had the right to determine their own fate. Revolutionaries should not
advise a separate state, held Trotsky, but they must grant and defend
that right should large numbers of black Americans express a desire for
it. The second was the strong emphasis Trotsky put upon challenging
white supremacy and white racist ideology, which he believed was the

first task for American revolutionaries:

99.9 percent of the American workers are chauvinists, in relation
to the Negroes they are hangmen and they are so also toward the
Chinese. It is necessary to teach the American beasts, it is necessary
to make them understand that the American state is not their state
and that they do not have to be the guardians of this state. Those
American workers who say, “The Negroes should separate when
they so desire and we will defend them against our American

. b . . .
police’—those are revolutionists, I have confidence in them.
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Trotsky’s remarks ended with an injunction to his American comrades
to “undertake a serious discussion of this question.”

From all evidence, Max Shachtman’s Communism and the Negro was
written in April and May 1933 in direct response to the Swabeck—
Trotsky conversation. Not only was it a contribution to the ‘“‘serious
discussion” Trotsky advised, but Shachtman hoped to persuade
Trotsky to reconsider his point of view. After reading the transcript
regarding the “self-determination” slogan, Shachtman, who had
himself visited Trotsky in Turkey in 1930, informed Trotsky that he

could not concur with his position:

At first glance, it strikes me as a rigid application of the Bol-
shevik standpoint to the question of oppressed nationalities in
general to the specific, and almost wholly unique, question of
the Negroes in the United States. I have written an extensive
pamphlet on the question, and am now going over the manu-
script for final corrections. I am proposing to the League to
publish it and I shall take the liberty of sending you a copy of the
manuscript for your perusal. While it is essentially a semi-
propagandistic—semi-agitational pamphlet, [ also attempt to deal
with the question from a fundamental theoretical angle. I come
to a conclusion opposite your conclusion, that is, in my polemic
against the present official party standpoint which is opposed by
practically every member of the League at the present time.
Will it be possible for you to read through the manuscript I send
you? Your opinion of it would be greatly appreciated by me.

“My opinion on the negro question is of an entirely hypothetical
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nature,”” Trotsky replied. “I know very little about it and am always
ready to learn. I will read your manuscript with great interest.” "’
Shachtman’s position clearly had substantial support within the
American ranks. After Shachtman sent a copy of his manuscript in May
1933 to Albert Glotzer, whose 1929 reservations about ‘‘self-deter-
mination” Shachtman had by then embraced, Glotzer replied enthu-
siastically that he was ““quite sure that LD will see our point and come
to its support” (“LD,” of course, referred to Trotsky by his given
name’s initials). In another letter, Glotzer added that many comrades
besides him in Chicago had read the manuscript and agreed with it. He
believed Trotsky’s tentative position was largely a function of Swa-
beck’s unconvincing presentation, and that Shachtman’s pamphlet
would “be just the thing that will convince him of the correctness of
our view.”?°
Shachtman himself was by then, the early summer of 1933, again
making the long and arduous journey to Turkey, where he would help
Trotsky and household relocate to France. It does not appear, how-
ever, that the two were able to have the extensive consultation about
the manuscript that Shachtman desired. He wrote from Prinkipo that
he and Trotsky had been unable to discuss ““the Negro question . . . in
any detail.” The enormity of events in Europe, especially the Nazi
seizure of power in Germany, kept Trotsky otherwise occupied. He

began to make plans for a new revolutionary socialist association, the

'® Shachtman to Trotsky, 15 April 1933, and Trotsky to Shachtman, 1 May 1933
(Glotzer Papers, Hoover Institution Archives, Box 3).

2% Glotzer to Shachtman, 22 May 1933 and 2 July 1933 (Glotzer Papers, Hoover
Institution Archives, Box 3).
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Fourth International, to compete with what he now concluded was a
hopelessly bureaucratized Communist International, which had proven
ineffective in stopping fascism and implacable on the issue of re-
admitting the Left Opposition. In October, Trotsky wrote to
Shachtman, by then back in New York, “I hope that the American
comrades will take an active part in the elaboration of the program of
the Fourth International. I look upon your work on the negro question
as material for the program. Unfortunately, I have been unable until
now to acquaint myself with this work.””?!

Although Trotsky never responded thoroughly to Shachtman’s
draft, it appears that he never ruled out its political position cate-
gorically. As late as 1936, Shachtman still expressed a potential
interest in ‘‘brushing up my manuscript on the Negro question at the
first opportunity I can get, and putting it into shape for publication.”
That never happened, however, for several likely reasons. First,
Shachtman’s intentions to revisit the project were probably thwarted
by a new and taxing set of demands on him. Between 1936 and 1938,
purges and show trials began in the Soviet Union that would result in
millions of deaths, and Shachtman, by necessity, became the leading
American speaker and polemicist against the travesty of justice in
Moscow, refuting Stalin’s prosecutor’s charges that almost all of the
top Bolshevik leaders of 1917 had in the 1930s conspired with the
Nazis and imperialists to undermine the Soviet Union. As a leader of

the revolutionary socialist movement in the United States, moreover,

2! Shachtman to Abern, 22 June 1933; Trotsky to Shachtman, 2 Oct. 1933;
Shachtman to Glotzer, 23 Sept. 1936 (Glotzer Papers, Hoover Institution
Archives, Box 3).




xlii RACE AND REVOLUTION

Shachtman faced many organizational tasks and struggles, first within
the Socialist Party (which the Trotskyists entered in 1936-1937), then
in founding the Fourth International and launching the Socialist
Workers Party in 1938. A second reason is that the pamphlet would
have required massive revision. After 1935, the Communist Party
soft-pedaled “‘self-determination for the Negroes,” just as it reversed
course on so many other issues during the Popular Front of 1936—
1939 to conciliate and collaborate with left-liberalism. Shachtman’s
pamphlet would have needed a complete overhaul to meet the new

political realities of the late 1930s.

5. Determinations on Self-Determination

One additional—probably decisive—reason why Shachtman’s
pamphlet never saw the light of day was the arrival in America of C. L.
R. James. After 1938, Shachtman seemingly deferred on black history
and politics to James, the Trinidad-born writer and critic, even if he
and James were not always in agreement on such issues. James had,
upon emigrating to Britain, become a Marxist, an anti-Stalinist, and a
participant in the revolutionary socialist movement. An elegant and
strikingly handsome black intellectual, James first visited the United
States in 1938 on a nationwide speaking tour for the Socialist Workers
Party. He arrived with the intention of returning to Britain within a
year, but he stayed for fifteen instead. At Trotsky’s invitation, James
immediately began to take the lead role on “Negro issues” within the

American revolutionary socialist movement, which had grown by the
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late 1930s to have several thousand members, including several dozen
black members.?

In 1939, Trotsky and James met in Coyoacan, Mexico, where
Trotsky was then residing, having been pushed out of one European
country after another. The two, joined by an American socialist,
Charles Curtiss, revisited the issues Trotsky first discussed with
Swabeck five years before. Again, a transcript of the Trotsky interview
circulated among his American comrades. In this conversation,
Shachtman’s 1933 manuscript was never mentioned, but traces of
many of his arguments were present in the document James drew up
beforehand, and it is virtually inconceivable that, in preparation for
their session, both Trotsky and James would not have looked over
Shachtman’s earlier document. James, in particular, was new to North
America and would have sought out all the material the movement had
generated that would help him get his bearings. The famous 1939
Trotsky—James conversation, then, makes far more sense with
recourse to Shachtman’s 1933 draft pamphlet, especially because
Communism and the Negro provides a useful contrast that throws into

relief the position that Trotsky and James took and which James later

22 In the 1939-1940 split in the ranks of Fourth Internationalists, James would
join with Shachtman to break with Trotsky and form the Workers Party. In
that group, he continued to be the most important black intellectual and
writer on black issues, although he soon formed a faction in opposition to the
Shachtman leadership. In 1947, he returned briefly to the Socialist Workers
Party before breaking forever with Trotskyism, theoretically and organiza-
tionally, in the 1950s. On his political thought and life, see Scott MclLemee,
ed., C. L. R. James on the “Negro Question” (Jackson: University Press of
Mississippi, 1996), and Kent Worcester, C. L. R. James: A Political Biography
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elaborated in his often-reprinted article ‘“The Revolutionary Answer
to the Negro Problem in the United States’ (194-8).23

James’s 1939 formulations, in fact, sometimes echoed the very
language present in Shachtman’s 1933 draft. A paraphrase of the
positions that Shachtman and James (and presumably Trotsky too) held

in common in the 1930s would include these points:

e Just as the industrial bourgeoisie and the southern black population
united in the Civil War and Reconstruction to remake the nation,
so in the modern era the industrial proletariat, the wage-earning
working class, may combine with urban and rural blacks to remake
the nation again.

e The black migration to the North and to cities within the South is
resulting in an increasingly proletarian black urban population.
Black workers will be the leading force in the black community,
and they will be increasingly crucial to any general working-class
movement in the United States.

e Black suspicion of white workers is wholly justified, given the
history of white racism, but while many conservative trade union
leaders are reactionary and racially exclusive, it is important not to
forget that in many labor unions and strikes, black and white

workers have come together in common cause. (For Shachtman,

(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1996); and Paul Buhle, C. L. R.
James: The Artist as Revolutionary (London and New York: Verso, 1988).

23 The 1939 conversations are reproduced in Breitman, ed., Leon Trotsky on Black
Nationalism and Self-Determination, 33—69; James’s preparatory document,
post-conversation reflection, and 1948 article are all reprinted in McLemee,
ed., C. L. R. James on the “Negro Question,” 3—16, 138—147.

el
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the models were the National Labor Union, the Industrial Workers
of the World, and the 1919 stockyards strike in Chicago, whereas
six years later, for James, the Congress of Industrial Organizations
stood out as a present-day, not merely historical, example.)

e Racial ‘“moderates” who preach patience are conciliators of
racism, just as reformers who seek to end racism without chal-
lenging capitalism are sowing illusions, because the granting of
democratic rights within bourgeois society will neither guarantee
those rights nor mean full equality.

e Any allegedly socialist position, such as that of the Socialist Party
under its leader Norman Thomas, that advocates class unity as a
solution without forthrightly confronting racial discrimination and
inequality may give off an aura of class militancy but in fact
accommodates racism and thereby weakens class unity.

e Most black Americans in the 1930s see themselves as Americans,
not Africans; they seek social and political equality, not a separate
territory; and many are moving North to escape the South. In this
context, the Moscow-directed Communist doctrine of “self-

determination for the Black Belt” is an absurdity.

Although James and Trotsky’s views overlapped in this way with
Shachtman, they arrived at an outlook that ultimately differed con-
siderably from Shachtman’s on aspects supplemental to this last point,
the question of self-determination. As against Shachtman’s 1933
standpoint, Trotsky and James in 1939 believed that the right of self-
determination applied to black Americans, and that revolutionaries

should support black demands for territorial independence if raised in

substantial numbers by black Americans themselves. However, the
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distance between these final positions—especially between James’s
and Shachtman’s—should not be exaggerated.

James and Trotsky shared with Shachtman a belief that for revo-
lutionaries to insist upon self-determination or separation as an aim, to
push a program of territorial independence, was inappropriate and
divisive. In opposing the Communist call for a Black Belt state, James
and Trotsky were likely influenced by Shachtman’s devastating ridicule
of the various maps used by Communist writers to justify the pro-
position of a Black Belt state, though they saw it as artificial in more
ways than one. James worried that “for us to propose that the Negro
have this black state is asking too much from the white workers,
especially when the Negro himself is not making the same demand.”
Trotsky concurred, “So far as I am informed, it seems to me that the
CP’s attitude of making an imperative slogan of it was false. It was a
case of the whites saying to the Negroes, ‘You must create a ghetto for
yourselves.” It is tactless and false and can only serve to repulse the
Negroes."24

Interestingly, James occupied something of a middle position
between Shachtman and Trotsky on some aspects of the self-deter-
mination question. James informed Trotsky that although he accepted
the right of self-determination, he was skeptical about the likelihood
that black Americans would seek a separate state and dubious about

the wisdom of it:

You seem to think that there is a greater possibility of the
Negroes wanting self-determination than I think is probable. . . .

24 .
Breitman, ed., Leon Trotsky on Black Nationalism and Self-Determination, 41, 47—48.
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I consider the idea of separating as a step backward so far as a
socialist society is concerned. If the white workers extend a hand

to the Negro, he will not want self-determination.

If on those matters James leaned toward Shachtman rather than
Trotsky, James and Trotsky had in common the method of upholding
the right of self-determination but remaining ‘“‘neutral in the devel-
opment,” as James put it—that is, taking no position whatsoever as to
whether the right should be exercised.”

Shachtman did not reject the right of self-determination as a general
principle; he believed it was important for Marxists to uphold it in the
case of anti-colonial struggles of oppressed nationalities seeking to free
themselves from imperialism. He held, however, that it did not
pertain to the race issue in the United States, which he did not
consider a national question. African Americans, he reasoned in a
position shared widely in the American Left Opposition, were Amer-
icans; although racially oppressed, they did not constitute a separate
nationality. Some of the grounds on which Shachtman argued were
shared by James—for example, that black Americans do not have a
distinctive language. Others, James would have rejected. To Shacht-
man, multiracialism was not identical with multiculturalism, but James
knew far more about African American literature and music, and he
recognized, unlike Shachtman, that African Americans had distinctive
cultural traditions, if not the completely separate culture Shachtman

apparently considered a prerequisite to self-determination.

25 Breitman, ed., Leon Trotsky on Black Nationalism and Self-Determination, 48.
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Shachtman’s belief that blacks were not a nation, but rather an
oppressed race, led him to condemn nationalism completely as a
reactionary current in black politics that obscured class differences
within black communities. Shachtman’s knowledge of the varieties of
black nationalism was limited, as was indicated by his facile identifi-
cations of separatism with segregationism and black nationalism with
black chauvinism. He believed that intensive calls for race solidarity
were cynically promulgated by the black petty bourgeoisie, which
benefited from them. The petty bourgeoisie, or small-business and
professional class, he held, existed in subservience to the white power
structure while exploiting black workers, tenants, and consumers, and
because of these structural characteristics it could never successfully
challenge the racial order of capitalism. The problems with this
wholesale condemnation of all forms of nationalist sentiment may be
seen by comparing Shachtman’s blistering statements about Marcus
Garvey—which were, it should be noted, typical of the early 1930s,
when Garvey was widely seen as a charlatan—to James’s far more
nuanced evaluations, which did not excuse Garvey’s personal dema-
goguery and criminality but sought to understand why great numbers
of the least privileged and darkest of the black urban masses had been
drawn to Garvey. (This, of course, bears directly on how to interpret
analogous subsequent movements, such as the Nation of Islam.)*®

Shachtman was not alone in his resistance to the self-determination
policy. In both the Socialist Workers Party and the Workers Party of

the 1940s, there were black members who viewed self-determination

26 For James’s 1940 reflection on Marcus Garvey, see McLemee, ed., C. L. R.
James on the “Negro Question,” 114—116.
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with strong suspicion, as akin to segregation. The issue, for example,
would cause great strain over the decade between James and
Shachtman’s closest black ally, Ernest Rice McKinney, who spent the
1930s as an unemployed protest leader and steelworker organizer.
McKinney, James, and Shachtman were all in the leadership of the
Workers Party of the 1940s. McKinney, unlike James, shared
Shachtman’s belief that racial oppression and caste discrimination
would never justify a separate state for African Americans, and that
while direct challenges to racism were warranted, the most effective
strategy was to organize labor by raising the slogan, “Black and White,
Unite and Fight.” Indeed, the only public reference to Shachtman’s
1933 document in the subsequent history of the socialist movement
came in a 1945 resolution written by McKinney under his party name,
David Coolidge.27

The stock terms available to us—*integrationist” or ““assimila-
tionist,” for instance—do not adequately capture the revolutionary
socialism of Shachtman in the 1930s and 1940s. Not only was
Shachtman not a liberal, but he opposed liberalism just as he did
nationalism, objecting to it on class grounds as a manifestation of the
petty bourgeoisie. The Republican and Democratic parties, he held,
were, as bourgeois parties, a dead end for black workers. If anything,
Shachtman could be as excessive in his criticism of liberalism as he was

generic in his criticism of nationalism. Many others would have shared

27 David Coolidge, ‘‘Negroes and the Revolution: Resolution of the Political
Committee,” The New International 11 (January 1945): 7-13. For an oral
histoty, consult ‘“The Reminiscences of Ernest Rice McKinney’’ (Oral History
Research Office, Columbia University, 1961).
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Shachtman’s underlying moral criticism of moderation as accom-
modation and his strategic criticism of the reduced effectiveness of
legal efforts aloof from popular mobilization. However, it was a vast
distortion to suggest that the bourgeois liberal elements in the black
community were consciously committed to segregation. Shachtman’s
revolutionary broadsides against the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People and W. E. B. Du Bois, despite such
backhanded compliments as ‘“‘most intelligent” and ‘“‘cultured lib-
eral,” also seem, by contemporary standards, overdrawn and
mistaken. 3

In Shachtman’s unyielding language the virtue of principle com-
mingled with the terrible flaw of sectarianism that would hamstring
the revolutionary anti-Stalinist left across the twentieth century. The
rational kernel within the sectarian shell was that liberalism’s counsel
of conventional political action, entrepreneurial endeavor, and
exemplary personal conduct would not suffice to remove racist social
structures, that movement from below would have to propel social
progress. Subsequent social history lends support to that view—which
James, incidentally, shared. Recent histories hold that despite
assumptions about its middle-class composition, the civil rights
movement of the 1950s and 1960s was often pushed forward by
working-class activists, and that much of the black middle class, the

8 It is worth observing that in content Shachtman’s class criticism of Du Bois is
not altogether different from that of Adolph Reed, Jr., in W. E. B. Du Bois and
American Political Thought (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997),
although Reed’s interpretation is expressed with much greater precision and
grace, especially in the tracing of Du Bois’s “talented tenth” elitism to the
reformist professional middle class.
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chief exception being the leadership headed by Dr. Martin Luther
King, tended to be extremely cautious, even accommodationist.”’
Shachtman’s antipathy to the petty bourgeoisie anticipated E. Franklin
Frazier, and his attempt to anchor black politics within a general
working-class strategy would be echoed by writers from Oliver
Cromwell Cox to Adolph Reed.*®

Shachtman’s rejection of an independent Black Belt extended to
black nationalism of all kinds, apparently because he believed that the
two were indissoluble. In their 1939 discussions, Trotsky and James
similarly presumed that the crucial question in any political assessment
of black nationalism was the issue of territoriality, the possible demand
for an independent nation-state. In the history of twentieth-century
black American politics, however, a separate country was not—this
Shachtman gauged correctly—the main ambition. What Shachtman
didn’t foresee was that while that desire did arise from time to time, it
was neither the main aim of black radicals nor even of black nation-
alists. ““Self-determination” remained as a slogan, but by the 1960s it
came to refer to desires for autonomous movements, control of

community institutions like schools and the police, and democratic

2 On the militancy of poor and working-class blacks as axiomatic in the civil
rights movement, and the tactical conservatism of middle-class blacks, see
Charles M. Payne, I've Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the
Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995),
and Robin D. G. Kelley, Race Rebels: Culture, Politics, and the Black Working Class
(New York: The Free Press, 1994), 55-100.

% E_ Franklin Frazier, Black Bourgeoisic (New York: Free Press, 1957), Oliver
Cromwell Cox, Caste, Class, and Race (New York: Doubleday, 1948), and
Adolph Reed, Class Notes (New York: Free Press, 2000).
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economic development, often expressed by those very forces, such as
the Black Panther Party, that welcomed white radical allies and
worked within multiracial coalitions.

Even in the Communist Party of the 1930s, the ‘“‘self-determina-
tion” slogan seems to have functioned in like fashion. The program-
matic call for a Negro Soviet Republic would become, as Shachtman
perceived, an albatross with little favor North or South, although it
was reproduced dutifully in fidelity to the Comintern line.?' The main
practical effect of the “self-determination” thesis, however, was to
underscore the centrality of the black struggle, encourage the
recruitment of blacks and their elevation to positions of leadership,
foster a firm repudiation of racial injustice, and stimulate an array of
organizing efforts among African American sharecroppers, workers,
tenants, and intellectuals. The Communist Party put forward African
American James Ford for vice president in 1932, and in bold defiance
of racist southern public sentiment mobilized throughout the early
1930s on behalf of a group of young black men wrongly accused of
rape in Scottsboro, Alabama. Once the Communist Party was dras-
tically weakened by the crisis brought on by Nikita Khrushchev’s
revelations about the extent of Stalin’s crimes in 1956, Shachtman
himself acknowledged that the American Communist Party had been
“actually the first political organization in this country to take up
seriously the Negro problem, to stimulate interest in it, to organize

the Negroes themselves, to arouse support for them among whites, on
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See, for example, John Pepper, American Negro Problems (New York: Workers
Library, 1928), and James W. Ford and James S. Allen, The Negroes in a Soviet
America (New York: Workers Library, 1935).
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a scale and with a courageous aggressiveness that no other political
movement showed (we say political movement to make the distinction
from such organizations as the NAACP).”32

While this militant and risky activity on behalf of black interests was
stimulated by the Comintern doctrine of “self-determination,” the
slogan itself was never its rallying point. Even Sol Auerbach—editor
of the Southern Worker and, under the pseudonym J. S. Allen, writer of
the very pamphlets that Shachtman criticized witheringly in Communism
and the Negro—stressed in his 1984 autobiography that the call for a
Black Belt state was not emphasized in the Communist Party’s
operations in the Depression South. The passage is worth quoting in

full, because it confirms so much of Shachtman’s 1933 criticism:

Strange as it may seem, the Party placed little emphasis in its
agitation on the goal of Black self-determination. It may have
been explained as an ultimate program at educational sessions of
the Party units, or at training classes held from time to time.
During a trip to the South Carolina Black Belt, I did describe to
a small gathering of sharecroppers the extent of the area of Black
majority in the South, and the objective of full self-government

there. Those present knew that Blacks were in the majority not

32 Max Shachtman, “American Communism: Re-Examination of the Past,”” New

International 23 (1957): 244. See, for corroboration, Robin D. G. Kelley,
Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists During the Great Depression (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina, 1990), Mark Naison, Communists in Harlem
During the Depression (Urbana: University of Illinois, 1983), and Nell Irvin
Painter, The Narrative of Hosea Hudson: His Life as a Negro Communist in the South
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979).
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only in their own area but also toward the south into Georgia.
But few realized that the Black Belt stretched from Virginia
southward well into Georgia, across the southern tier of states as
far as Texas and into Arkansas. But self-determination evoked
hardly any response there. The croppers were mostly concerned
with how they were going to get through the winter. I can only
conjecture that they probably felt Black self-government was
utopian and, in any case, far off. It is noteworthy that not a word
was said about self-determination in the credo of the Southern
Worker. Three articles on that question by Tom Johnson did
appear in the paper, and it was mentioned in the occasional
literature of the League of Struggle for Negro Rights. Otherwise
practically no mention was made of the slogan. Obviously, this
was not then considered a suitable agitational theme in the daily

work of the Party, at least in the South.*?

While this reflects Allen’s own preference for the Popular Front of the
later 1930s, and while it leaves unanswered the question why the
Party permitted such a disjuncture between its dogma and its orga-
nizing to exist, it does illustrate that the “self-determination” policy’s
main positive effect was to encourage bold interracial organizing, not
agitation for a Black Belt state. Neither Comintern fantasies of iron
discipline nor Trotskyist emphasis on programmatic correctness leaves

much room for appreciating such ironies.

33

Allen, ‘‘Organizing in the Depression South’’, 51-52.
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Because of his indiscriminate equation of nationalism, separatism,
and chauvinism, however, Shachtman rejected not just a Black Belt
state but the concept of black self-organization—that is, the practice
of people of color having their own independent movements or
caucuses within common left-wing or labor organizations. James not
only endorsed such measures but tried to put them into effect within
the Trotskyist movement. He helped create a “Negro Department”
within the SWP, for example, and advocated that the SWP help create
an independent black-led organization that would not be under party
control and would fight the oppression of African Americans.
Shachtman, in contrast, was unable to relate to the recurrent desire of
black radicals for their own spaces where they might formulate their
own strategies free from the domination of whites, a need exemplified
in the widespread emergence in the 1960s of demands for black
control that put white paternalism in the movement, not just white
supremacy in the society, on notice. While Shachtman understood that
the conventional Socialist appeal of class unity was insufficient, that
powerful challenges to racial discrimination in and of itself were
demanded, his own position did not pass significantly beyond ““Black
and White, Unite and Fight.” Shachtman never grasped, as did James
and Trotsky, that, especially in the absence of solidarity from white
workers and unremitting hostility from white society, self-determi-
nation was a democratic concept expressing the black aspiration for
power and freedom. Nor did he recognize that even if black Amer-
icans did not constitute a separate nationality or seek separate state-
hood, they might still wish to exercise the right of self-determination
in political, social, and cultural affairs. Such developments, when not

couched narrowly but joined to a political outlook emphasizing the
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need for ongoing cooperation with white and other allies, proved far
more progressive than Shachtman allowed.**

It is not immaterial, from Shachtman’s point of view, that he ruled
out self-determination for his own people, not blacks alone. At the
end of Communism and the Negro, he drew heavily upon Lenin’s analysis
of “the Jewish question” (another of the many social and political
questions that socialists faced). Lenin held that the Jews were not a
nationality, in contrast, say, to the Irish or the Polish, and to
Shachtman the case of black Americans was analogous. His rejection of
the application of the doctrine of self-determination to black Amer-
icans, therefore, was not meant to be dismissive of the African
American desire for liberation. On the contrary, he implicitly con-
nected Jews and blacks, emotionally and politically. Their common
experience of oppression, their capacity to join together, pointed
toward a future liberation. In its language Communism and the Negro
frequently used simile and metaphor, such as “pogrom” as a term for
lynchings, that connected the black and Jewish experiences. Shacht-
man, Trotsky, and others in their milieus were drawn from eastern
European backgrounds and steeped in Russian history as Left Oppo-
sitionists. To them such terms had special meaning. Nonetheless, it
would be a mistake to reduce such tropes to a matter of ethnicity.
Even the black préss of the 1920s and 1930s frequently called the

3* Shachtman’s criticism would have been very apt, however, as a challenge to
calls for a Black Belt state when they were mechanically revived by American
Maoists in the 1970s who adulated the Third Period phase of Communist
Party history. See, for example, Max Elbaum, Revolution in the Air (New York
and London: Verso, 2002), 4647, 134—135, 329-332.
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instances of brutality and violence visited upon black Americans
“pogroms.” In the early twentieth century, “pogrom” functioned as
‘“Holocaust” did at mid-century, or “ethnic cleansing” at the cen-
tury’s end—as a universal sign for mobilizations of bigoted violence.®

Jews, however, unlike blacks, have had a capacity to be absorbed
into the category of “‘white,”” since in the heterogeneous United States
ethnicity has never functioned in precisely the same way as race. To be
fair, Shachtman in 1933 would have had difficulty anticipating how far
this would extend. Yet it points to the gravest retrospective deficiency
in Shachtman’s position, his failure to follow through on his initial
insight that white workers must be in the forefront of struggles against
racism by fully apprehending theoretically the reality that Trotsky had
emphasized so pointedly: that the vast majority of white Americans,
including white workers, were racists. Trotsky himself, in hammering
this point home, could have better distinguished between gradations of
racialist belief, from obtuseness to condescension to outright white
supremacy, but at least he put the problem front and center.

Like many Marxists, Shachtman put the onus for the perpetuation
of racist ideology, which he properly traced back to slavery, on

employers seeking to divide and control the working class at the point

* For a useful essay on these themes, see David Brion Davis, ““Jews and Blacks
in America,” New York Review of Books (2 Dec. 1999): 57—63. See also Abram
Leon, The Jewish Question (New York: Pathfinder, 1970) and Enzo Traverso,
The Marxists and the Jewish Question (Atlantic Highlands, New Jersey: Huma-
nities Press, 1994), both of which contain treatments of Lenin’s views on this

issue, so important to Shachtman’s outlook.
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of production.36 Secondarily, he faulted conservative trade union
leaders and privileged craft workers: the “labor aristocracy.”
Shachtman failed completely, however, to confront the fact that
racism has also been sustained and reproduced by the direct material
and psychological stake of poor whites and white industrial workers in
it. He did not confront the reality that, in the absence of revolutionary
momentum, class struggle, or even elementary trade union con-
sciousness, workers take part readily in racism in the plausible belief
that it will deliver them relative benefits. This active embrace by white
workers of racially segmented housing markets, occupational hier-
archies, wage disparities, and educational inequality, not recognized by
Shachtman, presents a fundamental obstacle to the class unity and
black freedom he advocated. While a socialist society of democracy,
abundance, provision, and cooperation would be far more advanta-
geous to all workers regardless of color, and while class solidarity as a
strategy of advancement even within capitalist society would over the
long term produce material and psychological rewards superior to
racial privilege, the dead weight of cultural tradition and the insecu-
rities of life in competitive bourgeois society have lent immense power
to short-range thinking that does have a material basis, namely the
relative advantages of white workers taken as a group over black
workers taken as a group.

Had Shachtman confronted this, he might have understood better

3¢ This emphasis on capitalist machination may seem crude or outmoded, and it
certainly is not the whole story. Contrary to fashionable derision, however, it
does exist. As part of a Pulitzer Prize-winning series in the New York Times on

race in the United States, for example, a reporter took a job undercover at the
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why socialists cannot simply insist upon interracial unity but must
show, by active support for the struggles of the oppressed, that they
are worthy of trust. A failure to fully plumb the reality of white
working-class racism explains why Shachtman was incapable of
anticipating that the main force propelling black liberation forward in
twentieth-century America would be the independent movement of
blacks themselves. Shachtman’s position was better than many others.
He positively skewered the falsely “color blind” policy favored by the
craft unions, labor officialdom, and Socialist Party—and by so many
intellectuals and professionals today. He knew that particular advances
for blacks, not only the general needs they shared with others of their
class, had to be made in order to destroy their caste oppression. But he
did not see, unlike Trotsky and James, that autonomous or semi-
autonomous black struggles could be a revolutionary force inspiring
wider movements for social transformation, as they would be in the
1960s. Communism and the Negro is emblematic both of the American
left at its best, its ability to comprehend the centrality of race in
American history and oppose racism forthrightly, and the American
left’s tragic failure at crucial moments to back black longings for self-
reliance and self-determination.

Shachtman’s emphasis on interracial solidarity rooted in the class

struggle proved immensely relevant in the following decade. Indeed,

largest pork production plant in the world, in North Carolina. There he found
corporate management adroitly pitting black, Latino, Indian, and white
workers against each other to prevent unionization. Charlie LeDuff, “At a
Slaughterhouse, Some Things Never Die,” in Joseph Lelyveld, ed., How Race
is Lived in America (New York: Times Books, 2001), 97-113.
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Sharecropper roadside encampment protest against evictions, southeast Missouri,
January 1939 (Arthur Witman Photograph Collection, Western Historical
Manuscript Collection, University of Missouri—St. Louis)

Shachtman’s very strategy of Communist militants pushing the broader
worker class to organize interracially at the point of production was
precisely what resulted in enormous gains, both for racial equality and
industrial wage-earners in the 1930s and 1940s. Black workers were
central to the 1930s upsurge. Through CIO unions like the United
Packinghouse Workers of America, the Mine Mill and Smelter
Workers, and the Food and Tobacco Workers, industrial union
organizing succeeded in economic sectors where it never had before,
largely because, prodded by the left, the labor movement took up the
cause of racial equality. Whole industries could not have been orga-
nized without black workers’ participation or left-wing stimulus.

Labor historian Michael Goldfield writes, “It was almost a sine qua non
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during the 1930s: where militant, interracial unionism with strong
stances and willingness to struggle for the equality of black workers
existed, one would almost invariably find the CP.” Goldfield’s sub-
sequent analysis corroborates Shachtman’s anti-Stalinist conclusions, as
well. During the Second World War, Goldfield finds, when the
Communist Party opposed black demands for equality on the shop-
floor in the name of wartime unity, it permanently damaged the CP’s
credibility among black workers.>”

In the 1950s, political repression drove the left from labor’s ranks.
Class solidarity declined as social unionism receded, bureaucracy
consolidated, and unions began their long-term retreat. Even as class
unity was lost, however, an independent civil rights movement
emerged to bring to fruition the advances for blacks that first gained
steam in the 1930s. Trends that Shachtman in 1933 thought neces-
sarily progressive or necessarily retrograde turned out to be precisely
the opposite between the 1950s and 1970s. The differences between
James and Shachtman over “‘self-determination” in the 1930s help, for
example, to explain their very different reactions to the second
Reconstruction of the early 1960s and the militant black movement of
the late 1960s. James and his tendency’s followers had by then mostly
gone their individual ways, but taken as a group they proved highly
receptive to black militancy. Their view that race-consciousness could

spark and complement class-consciousness was corroborated when,

37 Michael Goldfield, The Color of Politics, 193; see also 226—227. For another
useful meditation on the CP, blacks, and labor, see James P. Cannon, ‘“The

’

Russian Revolution and the American Negro Movement,” International

Socialist Review. 20 (summer 1959): 78—82.
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beginning with Malcolm X and the Student Non-Violent Coordinating
Committee, nationalist themes emerged in black radicalism that spilled
over into challenges to the system as a whole, culminating in the black
worker rebelliousness of the late 1960s and 1970s manifested in
wildcat strikes, socialist organizations like the League of Revolutionary
Black Workers, and even Martin Luther King’s Poor People’s Cam-
paign and march with Memphis sanitation workers just prior to his
1968 assassination. This black movement toward a working-class
perspective, as Shachtman’s 1933 document anticipated, was cut short
by the failure of the white working class to play its part, especially
after recession hit in the 1970s, so that its ultimate potential was
unrealized. Shachtman and his cohort serve as tragic examples of the
consequences. They supported the civil rights movement in the 1950s
and early 1960s—in the person of Bayard Rustin, they even exerted a
significant influence within it—before recoiling from the black lib-
eration movement of the late 1960s and 1970s, and heading down a
conservative path that ended in concert with the Nixon and Reagan
administrations. It would be a mistake, however, to read too much of
that right-wing end-point into a document manifestly of the early
1930s. Almost no one on the left by 1933 had crystallized the
understanding of the radical potentiality of independent black struggles
that Trotsky and James would implicitly recognize and that James
would articulate comprehensively by 1948, and Shachtman’s outlook
of 1933 would have dictated a very different road than the one the
Shachtmanites came to travel.

Communism and the Negro is unequivocal in its conviction that racism

cannot be resolved within a capitalist order and that class exploitation

by its very nature produces racial oppression because racism is crucial
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to the system’s capacity to sustain itself, fend off working-class chal-
lengers, and enhance profits. At a time when most white Americans
were indifferent to African American struggles for freedom, or sub-
scribed to claims of white genetic or cultural superiority, Shachtman
made it the responsibility not only of black Americans but of revo-
lutionaries of all backgrounds to dedicate themselves to the elimination
of racial oppression, which he considered a defining problem in
American society. Long before Black Power in the 1960s or
“whiteness” studies today, Shachtman began his pamphlet with the
declaration that the ‘“Negro problem” is first and foremost a problem
of white racism, one that white workers in particular must rectify.
There were many fault lines and elisions in his comprehension of the
full dimensions of that project, but to the Max Shachtman of 1933, the
fight to establish socialism would not make headway without
uncompromising challenges to racism, and the struggle to end racism
would never come to an end within the exploitative confines of

capitalist society.




