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Abstract This article is an exploration of the internationalist race/
class politics of black Bolsheviks in the United States. It places those
politics within the context of both the Comintern’s anti-colonialism
and the wider black radical tradition. Black communists and socialists
living in the US were highly attuned to both racialised pasts and the
racialised present and this impacted on their particularly enthusiastic
response to the October revolution and its aftermath. It argues that
these writers, thinkers and activists inaugurated an ambitious and
influential political imaginary in which black workers were central
to the dismantling of racial capitalism. Through an engagement with
black socialist and communist publications of the period the article
demonstrates that the Comintern’s anti-colonial politics of liberation
spoke to black experiences of class exploitation and racial oppression and
also to the established global imaginary of the black radical tradition.
These transnational politics of solidarity had an impact both on forms
of African American anti-racist class politics and on the Comintern’s
understanding of the politics of race and class in the United States.
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Misrepresentation, libel and slander may obstruct the work of
Lenine [sic] and Trotsky, but the Bolsheviki of all countries are
asking searching questions today, and the train of the world’s third
estate, now shunted on its journey, is speeding safely to its future
heritage, so desperately clung to yet by the “first estate’ few.!
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This article is concerned with black radicals in the US and their rela-
tionship to Bolshevism and the Comintern. Specifically, I focus on the
radical black newspapers the Crusader (1918-1922), the Emancipator
(March-April 1920) and the Messenger (1917-1928).2 Engaging with
black/red relations in the aftermath of the Bolshevik revolution
necessitates that a variety of historical and theoretical frames are
mobilised to illuminate the contours of these connections. I have
written elsewhere about the specific ways in which black agency was
foregrounded in the radical black press in between the wars;? and on
how black left-wing publications drew upon both the black radical
tradition and on Comintern anticolonialism to instantiate a powerful
black working-class politics of internationalist solidarity.* In fact the
Comintern seemed to echo a black radical antiracist internation-
alism, and not just to black socialists and communists but across the
African diaspora (though he was later bitterly opposed to socialism,
Marcus Garvey’s initial response to the revolution was enthusiastic).’
The connections between the Comintern and black radicals that
I trace are not about embodied meetings between individuals but
about imagined solidarities. I don’t concentrate on the connections
African Americans made in Russia or Mexico or London.¢ It is not
actual mobility but the circulation of ideas that informs my reading
of the race/class internationalism of the black radical press in the early
1920s. Thus, I focus on imagined rather than ‘real’ border crossings.
This is a question of solidarity based upon a political investment in
struggles not immediately connected to the lived experience of African
Americans. There is a complex dialectic between racialised experi-
ence and political solidarity, which inaugurates a powerful claim on
internationalist working-class politics for an uncompromising form
of anti-racism. The global imaginary of black communists between
the wars forged connections between Alabama and Odessa, Harlem
and Dublin, Chicago and Port au Prince. It was a project that reim-
agined the forces of revolutionary transformation to not only include
racialised subjects but to place them at the centre of anti-capitalist
resistance. In this article I trace the ways in which race and class are
re-imagined for black communists and socialists inspired by the anti-
colonialism of the early Comintern.”
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My focus is on the newspapers of the black left precisely because, as
a cultural and literary historian, I am interested in the manifestation
of these solidarities — in the public articulations of black communist
and socialist activists and writers and their particularly situated address
to black workers. This is material directly agitational in form, seeking
to speak to the lived experience of black poverty and exclusion. That
lived experience is for the most part a gendered one. The most star-
tling limitation in concentrating on these written publications is the
marginalisation of women’s voices in the public sphere in this period.
Thus, when a focus on the press is maintained, black women activists’
contribution to these politics remains neglected. As Lydia Lindsey
notes, this neglect is not least because ‘there is a preoccupation with
text as the source of intellectual history, and less attention is paid to
the spoken word’.8

It is crucial to remember the contributions of black women to socialist
and communist politics, activists like Eslanda Cardozo Goode and
Grace Campbell, ‘the most prominent Black socialist woman in the
1920s’2 The generally gendered language of liberation we see in these
publications, and indeed in the publications of the era more generally,
impacts upon the kind of politics which are mobilised. Ambitious,
daring and impressive dreams of interracial class solidarity often leave
intact the power dynamics of gender: ‘the entrance of Negro women
into politics will not change materially the political course of the Negro’,
the black socialist newspaper the Messenger declared in the summer of
1918, ‘they, like their white sisters, will be largely influenced by their
male companions’.'0 Elsewhere the Messenger is supportive of women’s
suffrage but the voice that dominates, here and elsewhere. is unambigu-
ously ‘masculine’. Although the proto-communist Crusader had at least
three women on the staff, gender remained oblique at best in the form
of address of the paper.!" Both the Crusader and later the Messenger
often reproduced cover photographs of ‘modest Negro womanhood’,
with the latter arguing that this was intended to show ‘Negro women
who are unique, accomplished, beautiful, intelligent, industrious,
talented, successful’.'2 A concentration on written publications can thus
contribute to the side-lining of the work of black women activists.!?
Arguably, however, keeping focus on the gendered language that is
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mobilised in these sources enables us to see that marginalisation, and the
specific complications of voice when the language of liberation is tied
to the recuperation of black ‘manhood’. This recuperation must itself be
placed in the context of the particularly gendered pathologies of white
supremacism in the US.14

A concentration on the black radical press can also tempt one to
emulate the somewhat breathless enthusiasm with which internationalist
anti-racist class politics is sometimes vaunted in their pages. Without the
anchoring of some this material to the important historical work done
by others in this field, it would be easy to overstate or simplify the fasci-
nating discursive strategies that are adopted in the pages of the Crusader,
the Emancipator and the Messenger. To take one telling example, the
reluctance of white American communists to take the question of race
seriously which Jamaican writer Claude McKay and others report to the
Comintern and beyond is barely evident in the black radical press — save
for one or two unspecified allusions to the limitations of white radicals
which I will discuss below."> In general, black socialists and communists
used their newspapers to proclaim the gains of the Russian revolution
and what it meant for black subjects, rather than foregrounding limita-
tions within the domestic white left on the question of race. Yet those
limitations are central to the politics inaugurated here; the pervasive
pleas for black workers to sign up to revolutionary class politics in these
newspapers are themselves a recognition of the virulent racism experi-
enced by their readers.

Notably, unlike Marcus Garvey’s Negro World (1917-1933) or George
Padmore’s Negro Worker (1928-1937), which each had a form of address
that was itself transnational, the newspapers I am looking at were
inaugurating internationalist visions to a domestic readership. Thus,
internationalism in this case is not about speaking on a transnational
register, but rather about reinscribing racism in America within a wider
anti-colonial, anti-capitalist frameworks; it is also about facilitating forms
of race/class solidarity which spoke to the local through the paradigm
of internationalism and vice versa. The relentless oppressions of global
capitalism on its racialised subjects are reported in these papers side
by side with national and local news, and exhortations to the reader to
recognise themselves in the forms of address.'® These newspapers, like all
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revolutionary newspapers, sought to bridge the gap between theory and
practice, but they also sought to place the black worker as the vanguard
of internationalist revolutionary politics.”” They did this through appeals
to class politics, through the proud rendering of black radical history,
and through a sober acknowledgement of the grip of white supremacy on
American society — not excluding elements of the labour movement. If
the newspapers of the radical left more generally posit a comparator here
in terms of the language and form these publications take, so too do the
newspapers of the black radical tradition. To understand the discursive
address made to African Americans in the early 1920s we need to place
these newspapers within a longer backwards trajectory.

The legacy of earlier radical black radicals

The first black newspaper in the US was the abolitionist Freedom
Journal, which published its first issue in March 1827 and ceased publi-
cation in March 1829. In that first edition the free black editors Samuel
E. Cornish and John B. Russwurm insisted that they wished ‘to plead
our own cause, not least because: ‘too long have others spoken for us.
Too long has the public been deceived by misrepresentations’.!® This
insistence on wresting back the narrative of blackness from its mobili-
sations by both white supremacy and white liberal paternalism is also
apparent in newspapers like Frederick Douglass’s more radical North
Star (1847-51) and T. Thomas Fortune’s even more radical New York
Age (1880-84).

We are opposed to all tyranny, because we have and do now feel
its blighting influence. We are with the people. Nihilism in Russia,
Communism in Germany and in France, Irish contention in Great
Britain, and Abolitionism (another term for Communism) in the
United States, are only synonyms for resistance by the people to
the tyranny and corruption of the Government.

In addition to allying abolitionism to communism, Fortune also stressed
the necessity of black self-determination in a very particular context,
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that of ‘the commercial instinct of the Anglo-Saxon [which has] blunted
his every sense of honesty, fair play, and humanity’. 20

This naming of forms of whiteness in relation to capital is a relatively
complex rhetorical move. It is the ‘commercial instinct’ which is the
source of the dehumanising impulses that reside in ‘the Anglo Saxon’.
This implies both a de-essentialised source of racism and a black subject
untainted by the deadening impact of embracing racial hierarchies. This
grim acknowledgement of the dehumanising effects of white supremacy
is keenly articulated two decades later. Writing in Garvey’s Negro World
in 1921, the peerless black socialist Hubert Harrison noted pointedly
that ‘people of the darker races are the ones that have suffered most’ and
moreover that:

In addition to the economic evils under which the others suffer
they must endure those which flow from the degrading dogma of
the color line, that dogma which has been set up by the Anglo-
Saxon peoples and adopted in varying degrees by other white
peoples who have followed their footsteps in the path of capitalist
imperialism.?!

For both Fortune and Harrison, black workers have been brutally
oppressed on the basis of race but they have also escaped complicity with
‘capitalist imperialism’.

There is a very particular address to black readers here, which is
notable in its subtlety. Readers are constructed as they are addressed,
sometimes quite overtly. The Freedom Journal’s imagined reader is
explicitly defined in that 1827 first editorial. The paper addresses itself
to the ‘five hundred thousand free persons of colour one half of whom
might peruse, and the whole be benefitted by the publication of the
journal’.?? For the black radical press that I am looking at, in the 1920s,
the imagined reader cannot be so easily identified (beyond the plethora
of Harlem located services that advertise in their pages). Yet we can —
from the form of address, the tone and the exhortations to sign up to
revolutionary forms of politics — trace a clear attempt to speak to the
specificity of black history and the materiality of black working-class
life. For example, in its encouragement to black workers to join unions
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in March 1920, the Emancipator recognises and validates the suspicion
their readers may feel at such a prospect. The paper clearly states that ‘for
many years a majority of Negroes have looked askance at labor unions’
and that:

This attitude was in many cases a natural reaction to the preju-
diced conduct of the unions themselves. The average colored
worker felt that until the unions controlled by white labor were
willing to let down the color bar they should be regarded as bitter
foes, as checks upon the progress of his race.?3

The nineteenth-century journals I have briefly engaged with here were
campaigning newspapers — publications specifically set up to advance
the cause of black freedom — and the black radical press in the early
twentieth century are following this trajectory. We can’t understand
the nature of the powerful and esoteric class politics of black Bolsheviks
by only concentrating on the impact of the Russian revolution and
the politics of the Comintern.?* To understand the ways in which
Comintern anti-imperialism spoke to black activists, we also need to
understand how it intersected with the legacies of black radical tradi-
tions. Indeed, the depression-era black communist newspaper the
Liberator (later renamed the Harlem Liberator and the Negro Liberator)
explicitly places itself in the tradition of black abolitionism. In a special
issue dedicated to Douglass it insisted:

the life of Douglass exemplifies the life of a fighter and organizer
for the complete Negro liberation. The completion of this fight,
begun by Douglass and the abolitionists can only be continued
by those who today fight against every form of Negro oppression,
discrimination and lynch justice.?®

Furthermore, the paper elsewhere insisted that it must ‘reflect an inten-
sified struggle against the new forms of slavery, until wage slavery, like
chattel slavery, is completely wiped out’.20

As T have argued elsewhere, this rhetorical position and mode of
address signals a discursive struggle to root the black communist present
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in the black radical past.?” It is worth noting here the mobilising of
‘wage slavery’ in relation to chattel slavery. “Wage slavery’ is a widespread
term in the Crusader and the Messenger. This is not so much an uncom-
fortable denial about the nature of enslavement; it is more an insistence
on the importance of black labour in the making of the modern world.
In the context of the Black Codes and the explosion of convict labour in
the aftermath of Reconstruction, the term ‘wage slavery’ has a particular
purchase for black communists.?? According to the Messenger, ‘our
change from chattel slaves to wage slaves has benefitted no one but the
masters of industry.’3 Elsewhere the Crusader insisted that the ‘slave
system was whipped but not wiped out’3! This is a refrain across the
newspapers of the black left and beyond. It is an intervention into the
idea that emancipation meant freedom. As Frederick Douglass noted,
emancipation endeavoured: ‘to put the new wine of liberty in the old
bottle of slavery’.32 In W.E.B. Du Bois’s famous formulation, ‘the slave
went free; stood a moment in the sun; and then moved back again
toward slavery’. More specifically, in relation to the radical potential of
the black worker, for Du Bois, the formerly enslaved person ‘was not
as easily reduced to be the mechanical draft horse which the northern
European laborer became’.33 The Crusader tells the story of the civil war
as one of warring capitalists where:

the Northern Capitalists won and chattel slavery in the South
was abolished with lurid speeches and glamor about Liberty,
Democracy, etc. But the Negroes were not to have even the
comparative liberty which the great Capitalist Czars tolerate under
the wage-slavery system.34

This rendering of ‘capitalist czars’ to create connections between the
Russian revolution and the condition of African Americans workers also
stresses the wretched working conditions of post-enslavement America.
The article goes on to illustrate wider frames of white violence by refer-
encing the ‘years of terror exercised” by ‘white cracker societies’ that left
the African American ‘totally subjugated ... Peonage is the lot of many
today in the Southern States’3> African Americans were denied, but
themselves also rejected, the forms of ‘freedom’ and ‘free labour’ prof-
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fered in post-Reconstruction America, which ushered in the homicidal
racist backlash of Jim Crow.3¢ As Brian Kelly notes, ‘everywhere across
the US South the dream that had animated the slaves’ jubilee died, or
was stillborn’37 To use Saidiya Hartman’s term here, these newspapers
were dealing with black labour after emancipation as an ‘afterlife’
of enslavement, rather than blithely destroying lines of demarcation
between enslavement and forms of free labour.38

The mobilisation of the term ‘wage slavery’ is one of the myriad
ways in which black communists and socialists were highly attuned to
both racialised pasts and the racialised present in the US. The meaning
of black labour for the making of the modern world was central, and
the necessity of addressing black workers as black workers is pervasive
in these newspapers and beyond. Black Bolsheviks articulated this to
their new friends in Russia. Frustrated with the class reductionism of
many white American communists in the run-up to Fifth Congress of
the Comintern in 1924, the prominent African American communist
Lovett Fort Whiteman had insisted that: “The negroes are not discrimi-
nated against as a class but as a race.” He stated unambiguously that the
lack of progress made in recruiting African Americans to communist
ranks resided in the complacency of the white left in matters of race.
Moreover, he insisted that racism was cross class, and that black culture
and history needed to be addressed:

Even the wealthy bourgeoisie among the Negroes suffer from
persecution, and a peculiar Negro culture and peculiar psychology
have developed. The ideas of Marx have spread only slowly among
the Negroes because the Socialists and even the Communists have
not realised that the problem must be dealt with in a specialised
way. The same newspapers do not satisfy the needs of the Negro
worker which suit the needs of the white. The same speeches,
propaganda, literature, will not suffice. The Negro feels no
antagonism to Communism but wants to know where it will
satisfy his peculiar needs ... The negroes are destined to be the
most revolutionary class in America. But Communist propaganda
among the negroes is hampered by the lack of publicity carrying
a special appeal.®
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Black Bolsheviks

In fact, it was not until 1929 that a specifically Communist Party
publication which carried this ‘special appeal’ in addressing black
workers emerged. That newspaper was the above cited Liberator, which
was published under the auspices of the American Negro Labour
Congress.“0 The editor of the Liberator was Cyril Briggs, who also edited
the Crusader. Briggs was a founding member of the African Blood
Brotherhood (ABB), a black radical organisation formed in 1919 which
joined the CP en masse in 1921 but didn’t identify their publication as
specifically allied to American communism.4! It was to Russia and the
Comintern they looked. The foundational document of the Comintern
in 1919 famously proclaimed: ‘Colonial slaves of Africa and Asia! The
hour of proletarian dictatorship in Europe will also be the hour of your
own liberation!”.42 The second congress in 1920 saw Lenin’s 7heses on the
National and Colonial Questions, which insisted that:

. only the Soviet system is capable of granting real equality of
nations, by uniting at first the proletarians and then the whole
mass of the working population in the struggle against the bour-
geoisie; and, secondly, it is necessary that all Communist Parties
render direct aid to the revolutionary movements among the
dependent and subject nations (for example, in Ireland, among the
Negroes of America, etc.) and in the colonies.43

Lenin’s naming of African Americans as a particularly oppressed
minority was important here, and James is correct to stress ‘the impor-
tance of the first two congresses of the Comintern in shifting Black
radical opinion and attitudes toward Bolsheviks’.44 Indeed some of the
most powerful black Bolshevik sympathies in the radical press are in
response to the hope that resided in the Comintern’s anti-imperialist
promise. In a period of vicious white supremacist violence in the post
WWI US, the black press constantly points to white Soviet supporters
who are committed to black and brown liberation and who have stood
up against antisemitism in Russia.%>

As Hakim Adi notes, it was the fourth congress in 1922 which
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particularly named African Americans as central to the struggle against
capitalism.4¢ Indeed, according to Robin Kelley this was the moment
which signalled that ‘black workers™ struggles were now considered
inherently anti-imperialist.¥” The Theses on the Negro Question that
emerged from that congress was thoroughly informed by the interven-
tions by African American delegate and ABB organiser Otto Huiswoud
and ‘special fraternal delegate’ and ABB member Claude McKay.48 The
Theses insisted that it was ‘the longing, the blood, and the tears of the
“emancipated” African American that had built capitalism in the US. It
was stressed that ‘the history of blacks in the United States has prepared
them to play an important role in the liberation struggle of the entire
African race’, not least because their ‘history tells of rebellions, revolts,
and underground techniques of winning freedom’. The 7heses further
insisted that ‘the international struggle of the black race is a struggle
against capitalism and imperialism’4’ The important centring of anti-
racism in the 7heses came from the demands of black communists, and
those demands spoke both to black experience and to the longer reach
of elements of the black radical tradition.

The Comintern of the early 1920s was eager to get information
about the ways in which racialised subjects understood their oppres-
sion.>® The anticolonial internationalism of the early Comintern is of a
quite different nature than the later internationalism of the Stalinised
Comintern.®! The Russian Bolsheviks balked at their dominance in
the early Comintern, and insisted on the importance of understanding
the contingencies of local conditions in all the nations that made up
the communist international5? This is in stark opposition to Stalin’s
Comintern, where Soviet foreign policy aims dominated.® Whilst it
is in the 1930s that the Communist Party of the United States was
most attractive to African Americans in terms of size of membership
and influence, the CPUSA’s politics of race was indebted to the black
Bolsheviks of the 1920s and their engagement with the Comintern
commitment to anti-colonialism and anti-imperialism.>4 The well-
documented and impressive anti-imperialism of the post-revolutionary
Comintern fires the black imagination in the US.> It is an anti-imperi-
alism which intersects with forms of internationalism within the black
radical imagination.>®
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Race is central to the terms of the international solidarity proffered
in the pages of the Crusader, the Messenger and the Emancipator, and it
is a politics of race with very specific contours. What we see in these
pages is a commitment to addressing the lived experience of race for
black subjects as a way to stretch the meanings of class that were bound
by forms of whiteness. As Oltfé¢mi O. Taiwo puts it in the context of a
later black left-wing organisation, the primacy of race ‘wasn’t an alter-
native to a political coalition but an enabling condition of it’57 Indeed,
the politics of race and class that we see in various forms across the
publications of the early twentieth century are remarkably prescient and
relevant for later race/class politics. Reflecting on black activists in the
UK in the 1970s and their approach to discriminatory trade unions,
Arun Kundnani notes that solidarity involved:

not the intersection of identities or oppressions but of move-
ments; not a hierarchy of oppression but an opening out to
other struggles while maintaining the specificity of one’s own.
Understood in this way, what some people still insist on calling
‘identity politics’ does not fragment class struggle but radicalises
it.”8

It is precisely this ‘radicalisation’ of class struggle that drives the
politics of black Bolsheviks. Their newspapers are drenched with
a constant refrain that international anti-racist class solidarity is a
complex necessity in the struggle against racial capitalism. ‘Racial
capitalism’ is not a term that is used in the press but the capitalism
that is rendered is precisely this.?® According to the Crusader, ‘since it
is under the capitalist-imperialist system that Negroes suffer, we must
boldly seek the destruction of that system’%0 Not only is the term
capitalist regularly referred to as ‘capitalist-imperialist’, the histories
narrated, the contemporary examples of racist oppression offered,
and the solution of black working-class agency that is demanded — all
point to an insistence that capitalism is thoroughly racialised and that
racialisation itself is a function of capitalism. In this context Justin
Leroy’s formulation is particularly relevant:
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Racial capitalism, then, is more than an analytic to consider ques-
tions of labor and capital. It offers itself as a black philosophy
of history, a rebellion against strict periodization, against facile
distinctions between slavery and freedom, and against the idea
that movement forward in time must also mean moral or human-
istic progress.°!

In the black radical press, African Americans have a dual position within
this racialised structure of exploitation. As I will argue below, they are
seen as the most revolutionary subjects, but that is connected to the fact
that they are also the most oppressed. As Charisse Burden-Stelly notes
in her paraphrasing of the African American communist Oliver Cox:

In a general sense, racial capitalism in the United States constitutes
‘a peculiar variant of capitalist production’ in which Blackness
expresses a structural location at the bottom of the labor hierarchy
characterized by depressed wages, working conditions, job oppor-
tunities, and widespread exclusion from labor unions.¢?

The Crusader expresses this hierarchical structure of race and class in
the US with its signature perspicacity: ‘In a country whose government
and resources are completely controlled by the white man, the Negro
plays the game of life against a rival whose every cast is with loaded
dice’.93 The ‘loaded dice’ in this period included the labour exploitation
noted above but also the savagery of the ‘red summer’ of 1919 and its
aftermath.®4 In the context of pervasive lynchings and pogroms against
African Americans, it is impressive indeed that these activists seck a
politics of international class solidarity in their visions of an anti-racist
liberated future.%

Anti-colonialism

It is clear that the African American left were deeply impressed by
Bolshevik revolutionary praxis and anti-colonialism, but it is also impor-
tant to note that the foundational anticolonialism expressed through
the early Comintern was also indebted to radicals from outside the

Twentieth Century Communism — Issue 24



56 Cathy Bergin

metropole.®® The black radical press stresses Bolshevik anti-colonialism
repeatedly, and enthusiasm for a new anti-colonial internationalism
abound in the pages of the Crusader, the Emancipator and the early
issues of the Messenger. The domestic communist sphere offered a less
impressive exemplar in this regard.” Though less colour-blind than
some of their Socialist Party forbears, the warring factions of American
communism in the early 1920s were marked by apathy, and sometimes
hostility, in relation to the ‘Negro question’. Zumoff argues that without
the intervention of the Comintern (itself informed by reports from black
activists), American communists ‘would have remained aloof from the
struggle for black freedom’.%8 The Comintern was a beacon for racial-
ised subjects around the world in a context where domestic Communist
Parties were at best anaemic and at worst plain racist in comparison.®
As has been widely documented, it is hardly surprising that black activ-
ists in the US looked to the Comintern and 7ot to US communists.
James has recently emphasised that: ‘when African Americans joined the
Communist Party in the 1920s, they largely viewed themselves as, first
and foremost, becoming members of Lenin’s Comintern ....70

As I noted earlier, the resistance of many whites in the American
socialist and communist parties to making race central is not widely
reported in these newspapers, but there are instances where the limita-
tions of race-blind radical politics are pointedly noted. W.A. Domingo
called ‘white radicals’ to task for their apathy in relation to colonialism
and racism in explicit comparison to the Bolsheviks:

They must understand more profoundly what they themselves
preach so eloquently: that capitalism is as deeply rooted in
Africa as in Europe and that this system cannot be eliminated
in England and continue to exist on the island of Haiti. This the
Russian Bolsheviks understand very well and use to good effect by
supporting and encouraging the oppressed of all races, creeds, and
nationalities. They have no scorn for Tartars, Mongols, Koreans,
Hindus, Persians, or Negroes.”!

ere the Bolsheviks’ commitment to anti-colonialism is a clear rebuke
Here the Bolshevik
to domestic ‘radicals’. The Comintern’s own understanding of the race/
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class question in the US was deeply indebted to these black radicals
(as opposed to white communists in the US).”2 In McKay’s Moscow
meeting with Trotsky, the latter ‘effectively supplied McKay with the
assurance that Russia would support blacks in the diaspora in their
actions’? As the recent historiography of this period attests, it was
Huiswoud and McKay’s presence at the Fourth Congress — demanding a
targeted engagement with the conditions of African Americans — which
informed the anti-racist enthusiasm of the Comintern.”* In the face of
the early Comintern’s (understandably) somewhat fuzzy grip on the
actual condition of African Americans in the US, it is even more notable
that they took their lead from these marxists of colour as opposed to
the seasoned white communists of the American left. The ABB were
the authority on this question for the Comintern. The Theses the Negro
Question that emerged from the 1922 congress strongly echoed the
ABB’s 1921 ‘Summary of the Program and Aims of the African Blood
Brotherhood’ in relation to the possibility of black independent trade
unions and the necessity of United Front work against racism in black
communities.”?

The black radical press had no official relationship to the Comintern,
indeed direct references to ‘the Comintern’ are generally few in the
newspapers. The Crusader wrote a rare article citing the Comintern
specifically (as opposed to Russia or Bolshevism) in early 1922:

The revolutionary element which is undermining the imperialist
powers that oppress us must be given every encouragement by
Negroes who really seek liberation. This element is led and repre-
sented by the Third Internationale which has its sections in all
countries.”®

The relative rarity of references to the Comintern is hardly surprising
given the commitment in these newspapers to addressing black workers
in the US, to whom Russia remained somewhat oblique.”” But their
articulations of a black Bolshevik sensibility attested to a shared set
of political understandings of the primacy of anti-imperialist anti-
capitalism. Revolutionary Russia was rendered as a nation wholly
sympathetic to anti-racism:
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In this number of THE CRUSADER we present for the informa-
tion of our readers a few of many facts concerning Soviet Russia’s
friendly and fair-minded attitude towards the darker races and
her concrete acts of friendship to them. Of all the great powers
Soviet Russia is the only power that deals fairly with weaker
nations and peoples. She is the only power that has no skeleton
of murderous subjugation and wrongdoing in her national
closet — no spectre of a brutally oppressed Ireland or Haiti ...
Soviet Russia, who in the past has treated the darker peoples so
magnanimously and so boldly championed their rights against
the land-hungry imperialist powers — Soviet Russia, the friend of
the weak and oppressed. 78

Soviet Russia here is rendered as a new nation, which, unlike the anti-
semitic Tsardom, is posited without that racialised and racialising past,
without the ‘spectres’ of oppression on the basis of race.”” Similarly,
Bolshevism is a clean term, a term that can encompass black subjects, it is
a term delightedly appropriated in all these newspapers, and this deploy-
ment of the term against both white supremacy and moderate black
politics can be seen across the publications despite variations in politics:
‘If to fight for one’s rights is to be Bolshevists then we are Bolshevists
and let them make the most of it’.8% Indeed these black left publications
often presented themselves as a unified black Bolshevik voice. When
addressing the readers of the first edition of the Emancipator, A. Philip
Randolph and Chandler Owen of the Messenger named the black radical

press of the period in specific and fraternal terms:

The new journalism is born ... With the Messenger, the Crusader
and the Emancipator the New Negro will be equipped to hurl
defiance into the teeth of the Old Crowd Negro, on the one hand
and the Old Crowd of whites on the other ... the new journalism
of the New Negro proclaims to all the world its allegiance to the
flaming and revolutionary cry, as formulated by the prophets
Marx and Engels, “Workers of the world unite. You have nothing
to lose but your chains, you have the world to gain’.8!
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This concept of the ‘New Negro’ is key for the mobilisation of a discur-
sive black working-class subject in these papers. Unlike the ‘Old Negro’,
who stood for a respectable and moderate politics of accommodation,
the ‘New Negro’ was a disruptive radical and often an anti-capitalist
activist.3? The Messenger sets itself against established black politics
and vows: ‘to lift our pens above the cringing demagogy of the times
and above the cheap peanut politics of the old reactionary Negro
leaders’.83 The determination to forge a language adequate to the task of
speaking for and to the New Negro unites these journals, as does their
lack of sectarianism towards each other. The Crusader, Messenger and
Emancipator carried advertisements for each other’s papers and favour-
ably cited each other’s content.34 Yet the papers were different in focus
and form. The shortlived Emancipator was particularly concerned with
international events, especially in the Caribbean, insisting that: ‘we
shall not insult West Indians by rigidly excluding matters pertaining to
them from our front page, nor shall we publish such news on a segre-
gated page’.8> The Crusader was declamatory, pithy and more focused
on anti-colonialism than the more wordy and domestically focused
Messenger. In part this is explained by the Afro-Caribbean editorship
of the Emancipator and the Crusader (and the Afro-Caribbean makeup
of the ABB). These were colonial subjects for whom questions of anti-
colonialism were a more urgent immediate issue than for their African
American counterparts. Afro-Caribbean migrants also had a more
transnational lived experience, and an encountering with vitriolic levels
of US racism that was estranging and shocking.8¢

Black radical internationalism

Key to my argument about black Bolsheviks is that, historically, black
radical traditions have precisely been marked by internationalism.
Indeed, this fomented the enthusiasm for the Comintern’s global politics
of liberation. From the call of Haiti to the enslaved on plantations
from Charleston to Kingston, to David Walker’s 1829 Appeal to the
Coloured Citizens of the World, to the global imaginary of the Panthers,
to the current manifestations of solidarity between African Americans
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and Palestinians, the black radical tradition has always made a host
of connections that inform a global understanding of race and power.
As Brent Hayes Edwards notes, ‘black radicalism necessarily emerges
through boundary crossing — black radicalism is an internationaliza-
tion’.8” African American and Afro-Caribbean migrant activists in the
US were drawing upon a powerful tradition of transnational connec-
tions, echoing Douglass’s insistence that the cause of black workers
in the US was ‘one with the labor classes all over the world’.88 The
Comintern’s anti-colonialism spoke strongly to an already established
internationalist framing of race and labour. The challenge was to
make the gains of the Russian revolution speak to a readership without
European allegiances (unlike the immigrants from Europe who consti-
tuted the American left).8?

W.A. Domingo excelled in this respect. Domingo was a Jamaican
migrant who is a ubiquitous presence across the pages of these news-
papers. In addition to editing Garvey’s Negro World for a period
and setting up his own paper the Emancipator, he also wrote for the
Messenger and the Crusader. Domingo is the only member of the ABB
who did not join the communist party, though his commitment to
Bolshevism was fervent.?® In the pages of the Messenger in July 1919 he
told his readership:

Today, it is the revolutionary Socialist, Lenin ... as leader of the
Communist Congress at Moscow, who sent out the proclamation:
‘Slaves of the colonies in Africa and Asia! The hour of proletarian
dictatorship in Europe will be the hour of your release!™!

On a similar theme two months later in the same paper, he insisted
that the: ‘... Bolshevik government succeeded in making Soviet
Russia unsafe for mobocrats, but safe for Jews and other oppressed
racial minorities’. To drive this point home in relation to his African
American readers, Domingo insisted that Russia had succeeded in
this task only ‘after a few executions of lynchers and race-rioters’, in
order to become ‘a country from which the lynch rope is banished and
in which racial tolerance and peace now exist’?? Here as elsewhere
these references to lynching bring national and international registers
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together to mobilise an internationalist vision where the horrors of
white supremacy in the US are tethered to the horrors of racist and
colonial injustice in far-off lands.

This melding of the domestic and the global is central to the mode of
address in these papers in relation to Russia and beyond. The Crusader,
particularly its early editions, makes it crystal clear that the African
diaspora is connected through a powerful form of race solidarity which
places the African American within the nexus of a global anti-imperial
struggle:

Those of us who have advocated a free Africa have done so in
recognition of the fact that the status of one section of the race
surely affects the status of all other sections, no matter what ocean
rolls between ... we cannot be slaves in one part [of the world] and
expect to be recognized as free men in another part.”?

In addition, for the Crusader in particular, this Pan-Africanist vision is
linked to a wider anti-colonial struggle, specifically, the Irish liberation
struggle, where they insist that the Irish are somewhat outside of the
category of whiteness, and that both African and Irish ’are engaged in
deadly war against the Anglo-Saxon’?4 Anglo-Saxonism is defined in
relation to the British Empire as well as white America, and the end of
whiteness is unambiguously willed:

And while the white world is in the final stage of its period of
world dominion its cupidity and flaming color hatred are still
sufficient to spur it on to further aggressions against the colored
races, unmindful that such aggressions are hastening the inevitable
rising of the tide of color that shall bury in the slime of the depths
the now soaring ambition of the white races.”

To hasten the ‘final stage’ of white supremacy, the Crusader draws upon
a mixture of afro-centric pride and race-conscious class solidarity, where
‘workers of all races have but one enemy, Capitalism’?® Whilst always
insistent on the primacy of race, Domingo also stresses the impor-
tance of international class solidarity, declaring in the Messenger that:
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‘Labor is the common denominator of the working class of the world.
Exploitation is the common denominator of oppressors everywhere’.’
These internationalist, anti-capitalist, anti-racist calls for solidarity are
far from exceptional in the press of this period.

Race and class

Similarly ubiquitous is a discursive determination to address the
reality of racism within the American working class. In a letter to
McKay in 1923 Trotsky noted, in relation to systemic racism, that:
‘In North America the matter is complicated by the disgusting dull-
wittedness and caste arrogance of the privileged elite of the working
class itself, which does not wish to see in the Negro a confrere in
work and struggle’s Black Bolsheviks went further than an explicit
naming of the racism which structured US life and infected sections
of its labour movement.”” Race is intimately connected to class in
these pages in a way which foregrounds that the black worker has a
singularly important role to play in the revolution. In the Emancipator
the working class is zhe class of the African American: ‘in America
all Negroes are not lynched and jimcrowed, but over 99 per cent of
them have their labor exploited’.1% The reader is regularly addressed
as a privileged agent of revolution as part of a ‘race of toilers’.1! The
Crusader clearly states the case, insisting that ‘No race has less of the
idle non-producing rich than the Negro race’, which is ‘essentially a
race of workers and producers’.

No race would be more greatly benefitted by the triumph of
Labor and the destruction of parasitic Capital Civilization with
its Imperialism incubus that is squeezing the life-blood out of
millions of our race in Africa and the islands of the sea, than the
Negro race.!92

Here, as elsewhere, the materiality of race is a privileged position from
which to understand the function and form of class rule. This fantasti-
cally gothic rendering of racial capitalism stresses the paramountcy of
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black labour. As well as being urged to adopt forms of solidarity that
keep race central, readers are invited to recognise themselves as the
gravediggers of racial capitalism, to recognise their place in an America
where: ‘lynching, economic and social serfdom lie in the dark alleys
of its mental reservations’.%® For many of these writers and activists,
the embodied experience of race as a lived experience — and not just
anti-racism as a form of politics — is crucial for the creation of the revo-
lutionary subject. This is a black revolutionary subject who is potentially
already fit for revolution, unlike sections of a white-supremacy-infected
working class. In a remarkable article in the Messenger’s penultimate
issue, entitled “The disadvantages of being white’, the white American is
analysed as being caught in a self-defeating ‘bubble’ of white supremacy
which ‘he can hold only by ignorance, injustice [and] prejudice’. While
carefully stating that ‘it is only fair to say that many individuals of
the white race have escaped [these] disadvantages’, the article mostly
delights in listing the distorting effects of racism on white America. To
be white is to be:

... born an intellectual slave, ushered into the world to be pres-
ently robbed of your personal freedom in selecting your friends,
harassed with the impossible burden of artificial racial worth,
hampered by ignorance and lack of appreciations of the artistic
and beautiful if it happens (as it often does) to be black, doomed
to a futile life of fear and motivated only by the gloomy hope of
‘blowing bubbles’ of race superiority. We are grateful that good
fortune has spared us this mishap.!04

Diminished and culturally impoverished by the demands of white
supremacy, white Americans live thin and hollow lives. Amongst the
multiple articles calling for black and white class unity and attacks on
the ‘negro bourgeoisic’, articles like this draw sharp attention to the
black worker as the pre-eminent agent of revolution because of their
oppressed status as racialised outsiders. According to Satnam Virdee,
it is precisely racialised outsiders who, ‘depending upon the historical
conjuncture’
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helped universalize the militant, yet often particularistic, fights
of the working class precisely because they were better able to see
through the fog of blood, soil and belonging.195

So, while these newspapers underline the importance of building a
movement on the shared interests of the working class as a whole, there
is little [though some] blithe sloganeering when it comes to the reality
of white supremacy as a serious barrier to these imaginings. In the
Crusader, the terms of interracial solidarity are explicitly defined by the
‘acid test of white friendship’, which is the question of whether a ‘person
is willing to see the Negro defend himself with arms against aggression,
and willing even to see Negroes killing his own (white) people in defence
of Negro rights’. 196 The Messenger emphasises that black workers need a
black newspaper if they are to be won to socialism, precisely because of
their experiences of racism: “The Negro has so often been swindled and
betrayed by the white man that he is always suspicious of him when he
comes bearing gifts. He can only be reached by his own people and that
is being done now’.197 Keeping faith with both the emancipatory visions
of the black radical tradition and the promise that inheres in the early
Comintern, the black radical press produces an ambitious and original
race-conscious class politics.

As McKay expressed it in his address to the Fourth Congress, he
belonged to the black working class:

. a race of workers, of hewers of wood and drawers of water,
a race that belongs to the most oppressed, exploited, and subju-
gated part of the working class of the world. The Communist
International is for the emancipation of all workers of the world
without distinction of race or colour. And this stand of the
Communist International is not just written on paper, as is the
Fifteenth Amendment to the constitution of the United States of
America; it is something real 108

Communicating this ‘something real’ that revolutionary commu-
nism offered to black workers in the US was at the heart of the radical
press. Making it real. Making it speak to the specificities of black
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experiences of oppression and exploitation, and at the same time
stretching at the limits of experiential politics to a broader revolu-
tionary vision of what black liberation could mean. The writers and
activists on which I have concentrated here did not have the personal
experience of the Comintern that McKay had, but they had a powerful
political imaginary, which was part of a longer black radical tradi-
tion to which the internationalist anti-colonial promises from Russia
spoke loudly.
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