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***

I have read Signe Waller’s political memoir, Love and Revolution, with great interest and concern.  Today, the world is turning in ever more dangerous directions.  Much has changed since the late 1970s and early 1980s—the period covered by this book.  Despite the apparent demise of socialism and the strength of imperialism, a new generation of anti-capitalist activists has burst on the scene in many countries around the world.  Here in the U.S., despite much cynicism promoted by the right, increasing numbers of left-leaning activists are stepping forward.  An urgent task for movement building today is the effort to retrieve our recent movement history, learn its lessons, and extract the seeds of revolution.  Signe Waller’s book is a step in the right direction.

We are fortunate to have an excellent guide to the many groups that were part of the New Communist Movement in Max Elbaum’s recent book, Revolution in the Air.  Nevertheless, this book is an overview and Elbaum focuses on the political line and leadership of the different groups.  He does not go deeply into the work or internal dynamics of any of the diverse organizations.  We need many more works focused on the actual work and struggles of particular groups if we want to appreciate the strengths and weaknesses of the New Communist Movement and its revolutionary legacy.  We do have some books that explore this trend, including Bill Ayers recent . . . . and . . .???  Waller’s memoir adds a new chapter to this body of work.  My hope is that there will be a growing stream of similar accounts written by those who were revolutionaries in the United States during the 1970s and 80s.  The need is urgent.

My interest is the greater because Signe’s story is, to some extent, my story as well.  We were comrades in the North Carolina region of the Workers Viewpoint Organization (WVO) during the late 1970s.  On November 3rd, 1979, in Greensboro, along with over one hundred other comrades and supporters, we participated in a“Death to the Klan” March organized by the Communist Workers Party (which had changed its name from WVO only weeks? before).  On that day, in broad daylight, in front of television cameras, five leaders of the CWP lost their lives to murderous gunfire from Klan/Nazi assassins, while the Greensboro police looked on. The murders and subsequent government repression destroyed the promising trade union work of the CWP in North Carolina and irrevocably altered the trajectory of the party.  Signe lost her husband, as did Flores Cauce, Dale Sampson, and Marty Nathan.  The assailants killed Sandi Smith, Bill Sampson, Mike Nathan, Cesar Cauce, and Jim Waller, and wounded eight? others. Like many others, I sang “we are soldiers in the army” at the funeral march on November 11.  With the fixed bayonets and tanks of the National Guard aimed at us, and a relentless rain chilling us to the bone, I vowed that I would “pick up the bloodstained banner” and carry on the struggle.

Signe’s subject is “A People’s History of The Greensboro Massacre, Its Setting and Aftermath.”  The Greensboro Massacre was a pivotal event.  To some extent, it encouraged the rise of homegrown fascists and the decline of the New Communist Movement.  Waller documents this moment, and she provides a rare insider’s view of the organizing of one of the significant new communist organizations.  Her book is a political memoir—it is neither her own autobiography nor a history of the party, though it is some of both.  Waller calls her book a tale of government collusion in political assassinations; historically rooted racism in the United States; a home-grown, American variety of communism; and a love story.  We may add, it is also a significant labor history and a careful documentation of what long time activist Anne Braden has called “the most successful fightback….” Of the era.

Waller has done an excellent job of drawing out the humanity of her protagonists as they tried to link their lives with the struggles of North Carolina workers.  Like Che, she believes that “the true revolutionary is motivated by great love.”  This is important because of the historical demonization of communists in the U.S.,because of the attempt by media, politicians, and the police to blame and discredit the victims after the massacre, and because dehumanized stereotypes of the CWP continue to hurt movement building in Greensboro today.  Her portrayal of the massacre itself is gripping.  Her description of the right wing backlash against the CWP after the murders, as well as the powerful five year struggle for justice in the courts mounted by the survivors and their allies, hold important and inspiring lessons.  Finally, it is to Waller’s credit that she is generous to other groups on the left, appropriately critical of herself and her comrades, and steadfast in upholding the rightness of revolution and the enduring value of the sacrifices she and others made.

There is also another timely significance in Love and Revolution:  Waller probes deeply into the question of the role of local authorities, mill owners, and the federal government in the murder of five CWP members in Greensboro, NC on Nov 3rd 1979.  Today, in an era of increasing government repression, this is a timely study.  Waller examines the way in which this fundamental issue was muted, confused, and, indeed, obliterated by most of the media, the legal process, and politicians.  While the young revolutionaries, successful organizers in Cesar Cone’s mills and Duke Hospital, were constantly depicted as without humanity, the real “invisible empire,” that powerful network named by the CWP “the ruling class” or “the bourgeoisie,” remained obscured by the spin.  Waller’s book  does not fall into the liberal error of focusing narrowly on the Klan/Nazi death squad.  Just as the CWP was planning to do on November 3rd, Waller throws a spotlight on the “secret supporters of the Klan,” those who stand to gain the most from the national oppression of African Americans and a racially divided working class.

The first half of Love and Revolution is an insider’s view of the WVO’s North Carolina organizing in the three years leading up to November 3rd.  This is rich, new material for historians and movement students.  The main work of the party was trade union work in several divisions of Cone Mills, as well as Duke Hospital in Durham.  However, there was also extensive work in such areas as support for liberation movements in Africa, the struggle for quality education, police brutality, and the struggle to Free the Wilmington 10.  Signe carefully documents many of these struggles. 

Because the Ku Klux Klan recruiting drive across the South in the late 1970s threatened both black communities and the fragile unity of black and white industrial workers in unions, the Workers Viewpoint Organization launched an anti-klan campaign in North Carolina.  The campaign began in Whitakers, a small town in eastern North Carolina, where racist storeowner, Joe Judge, murdered a black man, Charlie Lee.  WVO comrades, working with the African Liberation Support Committee, joined with the black community of Whitakers in a campaign for justice.  This is the kind of local struggle that is often not documented in history books, and Love and Revolution is full of such vignettes.  And while the Whitakers struggle does not loom large in the overall history of black liberation, it is today acknowledged by the black residents of Whitakers as the beginning of a new spirit of fightback and self-determination that flowered in later years.  Following the Whitakers struggle, WVO comrades participated in the national anti-klan marches in Decatur, Alabama and Tupelo, Mississippi.  A highly publicized confrontation between the Klan and the WVO developed in China Grove, North Carolina in June, 1979.  This was the immediate precursor of the Greensboro Massacre.

This organizing was important, Waller argues, because in the main industry of the most industrialized state in the South, the bastion of anti-union, racism, and Jesse Helms reaction of all kinds, a small band of dedicated, disciplined, capable, and doggedly persistent revolutionaries were striving to make a breakthrough in trade union organizing and party building.  Included in their numbers were prominent leaders of the black liberation movement in North Carolina, as well as white organizers who had “pitched their tent” in North Carolina.  They were flawed and youthful, but they meant to stay and make a difference, and they were learning.  Waller argues that for these reasons the work of the CWP was a threat to the bourgeoisie and was therefore targeted for repression.

The work was significant for another reason, as well.  Throughout its history, the North Carolina elite has been haunted by the possibility of a black-white coalition of workers and farmers.  In the eighteenth century, an incipient revolt of white farmers called the Regulator Movement was snuffed out by the British authorities.  The Regulators included a significant number of African slaves and free people of color.  Following the Civil War, a much more powerful Reconstruction coalition of freed slaves and white yeomen farmers was suppressed by the Ku Klux Klan.  Again, during the Populist revolt of the 1890s a powerful bi-racial coalition emerged, and there were hints of this again during the CIO organizing of the 1930s.  Such a bi-racial coalition among industrial workers was the worst nightmare of the textile capitalists during the 1970s.  Thus, the successful biracial organizing of the WVO/CWP was a real threat.  Waller documents how black southern revolutionaries, who had come to Marxism through their own development in the Black Liberation Movement, joined with white Marxists from around the country to form the North Carolina region of the Workers Viewpoint Organization in 197?.  Although their work was incipient, it was growing, and this posed a threat to the lords of labor who dominated the largest textile empire in the world. Waller argues, although she acknowledges that as yet there is no “smoking gun,” that this is why the organizing of the party was nipped in the bud in 1979.

Signe’s description of the Klan/Nazi caravan entering Morningside homes in Greensboro, the murders, the chaotic aftermath, and the reaction of the diverse segments of the community is graphic, personal, and analytical.  Through oral interviews with the survivors, quotes from media, politicians, and police, and personal memory Signe pulls us into the story.  “As Cesar struggled to get up, he was gunned down and killed by a Klansman who lurched down the street firing, a pistol in each hand.  At nearly the same instant, Paul [Bermanzohn] was hit.  ‘It really felt like nothing, like a blast of air, just a force with no mass. . . . I was suddenly knocked off my feet.’”  Signe concludes the story of the massacre with a commentary on the unfolding coverup of complicity among Klan, Nazi, and government agents: 

The story drummed into people by the media bore little resemblance, with respect to plot or character, to the real story.  The ultimate strategy of the coverup was to sidestep the guilt of the perpetrators by making the victims into the criminals.  Even as we buried our loved ones and mourned their untimely and unnatural deaths, we had to respond to attacks on their character and motives.  As we grieved, we fought attempts to cut us off from all potential support.

The second half of Love and Revolution is an extensively documented and carefully argued discussion of the aftermath of November 3rd  and the five year struggle of the survivors to set the record straight and gain justice through the courts.  These chapters require close attention, since the struggle was complex and went through three different trials, but the story is a lesson and a hope.  First, there was a state prosecution of a number of the Klansmen and Nazis.  The prosecutor made no secret of his contempt for the CWP, and a not guilty verdict was handed down after a year by an all white jury.  In a second trial, brought by Reagan’s Justice Department under severe pressure from a broad array of groups led by the Greensboro Justice Fund, another all white jury reached a similar verdict.  All the while, however, the Justice Fund, led by the survivors and supported by the CWP and a broad coalition of religious, civil rights, and justice groups, was building support for its $48 million civil rights lawsuit against the Klan, Nazis, and Greensboro Police Department.  In 1985, despite tremendous odds, the Justice Fund’s lawsuit was partially successful.  A jury awarded several hundred thousand dollars to some of the survivors.  Setting legal history, two Greensboro police officers were convicted, along with the Klan and Nazis, of negligence for their failure to protect the demonstration.  The city of Greensboro paid the entire judgment, including the amounts levied against the Klan and Nazis.  In the end, most of the money from this settlement was turned over by individuals to the Greensboro Justice Fund.  The GJF, in turn, has become a significant non-profit foundation funding anti-racist (???) organizing in the South.

In Signe’s final chapter, “Convened by Martyrs,” she offers a more broad assessment of the events she has so carefully documented.  November 3rd was the “paradigm of a police state,” and a clear assessment of the event reveals the “façade of capitalist democracy.”  In addition to her indictment, Signe evaluates the significance of the broad and sustained fightback for people today.  She also makes some overall critiques of the Communist Workers Party, including a critique of democratic centralism and the tactics surrounding November 3rd.  She describes how the CWP tried to transform itself into a broad, social democratic organization, the New Democratic Movement, and how this effort failed.  Nevertheless, in the work of the Greensboro Justice Fund and a number of the ongoing struggles in Greensboro, she sees an ongoing legacy of the CWP.  In the end, Waller believes that the future direction of revolutionary transformation in the US must go beyond the available models of both capitalism and socialism.  In particular, she believes that we must incorporate the lessons from the struggles of indigenous peoples and the environmental movement into our revolutionary theory and vision.

Signe and I continued our organizing with the CWP during the early 1980s, she as press secretary for the party in Greensboro, I as a grassroots organizer in Chapel Hill.  We both remained active in the New Democratic Movement, which was the final transmutation of the party, before its dissolution in 1985.  Today, Signe is an organic farmer and freelance political writer in Indiana and I am working on a history dissertation, “Black Freedom and the University of North Carolina.”

Missing: the personal.

