Camp Hill, of Tallapoosa County, Alabama was a small
settlement, bordering the edges of the Black Belt.

By the summer of 1931, 800 of Tallapoosa’s 1600 Black
sharecroppers were members of the Share Croppers Union
(SCU), a Communist (CP)-affiliated organization which sought to
defend sharecroppers’ rights to crops and to land against the
incursions of Jim Crow capitalism.

How did the Communist Party, the SCU and its rank-
and-file members theorize race and class?

How did these theorizations impact their tactics and
organizing?
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My senior thesis combines final projects for political science and
history. | wrote the literature review and political theoretical
foundations for my senior thesis in history last fall, in Professor
Michelle Smith’s Colloquium, Race and Modern Political
Thought. This poster combines findings from that paper with the
findings for my first thesis chapter: “Beginnings: Camp Hill, July
15, 1931.7

| use Marxist theory, critical race theory and social movement
theory for my analysis of the SCU's theory and practice. Archival
analysis is the main method in my senior thesis. | utilize archives
from NYU’s CPUSA collection, UNC-Chapel Hill's Southern

Historical Collection and GSU’s Southern Labor Archives.

Figure 1: “Carry On!” from Daily Worker, July 22, 1931

Racecraft, Fields and Fields:

« explain that race is a human-constructed category deriving
from the false “conception” that humans are organized in
natural, unchangeable “unequal” groups.

« define racism as both “the theory and the practice of applying
a... double standard based on ancestry, and to the ideology
surrounding such a double standard.”

» theorize racecraft as “mental terrain” that emerges from
“human action and imagination” in race and racism

Black Reconstruction, Du Bois:

« analyzes the intersection of racial and labor subjugation to
argue that the Black workers were “the ultimate exploited” by
“white capital” and white supremacy

« asserts that Abolition should have shaped true democracy by
building a coalition of “the champions of universal suffrage
[immigrants] and the rights of the freedmen, together with the

leaders of labor [white working class], the small landholders of

the West, and logically, the poor whites of the South”
Hammer and Hoe, Kelley:
« Shows that the CP combined European Marxism with the

Black tradition of “evasive and cunning” methods of resistance

that made possible the illegal organizing work

« argues that for Black radicals “the Russians were the ‘new
Yankees,’ “Stalin was the ‘new Lincoln, and ‘the Soviet Union
was the new Ethiopia™

* demonstrates that the Marxism tradition, when combined with
their own language, linked the struggles of poor Southerners
to “world politics,” challenged race and class hegemonic
ideologies and “created an atmosphere in which ordinary
people could... criticize society

Black Marxism, Robinson:

* observes that Marxism is inherently implicated in Western
thought and in capitalism, and therefore had the same
“theoretical and ideological weaknesses”

« argues that European radicalism is inherently limited and
therefore, points to Black leftism as a more radical form
political thought and more genuine criticism of the West
because of its theoretical protest origins in slavery

Evidence: Camp Hill Argument

« Content Warning: Violence, Anti-Black Racism, Anti- * The rank and file of the SCU theorized the union as an
Labor Violence organization designed and able to defend their land and crops

* Around 80 union members were present for a general against anti-Black racism and capitalism.
meeting in Camp Hill, AL. However, the sheriff raided the * This ideology of defending the poor, specifically the Black rural
meeting with “vigilantes™ who beat those present. poor, to their right to safety and independence gave the union a

 The "mob” then broke into organizer Tommy Gray’s home, form of collective power and militancy heretofore unseen.
and beat his wife with the intention of gathering information * When this ethos was combined with the Depression
about the SCU. deteriorating conditions and the increased predatory behavior

* They only stopped assaulting the family when organizer from white landlords, the concept of property defense was
Ralph Gray arrived and pointed his gun at the Sheriff. literally maintained with arms, barricades and shootouts,

 The next day, 150 sharecroppers held a and subsequently, against Communist tactical preferences.
the sheriff arrived with Camp Hill police.  The ethos of self-defense and its formation into violent and

* Ralph Gray was armed and guarding the meeting. The group confrontational organizing tactics that the SCU maintained
of police, in a car, opened fire on Ralph Gray, shooting at his derived not from the CP, but from the early grassroots actions
legs. Subsequently, Gray fired back at the car, shooting of Black sharecroppers in Camp Hill, Tallapoosa County,
Sheriff Young in the stomach. Alabama.

» The meeting broke up; other share croppers found Gray lying |« The events at Camp Hill shaped the base theorizations of the
on the road and carried him into his house. SCU by shaping how the CP would think of Black rural labor

» Union members barricaded themselves in Gray’s house and organizing: as the result of desperation and “bare life”
held off a white mob long enough to escape. At the end of the conditions, as part of the creation of Black martyrs, and as
shootout, two deputies and eight sharecroppers were evidence for the Black Belt Thesis.
wounded. _ ____

 Returning with reinforcements, Wilson enters the Gray house Black and White Work-
and kills Ralph Gray in cold blood - Tommy Gray reported ' ery. — U““" %
that one of the reinforcements “shoved a pistol in his mouth & s
and blew his brains out.”

* They arrested everyone in the house and burned it to the
ground. By July 19, sixty share croppers were arrested and
twenty were charged with felonies.

* Other members of the union were being “hunted down” by
over 400 vigilantes. These vigilantes carried out “genocidal
attacks”™ on Camp Hill’'s Black community. Chief Wilson
promised to “kill every member found of the Reds there and
throw them into the creek” and openly admitted to lynching
some men.

* The International Labor Defense ended up defending all 35 Ty R R

. . The colored worker and the white
sharecroppers who were arrested and held in jail. Ultimately, | worker shake and join the struggle
Alabama dropped all charges against these sharecroppers. R
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Figure 2: Black and White Workers — Unite!, Southern Worker, August 16, 1930

Bibliography

Agamben, Giorgio. Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life. Meridian. Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 1998.

Arthur, Raper. “Farm Tenancy.” UNC-Chapel Hill Wilson Library, October 5, 1936. 3966:744. Southern Historical Collection.

Bissett, Jim. Agrarian Socialism in America: Marx, Jefferson, and Jesus in the Oklahoma Countryside, 1904—1920. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1999.
“Boss News Agency Admits Attack on Croppers Aimed to Smash Their Union.” Daily Worker. July 22, 1931.

Cacho, Lisa Marie. Social Death: Racialized Rightlessness and the Criminalization of the Unprotected. New York: New York University Press, 2012.
“Camp Hill Cropper Free Tells His Story.” Southern Worker, August 29, 1931.

“Carry On.” Daily Worker. July 22, 1931.

Central Committee of the Communist Party. “Resolution on the Negro Question in the United States,” October 26, 1930. 140:1849.

Communist Party of the United States. “Transcript of Tom Johnson and James Allen on the Work in the South.”

Communist Party of the United States, n.d. 167:2222. New York University Tamiment Labor Library.

“Croppers Fight Starvation.” Southern Worker. July 25, 1931.

“Croppers Fought Back Militantly When Fired On By Police.” Daily Worker. July 20, 1931.

“Croppers, Organize Now!” Southern Worker. June 27, 1931.

Cruse, Harold. The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual. London: W.H. Allen, 1969.

“Cut Farm Wages to 25 Cents in Ala. Black Belt.” Southern Worker. May 16, 1931.

Delgado, Richard, and Jean Stefancic. Critical Race Theory: An Introduction. New York: New York University Press, 2001.

Du Bois, W.E.B. Black Reconstruction in America 1860-1880. First Free Press Edition. New York: The Free Press, 1998.

Du Bois, W.E.B. The Souls of Black Folk. Oxford World Classic’s Paperback. New York: Oxford University Press, 2008.

Fannin, Mark. Labor’s Promised Land: Radical Visions of Gender, Race and Religion in the South. Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2003.
“Farm Workers, Deputies Murder One, 6 Wounded, 4 “Missing".” Southern Worker. July 25, 1931.

“Farmers of the South Fight Starvation.” Southern Worker. July 24, 1931.

“Farmers Rally to Organize For Relief.” Southern Worker. March 21, 1931.

“Federal Farm Board Starvation Program.” Southern Worker. 1931.

Fields, Karen E., and Barbara Jeanne Fields. Racecraft: The Soul of Inequality in American Life. London ; New York: Verso, 2012.

Fields, Barbara J. “Depression, the New Deal and World War II.” Lecture, Columbia University, New York, NY, Spring 2019.

Foner, Eric. “Black Reconstruction: An Introduction.” The South Atlantic Quarterly 112, no. 3 (Summer 2013): 409-418. iips://read. dukeupress edu/south-atlantic-guarterly/article-  Roll, Jarod. Spirit of Rebellion: Labor and Religion in the New Cotton South. Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2010.

pdi/112/3/409/470903/SAQ1123 OlFoner Fpp.pdf. Roediger, David R. The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American Working Class. London: Verso, 1991
Frederickson, George M. Racism: A Short History. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002. Robinson, Cedric. Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition. Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1983.
“Four More Believed Dead; Sixty Held in Jail Are Being Framed.” Daily Worker. July 20, 1931. Rosengarten, Theodore. All God’s Dangers: The Life of Nate Shaw. New York: Knopf, 1974.
Fuller, Henry. “Sunday at Camp Hill.” The New Republic, December 16, 1931. Simms, Harry. “Report on Situation in Camp Hill, Alabama,” n.d. Tamiment Labor Library.
“Gaston Farmers Want to Fight.” Southern Worker. February 28, 1931. “Starving Farmers Are Ready to Fight for Relief.” Southern Worker. March 14, 1931, sec. From the Mines, the Mills and the Farms.
Hahn, Steven. The Roots of Southern Populism: Yeoman Farmers and the Transformation of the Georgia Upcountry, 1850-1890. New York: Oxford University Press, 1983. United States of America, ed. Fifteenth Census of the United States. Vol. Alabama. Washington: U.S.Govt. Print. Off, 1931.
Hudson, Hosea. Black Worker in the Deep South. New York: International Publishers, 1991. Trotsky, Leon. Leon Trotsky on Black Nationalism and Self-Determination. New York: Pathfinder Press, 1978.
Hudson, Hosea and Nell Irvin Painter. The Narrative of Hosea Hudson: The Life and Times of a Black Radical. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1994. “White and Negro Fight Starvation on Farms!” Southern Worker. July 25, 1931.
Isenberg, Nancy. White Trash: the 400-Year Untold History of Class in America. New York: Viking, 2016. Woodruff, Nan E. American Congo: The African American Freedom Struggle in the Delta. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003.
Johnson, Clyde. “In Memory of Ralph Gray: Murdered by Landlords at Camp Hill, Alabama,” July 4, 1935. Tamiment Labor Library. Woodward, C. Vann. Origins of the New South: 1877-1913. 3rd ed. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2009.
Johnson, Guy Benton. “The Negro in America.” UNC-Chapel Hill Wilson Library, n.d. 3826:1422. Southern Historical Collection. Zumoff, J.A. “The American Communist Party and the Negro Question’ from the Founding of the Party to the Fourth Congress of the Communist International.” Journal for the Study of
Johnson, Timothy V. “*We Are Illegal Here’: The Communist Party, Self-Determination and the Alabama Share Croppers Union.” Science & Society 15, no. 4 (2011): 454-19. Radicalism 6, no. 2 (Fall 2012): 53-89.

Jordon, Eugene. “After Scottsboro, Camp Hill: The Alabama Massacre.” The Negro Worker, September 15, 1931.

Kelley, Robin D.G. Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists during the Great Depression. 25th Anniversary Edition. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 20185.
Kester, Howard. Revolt Among Sharecroppers. New York: Covici and Friede Publishers, 1936.

Kirby, Jack Temple. Rural Worlds Lost: The American South 1920-1960. Louisiana Paperback Edition. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1987.
Lawson, Elizabeth. “Ralph Gray - Sharecropper,” n.d.

McAdam, Doug. Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency, 1930-1970. [First] paperback edition. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985.
Mitchell, H.L.. Mean Things Happening in this Land: The Life and Times of H.L. Mitchell. Montclair: Allanheld, Osmun & Company, 1979.

Morgan, Edmund. American Slavery, American Freedom. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1975.

Natural Resources Conservation Service, and Alabama Cooperation Extension System. “Soil Areas of Alabama.”

“Organize the Revolt of the Croppers.” Southern Worker, April 4, 1931.

Omi, Michael, and Howard Winant. Racial Formation in the United States: From the 1960s to the 1990s. New York: Routledge, 1994

Postel, Charles. The Populist Vision. New York: Oxford University Press, 2007.

Pueyo, Tomas. “Coronavirus: The Hammer and the Dance.” Medium, May 28, 2020. hitps://tomaspueyo.medium.com/coronavirus-the-hammer-and-the-dance-be9337092056, © POSTER TEMPLATE BY GENIGRAPHICS® 1.800.790.4001 WWW.GENIGRAPHICS.COM



