
communist party in american history

The story of the communist party in American history is a complex and often contentious one, marked by periods
of intense activism, government scrutiny, and profound ideological shifts. From its early days as a nascent
political force to its later role in labor movements and its entanglement with international communism,
understanding the American communist party offers crucial insights into the nation's political, social, and
economic evolution. This article will delve into the formation, key periods of influence, internal struggles, and
lasting legacy of the Communist Party USA (CPUSA), examining its impact on various social movements and
the broader American political landscape. We will explore the origins of American communism, its rise during the
Great Depression, its wartime alliances, the McCarthy era's chilling effect, and its subsequent decline and
transformation.

Early Seeds of American Communism

The Formation and Early Years of the CPUSA

The Communist Party and the Labor Movement

Communism in the Era of the Great Depression and New Deal

World War II and the "Sweetheart Deal"

The McCarthy Era and the Red Scare

The Communist Party in the Post-War Era

Internal Divisions and Ideological Evolution

The Communist Party USA Today

Conclusion: The Enduring, Though Diminished, Legacy

Early Seeds of American Communism

The roots of communist thought in America can be traced back to the mid-19th century, influenced by the
writings of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. Early socialist and anarchist movements, while distinct from
communism, laid the groundwork for radical political thought in the United States. These early movements
often focused on issues of worker exploitation, advocating for shorter workdays, better wages, and improved
working conditions. While not explicitly communist, these socialist and anarchist groups shared a common
critique of capitalism and a desire for fundamental societal change, creating a fertile intellectual environment
for more organized communist efforts later on.

The influx of immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europe in the late 19th and early 20th centuries also
played a significant role. Many of these immigrants brought with them their experiences with socialist and
communist movements in their home countries. They formed various ethnic socialist clubs and organizations,
which served as early incubators for Marxist ideas within the American context. These groups often
translated Marxist literature and organized political discussions, gradually building a base of support for
more radical political ideologies.

The rise of industrial capitalism in the United States, characterized by vast wealth inequality, harsh working
conditions, and powerful monopolies, further fueled discontent. Labor disputes, often met with violent
suppression, highlighted the deep divisions within American society and the struggles of the working class. These



conditions created a receptive audience for a political ideology that promised a radical restructuring of
society to benefit the many rather than the few, setting the stage for the formal establishment of a communist
party.

The Formation and Early Years of the CPUSA

The formal birth of the Communist Party USA (CPUSA) occurred in 1919, emerging from the complex landscape
of socialist movements in the United States. Following the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia in 1917, a
significant schism occurred within the Socialist Party of America (SPA). A radical faction, inspired by the
success of the Bolsheviks and Lenin's theories, advocated for a more revolutionary approach and alignment
with the newly formed Communist International (Comintern). This faction clashed with the SPA's more
reformist and evolutionary socialist elements.

The split led to the formation of two primary communist parties: the Communist Party of America (CPA) and
the United Communist Party (UCP). These two factions were officially merged in 1921 to form the Workers
Party of America, which was renamed the Communist Party USA in 1925. The early years of the CPUSA were
marked by internal ideological debates, struggles for recognition, and a constant battle against government
surveillance and repression, particularly during the First Red Scare.

The party initially struggled to gain widespread traction, facing significant opposition from established
political parties and the general public. Its early membership was relatively small and often drawn from
immigrant communities and radical intellectual circles. However, the CPUSA actively engaged in organizing
workers, participating in strikes, and publishing a variety of newspapers and journals to disseminate its message.
The Comintern's influence was significant in shaping the party's early strategies and ideological direction, often
dictating policy and organizational structures.

The Communist Party and the Labor Movement

Throughout its history, the Communist Party USA played a notable, albeit often controversial, role in the
American labor movement. In the 1920s and 1930s, the CPUSA saw the industrial working class as the
primary vehicle for revolutionary change and dedicated considerable energy to organizing and radicalizing labor
unions. Communist organizers were instrumental in the formation of industrial unions, particularly in sectors
like mining, manufacturing, and textiles, where working conditions were often brutal and wages were low.

The party's emphasis on class struggle and its commitment to fighting for workers' rights resonated with many
in the labor force. Communist organizers were often courageous and dedicated, willing to face persecution and
hardship to improve the lives of their fellow workers. They were active in major strikes and labor disputes,
providing organizational support, legal assistance, and ideological direction. This made them a significant force
within unions like the United Mine Workers, the Amalgamated Clothing Workers, and later, within the
burgeoning Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO).

During the New Deal era, the CPUSA saw an opportunity to work within the expanded framework of labor
rights established by President Franklin D. Roosevelt. Communist members gained influence within several CIO
unions, holding leadership positions and advocating for militant unionism and anti-capitalist policies. Their
presence in unions was often characterized by a disciplined approach to organizing and a strong focus on class
consciousness. However, their ultimate goals of socialist revolution often put them at odds with the more
moderate leadership of many unions and the broader American political establishment.



Communism in the Era of the Great Depression and New Deal

The Great Depression of the 1930s provided a significant, albeit temporary, boost to the visibility and
influence of the Communist Party USA. The widespread economic hardship, mass unemployment, and social unrest
created a fertile ground for radical ideologies that offered critiques of capitalism and promised solutions. The
CPUSA actively participated in protests, unemployment marches, and relief efforts, presenting themselves as
champions of the working class against the failures of the capitalist system.

The party's membership surged during this period, reaching tens of thousands of adherents. Communist organizers
were at the forefront of many significant labor actions, including the Flint Sit-Down Strike against General
Motors, which was a pivotal moment in the history of American labor. Their organizing skills and unwavering
commitment made them valuable allies for many workers seeking to improve their conditions.

The CPUSA also played a role in the burgeoning cultural and intellectual scene, influencing writers, artists,
and academics. They championed social realism in art and literature and promoted the idea that culture should
serve the people. However, the party's strict adherence to Soviet directives and its often sectarian approach
to alliances sometimes alienated potential allies and limited its ability to build broader coalitions. Despite
these limitations, the Great Depression marked a period of heightened influence and public awareness for the
communist movement in America.

World War II and the "Sweetheart Deal"

The outbreak of World War II marked a significant, albeit temporary, shift in the trajectory of the Communist
Party USA. Initially, following the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, the
CPUSA adopted an isolationist stance, opposing American involvement in the war. This position was dictated
by the Soviet Union's non-aggression pact with Germany and reflected Moscow's foreign policy priorities.

However, Germany's invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941 dramatically altered the CPUSA's stance. The
party immediately shifted to a strong pro-war position, advocating for American entry into the conflict and
an all-out effort to defeat fascism. This abrupt change in policy, driven by Soviet national interests, led to
accusations of opportunism and a perceived subservience to a foreign power. Nevertheless, the CPUSA played a
role in the war effort, encouraging industrial production and participating in anti-fascist propaganda.

The war years also saw a period of relative d�tente between the CPUSA and the Roosevelt administration,
often referred to as a "sweetheart deal." In exchange for supporting the war effort and downplaying its
revolutionary agenda, the party received some degree of tolerance from the government. This period allowed
the CPUSA to increase its influence in some unions and public life. However, this era of cooperation was short-
lived and would be brutally ended by the onset of the Cold War.

The McCarthy Era and the Red Scare

The post-World War II era ushered in the Cold War, and with it, a new era of intense scrutiny and persecution
for the Communist Party USA. The escalating tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union fueled
widespread fear of communist infiltration and subversion. This atmosphere of paranoia reached its peak during
the McCarthy era, named after Senator Joseph McCarthy, who spearheaded a highly publicized and often
baseless campaign to root out communists from American government and society.

The CPUSA became a primary target of government investigations, loyalty oaths, and blacklisting. The Smith
Act of 1940, which criminalized advocating for the overthrow of the government, was used to prosecute and
imprison communist leaders. The House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) and McCarthy's Senate



subcommittee conducted widely publicized hearings, often employing guilt by association and unsubstantiated
accusations to damage the reputations and careers of suspected communists and their sympathizers.

The impact of the Red Scare on the Communist Party USA was devastating. Membership plummeted, many members
went into hiding or renounced their affiliations, and the party's ability to function openly was severely
curtailed. The climate of fear created by McCarthyism not only targeted communists but also had a chilling
effect on dissent and civil liberties more broadly. The intense government pressure and public animosity left the
CPUSA significantly weakened and isolated, forcing it to operate largely underground or in a greatly
diminished public capacity.

The Communist Party in the Post-War Era

In the decades following the height of McCarthyism, the Communist Party USA continued to exist, but in a
vastly diminished capacity and with a significantly altered public profile. The party's membership, which had
peaked in the 1930s, continued to decline throughout the Cold War. The ongoing ideological and geopolitical
struggle between the United States and the Soviet Union made it exceedingly difficult for any American
political group overtly aligned with communism to gain public support or operate openly.

The CPUSA faced internal challenges stemming from its relationship with the Soviet Union. Events such as the
Soviet invasion of Hungary in 1956 and the Prague Spring in 1968 caused significant disillusionment among
some party members, leading to further defections and ideological questioning. The Sino-Soviet split also
created internal divisions, as some members aligned with Maoist China. These internal conflicts, coupled with
external pressures, further eroded the party's unity and effectiveness.

Despite its decline, the CPUSA continued to engage in various social justice movements, often focusing on issues
like civil rights, anti-war activism, and workers' rights. However, its association with international
communism and its past association with Soviet foreign policy remained a significant obstacle to broader
appeal. The party's public presence became increasingly marginal, and its influence was largely confined to small
activist circles and academic discussions.

Internal Divisions and Ideological Evolution

The Communist Party USA, like many communist parties worldwide, experienced profound internal divisions and
significant ideological evolution throughout its history. From its inception, the party grappled with questions
of strategy, tactics, and its relationship with the international communist movement, particularly the
Communist International and later the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.

One of the most significant debates revolved around the question of whether to pursue a revolutionary
overthrow of capitalism or to work for gradual socialist transformation through existing political
structures. This debate was often influenced by shifts in Soviet policy and Comintern directives, leading to
periods of sectarianism and shifts towards united front strategies. The party also faced internal challenges
related to its American identity versus its internationalist roots, with some members advocating for a more
distinctly American form of communism.

The events of the 20th century, including de-Stalinization, the Prague Spring, and the eventual collapse of the
Soviet Union, had a profound impact on the ideological direction of the CPUSA. Many members questioned the
authoritarian nature of Soviet communism and sought to develop a more democratic and humane form of
socialism. These internal debates and ideological shifts led to a gradual distancing from the hardline doctrines
of the past, though the party continued to face challenges in redefining its identity and relevance in a post-
Cold War world.



The Communist Party USA Today

In the 21st century, the Communist Party USA exists as a marginalized political entity with a small
membership. The collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War fundamentally altered the global
geopolitical landscape, significantly impacting communist parties worldwide, including the CPUSA.

The party has undergone further ideological shifts and internal restructuring. It has officially renounced any
allegiance to the former Soviet Union and has sought to define itself as a distinctively American political
organization advocating for democratic socialism and a more equitable society. The CPUSA's platform today
often focuses on issues such as economic inequality, environmental justice, racial equality, and workers'
rights. They engage in various forms of activism, including protests, advocacy work, and educational
initiatives.

While the CPUSA no longer holds significant electoral power or widespread influence in mainstream politics, it
continues to be a voice for radical critique within American society. Its historical legacy, however, remains a
subject of ongoing debate, with discussions often revolving around its role in labor movements, its
entanglement with Soviet policies, and its impact on American civil liberties during periods of anti-communist
fervor. The party's contemporary existence reflects the enduring, albeit greatly diminished, presence of
communist ideology in the American political spectrum.

Conclusion: The Enduring, Though Diminished, Legacy

The history of the communist party in American history is a testament to the complex and often turbulent
nature of political and social change in the United States. From its origins in the early 20th century, inspired
by global revolutionary movements and fueled by domestic social and economic inequalities, the Communist
Party USA carved out a unique, albeit often controversial, path.

The party's engagement with the labor movement, particularly during the Great Depression, demonstrated its
capacity for organizing and its commitment to fighting for workers' rights. However, its unwavering adherence
to Soviet directives and the ensuing Red Scares, culminating in the McCarthy era, severely curtailed its
influence and led to widespread persecution. The post-war period saw the CPUSA operate in the shadow of the
Cold War, facing internal divisions and a steady decline in membership and public relevance.

While the Communist Party USA today exists as a marginal force, its historical presence serves as a reminder
of the persistent presence of radical ideologies and the ongoing debates surrounding capitalism, socialism, and
social justice in American society. Understanding the trajectory of the communist party in American history
offers valuable insights into the nation's evolving political landscape, the dynamics of social movements, and
the enduring struggle for a more equitable future, however that future is envisioned.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the historical significance of the Communist Party USA
(CPUSA) during the Cold War?

During the Cold War, the CPUSA was a significant factor in American political discourse, often viewed with
suspicion due to its ties to the Soviet Union. It played a role in labor organizing, civil rights movements, and
anti-war activism, but also faced intense government scrutiny and internal divisions, impacting its influence and
membership.



How did the McCarthy era and the Red Scare impact the Communist Party in
American history?

The McCarthy era and the Red Scare led to widespread persecution of suspected communists and communist
sympathizers in the U.S. This period saw government investigations, blacklisting, and job losses, severely
weakening the Communist Party's infrastructure, public support, and ability to organize.

What role did the CPUSA play in the Civil Rights Movement?

The CPUSA played a notable, albeit sometimes controversial, role in the early Civil Rights Movement. It
actively supported anti-lynching campaigns, pushed for desegregation, and recruited and organized activists,
particularly among African Americans, providing organizational and ideological support for racial justice.

What were the major ideological shifts and internal conflicts within the
Communist Party USA over time?

The CPUSA experienced significant ideological shifts, from adhering strictly to Marxist-Leninist doctrine and
Soviet guidance to adopting more independent and domestically focused platforms, particularly after the Sino-
Soviet split and events like the Prague Spring. Internal conflicts often revolved around loyalty to the USSR,
democratic centralism versus internal debate, and the party's strategy for achieving socialism in the U.S.

How did the decline of the Soviet Union affect the Communist Party USA?

The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 profoundly impacted the CPUSA. It removed the primary
international ideological and financial support system, leading to a loss of direction, internal debates about
the party's future, and a significant decrease in membership and perceived relevance.

What is the current status and influence of the Communist Party USA
today?

Today, the CPUSA is a relatively small political party with limited electoral influence. It continues to
advocate for socialist policies, focusing on issues like workers' rights, social justice, and environmentalism,
but its historical impact and current membership are far diminished from its peak.

Were there other significant communist or socialist parties in American
history besides the CPUSA?

Yes, besides the CPUSA, other significant parties and movements have existed that advocated for communist or
socialist ideals, including the Socialist Party of America (which had prominent figures like Eugene V. Debs), the
Socialist Workers Party, and various Trotskyist and other Marxist-Leninist factions, each with distinct
histories and platforms.

How did the Communist Party USA engage with labor unions and the
American working class?

The CPUSA was deeply involved in the American labor movement, particularly during the 1930s and 1940s.
Party members were instrumental in organizing unions, advocating for workers' rights, and promoting strikes
and collective bargaining, though their influence waned significantly after the Red Scare.

What were some key moments or historical events where the Communist
Party USA had a visible presence?

Key moments include the CPUSA's role in the labor struggles of the Great Depression, its participation in the



Popular Front against fascism in the 1930s, its advocacy during the Civil Rights Movement, and its opposition
to American involvement in wars like Vietnam. However, its presence was often met with resistance and
suppression.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Party in American history, with short descriptions:

1.

The American Communist Movement: A People's History
This book offers a comprehensive narrative of the Communist Party USA (CPUSA) from its origins in the early
20th century through its various phases of influence and decline. It explores the party's involvement in labor
organizing, civil rights struggles, and its response to domestic and international events. The author delves
into the experiences of ordinary party members, highlighting their motivations, sacrifices, and the complex
ideological landscape they navigated.

2.

Red Scare: Memories of the Cold War Persecution of Communists in America
This work focuses on the impact of McCarthyism and the broader Red Scare on individuals and communities
associated with the American Communist Party. It documents the extensive investigations, blacklisting, and
imprisonment faced by suspected communists and their sympathizers. The book aims to provide a human perspective
on the era, emphasizing the personal stories of those targeted by government and societal repression.

3.

Comrades: An Oral History of the American Communist Party
Through a collection of interviews, this book presents firsthand accounts from individuals who were active
members of the Communist Party in America. It covers a wide range of experiences, from early organizers and
intellectuals to rank-and-file members who joined during different historical periods. The oral histories offer
intimate insights into the party's internal dynamics, its ideological debates, and the personal consequences of
their political affiliations.

4.

The Prophet of Rage: Eugene V. Debs and the American Socialist Movement
While primarily focused on Eugene V. Debs and the broader socialist movement, this book extensively details the
relationship and occasional collaborations between socialists and communists in early 20th-century America.
It examines the ideological currents that influenced both movements and their shared critiques of capitalism.
The narrative highlights the political landscape that eventually saw the rise of a distinct Communist Party.

5.

Black Bolsheviks: African American Communism and the Strategy of Race
This scholarly work investigates the significant role of African Americans within the Communist Party USA,
particularly during the mid-20th century. It analyzes how the party addressed issues of racial injustice and
the extent to which Black members shaped its policies and priorities. The book explores the complex relationship
between the Black freedom struggle and communist ideology, examining both the opportunities and limitations
presented by party membership.

6.



Dancing on the Edge of the World: The American Communist Party and the
Cultural Front
This title explores the Communist Party's engagement with the arts and culture during the 1930s and 1940s,
a period often referred to as the Cultural Front. It examines how communist intellectuals, artists, and
writers contributed to and influenced various cultural movements, from literature and theater to film and
music. The book discusses the party's efforts to promote a progressive cultural agenda and its impact on
American intellectual life.

7.

The Cold War and the American Century: A History of the United States
from 1945 to 1991
This broad historical overview dedicates significant attention to the pervasive influence of anti-communism and
the anxieties surrounding the Communist Party in American society during the Cold War. It situates the party's
activities within the larger context of American foreign policy, domestic political dynamics, and cultural
anxieties. The book illustrates how the perceived threat of communism shaped government actions and public
discourse.

8.

Stalin's American Dream: The Search for an American Revolutionary Party
This book scrutinizes the ideological roots and organizational struggles of the Communist Party USA,
particularly its relationship with the Soviet Union and its attempts to establish a successful revolutionary
party in an American context. It analyzes the internal debates, factionalism, and external pressures that the
party faced throughout its history. The author critically examines the allure and the ultimate failures of the
communist project in the United States.

9.

The FBI and the American Communist Party: The Politics of Surveillance and
Repression
This title focuses on the extensive surveillance and counterintelligence operations conducted by the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) against the American Communist Party and its members. It details the methods
used by the FBI to infiltrate, disrupt, and undermine the party, as well as the legal and ethical implications of
these actions. The book highlights the government's sustained efforts to suppress communist influence in
American politics and society.
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