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Jeff Woods: I am honored to speak here today.  My name is, to repeat, Jeff Woods.  I am an assistant professor of history at Arkansas Tech University in Russellville, Arkansas.  I was nine years old in 1979 in Fayettville, AR.  But my research has focused on events and conditions similar to those in 1979.

Let me just say briefly that I believe in the Truth and Reconciliation process.  My life’s work is based on the idea that the study of human history is a worthwhile even necessary part of human progress.  I also believe that the Truth and Reconciliation process has potential for a kind of social catharsis and, and in the best of circumstances, restorative justice.  But I must add that I am also a skeptic of its value as a medium for absolute closure or as an adequate substitute for the retributive justice that has long been the standard of this culture’s legal system. 

So the best of what we can do here, I think, is hear from all of the parties involved, gather the documentary evidence that still exists, and offer honest conclusions based on what we’ve learned, maybe coming away a little wiser for the trauma.
I’ve been asked to try and explain what brought us to Nov 3 1979.  As for the specifics of that day, I like you are learning, and in no way consider myself an expert.  What I offer is a general historical context into which these events might fit…One historical context.

Let me add one caveat before I get started.  You’ve heard people present their history in many different ways here.  There are people who will lump their ideology with other people.  There will be people who split their ideology with other people.  I will do some of both here.  I just wanted you to know how aware I am and perhaps how aware you should be of how those things are done.  And the kind of ideology of these groups we talk about share or do not share.
The central thesis of my study is that the South experienced its own unique red scare in the 1950s and 1960s, ignited not just by cold war anxiety but by conflict resulting from the black civil rights struggle.  The Southern red scare’s main feature was the effort of the region’s political and legal authorities to expose Communist elements in the civil rights movement, undermining the movement’s legitimacy before an overwhelmingly anti-communist audience.

The Southern scare, like the national red scares of the half-century prior, developed out of a set of necessary preconditions:  

First it grew from established political and institutional roots at the national, state, and local level.  The House Un-American Activities Committee, the Senate Internal Security Subcommittee, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, State Legislative Committees, and local law enforcement agencies all had traditions of investigating subversives in the South that were easily converted to the pursuit of civil rights protestors.  

Second, the South of the post-World War II era experienced the necessary political and social turmoil for a scare to occur.  The coincidence of civil rights and Cold War drama drove an acute anxiety to the region.  The near simultaneous occurrences of the Little Rock integration crisis and Sputnik in the fall of 1957, the freedom rides and the Bay of Pigs in the spring of 1961, and the Cuban Missile Crisis and Ole Miss Riots in the fall of 1962, to name just a few examples, all produced an anti-red and anti-black backlash.  

Third, the South had an ideological predisposition necessary to generate a scare.  The set of convictions and assumptions that contributed most to the Southern Red Scare is what I call Southern Nationalism.  Southern Nationalism was a shared sense of cultural values and traditions that promoted an idealized “Southern way of life;” a way of life that found community, stability and order in a commitment to a Protestant Christian god, states rights, and, above all, white racial supremacy.  Historically this commitment propelled defensive Southern reactions to outside forces of change, ranging from “abolitionists” and “carpetbaggers,” to “civil rights agitators,” and “Communists.”

At the same time, Southern Nationalists made a claim to patriotic Americanism.  The Southern way, to them, was the American way.  As historian Willard Gatewood once wrote, “the Southerners’ experience with separate nationhood endowed them with a double identity so that theirs is the only part of the country where a symbol of defiance against national authority, the Confederate flag, can be waved enthusiastically by one who considers himself a super-patriot of the 100% American variety.”

An understanding of the Southern Red Scare, its ideological, circumstantial, and institutional roots, I think, can help us place the events of November 3, 1979 in historical context.  I would argue that by the early 1970s, most expressions of the Southern Red Scare had ended.  Its institutions had been dismantled. Cold War and civil rights tensions had lessened or gone underground.  And Southern Nationalism lay dormant or found other outlets.  Greensboro, however, provides an example of how close to the surface the Southern scare’s preconditions remained and how quickly they could be realigned to produce a violent conflict.    

The Ku Klux Klan, whose doctrine espoused the most extreme Southern Nationalism, was just becoming active again in the late 1970’s.  The Klan had hit a low point in 1974.  One FBI estimate that year put the number of Klansmen nationally at just 1500.  Following a string of violent Klan activities against the civil rights movement ending with the Viola Liuzzo murder in 1965, FBI and House Un-American Activities Committee harassment of the Klan and helped to decimate its ranks.   Its top leadership was gutted by HUAC, most significantly in North Carolina when state organizer Bob Jones was jailed for contempt of Congress.
North Carolina had boasted the largest and richest realm in the Klan empire.  But the membership dropped off rapidly as internal struggles for power threw the organization in disarray.  The FBI’s Counterintelligence Program, meanwhile, the same counterintelligence program that worked on communists picked the organization apart from the bottom up using the same techniques.  There was a campaign of infiltration and disinformation that devastated Klan until 1971 when the program formally ended.  On top of that, the Klan was simply unpopular.  A Gallup Poll in 1970 revealed that some 76% of Americans strongly disapproved of the Klan– it was a rating at the time worse than the Vietcong.  By 1975, however, the KKK had begun to rebuild.
There are a couple of examples of how they did this.  The first is with people like David Duke who reversed the national membership decline by giving the Klan a more palatable public image

Then there were other leaders such as Bill Wilkinson, returned the old rank and file with a public stance of unbridled violence.  Wilkinson’s followers in the independent Klans were particularly focused on confrontation with black activists, anti-war protestors, and communists.  Klan membership shot back up. Growing the Klan on such a confrontational doctrine inevitably led to violence.  Klansmen, for example, exchanged beatings and gunfire with anti-Klan ralliers and police in Tupelo Mississippi in 1978 and Decatur Alabama in 1979.  North Carolina’s independent Knights of the Ku Klux Klan regrouped in the midst of this violent resurgence, hoping to gain members by appealing both to popular sentiment and violent confrontation.

The Klan’s rallying cry was steeped in Southern Nationalism.  Klan posters in response to the “Death to the Klan” rally that precipitated the 1979 shootings read, "Notice to traitors, Communists, race mixers and Black rioters: Traitors beware! Even now the cross hairs are on the backs of your necks. It's time for old-time justice -- American justice." 

A local Klan leader voiced a nearly identical message: “We can take our country back from the Communist Party; we'll take it back from the niggers. It's time for us to band together. If we have to get in the streets and find blood up to our knees, by God, it's time to get ready, fight! Give them what they want. Fight for your country.  

They claimed defense of an exceptional and besieged culture of white supremacy, the call to patriotic sacrifice, and the sense of imminent crisis were all there. Southern Nationalism in its most extreme form was back in North Carolina.   

Also threatened and reinvigorated were the local police.  Law enforcement agencies and political officials had been on the front lines of the Southern Red Scare at its height.  Institutionally, they often shared the assumption that community stability meant the preservation of traditional racial and cultural norms.  When the laws that preserved that traditional authority came under fire, police departments associated protestors with subversives and revolutionaries.  Their reaction was overwrought and prejudiced.  The FBI’s Counterintelligence Program was famous for its reckless pursuit of black Bolsheviks, but with it were Southern law enforcement officers, national Congressional leaders, and state governments.  Together they developed huge networks of investigators, informants, and expert witnesses devoted almost entirely to rooting out communists and other subversives in the civil rights movement.  
Yet the reality was that the radicals they pursued made up only a small percentage of the movement’s ranks, and the sometimes illegal tactics they employed were arguably as big a threat to the republic as a revolutionary was. 
Agencies in NC participated in this regional network and shared its focus.  Uh, There is a long history of this in NC and I don’t have time to really get into this much here.  But you can talk about the case of Junius Scales one of the few people who was convicted under the Smith act.  You can talk about NC’s legislature passed a speaker ban in 1963 that prevented communists and people who advocated civil rights messages from speaking on land-grant campuses. You can talk about NC’s history with Robert Williams.  There are several of these, and some good books on these topics that have come out recently.  The NC SBI was one {of the subjects} I looked into a little bit.  They were doing research on subversive extremists and black national groups in the state in the late 60’s and early 70’s. 
Typical of the SBI’s work is their work on the student organization for black unity, which has been talked about here.  the student organization for black unity, a group formed at NC A&T in May 1969.  Of particular concern to the SBI was the fact that organization was exclusively black, denounced capitalism and asserted African American’s rights to armed self defense.  The Greensboro police held a similar view of the group, calling its leader “one of the most militant negroes in Greensboro” in late 1960’s.  Law enforcement in NC I would suggest generally shared an ideological culture with the Klan, not completely but in part.  It was a culture that commonly linked the threat to communist subversion with racial reform.  It was an ideological culture that had been a part of the majority white racially conservative population in the south for decades, even generations.  Those who shared it often varied widely in their beliefs and willingness to act; the more radically paranoid, like some in the Klan anticipated a real revolution, actual race and class war that they would participate and some even would instigate.  Others including many in the southern law enforcement community saw black and red provocateurs flaunting the law and intentionally seeking a violent response in order to undermine traditional authority.  They would meet violence with violence if necessary.  Others still were less convinced about direct danger but worried that the trouble-makers would reveal uncomfortable truths about their otherwise tranquil population.  They would rely on traditional power structures and the police to keep the peace.  Regardless of their differences, they all shared the sense that their community was under siege, its security and order threatened.  They took the ralliers’ call for revolution seriously, as much, perhaps even more, than the ralliers themselves.

But the North Carolina Bureau of Investigation, the local Greensboro police, and the general population, it must be added, were also very much concerned with the Klan and other radical white supremacist groups that they considered a threat.  The Klan advocated violence and disregarded constitutional principles.  It was, in short, subversive.  Like the FBI, the state agencies would keep tabs on the Klan in the 1960s and 1970s, but also like the FBI, the state agencies focused far fewer resources on operations against the KKK than operations against the radical left.  Now there was another side to all this as we heard a lot about yesterday.
Two groups were most likely to gain the focus of Greensboro’s Southern Nationalists, black power advocates and Communists, the organizers of the November 3 “Death to the Klan” rally.  In the late 1960s, their cooperation had proved to a generation of Southern Nationalists, who had offered to that point only flimsy evidence of communist/civil rights collusion, but the black power movement, working with communists proved to them that their accusations were right and that violent revolution was in the awnings.
Their reemergence was just as important in setting the conditions for the return of a local black and red scare as the Klan or law enforcement.
The most vocal activities of the black power movement had been silenced by 1975 (many historians agree on that).  More culturally than politically significant, the number of black Americans who favored a separate black political movement never rose over 10% of the African American population.  Fewer still considered themselves revolutionaries.

But the black power movement had had its time in the late 1960s.  Growing out of the teachings of Malcom X, Stokley Carmichael, and others, including North Carolina native Robert Williams, it gained popularity when the accomplishments of the civil rights era encouraged new expectations among African Americans but simultaneously revealed intense and ongoing frustrations over the lack of economic, political, and social opportunity.  As these frustrations spilled into the streets of Watts, Detroit, Chicago and other American cities in the late 1960s, black power gained converts.

Black power supporters argued that those opportunities kept from African Americans could only be gained by African Americans themselves.  They stressed black pride, black community self-reliance, and, if necessary, armed struggle as the principle means to equality, liberty, and power.  They rejected mainstream American liberalism and Dr. King’s nonviolent philosophy as the guiding forces for racial reform, and they embraced  in many instances leftist radicalism.  Their rhetoric made heroes of Che Guevara, Ho Chi Minh, and Mao Tse Tung.   They gained attention by tying black liberation to the violent overthrow of American capitalism.  And they made allies of the New Left, labor activists, and anti-Vietnam War protestors. 

As historian Bill Chafe described in his classic history of the Greensboro civil rights movement, the city’s student and community activists had become convinced by the late 1960s that white leaders would only respond to black needs if the black community united to build a base of black power.

 Charging the air with revolutionary rhetoric, they alarmed white Greensboro, but when rioting enveloped the city after the assassination of Martin Luther King in 1968 and again following an A&T cafeteria workers strike in early 1969, many in the city felt under siege.  When protests at Dudley High School the following spring erupted as you know into several days of violence, including the murder of one student, several hundred National Guard Troops had to be called in to keep the peace.

Locals in Greensboro certainly remembered the rioting when some of the black power leaders of the prior decade began cooperating with the newly formed Communist Worker’s Party to confront the Klan in 1979.  There was a history there.
 Historians, we’ve heard a lot about the WVO and the link to the CWP, historians actually put the roots elsewhere the Communist Workers’ Party was a small Maoist offshoot of the Progressive Labor Party, an organization with a recent history of aggressive politics and infiltration of student and black protest organizations.  

The Progressive Labor Party was best known for splitting and decimating the Students for a Democratic Society in the late 1960s and early 1970s.  Never more than a few thousand members nationally, the group seemed in decline as their takeover of the SDS rendered as much factionalism as unity.  But the Progressive Labor Party still remained active in the early 1970s, particularly through what some people would call front groups, the International Committee Against Racism.  The Committee Against Racism specialized in disruptive “antiracist” actions, specifically targeting Nazis and Klansmen.  

 Progressive Labor Party members created the Communist Workers Party in 1979.  The CWP recruited from the black and white veterans of the New Left and among the poor workers of Southern textile cities.  In central North Carolina, its leadership consisted mainly of labor and civil rights activists from the Duke University Medical School.

Its numbers never reached more than a few hundred. The Workers Party’s open support of the policies of Mao Tse-Tung, Josef Stalin, and later Pol Pot and different incarnations, those things didn’t play well in communities where those leaders were known more for the political killings of tens of millions of their own citizens than the elimination of poverty or racism.
 When the Communist Worker’s Party in North Carolina drew on tactics from the Committee Against Racism and confronted the Klan near Greensboro in July 1979, the scene was set for a showdown.
 Like the Klan and the Greensboro police, black power advocates and Communist Workers Party members shared an ideological culture at least in part they had a common commitment to eliminating racism, economic exploitation, colonial imperialism, though they disagreed on many other issues: religion and the goals of the state, range between capitalism and democratic government, communist government  the also drew a similar range of paranoid zealots to conflict-averse gradualists there were all there represented too.
 But unlike the Southern Nationalists, they never found common cause with a larger population who shared their general ideology.  They were ostracized, outcast, even more than the Klan and were all the more militant for it.

 Both the Klan and the “Death to the Klan” Ralliers were on independent historical trajectories to vigorously, even violently pursue their goals in Greensboro.  Local law enforcement and the city’s authorities had a set of assumptions in place that in large part determined their reaction to the clash

Though they were concerned about the Klan, they shared its basic Southern Nationalist ideology and its concern for outside communist threats and black revolution.
They were institutionally and culturally much more prepared to assume a greater threat from the black and red ralliers than they were from the Klan.  

 The result was a return of something very like the Southern Red Scare of the 1950s and 1960s.  I’m not sure it’s a direct part of it but its something very like that, a reincarnation.
I want to also suggest a couple of things, to add a few things if we are going to put this in a larger context.  Nobody has mentioned what was going on in the United States during all this.  You got to remember that we’re coming out of a time of riots in the cities, a law and order presidency to counter that with Richard Nixon.  We’re coming out of Vietnam and the tragedy there.  Were coming out of Watergate and the distrust of government that went along with that and the subsequent church committee hearings that let us know about COINTELPRO and all of these other things.  We’re coming into an era of stagflation, energy crisis, OPEC is formed the Iranian Revolution.  I mean we can even talk about Disco, and Punk music.  I know it sounds funny but they can be thought of as representative of a culture of narcissism creeping in or at least a culture of disdain for all things poitical and activist.  I mean just after, remember Nov 4 was the day the hostage crisis occurred.  Nov 4, the day after.  I mean Americans were focused on something else, not what’s going on in Greensboro.  In December of 1979, the Soviets invaded Afghanistan, right?  There is an election in 1980, Ronald Reagan comes in, a new bold commitment to confrontation with the Soviet Union.  Those contexts need to be remembered in all of this.  I think you will find some wisdom in broadening out a little bit and putting it in this context.  OK, I’ll stop there and take your questions.
Barbara Walker-  Let me ask you a couple of questions, anyway, and I’m sure there will be some others from the other commissioners.  How did the term “communist” come to be applied to such a variety of social justice activists who had no connection at all with communist links?
Woods- It becomes a term of convenience.  But most of it comes from the popular front era of the 1930 when a lot of communists were joining up with many kinds of groups.  Some involved with Civil Rights, others with poor people’s committees.  Groups like the southern conference for human welfare.  And when communists joined those ranks you get this move into the McCarthy era during the late 40’s, 1950’s and those groups will be sort of indicted for their communist membership.  Because they have communists in them, they feel like Moscow was guiding their political line, their movements.  So it’s a wedge, a fron for communism.  That becomes ingrained in how southerners view communism and how Civil rights and groups in the black struggle more specifically become connected to communist groups, its just shared membership.  They get whitewashed, its guilt by association.  I mean if you really want to do this right, I’m lumping, I mean if you want to do this right you’ve got to ask every one of them “what do you believe in?”  Do you believe in overthrowing capitalism?  Are you willing to kill for that?  Those are specific questions; I mean you have to ask the existential questions, what will you kill for, what would you die for?
Walker – And the unions were suspected of being inundated if not controlled completely by communism, I assume?  Since they were real targets.

Woods-  They were targets, but they were targets of convenience.  That gets tied into a political structure that wants to keep right to work states in place.  So Taft-Hartley, all that kind of discussion.  But the unions themselves are just as involved in this fight.  Do we accept communists into our ranks?  Do we not?  Do we accept integration?  Do we not?  The unions are really split by that in the 40’s and 50’.  Now again, you’ve heard from a lot more people who do more labor history than I do.  But that gets organized differently in the 60’s and 70’s.  But at least in the 40’s and 50’s there is a lot of turmoil over it.

Walker - Are there other questions from the other commissioners?

Muktha Jost- You know when it comes to political ideology and the different groups that buy into ideologies; just from your research would you say that when young people buy into a certain political ideology are they buying into the whole package and are prepared to act or do they pick some from here and there?  What would you say?
Woods - No, and that’s what I mean; by its ok to lump some places but other places you have to split.  You’re hearing stories from individuals and their evolution into this is important.  To believe in Leninism and Marxism as an explanation for economic exploitation and for racism in some cases.  There are a lot of people who are talking about that and using that as a way to explain what’s happening, get a touch on what the problems are.  Now does that mean that they are going to get their guns and throw Molotov cocktails in the name of that ideology?  Oh, most often not, no, there are very few people who would do that.  So you know, it’s a completely unconvincing answer to your question but it’s individual.  Of course they don’t buy into the whole thing.  No,You pick pieces.  It’s like any young person trying to figure out what their political beliefs are.  You experiment, you dabble.  I mean the other thing to remember about this, these are young people and there is a generational conflict that’s involved in this.  What better way to tick off your parents than to say you’re a communist?  Right, your parents… I mean, it’s rock and roll.  It is.  Its rebellion.  Your parents had been in the anti-communist mindset of the 40’s and 50’s.  You’re trying to break free from that.  You call yourself a communist and you’re going to drive them nuts. And it does; however it has consequences.
Cynthia Brown - I want to…. as you were talking there is a poster I have seen, I think its Don Camero.  Who says that “If I give food to the poor they call me ‘a saint’.  If I ask why they are poor they call me a ‘communist’.”  And what it made me wonder about… just in terms of your research, was this whole issue of red-baiting and calling people communists impacts social movement and social justice activism?

Woods -  Yeah, I argue; I mean this is what my book is about, one of my main thesis is about. It doesn’t destroy the civil rights movement.  It doesn’t destroy the black struggle.  The successes continue, those movements are popular.  But it does disrupt them.  It does set group against group.  And they begin talking about the NAACP has a national line that is strongly anti-communist.  They will come to completely disagree with CORE and SNCC and other groups that accept communists.  So it has a disrupting affect internally; a rip that might have been there anyway, but it sort of makes it wider.  So does it ruin organizing efforts?  No.  But does it hurt and make them think about it does it hurt with with factionalism?  Yes, it contributes to that.
Mark Sills -  Along those lines, a little more specifically, have you in your research; and this may be out of the range of your research.  Have you run across any evidence that would suggest that there were intentional uses of white supremacist organizations such as the Klan to disrupt union-organizing efforts in NC?

Woods -  Usually as a historian I pretend that I know everything, but specifically I do not know of any instances of that.  Now generally you could say that federal agencies that are worried about communist organization in unions will look for ways factionalize them.  That’s part of COINTELPRO.  So you create a new group.  They’d do this with the Klan too.  They’d (the FBI) would come in and create independent Klan groups to come in and compete with the already established Klan groups.  You do the same thing with communist groups.  You factionalize them; you get people to create their own independent movement.  But it’s my understanding that only through those more extreme groups that you get an effect on union organizing.  So they are not going directly after a union.  That is my understanding.
Sills- Thank you.

Walker -  One question from me.  How would being labeled a communist or being part of a communist organization affect that person’s struggle with life.

Woods -  It ranged.  It depends on where you live, the people around you.  I mean you could be in academic circles even in a southern city and being a communist, and identifying yourself as a communist particularly in the late 60’s and 70’s would be a good thing.  It would open doors.  But you get outside of that campus into the larger community, at least in the one I grew up in, a community similar in ways to Greensboro, and that label wouldn’t be accepted or tolerated.  So what I can say is that there is… I mean everyone knows this… there is a general anti-communist consensus in the United States in the 40’s and 50’s and it continues into the 60’s and 70’s regardless of all the protests, regardless of all the student movements.  You got to remember those are very small portions of the general population.  They were vocal ones, they were on TV.  But look at the polling data.  Look at the polling data on Vietnam.  People don’t turn on Vietnam until its well after [the] Tet [offensive].   You get some small blips in 1967 before that. So the general public still supports the war even though you’ve got protestors on every campus in the country.  I don’t think I would want to generalize more than that.
Walker - Anyone else with questions?  Well thank you Dr. Woods you have contributed greatly to our knowledge.

(Applause)

