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The American War is over, but this is far from
being the case with the American Revolution.
On the contrary, nothing but the first act

of the great drama is closed.

BENJAMIN RusH
at the Constitutional Convention, 1787



FOREWORD

As the United States enters its third century, “futurologists”—that new
breed of sociologist obsessed with avowing the survival of capitalism—
continue to forecast a remarkably cheerful outlook for the bourgeoisie
in the year 2000. Puzzled by the seeming incongruity between this, and
the prevailing pessimism about the future of anything in most other
professional circles, I scanned the futurological literature. Four striking
things emerged.

First, Black people, when they are mentioned (which is not very
often) are always discussed in terms of the threat they pose to the new
super-industrial society. Alvin Toffler, for example, in his Furure
Shock, warns that “in the new fast-paced, cybernetic society, this
minority can, by sabotage, strike or a thousand other means disrupt the
entire system.”

Black people pose a technical problem for the social engineer of the
future. How shall they be contained? Toffler, being of relatively liberal
persuasion, suggests “bringing them into the system as full partners,
permitting them to participate in social goal setting . . . .” A minority,
Toffler maintains, “so laced into the system” is far less likely to be
disruptive,

Others, less liberal in their world view, suggest different solutions:
preventive detention, psycho-surgery, surveillance via an electronic
impulse implanted in the brain. Behavior modification, through the use
of electric shock or the more sophisticated drug-induced sensation of
asphyxiation, is an increasingly fashionable solution.

The second striking feature of the futurological realm is the disposi-
tion of women. Women are discussed in terms of their relationship to
men; that is to say, as sexual objects. The primary problem for the
(male) futurologist then, is the impact of the technological/biological
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changes on the future of sexual relations, family structure and women
as the bearers of children.

“When babies can be grown in a laboratory jar what happens to the
very notion of maternity?” Toffler queries. He continues: “If embryos
are for sale, can a corporation buy one? Can it buy ten thousand? Can it
resell them? . . . If we buy and sell living embryos are we back to some
form of slavery?” Toffler says these are some of the really pressing issues
we must resolve.

The third notable feature of the futurological rendition is that by the
year 2,000 there will apparently be no more Native American Indian,
Chicano, Latino, Puerto Rican or Asian peoples in the United States.
At least there is no mention of them in the futurological references
surveyed. Presumably, by then, someone will have engineered the final
solution to this problem.

The fourth distinctive feature of future society is the disappearance of
the working class, and with it the class struggle. This is not really
explained; it is simply assumed.

Unable to cope with the enormity of the social chaos created by
capitalism these future-focused sociologists have abandoned even the
pretense of reform. Instead, they propose the containment and/or
extinction of all “problems.”

Once having contained or eliminated Black, Chicano, Asian and
Native American Indian peoples, women and workers, they can allow
their imaginations to run wild. In ecstasy they anticipate their future
push-button “James Bond” world of instant comfort, instant food,
instant sex and disposable people.

The bourgeoisie creates a futurological spectacular in its own image,
a technological wonderland finally stripped of all humanity, all mean-
ing and all purpose. Sensing the end, the bourgeois rulers frantically
seek Utopia, and so write their own epitaph.

As futurologists have sought to contain and/ or eliminate the “prob-
lem” of the poor and the oppressed, so most bourgeois historians have
sought to obscure and deny their history. And for very much the same
reason. “The present is made up of the past,” Herbert Aptheker writes,
“and the future is the past and the present dialectically intertwined.
Controlling the past,” he continues, “is of great consequence in deter-
mining the present and shaping the future . . ..” Indeed, the futurologi-
cal offering is an exact replication of predominant themes in bourgeois
historiography.
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In denying the history of the poor and the oppressed the bourgeoisie
hasalso denied their humanity. As Dr. Du Bois put it, in describing his
experiences as a graduate student at Harvard at the turn of the century:
“The history of the world was paraded before [us] . .. Which was the
superior race? Manifestly that which had a history, the white race . . .
Africa was left without culture and without history.”

Rescuing the history of those whose labor created the wealth of
society is the responsibility of the revolutionary scholar; and preserving
the record of those whose struggles shaped the basic contours of society
is the responsibility of the revolutionary movement. “We have the
record of kings and gentlemen ad nauseam and in stupid detail,”
Du Bois wrote in his introduction to Herbert Aptheker’s massive
Documentary History of the Negro People in the United States, “but of
the common run of human beings, and particularly of the half or wholly
submerged working group, the world has saved all too little of authentic
record and tried to forget or ignore even the little saved.”

While on the one hand the bourgeoisic appears to assign little
importance to the history of the poorand the oppressed, paradoxically
(and understandably), it also devotes enormous energy and resources to
the systematic distortion of that history. Acknowledging the paucity of
literature on Black women, for example, Angela Davis observed that:
“We must also contend with the fact that too many of these rare studies
[that do focus on Black women] claim as their signal achievement the
reinforcement of fictitious clichesand . . . have given credence to grossly
distorted categories through which the Black woman continues to be
perceived.”

Aptheker, in concluding his thought on the dialectical relationship
between past, present and future, notes that: “Hitherto, exploitative
ruling classes have gone to great pains to control the past—that is, to
write and teach so-called history.” In doing so they have been able to
divert, or blunt the impact of many democratic and revolutionary
movements, This has been especially true as regards the history of the
Struggle against racism.

From the Marxist perspective the really important epistemological
question in history is how ordinary people, working people in particu-
lar, have survived a brutal and exploitative system; and resisted,
Struggled and thereby changed the course of human events. History is
not primarily a recitation of dates, or a chronicle of events. It is above
all else the critical analysis of social movement.
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The definitive character of Herbert Aptheker’s work stems primarily
from his identification with Marxism. Even the kinds of historical
questions Aptheker asked himself reflect the anti-elitist and dynamic
qualities of the Marxist methodology. Why else focus on the history of
Afro-American people? Why write about labor struggles in the South
during slavery; or class conflicts in the South in the decade preceding
the Civil War; or slave rebellions? These questions occurred to Ap-
theker because of the Marxist preoccupation with apprehending the
process of change, the nature of causality, and the forward motion of
history. They also provided him with a wholly original and unique
vantage point from which to view the main currents of United States
history.

Herbert Aptheker’s first published work appeared in his high school
newspaper in 1932, It was called “The Dark Side of the South,” and
contained his impressions of his first trip to the Southern states. He was
then sixteen years old. That same year the trial of the Black Commu-
nist, Angelo Herndon, took place in Georgia. Herndon was charged
with insurrection as a consequence of his activities in the movement of
the unemployed. He was convicted and sentenced to twenty years on
the Georgia chain gang. The intervention of world public opinion,
organized by the Communist Party of the United States, forced
Herndon's release before the sentence could be executed. One of
Aptheker’s earliest memories is of a mobile exhibit, prepared by the
Herndon defense committee in New York City, which toured the
neighborhood where he lived. The exhibit displayed a cage, with the
figure of a Black man chained inside, to dramatize the Herndon case.

By 1938, and for the next several years, Aptheker was again in the
South, this time as an educational worker for the Food and Tobacco
Workers Union. Working with him was the Black Communist and
leader of the Southern Negro Youth Congress, Louis E. Burnham.
Aptheker joined the Communist Party in 1939, Shortly thereafter he
served as Secretary of the Abolish Peonage Committee. Two months
after the United States entered the Second World War Aptheker joined
the army, asked to be assigned to Black troops, and fought in the
European theater. His outfit took Disseldorf, He was in Paris on V.E.
Day.

Infused through all of Aptheker’s scholarship is a definite, even
passionate partisanship for the oppressed. Much of this, I think, stems
from his experiences in the movement, and in the war; and, from the
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very special kind of support and encouragement given him by workers
in general, and Black workers in particular. For example, while assem-
bling the material for his study of American Negro Slave Revolts,
Aptheker often had difficulty obtaining the documents he requested
from white officials in the Southern archives. During one memorable
search it was the Black caretaker who let him into the archives after
dark, located the documents in question, and assisted in putting them
together.

This collection of Herbert Aptheker’s writings is based exclusively on
his work in U.S. history. Many of these selections have long been out-
of-print, and most have never appeared in book form. The origin of
each item is indicated. No substantive changes have been made. A
bibliographical comment at the end provides something of an overview
of Aptheker’s contribution to U.S. historiography. Related books and
articles which he has produced are also cited.

It has been an honor and a privilege to select, arrange and edit this
collection of Herbert Aptheker’s writings. It is hoped that the effort
may be worthy of Aptheker as historian. In any event, it is certain that
this historical record, as created by Herbert Aptheker, portends a
future somewhat more conducive to human values than the grotesque
fantasies of the futurologists.

BETTINA APTHEKER
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FOUNDING THE REPUBLIC

The Revolutionary Character
of the American Revolution

In the United States today there are two apparently contradictory views
of the American Revolution which dominate the news media, the
publishing industry and academia. One, associated with the attitude of
the Daughters of the American Revolution and given sophisticated
reiteration in the writings of Daniel J. Boorstin, among many others,
holds that the unique feature of the American Revolution was that it
was not a revolution, or at most, that it was a conservative revolution.
This concept fills the official pronouncements and spirit of the Bicen-
tennial Commission of the United States Government.

The other view holds that the American Revolution was a perfect one
in conception and execution; that it was the quintessence of human
accomplishment and that its applicability to the present is complete. To
the degree that this view emphasizes the shortcomings of present-day
U.S. society and dominant policy, it possesses progressive elements; but
in its tendency to make the event of the eighteenth century an un-
blemished model for all time, it falsifies history and tends to reinforce
the foundations of the status quo, especially since it ignores the
hf-‘gf:mony in that revolution of the classes possessing the means of
pProduction, which, then, included not only the bourgeoisie but also the
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slaveowners. Such a view of the Revolution results not only in down-
playing the reality of class differentiation and struggle in the America of
the eighteenth century; it also tends to minimize—or even ignore—the
realities of chattel slavery and of the genocidal policy pursued toward
the Indian peoples and the vile racism that served as the rationalization
and prop for both atrocities.

Seeing the Revolution in this uncritical and false manner tends also
tosupport the quite conservative and reactionary view that holds that a
revolutionary outlook in the present for an American is on its face un-
American and truly alien. This was the characteristic view of such
notorious reactionaries, for example, as the late Nicholas Murray
Butler, formerly president of Columbia University, who insisted that
since—in his opinion—the Revolution of the eighteenth century pro-
duced a perfect society or at least a model for a perfect society and even
a method for alterations should blemishes appear, one who lived in this
paradise and still retained a revolutionary outlook was either a mad-
man or an agent of some hostile foreign power!

There also exists in the United States today, especially among ultra-
Leftists and other political infants, an utterly cynical view of the
American Revolution in which the event as a whole is simply dismissed
as farcical or meaningless or hypocritical or demagogic and other such
labels reflecting the emptiness of the heads concocting them. The
practical result of this view—as in everything else associated with the
ultra-Left—is to assist the ruling class in ballyhooing the Revolution
and turning its “celebration” into an occasion for selling toothpaste and
deodorants,

The Revolution which resulted in the creation of the United States of
America was the product of the interplay of three fundamental forces:
a) the contradiction in the relationship between colonizing power and
colonists; b) the contradictions within the colonies expressive of their
class divisions and the fact that whenever these contradictions reached
politically explosive phases the power of Britain was exercised in
support of the status quo and in opposition to popular forces; and c) the
development through several generations of the sense of a distinction
between being an “American” and being an Englishman; that is, the
forging of a new nation and therefore of a distinct national conscious-
ness. One may add that the dialectical interlocking of these forces
served to influence and exacerbate each, so that a) and b) helped in the
forging of c) and the latter helped accentuate the former, etc.

THE CHARACTER OF THE REVOLUTION 7

Those specific aspects of the Revolution which explain why Lenin
could refer to it as “one of those great, really liberating, really revolu-
tionary wars of which there have been so few,”! include the following:

The American Revolution was the first successful colonial rebellion
in modern history and it marked the overcoming in armed struggle by
an aroused population of the greatest military and naval power in the
world at that time,

It affirmed in achievement and in theory—as in the Declaration of
Independence—the right of national self-determination. .

It postulated the equality of all men, again notably in the Declaration
of Independence. Of course, its authors meant men and not women and
meant propertied men and not indentured men, nor enslaved men, nor
colored men; but for its time even the limited meaning of its usage was a
significant advance over conditions then prevailing in the world. Fur-
thermore, with the sweep of its language, other times and other societies
would universalize the concept so that it would indeed include the great
idea of the essential equality of humanity—in its needs, dreams,
aspirations and capacities.

The Revolution and the instruments of government resulting from it
expounded the concept of popular sovereignty. Again, with those who
announced this, its meaning was limited to the concept of “people” in
the eighteenth century—male, white, propertied. But many among the
people, then, too, read this quite differently. Furthermore, the idea of
popular sovereignty was something quite new for hitherto sovereignty
inhered in the Sovereign and all these words were spelled with capital
letters to reflect the great dignity associated with them and the rever-
ence required. In that sense, the very term “popular sovereignty” was a
linguistic innovation if not contradiction and its fullest implementation
inall areas of life was and remains the basic agenda of history ever since
the eighteenth century.

The Revolution was based on the political theory that the purpose of
government ought to be one which makes possible among its citizen-
Iy—note citizenry, not subjects—*life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness”—the latter phrase a significant alteration from John
Locke’s affirmation that government should protect “life, liberty and
property.” It is not that the Fathers of the Revolution were men who
rejected the notion that the security of private property was the basic
purpose of government; on the contrary, they accepted this as axioma-
tic. But, nevertheless, it is noteworthy that the Lockean concept was
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amended and that the amendment makes possible—indeed, invites—
broader and more humane purposes of government than those an-
nounced by the seventeenth century revolutionist.

The revolutionists insisted that only a government with the purposes
just described was a government; without such purposes so-called
government degenerated into tyranny and when such degeneration
appeared, the revolutionists declared (and were practicing) that it was
not only the right but it was the duty of those inhabiting so afflicted a
land to make every effort to alter it, to bring it into accordance with
proper aims of government and that if such alteration could only be
accomplished through revolution, then that, too, became both a right
and an obligation.

The revolutionists came to the conclusion that monarchy and inher-
ited nobility were incompatible with popular sovereignty and with
purposes of government which envisaged support for the pursuit of
happiness as well as contradicting concepts of human equality. There-
fore, they instituted republican forms of government in each of the
rebelling colonies and in the central government; in doing this they
“smashed” the former state and forged a quite new one. Special
attention is to be given to the fact that the two central aspects of the
Revolution—independence and a republican form of government—
were guaranteed by the Constitution whose adoption sealed the Revo-
lution. That is, just as one would be treasonous if he sought the
elimination of the independence of the United States of America so also
would one be treasonous if he sought to terminate the republican form
of government. Both remained significantly threatened for a generation
after the Revolution succeeded in battle, and it is characteristic of
revolutions that once successful they do not permit any contesting of
the essential purposes of the revolution—whether that be independence
and a republic, or independence and socialism. The Constitution of the
United States in guaranteeing a republican form of government to each
of the states simultaneously is affirming that there is no “freedom” to
seek to establish a monarchical form.

More extended notice of the “smashing” of existing colonial state
forms may be useful. As the revolutionary process unfolded, beginning
in the 1760s, there came into being extra-legal and sometimes illegal
organizations of Committees of Correspondence, Sons (and Daugh-
ters) of Liberty, Sons of Neptune (reflecting the key role of maritime
workers in the revolutionary movement in the cities) and other groups
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called Associators. All these were tools for communication, propagan-
da, and, above all, organization; they eventuated into a governing form
with a new name and content—a congress—and finally into the Conti-
nental Congress. The simplicity of these titles was deliberate and
reflected the action-directed and popular nature they possessed. Their
presiding officer was called simply “president,” though some of the
Right in the revolutionary movement suggested more resplendent titles
like “Your Highness” or even “Your Majesty.” Even the place in the
then most populous city—Philadelphia—where the Congress was to
meet was a matter of debate, with again the conservative wing of the
revolutionary movement urging the State House, hitherto used by the
royal officials, as a proper locale. But this was rejected at the invitation
of the carpenters of the city and with the agreement of the more radical
wing of the revolutionary movement. Thus, the Congress met in the
carpenters’ hall—the latter now capitalized and rendered as Carpenters’
Hall, and much of the population of the United States does not realize
that that hall was simply the meeting place of the carpenters (and other
mechanics and artisans) of the city,

The concept of popular sovereignty was given flesh and blood insofar
as the Revolution did represent the will and the power of the vast
majority of the population. Precise figures are not available but all the
evidence suggests that at least 70 percent of the population was
significantly and consciously part of the revolutionary effort. It was the
so-called common people who formed the bulk of the pressure groups,
who enforced the boycotts, who rid the country of the king’s officers,
who formed the armed forces of the Revolution and who bested the
greatest military and naval power then in the world.

It is the American Revolution that introduces significant guerrilla
warfare with the great names of Marion, Sumter and Fox; and, indeed,
the war as a whole so far as the revolutionary forces were concerned was
fought in guerrilla style as befits a people’s war. That is, the armies of
Washington and Greene hit and ran and hit and ran again. Those
armies often did the “impossible,” crossing icy waters as at Trenton and
Storming mountains as at Stony Point; and they fought in a way the
Colonists had learned from the Indians—hiding behind trees and
boulders, depending upon individual initiative. For generations after
the war, the nobility of England referred to the Americans as “tricky”
and “unmanly” for they did not fight in the regulation way that the
drafted and mercenary armies employed by European royalty had
developed.
































































































































































































































































