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CHAPTER 1

Black Communist Women Pioneers, 1919–1930

Grace Campbell showed herself an ardent Communist . . . 7ough  
employed by the City Administration, is frank in her disapproval of it  
and said the only way to remedy the present situation was to install  
Bolshevism in place of the present Government.
BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION, NEW YORK BUREAU FILE,  
61- 6864- 1, 4 MARCH 1931

Grace P. Campbell was exhilarated. In May 1920, she spoke passionately at 
a rally in Harlem for a candidate of the Socialist Party of America (SPA) 
who was running for a seat in the New York State Assembly from the neigh-
borhood’s Twenty- First District. A government informant reported that 
she “made a few remarks upon the need of women waking up to the fact 
that they are being driven to prostitution and other evils by the low scale of 
wages. She promised to work hard among the women, not only of her race 
but all of the women.”1 In addition to stumping for Socialist candidates, 
Campbell ran on the SPA ticket for a seat in the New York State Assembly for 
Harlem’s Nineteenth District in November 1920. She was the “=rst colored 
woman to be named for public o>ce on a regular party ticket,” according 
to 0e Messenger, an SPA- a>liated black radical newspaper co- founded by 
A. Phillip Randolph and Chandler Owen. 7ey, too, stood for election on the 
SPA ticket for state o>ce. 7e newspaper endorsed Campbell’s candidacy, 
lauding “her pioneer [sic] social service work for colored girls” in Harlem.2 
On Election Day, she won nearly two thousand votes, more than any other 
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black SPA candidate, including Randolph and Owen. 7e impressive support 
for Campbell spoke to her reputation in Harlem as a trustworthy, able com-
munity organizer and social worker committed to =ghting for the dignity, 
rights, and survival of black women, children, and the entire community. 
Her high pro=le in Harlem radicalism also caught the attention of authori-
ties. In the years immediately a@er World War I, the Bureau of Investigation, 
the predecessor of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, meticulously moni-
tored her le@- wing activism.3
 Campbell’s active involvement in the SPA signi=ed her pioneering role in 
Harlem’s early twentieth- century radicalism. From World War I through the 
eve of the Depression, she was the most prominent woman in the Harlem 
Le@. By 1923, she had joined the Workers (Communist) Party (WP). She 
was the =rst black woman to o>cially do so. But she was hardly alone. A 
small, dedicated cadre of Harlem women radicals enlisted in the Workers 
Party during the 1920s. 7ese included Williana Burroughs, Maude White, 
and Hermina Dumont Huiswoud. Like Campbell, they earned reputations 
as well- respected community leaders. Combining a pragmatic approach to 
community work with a le@ist, transnational political vision, they called for 
world revolution and focused special concern for black women’s freedom. 
Passionately committed to the nascent Communist movement, early black 
women radicals saw it as a viable alternative to mainstream black protest or-
ganizations. Black le@ feminists embraced this conviction through the entire 
Old Le@ period.
 Tracing these women’s lives, this chapter focuses on the =rst generation 
of black Communist women who joined the Party immediately a@er World 
War I and prior to the social upheavals of the Depression. Trailblazers, they 
began formulating black le@ feminism. 7e =rst part of the chapter looks 
at their varied social backgrounds and journeys into the Communist Le@, 
demonstrating how early black women radicals were hardly a monolithic 
group. Next, the chapter examines how these women o@en functioned 
as outsiders within the early Communist Le@. Grappling with the Party’s 
contradictions and neglect of black women’s issues, these pioneers neverthe-
less pressed forward with their black le@ feminist agenda. 7ey were at the 
frontlines of building le@- wing movements in Harlem for the community’s 
economic survival. Black women radicals understood how struggling for 
decent housing and jobs was vital to the well- being of Harlem residents. Re-
thinking Marxism- Leninism, they pro1ered early articulations of the “triple 
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oppression” paradigm, the thesis on black women’s superexploitation, and 
the vanguard center approach. 7ey also embraced the “New Woman” ideal, 
a term referring to early twentieth- century American urban writers, suf-
fragettes, journalists, educators, and bohemians who were less constrained 
by Victorian gender mores and domesticity and who pursued independent 
womanhood.4 7is sensibility prompted some to challenge ideals of bour-
geois respectability espoused by church, club, and Garveyite women. 7e 
latter part of the chapter looks at the importance of traveling to the Soviet 
Union in helping black Communist women rethink their place in the world 
and begin forging a “black women’s international.” 7rough their experi-
ences in the early Communist Le@, black women radicals began building 
a community and collective identity. Paving the way for black women who 
joined the CPUSA during its heyday in the 1930s and 1940s and anticipating 
the black feminism of the 1970s, the lives of =rst generation black Commu-
nist women speak to the radical aspects and ideological complexities of early 
twentieth- century black feminism.
 Local and global events provided the background in which early black 
Communist women came of age, cultivated an oppositional consciousness, 
and enlisted in the Workers Party. 7ey were born during the “nadir” in 
African American life (1880–1915). 7ese years witnessed the consolidation 
of Jim Crow, the highpoint of lynching, and the beginning of the Great Mi-
gration, which, between 1910 and 1930, brought more than one million Afri-
can Americans from the rural South to the urban North in search of a better 
life.5 During these years, nearly forty thousand people from the Caribbean 
arrived in Harlem.6 7e New Negro movement (1890–1935) emerged in re-
sponse to these events. Committed to “nation building,” New Negro protest 
organizations and intellectuals promoted “racial upli@ ideology,” what 
the historian Kevin Gaines describes as a “black middle class ideology . . . 
that came to mean an emphasis on self- help, racial solidarity, temperance, 
thri@, chastity, social purity, patriarchal authority, and the accumulation of 
wealth.”7
 Black women were visible in the New Negro movement. In 1893, 
Josephine St. Pierre Ru>n, the prominent Boston newspaper publisher 
and clubwoman, named her newspaper Woman’s Era, aptly capturing club 
and church women’s sentiment that the “race could rise no higher than its 
woman” and that women were best quali=ed to lead the race.8 Women’s 
clubs were at the forefront in agitating for the protection of black women 
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and crusading against lynching and Jim Crow. No organization was more 
visible in these campaigns than the National Association of Colored Women 
(NACW), the =rst national secular black women’s organization, founded in 
1896. Club and church women also vocally demanded equality with black 
men. However, by the early 1920s women’s clubs had become increasingly 
elitist. 7eir growing concern with middle- class female respectability and at-
tempts to police the behaviors of purportedly licentious, lazy black working- 
class people alienated clubwomen from the very communities they intended 
to upli@.9
 Internationally, World War I marked the beginning of the end of Euro-
pean global supremacy. Unprecedented carnage on the battle=eld, war-
time migrations, strikes, and nationalist revolts in India, Ireland, and China 
weakened the European colonial grip on Africa and Asia. In 1917, the Rus-
sian Revolution established the world’s =rst socialist state, the Soviet Union. 
Two years later, Bolsheviks organized the Communist International (Com-
intern) to coordinate the world revolution from Moscow. Inspired by the 
Bolsheviks’ success, short- lived Communist insurrections shook Western 
and Central Europe immediately a@er the war.10
 7e World War I era also witnessed a global black revolt as anti- colonial 
uprisings erupted in Africa and across the diaspora. In the United States, 
these global upheavals, together with massive wartime black migrations, 
a spike in lynching, the “race riots” in East St. Louis in 1917 and Chicago 
in 1919, and a national wave of strikes in heavy industries, spawned “New 
Negro radicalism,” a more militant New Negro tendency. As a political and 
cultural movement composed of Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Im-
provement Association (UNIA), the African Blood Brotherhood (ABB), 0e 
Messenger, and other protest groups, as well as news and literary journals, 
New Negro radicalism linked black struggles for self- determination with 
postwar, anti- colonial struggles across the Global South.11
 7e early twentieth century also proved to be an exciting and tumultuous 
moment for the U.S. Le@. 7e Russian Revolution both inspired and divided 
American radicals. In the summer of 1919, two groups of le@- wing militants 
held inaugural conventions, forming the Communist Labor Party and the 
Communist Party of America respectively. Both organizations claimed to 
be the legitimate “Communist” party. Authorities immediately targeted both 
parties as part of a wider government crackdown—popularly known as the 
red scare—against le@- wing organizations, civil rights and black nationalist 
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groups, and trade unions. Under this intense wave of government repres-
sion, both Communist groups functioned as underground organizations. 
Upon the urging of the Comintern, they merged in 1922, forming a uni-
=ed, aboveground organization, the Workers Party of America. In 1929, it 
renamed itself the Communist Party, USA.12
 Developments in the global Communist Le@ around the Negro Question 
and the Woman Question had lasting implications for framing discussions 
around race, gender, and class within the Workers Party. 7e Comintern’s 
resolutions of 1922 and 1928 on the Negro Question were key in recruit-
ing black men and women. 7e resolution of 1922 de=ned black struggles 
across the diaspora as key partners in the world revolution, while the reso-
lution of 1928, commonly referred to as the “Black Belt thesis,” declared the 
right of African American self- determination in the South.13 Soviet women’s 
status also inIuenced U.S. Communists’ thinking. In the years immediately 
a@er the Russian Revolution and into the 1930s, the ideal of “the new Soviet 
woman”—a modern, sexually liberated, revolutionary woman—generated 
immense interest in le@- wing, bohemian, and even politically mainstream 
circles throughout the West.14 Soviet laws on women’s rights, which on paper 
were some of the most progressive in the world, granted women full citizen-
ship rights and legalized divorce and abortion (the =rst nation in the world 
to do so). Soviets initially adhered to a policy of tolerance toward homo-
sexuals. A small group of Bolshevik feminists, such as Aleksandra Kollontai 
and Clara Zetkin, argued that women’s sexual liberation and the “withering 
away of the bourgeois family” were vital both to women’s liberation and to 
building a classless society. In 1919, Soviet o>cials established the Zhenotdel 
(Women’s Department) to raise Soviet women’s gender consciousness. In 
the following year, the Comintern founded the International Women’s Sec-
retariat to coordinate Communist women’s work around the world.15
 7e world revolution failed to materialize immediately a@er the war, as 
Communists had predicted. So the Soviet Union went about constructing a 
socialist state in isolation. But Communists globally, including a small cadre 
of black women radicals in Harlem, remained con=dent that capitalism and 
imperialism were doomed. Informed by the early Communist Le@’s posi-
tions on race, gender, and class, together with their lived experiences, black 
women radicals forged their own le@- wing politics. Viewing black women 
as the revolutionary vanguard, early black le@ feminists both contested and 
a>rmed the politics of middle- class respectability espoused by church and 
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clubwomen, and rejected the pro- capitalist agendas of New Negro groups 
and the masculinist articulations of black self- determination advanced by 
the international Le@.

The Social Origins of Early Black Communist Women

Several prominent =rst generation black Communist women enjoyed suc-
cessful professional careers as social workers, teachers, and secretaries be-
fore joining the Workers Party. 7is pattern would continue through the 
entire Old Le@ period. 7ese women were part of a new middle class that 
emerged across the African diaspora beginning in the late nineteenth cen-
tury.16 Focusing on the upli@ and protection of black women and children 
in the age of Jim Crow and European global supremacy, early black women 
radicals’ work underscored how the New Negro movement was founda-
tional to their political visions before and a@er they joined the WP.
 No person better exempli=ed this than Grace Campbell, who was born 
in 1882 in Georgia. Her father was a Jamaican immigrant and teacher and 
her mother was a woman of mixed African American and Native Ameri-
can heritage from Washington, D.C. Her family eventually settled in Wash-
ington where she grew up. She apparently never traveled to Jamaica to visit 
her father’s family. Following in her parents’ footsteps, she graduated from 
the historically black Howard University in Washington. Like many black 
women reformers of the Progressive era, she never married or had chil-
dren.17 By 1908, Campbell had made her way to New York. 7ere, she began 
her distinguished career as a social worker, community activist, and civil 
servant. She joined the multiracial, mixed- gendered National League for 
the Protection of Colored Women (NLPCW), one of three organizations 
that merged in 1911 to form the Committee on Urban Conditions Among 
Negroes, later renamed the National Urban League.18 She also brieIy sat on 
the committee’s board. Given that a key tenet of turn- of- the- century black 
women reformers was their belief that women were best quali=ed to lead the 
race and taking into account their demand for equality with black men, her 
reform work surely helped to cultivate her feminist sensibility.19
 Meanwhile, Campbell worked on multiple fronts in pursuit of upli@ing 
black women and children. In 1911, she became the =rst black woman ap-
pointed as a parole o>cer in the Court of General Sessions for the City of 
New York. She worked as a jail attendant in the women’s section at “the 
Tombs,” New York’s infamous prison, until her death in 1943. In 1915, she 
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established the Empire Friendly Shelter for Friendless Girls, a settlement 
home in Harlem for young, single black mothers. 7e home solidi=ed her 
reputation as “one of the best known colored women in New York,” as the 
Harlem- based New York Age put it in 1924.20
 Like many of her better- known Progressive- era black female counter-
parts, such as Anna Julia Cooper and Alice Dunbar- Nelson, Campbell, at 
this point in her career, adhered to notions of bourgeois respectability. O@en 
“sound[ing] uncannily similar to the racist arguments they strove to refute,” 
as the historian Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham explains, black middle- class 
reformers “tended to privatize racial discrimination—thus rendering it out-
side the authority of government regulation.”21 More signi=cant, like other 
black women reformers, Campbell embraced conservative views toward 
domesticity and voiced alarm about the alleged sexual immorality of black 
urban working women.22 An interview in 1911 about her work in protecting 
young black women from prostitution and incarceration reveals these senti-
ments. She acknowledged that in contrast to white women, black women 
lacked protection. However, she charged that unscrupulous white employ-
ment agencies took advantage of the “temptations of innocent colored girls” 
newly arrived from the South by steering them into prostitution. While re-
jecting prevailing racist arguments stigmatizing blacks as innately prone to 
crime, she nevertheless asserted that “mental de=ciency” among all races ex-
plained criminality.23 Clearly, she subscribed to what Kevin Gaines observes 
as “the commonplace view that the impoverished status of blacks was a mat-
ter of moral and cultural de=ciency.”24 With her new politics, she began 
challenging bourgeois notions about respectability.
 Not all early black Communist women were reared in middle- class fami-
lies like Campbell, though many had achieved middle- class status by their 
early adult years. 7is was the case of Williana Jones (Burroughs), a com-
mitted Communist who spent nearly a dozen years in the Soviet Union over 
the course of her life. Born in 1882 in Petersburg, Virginia, to an ex- slave, she 
grew up in grinding poverty in New York. Despite such humble beginnings, 
Burroughs graduated from what is now Hunter College in 1902 and taught 
in New York public elementary schools. 7ese accomplishments, together 
with her marriage in 1909 to Charles Burroughs, a postal worker and former 
student of W. E. B. Du Bois at Wilberforce University in Ohio, seemingly 
secured her place in the “talented tenth,” the term coined by black scholar 
activist W. E. B. Du Bois at the turn of the century describing a small group 
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of upwardly mobile, college- educated African Americans who he believed 
would upli@ the race.25
 Hermina Dumont (Huiswoud), a radical activist and world traveler, 
hailed from a signi=cantly di1erent background than Burroughs. Dumont 
was born in 1908 in British Guiana and was raised in a modestly comfort-
able family. At the age of fourteen, she and her mother migrated to Harlem 
in search of a brighter future. Taking classes at Hunter College and City 
College, she worked as a secretary at the headquarters of the NAACP. By her 
early twenties, Dumont seemed well on her way toward becoming part of 
Harlem’s elite. However, unforeseen events in the coming year would signi=-
cantly alter her life trajectory.26
 7e early years of Maude White (Katz), a Communist organizer whose 
career stretched into the 1970s, contrasted starkly from those of Campbell, 
Burroughs, and Dumont. White was born in 1908 and was reared in a large, 
working- poor family in the coal- mining town of McKeesport, Pennsylva-
nia, near Pittsburgh. Despite growing up in poverty, she began moving up 
the social ladder during her teenage years. She graduated from high school 
and a@erward worked as a teacher with the intention of upli@ing the race. 
Within a few short years, her decision to enlist in the WP would take her far 
from McKeesport and into the center of the global Communist movement.27

Radicalization and Joining the Workers Party

Black women were not blank slates when they joined the Workers Party. 
Nor were their journeys into the early Communist Le@ predestined or in-
evitable. But perhaps nothing better cultivated their oppositional conscious-
ness than their experiences as black women living through the global crisis 
of the World War I era, their growing frustration with the political agendas 
of black middle- class reformers, and their interest in the Iedgling Soviet 
Union. Early black women radicals followed multiple paths into the Workers 
Party, a trend that continued for decades to come.
 Details about Grace Campbell’s radicalization are sketchy. 7ere is no 
document in the historical record explaining her entry into the WP. Mul-
tiple factors most likely explain her le@ward turn. 7rough her daily en-
counters as a social worker, court attendant, and prison o>cer with some of 
New York’s poorest black women, she undoubtedly came to recognize the 
connections between structural poverty, the trauma of migration, and the 
racialized and gendered nature of black women’s oppression. As a migrant 
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herself, she could have related to the sense of dislocation that black women 
newcomers o@en felt upon arriving in New York.
 Sexism within the New Negro movement seems to have been a factor in 
Campbell’s radicalization. Kevin Gaines notes that “gender conIict exposed 
the contradictions of upli@’s vision of progress, a middle- class vision struc-
tured in sexual dominance.”28 Such, apparently, was the case for Campbell. 
In 1913, the male- dominated leadership of the Committee on Urban Condi-
tions among Negroes removed her from the group’s board on the grounds of 
dereliction of duties. However, the historian Minkah Makalani suggests that 
this charge covered up the real reasons: Campbell’s refusal to show proper 
deference to male leaders. If this was the case, her removal not only infuri-
ated her, it also led her to search for more militant solutions for upli@ing 
black people.29
 Living in Harlem during the World War I era, with its exciting conIu-
ence of people, ideas, and cultures from across the black diaspora, was criti-
cal to Campbell’s radicalization. On the war’s eve she befriended a small 
group of militant Harlem diasporan intellectuals who were committed to 
black liberation, socialism, and decolonization. Constituting the le@- wing 
bloc within New Negro radicalism, this group included the journalist Cyril 
Briggs from Nevis; the bibliophile and orator Richard B. Moore from Bar-
bados; the newspaper editor W. A. Domingo from Jamaica; the labor or-
ganizer Frank Crosswaith from St. Croix; the African American journalist 
A. Philip Randolph, and the bibliophile and orator Hubert Henry Harrison 
from St. Croix, known by his contemporaries as the “father of Harlem radi-
calism.” 7e sociologist Winston James correctly notes that they were drawn 
to Marxism because “they saw the ideology as =rst and foremost, a means of 
solving the race problem.”30 All but Briggs joined the Socialist Party prior to 
the war. By the end of the war, however, Campbell and many Harlem le@ists 
had begun rethinking their a>liation with the SPA. Discomfort with its class 
reductionist position on the Negro Question explains this. 7e SPA under-
stood it primarily as an economic issue, ignoring the speci=city of black 
racial oppression and how white workers o@en embraced racism and bene-
=ted materially and psychologically from it.31
 As such, Harlem le@ists organized new groups to pursue an independent 
black radical politics. 7e African Blood Brotherhood was the most impor-
tant one in this regard. Alongside Briggs and Moore, Campbell was one of 
the “prime movers of the African Blood Brotherhood,” a government infor-
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mant accurately reported.32 Formed in 1919, the ABB was the =rst black radi-
cal organization of the twentieth century to formulate a coherent “radical 
conception of the relationship between race, class, nation, and socialist revo-
lution,” observes Minkah Makalani.33 Initially clandestine and independent 
of the Workers Party, the ABB’s revolutionary nationalist program called 
for black self- determination, the redemption of Africa, armed self- defense, 
black- white unity, support for trade unionism, and decolonization. In con-
trast to the SPA, the ABB viewed black liberation as central, not peripheral, 
to the global struggle against capitalism and imperialism.34
 7e Communist International’s support for black self- determination 
and anti- imperialist politics surely was a key factor in attracting Campbell 
to Communism. Writing in 1959 to the historian 7eodore Draper, Cyril 
Briggs made this case: “My interest in Communism was inspired by the na-
tional policy of the Russian Bolsheviks and the anti- imperialist orientation 
of the Soviet State birthed by the October Revolution.”35 Briggs was refer-
ring to the resolution on the Negro Question issued at the Fourth Comin-
tern Congress in Moscow in 1922. De=ning black liberation as a key part of 
the global struggle against capitalism and imperialism, the resolution di-
rected Communists to =ght for black- white unity. 7is position rejected the 
Socialist Party’s class reductionist viewpoint on the Negro Question.36 Given 
her central role in the ABB, Campbell undoubtedly shared Briggs’s senti-
ments. By bringing “international connections and a place for radical Afri-
can Americans on the world stage,” notes the historian Mark Solomon, the 
Communist International provided Campbell, Briggs, and Harlem radicals 
with a sense of con=dence owing to their knowledge that they had global 
allies supporting black liberation.37 7e resolution of 1922 also initiated a 
process in which black radicals looked to Moscow as a sympathetic arbiter 
in settling disputes with white Communists at home. As a result, Camp-
bell, Briggs, Moore, and Lovett Fort- Whiteman, a Chicago- based activist, 
joined the Workers Party in 1923. Two years later, upon the Party’s directives, 
ABB leadership disbanded the organization. In its place, the WP formed the 
Chicago- based American Negro Labor Congress (ANLC), an organization 
Communists hoped would win blacks to the socialist cause.38
 Like the entire generation of the Old Le@, the utopian aura surrounding 
the Russian Revolution attracted Campbell to Communism.39 Campbell’s 
alleged remarks at a political forum in Harlem in June 1921 a>rm this claim. 
A government informant reported: “[She] devoted about twenty minutes 
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condemning all other forms of government but the Soviet, which she claims 
is the only hope of the workingman.”40
 Campbell’s belief that socialism held special promise for black women 
additionally drew her to Communism. A government agent reported she 
“conduct[ed] an active campaign [in generating interest in socialism] among 
the colored women.”41 She was not alone in viewing the Soviet Union as a 
beacon of hope for black women. Helen Holman, a black radical from St. 
Louis who was based in New York, did as well. Traveling into the Commu-
nist Party through the International Workers of the World, the Woman’s 
Su1rage Party, and the Socialist Party, she became widely known in Harlem 
during the 1920s for speaking on street corners against black women’s sub-
jugation under capitalism and for praising Soviet family policies.42 Both 
Campbell’s and Holman’s strident support for black women’s freedom and 
their e1orts to link it to the Soviet Union shows how internationalism ap-
pealed di1erently to black women radicals than to their male comrades. For 
the former, the status of women globally was central to their global vision. 
7e same was not true for black male radicals.
 By any measure, Williana Burroughs followed a distinctly di1erent road 
into the Workers Party than Campbell. While we can only speculate as to 
how Campbell’s lived experiences radicalized her, Burroughs, later in life, 
claimed how her personal and professional encounters with racism, poverty, 
and sexism moved her toward the le@. Growing up in abject poverty and 
teaching impoverished black elementary school students sparked her “grow-
ing consciousness . . . to help her oppressed race,” as she put it years later. 
She eventually lost her job on account of the New York public school’s ban 
on employing married women. Her dismissal initiated a chain of events that 
radicalized the infuriated Burroughs.43 In the coming years, she became a 
social worker. But she became distraught with the “essential futility of indi-
vidual e1orts while pressure from above was not li@ed,” she later claimed.44 
In contrast to Grace Campbell’s continued involvement in social work even 
a@er she embraced le@- wing politics, Burroughs became disillusioned with 
the profession altogether. Frustrated and still searching for answers for up-
li@ing black people, she joined the Socialist Party in the early 1920s. Like 
Campbell, the SPA’s class reductionist position on the Negro Question dis-
appointed Burroughs, prompting her to bolt from it. Impressed with its 
staunch anti- racist, anti- imperialist politics and captivated by the Soviet 
Union, she joined the ANLC in 1926 and the WP one year later.45
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 Friendships with black militants and female networks also proved im-
portant in radicalizing black women. Hermina Dumont’s future husband, 
Otto Huiswoud, a Communist born in Dutch Guiana and a prominent 
black spokesperson in the Communist International during the 1920s, intro-
duced her to le@- wing radicalism.46 Before meeting him, she was uninter-
ested in politics. But through him she met W. A. Domingo, Hubert Harrison, 
Richard Moore, Cyril Briggs, and Grace Campbell. Meeting her was critical 
to Dumont’s radicalization. Like the dynamic civil rights activists Ella Baker 
and Fannie Lou Hamer of the 1960s, Campbell possessed the adept skill in 
politicizing young black people. Decades later, Dumont Huiswoud observed 
this point: “[Campbell] never wavered in her conviction and without prose-
lyting [sic] . . . guided many towards political clarity.” In the coming years, 
the two women became close friends.47 In 1926, Dumont married Huiswoud, 
drawing her even closer to the Communist Le@. Two years later, she joined 
the Workers Party, marking the o>cial beginning of her lifelong commit-
ment to le@- wing radicalism, which lasted until her death in 1996.48
 For Maude White, her =rst introduction to le@- wing politics came 
through her white high school Eng lish teacher, Eleanor Goldsmith, who was 
a Communist. She took an interest in her bright pupil. Accompanying Gold-
smith to Party meetings in nearby Pittsburgh, White witnessed black Com-
munists chair multiracial meetings and heard whites denounce racism and 
imperialism. She had never witnessed anything like this before. Convinced 
that white Communists were sincere in =ghting against racism and imperi-
alism, she enlisted in the Workers Party at the age of eighteen. Her desire to 
leave McKeesport also motivated her. She saw no future for herself in the 
town. And, she said later, “[I wanted] to do something for myself and for my 
people.”49 7e Workers Party o1ered her an exciting new life, an alternative 
path to upward mobility, and personal freedom. In the coming years, other 
black women would join the Communist Le@ for similar reasons. Goldsmith 
recommended that White move to Chicago, where she could participate in 
party organizing on the Southside, the city’s densely populated black neigh-
borhood that was home to a vibrant cultural and radical political scene.50
 Black women radicals’ decisions to join the Workers Party are all the more 
interesting in light of the Communist International’s silence on issues facing 
women of color. 7e resolution of 1922 on the Negro Question framed black 
liberation in masculinist terms. Similarly, 0eses of the Communist Women’s 
Movement, issued by the Comintern in 1920, elided black women’s issues, 
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articulating gender oppression narrowly in economic, deterministic terms. 
(7is resolution served as the CPUSA’s o>cial line on gender oppression 
until the late 1940s.) Despite the latter resolution’s call for championing gen-
der equality, support for the Woman Question in both the Communist Inter-
national and the CPUSA during these years lacked priority.51 7e Workers 
Party’s National Woman’s Committee, later renamed the National Women’s 
Commission (NWC), evidenced this pro forma recognition of the Woman 
Question. Founded in 1922 to coordinate “women’s work,” the poorly or-
ganized NWC exerted little real inIuence in the party’s decision making.52 
Moreover, the NWC initially overlooked black women’s oppression. Still, 
black women radicals remained committed to the WP. Disgust with black 
women’s marginal status globally, ardent opposition to European global em-
pires, and enthusiasm for the Soviet Union apparently trumped whatever 
issues they may have had with the WP at the time. So while black women fol-
lowed di1erent paths into the Workers Party, they shared a similar belief that 
the international Le@ o1ered a powerful vehicle for freeing black people. 
Future black Communist women would draw similar conclusions.

Women and Formal Leadership in Black Left Organizations, 1919–28

With the exception of Grace Campbell, black women were conspicuously 
absent from formal leadership prior to the issue of the Black Belt thesis of 
1928. Even in Campbell’s case, she functioned as an outsider within the Com-
munist Le@. On the one hand, her work was critical to building black le@ or-
ganizations. She sat on the African Blood Brotherhood’s executive board, the 
“Supreme Council,” with Briggs, Moore, and Domingo, holding the title of 
director of consumer cooperatives.53 On the other hand, her gender-speci=c 
involvement in the ABB exposed its masculinist framings of black libera-
tion. For example, she was the only black woman on the group’s board, even 
though women comprised a sizeable segment of the group’s membership.54 
Her ABB comrades o@en relegated her to performing invisible, secretarial 
work. So while the ABB formulated path- breaking positions on race, class, 
and nationhood, the same cannot be said of its understanding of  gender.55
 Minkah Makalani claims that Campbell protested her male comrades’ 
sexism and black women’s marginal place within the ABB during Supreme 
Council meetings. However, it is unclear what she speci=cally said and how 
her male comrades received her criticisms.56 Black women were also mar-
ginal in the American Negro Labor Congress. Like its predecessor, the ANLC 
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privileged race, class, and nation over gender. Its leadership board included 
a handful of black women. Curiously, Campbell was never actively involved 
in the ANLC. Perhaps her frustration with her treatment in the ABB explains 
why.57 What is certain is that black women’s marginal positions within these 
organizations signaled the beginning of a pattern by which black le@ femi-
nists o@en found themselves as outsiders within groups a>liated with the 
Communist Party.
 For Campbell, the most accessible way of inIuencing early black le@ or-
ganizations was from behind the scenes. Her apartment in Harlem served 
as the ABB Supreme Council’s meeting place as well as the o>ce of Briggs’s 
Crusader News Service and the distribution center for the Crusader, the 
ABB’s o>cial periodical. Her home remained a busy hub of radical political 
activity into the 1930s.58
 7e use of Campbell’s home for political gatherings is telling. Underscor-
ing how she extended the domestic sphere into political work, her leadership 
style o@en utilized the “motherist frame,” what the black feminist theorist 
M. Bahti Kuumba describes as a discourse and practice based on normative 
gender ideologies that “stressed the need to =ght for equality and justice with 
the characteristics associated with being good mothers.”59 Dumont Huis-
woud’s recollection of Campbell’s interactions with her colleagues =ts this 
description: “I remember her graying hair and jet- black beady eyes that glis-
tened and twinkled as if she were perpetually enjoying something amusing. 
No wonder that her home was always full of visitors. She kept a permanent 
open house, o1ering food and shelter to whomever knocked on her door.” 
Her interactions as a parole o>cer with women inmates shed additional light 
on her maternalist leadership style. Dumont Huiswoud described Campbell 
as a “very quiet- spoken lady.” She was able “to assert her authority and com-
mand respect from the toughest woman delinquent simply by her motherly 
appearance and abundance of patience.”60 7is gendered description of her 
interactions with female parolees is revealing. Unmarried, middle- aged, 
black, and female, Campbell may have consciously constructed and stra-
tegically performed this matronly persona to exert inIuence with women, 
to challenge the sexist agendas of some black male leaders, and to exer-
cise inIuence in male- dominated political spaces that understood mother-
hood as the only way women could assert claims to political leadership. In 
this regard, her actions resembled those of her contemporary, Amy Jacques 
Garvey, Marcus Garvey’s second wife and a major pan- African thinker and 
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activist in her own right. 7roughout her involvement in the UNIA, Jacques 
Garvey understood that her political inIuence within the male- dominated 
Garvey movement rested on her ability to mediate her leadership claims 
through her status as Garvey’s wife and as the mother of his children.61
 Campbell’s location behind the scenes in black le@ organizations also may 
have been a function of her own pragmatic decision to protect her good- 
paying civil service job from political scrutiny as a red scare swept across the 
nation. Government informants in=ltrated the ABB, attended meetings at 
Campbell’s home, and documented her every move. It is unknown whether 
she knew exactly how close government informants had gotten to her. But 
given this moment of intense government repression against black and le@- 
wing organizations, it seems di>cult to imagine that she was unaware that 
authorities were watching her and the ABB. Campbell was not the only black 
woman radical closely monitored by the state during the early 1920s. Au-
thorities also surveilled Helen Holman. Government authorities carefully 
watched black women radicals from the Old Le@’s very beginning, with 
Holman and Campbell possibly serving as a template for future surveillance 
of black Communist women.62
 Black women’s marginalization within the early black Le@ also helps ex-
plain why it made few inroads with black women and why it remained com-
paratively small compared to the UNIA. Both the black Le@ and the Garvey 
movement (UNIA) formulated phallocentric understandings of black lib-
eration, but Garveyite women found unique ways to lead the UNIA and to 
articulate “community feminism,” what Ula Taylor described as a feminist 
politics combining black nationalism with racial upli@ that recognized the 
unequal gendered relations of power and promoted black women’s empower-
ment.63 Due to the e1orts of the UNIA’s co- founder, Amy Ashwood (Marcus 
Garvey’s =rst wife), the organization’s constitution mandated that each local 
division would elect a “lady president” who would oversee women’s activi-
ties. 7e UNIA also established the Black Cross Nurses, a women’s auxiliary 
modeled a@er the Red Cross, giving black women a direct hand in nation 
building. Amy Jacques Garvey’s “Our Women and What 7ey 7ink” news-
paper column discussed black women’s involvement in global pan- African 
struggles, frequently criticizing men, in her view, for not doing their part 
in elevating the race. Garveyite women encountered considerable sexism 
within the movement. Yet this did not deter a cadre of talented black women 
leaders, such as Amy Ashwood Garvey, Amy Jacques Garvey, and Henri-
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etta Vinton Davis, from gaining international fame within the organization. 
In contrast to the UNIA, no such group of women leaders emerged in the 
ABB or in the ANLC. Nor did these organizations establish women’s auxil-
iaries. So despite its masculinist limitations, the Garvey movement was far 
more successful than its le@- wing counterparts in creating formal structures 
that provided black women opportunities for upli@ing the race and voicing 
their issues. 7e Communist Le@’s failure to address these issues would con-
tinually pose serious challenges for Communists during the entire Old Le@ 
period.64

Community Work, 1919–28

While black women remained largely excluded from formal leadership of 
early black le@ organizations prior to the late 1920s, their community work 
provided them with unique opportunities for shaping Harlem radicalism 
and di1using le@- wing ideas into the neighborhood. One of the most sig-
ni=cant ways they did this was through “stepladder” speaking. Grace Camp-
bell, Elizabeth Hendrickson, a Communist community organizer born in 
the Danish Virgin Islands, and Helen Holman were widely known step-
ladder orators, gi@ed speakers who stood atop crates and stepladders along 
Harlem’s main thoroughfares and busiest street corners.65 With =ery ora-
tory, they electri=ed crowds, sometimes for hours, on wide- ranging topics 
from history, politics, and culture. Harlem street corners, the historian Irma 
Watkins- Owens observes, “became the most viable location for an alterna-
tive politics and the place where new social movements gained a hearing and 
recruited supporters.”66
 Black Communist women’s presence on the stepladder circuit was a 
transgressive move. By positioning themselves on top of stepladders, pam-
phleteering, or speaking individually with pedestrians, they stepped into a 
masculine political terrain. Black men of various ideological persuasions 
dominated the Harlem stepladder scene. Jockeying with other speakers for 
the people’s ear, male orators’ rhetoric and body language o@en exuded a 
muscular black nationalism.67 By advocating women’s equality and praising 
Soviet family policy, black women radicals o1ered an alternative to mas-
culinist framings of black liberation. It is unknown how Harlem residents 
responded to these women’s street corner orations. But given their years of 
experience as community organizers, black le@ist women surely knew how 
to perform in male- dominated political spaces in ways that both a>rmed 
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and challenged their socially ascribed roles as mothers and wives for making 
radical political demands. Sidewalks also provided early black women radi-
cals with a political education. It was on the streets where Harlem residents 
o@en =rst learned of breaking news. By speaking on street corners, black 
women radicals came to know the pulse of the community. So while the 
early WP o1ered them few formal venues to lead, Harlem sidewalks a1orded 
black Communist women physical and discursive space for developing, re-
=ning, and di1using their black le@ feminist sensibility and for expanding 
their networks in the community.68
 Black women were critical to building community among Harlem’s 
small group of le@- wing radicals. Campbell, with Richard Moore and W. A. 
Domingo, was a charter member of the Harlem Unitarian Church (HUC), 
established in 1920 and pastored by the Jamaican immigrant E. Ethelred 
Brown, who was widely known for his strident socialist, anti- colonial poli-
tics. 7e “=rst black liberal Christian church in the United States,” the HUC, 
according to the historian Juan Floyd- 7omas, promoted “social activism 
and communal outreach to bridge the gap between religion and radicalism 
within a black culture of opposition.”69 Like other Unitarian churches, the 
HUC rejected evangelism, religious creeds, and traditional gender and social 
conventions. 7e church’s mission apparently spoke directly to Campbell. 
Reared in a staunch Catholic family, she became an atheist as an adult.70 
7is move may have come from her burgeoning black le@ feminism and 
associations with black and white religious free thinkers in New York, the 
epicenter of early twentieth- century U.S. radical secularism.71 Viewing reli-
gious orthodoxy as critical to maintaining the racial, gender, and class status 
quo, she apparently believed that a progressive social ministry was essential 
for improving the lives of black people. To be sure, Campbell, with Moore, 
Domingo, Hermina Dumont Huiswoud, Otto Huiswoud, and Hubert Har-
rison, regularly attended services at the church, revealing how they saw no 
contradiction in believing in socialism, embracing free thought, and attend-
ing church services. Given its religious unorthodoxy, the HUC’s membership 
paled in comparison to Harlem’s larger black churches. But it provided an 
important sense of community to Harlem radicals. 7e church also linked 
them to a thriving, multiracial community of free thinkers in New York.72 
7at Campbell and Dumont Huiswoud actively participated in the HUC 
and associated with Harrison, Moore, and Domingo, who were notorious 
in Harlem for their atheism, is signi=cant. 7ese women’s radical secularism 
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speaks to how they rejected many of the political ideas and cultural mores 
embraced by Garveyite, club, and church women, few of whom embraced 
free thought.73
 7is was further evident in early black Communist women’s New 
Woman sensibility and their seeming comfort with what the cultural scholar 
Christine Stansell has termed “sexual modernism.” 7e term describes 
practices and ideas that rejected heteronormative, Victorian, middle- class 
morality by rede=ning sex inside and outside of marriage through the re-
jection of women’s domesticity, the advocacy of birth control, and support 
for women’s wage work to ensure their economic independence.74 7e “new 
Soviet woman” and the sexual radicalism associated with Communism also 
informed early black le@ feminists’ transgressive gender and sexual politics. 
Little is known about Campbell’s sexual politics and inner life. But her active 
involvement in the early Harlem Renaissance through the Crusader located 
her in a dynamic black cultural movement that was, as the literary scholar 
Henry Louis Gates notes, “surely as gay as it was black, not exclusively either 
of these.”75 She was a close friend of Claude McKay, the Harlem Renais-
sance novelist from Jamaica “whose bi- sexuality bisected his Marxist en-
gagement,” the cultural scholar Gary Edward Holcomb observes.76 7rough 
the Crusader, she associated with a coterie of Harlem and downtown white 
radicals and bohemians, including the future Communist Party leader Eliza-
beth Gurley Flynn, who championed sexual modernism, socialism, and free 
thought. Campbell’s involvement in the Socialist Party in New York located 
her in communities of radical women, many of whom were gay and bi- 
sexual, self- identi=ed as “feminist,” and agitated for birth control, free love, 
and gender equality.77
 Similarly, Helen Holman surely would have encountered sex radicals 
in New York through her a>liations with the International Workers of the 
World, the Woman’s Su1rage Party, the Socialist Party, and the early Com-
munist Le@. We cannot say for certain whether Campbell and Holman were 
involved in lesbian relationships or supported the radical positions around 
women’s emancipation that were espoused by some U.S. and Soviet femi-
nists. But we can safely assume, given their active involvement in le@- wing 
movements and their vocal praise for Soviet women’s status, that early black 
women radicals were not afraid of being publicly associated with sexual 
modernism. In doing so, their stance resembled those of black female 
working- class urban blues singers like Gertrude “Ma” Rainey and Bessie 
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Smith, whose lyrics, performances, and lifeways powerfully articulated an 
alternative consciousness that celebrated social, moral, and sexual values 
outside of bourgeois respectability and American mainstream culture.78
 Black Communist women’s staunch support for the Soviet Union and 
their strident anti- capitalist politics stood as the most signi=cant political 
di1erences between them and their non- le@ist New Negro female contem-
poraries. For example, Amy Jacques Garvey expressed ambivalence toward 
the Soviet Union. In an obituary of V. I. Lenin, printed in her “Our Women 
and What 7ey 7ink” column in the Negro World on 2 February 1924, she 
bluntly called Soviet Russia’s economic experiment “a failure.”79 Yet, Jacques 
Garvey was aware of Soviet women’s enhanced rights. Writing in 1926, she 
declared how “the much despised Soviets challenge the white world to ex-
emplify equal rights of women in politics and industry. . . . 7e Reds have 
sense enough to realize that if the mothers of men are not treated fairly men 
are but limiting their own progress and development.”80 On these points, 
black Communist women undoubtedly would have agreed. Jacques Garvey, 
however, opposed socialism and trade unionism during the earlier part of 
her career. Instead, like most UNIA o>cials, her vision was pro- capitalist. 
And given the UNIA’s embrace of prevailing ideas about women’s and men’s 
“natural” roles, Garveyites would have wanted little to do with the sexual 
radicalism popularly associated with the Soviet Union and American Com-
munism. 7ese contrasts reveal the di1erent ideological underpinnings of 
Garveyite and black Communist women’s feminisms. A pan- African, black 
nationalist, pro- capitalist perspective informed Garveyite women’s commu-
nity feminism, while a revolutionary black nationalist, anti- capitalist out-
look that was open to sexually transgressive ideas and practices informed 
black Communist women’s burgeoning black le@ feminism. While these 
feminisms at times overlapped, their divergence helps explain the di1erent 
political trajectories that Garveyite and Communist women followed during 
the 1920s.81

The Black Belt Thesis

7e Sixth Communist International Congress in Moscow in 1928 marked a 
turning point in the Communist movement’s position on the Negro Ques-
tion and subsequently in its relationship with black women. Convinced that 
global capitalism was entering its =nal crisis—or “third period”—the Com-
intern promoted a sectarian, revolutionary, anti- capitalist, anti- imperialist 
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agenda. 7e resolution of 1928 on the Negro Question was key to this new 
line. Co- authored by the black Chicago Communist Harry Haywood and 
the Siberian Communist Charles Nasanov, the Black Belt thesis directed 
American Communists to champion racial equality, with special focus on 
=ghting against lynching and Jim Crow. Calling for the elimination of “white 
chauvinism” within the WP and for black- white unity, the resolution en-
couraged the Party to increase its rhetorical attacks against Garveyites, the 
NAACP, and prominent black ministers as “misleaders” and “betrayers of the 
Negro people.”82
 7e Black Belt thesis contained major implications for the party’s think-
ing on race and gender. As Robin Kelley observes, the resolution promoted 
a “language of masculinity” that not only prioritized black liberation “over 
women’s struggles, but essentially precluded a serious theoretical frame-
work that might combine the ‘Negro’ and ‘Woman’ questions.”83 Despite 
its masculinist stance, the thesis nonetheless broke new ground in regard to 
black women. 7e Black Belt thesis was the =rst Comintern resolution that 
speci=cally discussed black women. Emphasizing that they “constitute[d] a 
powerful potential force in the struggle for Negro emancipation,” the resolu-
tion declared black women as “the most exploited” segment within the labor 
force.84 7e Black Belt thesis had little else to say about black women. Still, 
black Communist women seized upon it to demand a greater voice within 
the WP and to begin theorizing on the nature of black women’s multiple op-
pressions in Party- a>liated periodicals. Black women radicals also used the 
Black Belt thesis to gain institutional support from Party o>cials for their 
community work. In doing so, black Communist women began carving out 
their own space in the Communist Le@, enabling Harlem Communists for 
the =rst time to build mass movements in the neighborhood on the eve of 
the Depression. 7is was most evident in the Harlem Tenants League.85

The Harlem Tenants League

7e Harlem Tenants League (HTL) stands as the most important site of black 
Communist women’s activism and the WP’s most successful mass campaign 
in the neighborhood prior to the stock market crash of 1929. Formed in 
January 1928 and initially a>liated with the Socialist Party, Richard Moore, 
Grace Campbell, and Hermina Dumont Huiswoud wrestled for control of 
the HTL on behalf of the WP. Its leadership included Richard Moore (presi-
dent), Elizabeth Hendrickson (vice-president), Grace Campbell (secretary), 
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Hermina Dumont Huiswoud, and Williana Burroughs. 7at women =gured 
so prominently in the HTL’s leadership reIected their longstanding concern 
for black people’s economic survival and black women’s exploitation. Com-
mitted to the survival and sustenance of the neighborhood, the HTL orga-
nized demonstrations and rent strikes, blocked evictions, and demanded the 
enforcement of housing regulations. Casting a transnational frame, the HTL 
linked poor housing to broader struggles against global white supremacy, 
capitalism, and imperialism.86
 7e HTL’s initial success generated nationwide attention within the 
Workers Party and in Harlem. A report issued by the CPUSA’s Negro Depart-
ment in 1929 praised the HTL as an “instrument for stimulating the struggle 
of the Negro masses against high rents, vile housing conditions, segrega-
tion, etc.” across the country.87 7e HTL served as an important model for 
the Party- led Unemployed Councils formed in late 1929, which emerged as 
the backbone of Depression- era Communist mass movements across the 
United States. 7e Daily Worker and Amsterdam News ran front- page stories 
about HTL protests. 7e group’s success helped spark a wave of commu-
nity forums in Harlem sponsored by women’s clubs, fraternal groups, and 
churches on the high cost of living in the neighborhood. Clearly, the HTL 
had an impact on life in Harlem.88
 Rather than calling for upli@ing black communities, the HTL spoke di-
rectly to black working- class women’s concerns. Since many Harlem women 
were their family’s breadwinners and responsible for homemaking, they 
were well attuned to cost- of- living issues. 7e group counted perhaps as 
many as =ve hundred people, most of whom apparently did not join the WP. 
Politicized by socially ascribed roles as mothers and homemakers, women 
historically have dominated consumer movements. Given this, it seems 
likely that most HTL members were women. Plus, Grace Campbell and the 
other female HTL leaders likely tapped their immense female social net-
works in the neighborhood in building the organization. If this was the case, 
it suggests that working- class Harlem women, not men, were the =rst to 
answer the Party’s call and to take part in Communist- led mass actions fol-
lowing the Black Belt thesis. To be sure, black women radicals’ involvement 
in the organization demonstrates how they recognized the connections be-
tween black women’s exploitation, consumption, unemployment, and racial 
discrimination, thereby challenging Marxist- Leninist notions that the shop 
Ioor constituted the key site for producing class consciousness and for ini-
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tiating transformative change. 7e HTL also provided black women radicals 
with a sense of community. For the =rst time in the Communist Le@’s short 
history, black women in the early Party came together within a WP- a>liated 
organization, enabling them to exchange ideas, to agitate collectively on 
behalf of the community, and to forge a collective identity based on their 
shared radical outlooks.89
 In addition to =ghting for better housing, early black Communist women 
in Harlem focused their work on organizing black female domestic workers. 
7at the bulk of African American women wage earners toiled in domestic 
service helps explain why Communists hoped to build inroads with this con-
stituency.90 But Communists were not the =rst people to agitate on behalf of 
black household workers. Since the nineteenth century, women’s clubs, pro-
tection societies, church auxiliaries, and black domestic workers themselves 
had identi=ed household workers’ economic exploitation and sexual harass-
ment in white homes as one of the most pressing issues facing the “race” 
and sought to empower household workers.91 Nannie Helen Burroughs, the 
founder of the National Training School for Women and Girls in Washing-
ton, D.C., and the most prominent advocate for black domestic workers in 
the Progressive era, preached the gospel of self- help, respectability, and pro-
fessionalism for upli@ing black household workers. But black women radi-
cals’ positions contrasted from these mainstream approaches. For them, do-
mestic workers’ struggles were part of the larger, worldwide struggle against 
capitalism, imperialism, and white supremacy, with unions constituting a 
key piece in household workers’ liberation. Over the next three decades, the 
unionization of black women domestics emerged as a pillar of their black 
le@ feminist agenda.92
 7e Party’s =rst e1orts in organizing black women domestic workers oc-
curred in the 1920s. 7e American Negro Labor Congress’s newspaper, the 
Negro Champion, publicized the Harlem Women Day Workers League, a 
domestic workers union. While its exact relationship to the WP is unclear, 
the group reportedly counted one hundred members. Fanny Austin, a do-
mestic worker, dynamic labor organizer, and Communist, led the organiza-
tion. 7e group signaled Harlem Communists’ belief that unionization, not 
bourgeois respectability, o1ered exploited black domestic workers the best 
protection.93
 Black Communist women seized upon the initial success of Party- led 
mass initiatives in Harlem to demand a greater voice within the WP. In 1929, 
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Hermina Dumont Huiswoud, Williana Burroughs, and the Harlem com-
munity activists Belle Lamb and Fanny Austin were elected to the Workers 
Party’s Negro Department.94 At a Negro Department meeting in June 1930, 
Lamb called for the WP’s National Women’s Commission to appoint a black 
woman to its board and urged that “Negro women comrades be drawn 
more into the fore of women’s work.”95 However, these recommendations 
were not implemented. It seems that the Party leadership’s belief that black 
women were marginal to the world revolution—a@er all few actually were 
in factories—explains why black women’s issues remained largely neglected 
during these years.
 While the Comintern encouraged the Party to focus its attention on the 
Negro Question like never before, it also proved to be a disruptive force in 
these matters, with devastating implications for the HTL and Grace Camp-
bell. Following the Sixth Congress in 1928, Moscow instructed the Party 
to dissolve internal factions based largely in foreign- language federations 
and neighborhood groups, concentrating instead on organizing industrial 
workers. A segment of Party leadership, including its chairperson Jay Love-
stone and his followers, who became known pejoratively as “Lovestonites,” 
refused to comply with these directives. 7ey did so because they believed 
that the Comintern had no right to impose its views on the Party’s majority. 
A Party leadership faction led by the future CPUSA head William Z. Foster, 
who remained loyal to the Comintern line, silenced the opposition, expel-
ling them in June 1929.96
 Campbell sided with the Lovestonites. In doing so, she found herself on 
the losing side of a bitter Communist power struggle. Party o>cials quickly 
turned against her. In keeping with its practice of publicly assailing Com-
munists who fell out of favor with Party leadership, in October 1929 the 
Daily Worker published a scathing article attacking her and the HTL leader 
Ed Walsh as “renegade” Lovestonites. Ironically, Campbell’s old friend Cyril 
Briggs wrote the article. He singled her out as the leader of a furtive plot “to 
disrupt and destroy” the HTL by allegedly forging an “open alliance” with 
landlords against tenants. He added that she had refused to take part in HTL 
demonstrations for fear that they “‘would jeopardize her job’” as a civil ser-
vant.97 Unfortunately, the historical record does not reveal her side of the 
story.
 By any measure, Campbell must have been shocked by these charges, 
especially coming from her old friend. To be sure, she le@ the HTL. By late 
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1929, the group split into two rival, mutually antagonistic groups, with both 
claiming to be the legitimate organization. It also divided old friends. Moore 
led the Party- backed group. Campbell led the other. 7is in=ghting crippled 
both groups, driving away most of their members and foreshadowing harsh 
internecine disputes that would paralyze countless future black le@ cam-
paigns.98
 7e HTL’s collapse marked a key turning point in Campbell’s relationship 
with the Communist Le@. Eventually settling her di1erences with Briggs 
and Moore, she continued working with them in the coming years.99 But the 
damage was done. She never again bene=ted from the prominence within 
the Party that she had once enjoyed. Given the severity of the attacks against 
her, she seems to have rethought her relationship to the Communist Party, 
surely questioning its sincerity in =ghting for black liberation. Her promi-
nence in the Communist movement since the early 1920s o1ered her little 
protection when she crossed the party line. She was a black woman who 
worked largely behind the scenes and was not married to an inIuential black 
Communist male leader like Hermina Dumont Huiswoud was. 7e HTL’s 
collapse not only marked a turning point in Campbell’s a>liation with the 
Communist Party but also the destruction of a promising mass organiza-
tion led largely by black women, highlighting their precarious position in 
the Communist Le@ as outsiders within.

Early Black Left Feminist Writings

First- generation black Communist women agitated on multiple fronts. 
One of these was journalism. While o@en excluded from the leadership 
of Communist- a>liated movements, they found a voice through writing. 
From the very beginning, black le@ literary feminism challenged the Party’s 
positions on the Negro Question and the Woman Question that elided black 
women from discussion. More signi=cantly, black Communist women’s 
journalism pro1ered early articulations of the “triple oppression” framework 
and the thesis on black women’s superexploitation that was popularized in 
the Communist Le@ two decades later by Claudia Jones. While they never 
used the terms “superexploitation” and “triple oppression” in their writings, 
early black le@ feminists clearly understood the uniquely cruel, interlock-
ing oppressions experienced by black women under capitalism. Laying the 
groundwork for future theoretical discussions in the Communist Le@ on 
race, gender, and class, early black le@ literary feminism provides insight 
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into black women radicals’ emergent collective identities and oppositional 
consciousness before the Depression.
 Illustrating black women’s marginalization in the early Communist 
Le@, a white Communist, Jeanette Pearl, wrote the =rst article about black 
women, published in the Daily Worker in 1924. Her short article, “Negro 
Women Workers,” condemned the brutal exploitation of black women 
industrial workers and their exclusion from organized labor. However, she 
did not issue a call for the Workers Party to unionize black women or to re-
cruit them into its ranks. Nor did she discuss how the interplay between 
race, gender, and class positioned African American women at the bottom 
of the U.S. labor force. 7e article’s vagueness and the Comintern’s inatten-
tion to black women were indicative of how Communist leadership at this 
moment understood all working women as white and all blacks as men.100
 Early black le@ literary feminism would challenge these conclusions. 
Grace Campbell’s journalism proves this point. In a two- part series pub-
lished in April 1925 by the New York Age’s weekly column, “Women in Cur-
rent Topics,” she examined how race, gender, class, and cultural biases 
shaped black women’s relation to the criminal justice system.101 7at her 
articles appeared here and not in the Daily Worker either shows how she had 
to look outside of the Communist Le@ to have her work published or how 
she hoped to reach a broad audience in anticipation of the Popular Front 
strategies of the 1930s in which Communists downplayed Marxist rhetoric 
to build le@- liberal alliances. Neither article mentioned the Workers Party 
or her involvement in it. Yet, her arguments show the inIuence of Marxism- 
Leninism in framing her thought and her e1orts in incorporating race and 
gender into her le@ist political critique.
 Underscoring how community organizing and journalism mutually in-
formed each other, Campbell’s =rst article, “Women O1enders and the Day 
Court,” drew from her experiences as a social worker and court attendant. It 
discussed how gendered cultural biases and legal double standards led to the 
unjust prosecution and denigration of women charged with prostitution.102 
Her second article, “Tragedy of the Colored Girl in Court,” best highlighted 
the break in her earlier thinking about black women and crime. 7e article 
focused on young black women’s imprisonment for prostitution. While she 
continued voicing her long- standing belief that black women were the least 
protected group, she now rejected prevailing ideas that immorality and per-
sonal irresponsibility explained poverty and criminality. Instead, she argued 
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that the interplay between race, class, gender, and state power explained the 
high black female incarceration rate for prostitution. While “the economic 
problem [could not] be looked upon as the sole factor in the question of 
prostitution among colored girls,” she emphasized that poverty and wage 
disparities between black and white women were nevertheless “a prime fac-
tor in [black women’s] fall.”103 Black women, she charged, became prosti-
tutes because they had few viable economic options. Given these conclu-
sions, she understood how the capitalist process exploited black women’s 
location as mothers by forcing them into prostitution in order to survive and 
to provide for their children.104
 7e criminal justice system and cultural biases were additional factors 
Campbell identi=ed for explaining the high rate of black female incarcera-
tion. Calling attention to sentencing disparities between black and white 
women for prostitution, she noted that courts convicted black women 
at higher rates and sentenced them to longer prison terms than white 
women—even white repeat o1enders. She attributed these sentencing dis-
parities to the racial biases of white judges who viewed black women as more 
prone to criminality than white women. She criticized the New York Com-
missioner of Corrections for instating a de facto policy of racial segregation 
within prisons and incarcerating =rst- time black women o1enders in older, 
more densely populated jails with “hardened o1enders.” So at this point in 
her life, Campbell believed that black women’s high rate of incarceration 
was the logical outcome of structural inequalities, a racist, sexist criminal 
justice system, and cultural biases that targeted and marked unprotected, 
poor, urban black women as deviant and criminal.105 7ese arguments pre-
=gured those made by Angela Y. Davis, Ruthie Wilson Gilmore, and other 
critics of the late twentieth- century “prison industrial complex.”106 7ey re-
ject, as Gilmore puts it, “the expanding use of prisons as catchall solutions to 
social problems.” Appreciating the relationship between prisons, structural 
inequalities, racism, public policy, and U.S. empire, Gilmore, Davis, and 
other critics of the prison industrial complex call for its abolition.107 Simi-
larly, Campbell understood how prisons were critical to positioning black 
women at the bottom of American society and to (re)producing and main-
taining racialized, gendered, and classed social hierarchies.
 In drawing these conclusions, Campbell implicitly argued that only the 
complete destruction of interlocking systems of domination could realize 
black women’s liberation. In doing so, she challenged a fundamental as-
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sumption of Marxism- Leninism that white male workers in the advanced 
industrial sectors constituted the most exploited segment of the working 
class and thereby its revolutionary vanguard. She rejected the Communist 
Le@’s tendency to portray working- class women as white. 7ese positions 
did not make it into the African Blood Brotherhood’s program or into the 
early WP’s program, revealing again how the black Le@ and the early WP 
neglected black women’s special issues.108 Campbell’s conclusions also re-
jected common beliefs within women’s clubs that black women’s alleged 
immorality explained their poverty and delinquency and that adherence 
to middle- class respectability could protect black working- class women. 
Indeed, women’s clubs had moved toward the right in the postwar years; 
Campbell had moved toward the le@.
 It is not clear what speci=c events prompted Campbell to rethink her 
earlier views on prostitution. But certainly her emerging black le@ feminism, 
together with her observations as a professional reformer of poor black 
women’s plight, helps explain her new outlook. It is unfortunate that she did 
not have more opportunities to Iesh out these ideas. Perhaps like Ella Baker, 
the endless demands of political organizing prevented Campbell from sit-
ting down to write her political philosophy. Nonetheless, these two articles 
provide an important glimpse into the evolution of her prescient thinking.
 Following the Party’s adoption of the Black Belt thesis, the Communist 
Le@ saw a proliferation of writings by black women radicals examining black 
women’s exploitation and militancy published in the Negro Champion. For 
example, Fanny Austin’s article “Women Day Workers” argued that black 
women household laborers were “amongst the most exploited sections of 
the working class.”109 Bell Lamb’s article “Negro Women in Industry” echoed 
Grace Campbell’s writings by arguing that black women worked as domestics 
and in menial industrial jobs not “for pleasure but to prevent actual starvation 
or prostitution.” Despite their exploited status, Lamb emphasized how black 
women “through [their] hard industrial experience developed a considerable 
degree of class consciousness and thus became material for the foundation of 
a labor movement along with white men employed in the industrial world.” 
For Lamb, black women were essential to the socialist project.110
 In addition, early black le@ feminist writing criticized the racism and sex-
ism within the Communist Le@. 7is was most evident in Maude White’s 
probing article of 1932, “Special Negro Demands,” which was published in 
the Party- a>liated Labor Defender magazine.111 7e article was about black 
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women textile workers and their complex relationship with the Communist- 
a>liated Needle Trades Workers Industrial Union (NTWIU). Communists 
had hoped to gain control of New York’s massive textile industry through 
the NTWIU from American Federation of Labor (AFL) rival unions and to 
organize a feminized workforce in an industry notorious for its racial dis-
crimination and demanding work regimen in which black women held the 
most menial jobs.112 Challenging the union to practice what it preached on 
the issue of black- white unity, White argued that the NTWIU’s ability to ad-
dress “the complaints and grievances of the Negro workers” represented a 
“sure test of our understanding of the Negro question in the trade union 
movement.” For White, black women textile workers, in essence, consti-
tuted the most exploited segment of the workforce due to their race, gen-
der, and class. However, white male Communist trade unionists’ racism and 
sexism prevented them from appreciating black women’s exploitation and 
from tackling these issues. White workers, she asserted, enjoyed some bene-
=ts from black women’s marginal status, namely a “psychological wage” of 
what today would be called “whiteness.”113 But this sense of racial superiority 
was ultimately deleterious for white workers’ long- term interests, for it pre-
vented them from uniting with the most militant segment of the working 
class: black women. 7ese conclusions underscore how she, like other early 
black Communist women, already had begun refashioning the Negro Ques-
tion and the Woman Question by centering black women’s issues and un-
equivocally challenging their white comrades’ racism and sexism.114 More-
over, this stance rejected masculinist interpretations of black liberation by 
calling attention to the gendered nature of black women’s oppression. Taken 
together, early black le@ literary feminism viewed black women as the revo-
lutionary vanguard, thereby defying the Workers Party’s o>cial positions on 
revolution, race, gender, and class.
 7e Communist Le@ did not widely publicize these writings during the 
1920s, showing again how black women’s issues remained on the WP’s mar-
gins. Still, early black le@ feminist writing should not be dismissed. 7ese 
works provide insight into black women radicals’ conversations with one 
another, suggesting that they began seeing themselves as a group sharing 
common concerns about black women’s marginal place inside the work-
place, in the Communist Le@, across the globe, and in the vanguard of the 
world revolution. 7eir ideas would serve as the basis for future discussions 
among black le@ feminists.
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Early Soviet Encounters

As the =rst generation of black Communist women agitated in Harlem, 
some also traveled overseas in pursuit of their le@- wing agendas and global 
allies. No destination was more important for early black le@ feminists than 
the Soviet Union. Maude White, Williana Burroughs, and Hermina Dumont 
Huiwoud spent extended time there. 7ey traveled to the Soviet Union out 
of disgust with American racism and in “search of the Soviet promise of a 
better society.”115 7ey were hardly the =rst African American women activ-
ists to travel outside U.S. boundaries in the hope of internationalizing the 
response to Jim Crow and living free of American racism. 7ese motives 
had underpinned the travels of black women activists such as Ida B. Wells- 
Barnett and Mary Church Terrell since the nineteenth century.116 Like the 
more famous black male radicals Claude McKay, Langston Hughes, W. E. B. 
Du Bois, and Paul Robeson, who took the “magic pilgrimage” to the Soviet 
Union during the Old Le@ period, traveling to the Soviet Union was an ex-
citing opportunity for black women radicals to observe the making of a so-
cialist society.117 However, traveling to the Soviet Union had special impor-
tance to black Communist women.
 Sojourning to the Soviet Union was crucial in cultivating black le@ femi-
nism. 7e Soviet Union served as a political terrain where black Communist 
women forged their “New Woman” sensibility and a “black women’s interna-
tional” that was committed to building transnational alliances with women 
from around the world. Spending extended time in the Soviet Union pro-
vided black women radicals with an exhilarating moment of self- discovery 
and personal freedom. Transformed by their Soviet experiences, they re-
turned home more committed than ever to =ghting for black freedom, black 
women’s dignity and rights, and socialism.
 Grace Campbell never visited the Soviet Union. Perhaps her concern for 
safeguarding her civil servant positions from political scrutiny and her com-
plicated relationship with Communist leadership explains why. However, 
Maude White spent three exciting years in the Soviet Union, an experience 
critical to the making of her long career as a Communist leader. She had 
no intention of traveling to the Soviet Union when she =rst arrived in Chi-
cago in 1927. Soon a@er her arrival, Party o>cials recognized her leader-
ship potential. 7ey encouraged her to apply for a scholarship to study at 
the Communist University of the Toilers of the East (KUTV), an ideological 
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institute in Moscow founded to train Communist cadres from the colonial 
world and nationally oppressed people. She won the scholarship and arrived 
in the Soviet Union in December 1927.118
 Initially apprehensive about living in the Soviet Union, White soon 
thrived there. Young and idealistic, she was now at the epicenter of the world 
revolution. Decades later she described her stay in the Soviet Union as “very 
stimulating.”119 She found her voice in the Soviet Union. Attending the KUTV 
was the highlight of her experience. 7e institute schooled her in Marxism- 
Leninism, the national question, imperialism, party building, and orga-
nizing. Holding the distinction as the =rst African American Communist 
woman to attend the KUTV, she was one of the sixty to ninety black people 
from the United States, the Caribbean, and Africa who studied between 1925 
and 1938 at the KUTV and the International Lenin Institute, a select school 
for training future Communist cadres from around the world. Many KUTV 
graduates would later become internationally renowned leaders, including 
Ho Chi Minh, Deng Xiaoping, and Jomo Kenyetta.120 White sat in on lively 
discussions on the Black Belt thesis at the Comintern’s Sixth Congress in 
1928. She traveled across the Soviet Union and “was struck by [its] diversity 
of peoples and cultures” as she remembered.121 O@en a point of curiosity 
among Soviet people, many of whom had never seen a black person before, 
she still felt a sense of camaraderie with them due to what she perceived as 
their commitment to anti- imperialism, anti- racism, and international soli-
darity.122 White never commented on her personal life in the Soviet Union. 
But she was in her early twenties and thousands of miles from her family and 
friends. She resided in Moscow, then the center of Bolshevik feminist dis-
cussions on women’s rights and sexual liberation. It seems hard to imagine 
that she was unaware of these conversations and that they did not inIuence 
her behavior as well as her thoughts.
 Ultimately, White returned to New York in early 1930 having been 
changed by her Soviet experiences. Timid and politically unsophisticated 
before her trip, she was now a well- trained, con=dent, cosmopolitan revo-
lutionary. She could not have come home at a more tumultuous time. 7e 
United States was in the grip of the Depression, with Communists at the fore-
front in building mass movements around jobs, social relief, and housing. 
Recognizing the propaganda value of having a black woman trained in the 
Soviet Union at the front lines of Communist- led struggles, Party o>cials 
immediately assigned her to the Unemployed Council and to the Needle 
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Trades Workers Industrial Union. White claimed that she was aware of the 
Party’s intentions of using her for promoting its mantra of black- white unity. 
However, she was unfazed by this move. A@er visiting the Soviet Union, she 
wanted to do everything she could for the Party. Most of all, it seems di>-
cult to imagine how her Soviet encounter did not inIuence her cutting- edge 
labor journalism of the early 1930s. Her trip bolstered her con=dence. Given 
that few of the American Communists had ventured to the Soviet Union, she 
probably felt that she had the Soviets’ backing as she unapologetically railed 
against her white American comrades for their racism and sexism.123
 Similarly, Hermina Dumont Huiswoud’s three- year stay in the Soviet 
Union enhanced her burgeoning black le@ feminism. In 1930, she and Otto 
Huiswoud departed for the Soviet Union. 7e Comintern assigned him to 
the Anglo- American Section of the Red International of Labor Unions in 
Moscow. Similar to Maude White’s Soviet experience, living in the Soviet 
Union was a period of intellectual growth and self- discovery for Dumont 
Huiswoud. During these years, the Huiswouds were o@en apart, with Otto 
traveling around the world on behalf of the Communist International. Her-
mina remained in the Soviet Union. Being childfree and physically separated 
from Otto gave her time to pursue her own relationship with the Commu-
nist International. While Otto received no special training, Hermina com-
pleted a fourteen- month program at the Lenin Institute. 7ere, she learned 
Russian and German. A@er graduating, Soviet o>cials assigned her to be an 
interpreter at the institute. 7is was a thrilling job. She came to know foreign 
dignitaries and Communists from around the world, including the famous 
Spanish Communist leader, Dolores Ibárruri, and Lenin’s widow, Nadezda 
Krupskaya, demonstrating how the Soviet Union provided Dumont Huis-
woud with unique opportunities to meet radical women from around the 
world.124 Upon the Huiswouds’ return to the United States in 1938 a@er living 
in the Soviet Union and later in Belgium and France, Dumont Huiswoud 
was even more committed to socialism and black liberation.125
 For Williana Burroughs, traveling to the Soviet Union was also critical 
to bolstering her commitment to Communism and her sense of indepen-
dence. She made her =rst of four visits to the Soviet Union in 1928 upon 
an invitation to serve as an o>cial delegate to the Sixth Comintern Con-
gress. She traveled to Moscow with her two youngest children, ten- year- old 
Charles and seven- year- old Neal. Her husband remained at home. While 
all accounts describe him as progressively minded, he appears neither to 
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have joined the Workers Party nor to have shared his wife’s passion for the 
Soviet Union.126 A@er arriving in Moscow, Burroughs participated in dis-
cussions on the Negro Question at the Sixth Comintern Congress. She criti-
cized the WP for its “under- estimation” of women’s work, particularly of 
black women’s issues, illustrating how black Communist women shrewdly 
took their grievances with U.S. Communist Party o>cials to Moscow for 
redress.127 One year later, she returned to the Soviet Union and spent ten 
months there. Again, she le@ her husband at home. For a woman who was 
the daughter of an impoverished ex- slave, being courted by Soviet o>cials 
and given the opportunity to lead the global Communist movement must 
have been powerfully a>rming.128
 Burroughs’s Soviet encounters had major implications for her children as 
well. In a bold move, she decided, upon the urging of the Soviet commissar 
of education, to enroll them in an elite boarding school near Leningrad for 
children of Soviet and foreign Communist o>cials before she returned to 
New York in 1928. Although she had not traveled there for that purpose, the 
Soviet Union’s commitment to black self- determination and international-
ism intrigued her. She wanted her children to grow up in a society free of 
American racism. Her children remained in the Soviet Union for the next 
=@een years. Upon her return to the Soviet Union in 1930, she entrusted 
them to her good friend, Hermina Dumont Huiswoud, who became a surro-
gate mother to Burroughs’s children. Dumont Huiswoud also became good 
friends with Maude White, demonstrating how the Soviet Union helped 
black women radicals forge networks between themselves and women revo-
lutionaries from around the world.129
 For early black women sojourners to the Soviet Union, seeing the world’s 
=rst socialist nation in action and exchanging ideas with revolutionaries 
from around the world inspired them and enhanced their sense of transna-
tional citizenship. Courted and treated with respect by Soviet o>cials, black 
women radicals returned home determined to =ght for racial equality and 
black women’s freedom. 7e Soviet Union provided a terrain where black 
le@ feminists formed a small community. Believing passionately in Com-
munism and black liberation, they shared a belief in women’s independence 
from traditional domestic responsibilities as mothers and wives. Living in 
the Soviet Union, spending signi=cant time apart from their husbands and, 
in the case of Burroughs, her children, and working on behalf of the Com-
munist International bolstered these women’s sense of con=dence and pur-
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pose as black women and as revolutionaries. By taking part in the construc-
tion of the new socialist world, they were becoming new women as well. 7e 
Soviet promise would continue to captivate black women radicals for years 
to come.
 As the United States plunged into economic depression, the Harlem Com-
munist Party counted probably less than a dozen black women members. De-
spite their small numbers, they were vital to building the =rst Communist- 
led movements in Harlem and to formulating black le@ feminism. Drawing 
from knowledge they had acquired as community leaders and professional 
reformers before enlisting in the Workers Party, their activism set the stage 
for black women who joined the CPUSA a@er 1930. Like their successors, 
this =rst generation of black women who enlisted in the Workers Party did 
so in part out of frustration with the sexism within traditional black protest 
groups and the middle- class agendas of the church, women’s clubs, and pro-
fessional reformers. Without question, the international Le@’s militant anti- 
racist, anti- imperialist program and global circuitry, as well as the “Soviet 
promise” of creating a new world, o1ered black women radicals a powerful 
alternative to mainstream black protest groups for agitating for the full free-
dom of black people globally. Joining the Workers Party and in some cases 
traveling to the Soviet Union transformed black women radicals’ lives. 7ey 
o@en challenged the bourgeois variants of respectability espoused by church, 
Garveyite, and clubwomen. Initiating a conversation that lasted for decades, 
black le@ feminists began to reframe Marxism- Leninism by viewing black 
women as the global vanguard. Black women radicals began to form a com-
munity and collective identity. Despite their enthusiasm for the Commu-
nist cause, black women in the early Party, most notably Grace Campbell, 
sometimes functioned as outsiders within the Communist Le@. Nonethe-
less, they wrestled with sexism, racism, and sectarianism within the WP and 
sought to make it their own. 7is determination was critical to providing the 
Party with its initial footholds in Harlem by the beginning of the Depres-
sion. Growing interest among black intellectuals and everyday people in the 
Soviet Union, the Depression, and, above all, the Scottsboro case would en-
able the Communist Party to expand its presence in black communities and 
to recruit a new generation of black women.
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