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The free labor ideology of the nineteenth century was grounded in the beliefs that 
Northern free labor was superior to Southern slave labor. The key factor that made this 
system unique was “the opportunity it offers wage earners to rise to property-owning 
independence.” [1] It was this free labor ideology and not the republicanism of the 
Revolutionary War era that caused slavery to be problematic by the time of the Civil 
War. This ideology was comprehensive—it had economic, social, moral, and political 
aspects. All facets of the theory need to be explored in order to fully understand how 
and why slavery became such an important issue. 
Free labor became the center of the Republican ideology in 1852, with the foundation of 
the Republican Party. It was the result of the economically expanding, enterprising, and 
competitive society of the early nineteenth century. The word “labor” had slowly begun 
to take on new meaning. Previously, it meant only those who were involved in the 
production of goods. Society was strictly divided into two main groups, those who 
worked and those who profited from the work of others. By the 1840s, the wage-
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the Industrial Revolution and reinforce social control through Christian values organized 
this resurgence. They wished for modernity with Christian self-control. [5] Charles 
Finney’s arrival in Rochester provided a solution to the “social disorder” and “moral 
confusion” the town was facing. [6] The town was encountering much uncertainty with 
its adjustment to a free labor economy. Therefore, industrial capitalist beliefs of the free 
labor ideology became attached to visions of a perfect moral order based on individual 
freedoms. 
Republicans placed much emphasis on economic growth and social mobility. It was 
these main concepts that led Northerners to justify the supremacy of their society and 
extensively criticize the South. Held up to Northern standards, Southern life appeared 
wholly different and inferior, and seemed to pose a threat to the survival of their 
cherished economy. To Northerners, slavery was the very basis of all that was wrong 
with the South. Southern society seemed an unchangeable hierarchy dominated by the 
aristocracy of slaveholders. The economic superiority of free to slave labor became a 
major part of their argument against slavery. The conservative Bostonian Robert 
Winthrop remarked, “the South is, upon the whole, the very poorest, meanest, least 
productive, and most miserable part of creation…” [7] Republicans noted intricate 
statistical comparisons between the North and South, and free states took the lead in 
population growth, manufacturing, property values, agriculture, railroads, canals, and 
commerce. [8] These comparisons proved that slave labor was an inefficient failure. 
They were far more convincing than the moral arguments presented by abolitionists and 
defenders of the Republicanism in the Declaration of Independence. This is not to 
suggest, however, that morality was not at all inherent in the Republican free labor 
ideology. 
Morality was certainly part of it, but to attribute that to be the main cause is to miss the 
complete theory. For example, most moral opposition was centered in specific parts of 
the North, such as rural and small town New England, areas of rural New York, 
Pennsylvania, and the Midwestern areas settled by New England migrants. This 
movement grew from the beliefs of three main groups—the Quakers, freed people of 
color, and Evangelicals. [9] 
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“infidels”. [10] 
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and provided temporary protection for those states wishing to import Africans, thereby 
condoning it. 
Other legislation passed after 1800 acknowledged and supported slavery. Slavery and 
slave holding were created in areas of national jurisdiction as the United States began 
to expand westward. Slavery was permitted in the areas of Louisiana and Florida, and 
finally the Missouri Compromise (1820) allowed slavery to cross the Mississippi River. 
At this time, slavery was not allowed North of the southern border of Missouri, which 
was located at 36°30’. The annexation of Texas and the Compromise of 1850 only 
compounded Northern aggressions and belief in a conspiratorial Slave Power grew. By 
the passage of a more strict Fugitive Slave Law (part of the Compromise of 1850), and 
the decree of popular sovereignty in the new territories acquired through the Mexican 
War (1846-1848), many Northerners had had the proverbial “last straw”. The lands won 
from that war completed America’s desire for manifest destiny and included modern-day 
California, New Mexico, Nevada, Utah, and Arizona, for example. Popular sovereignty 
would allow the people in the territories to vote on whether they would enter the Union 
as slave or free states. [15] Any former faith in the republican ideals of the Revolution 
was long forgotten. 
Many blacks—slave and free, rural and urban, artisan and field worker, illiterate and 
literate—tried to claim freedom on the grounds of Revolutionary ideals in the late 
eighteenth century. Around 1765, slave unrest was more intensive and widespread than 
any other period. Northern blacks, more concentrated in urban areas, which were 
mostly native-born and English speaking, were generally well versed in the ideology of 
the times. They cited the philosophical arguments that white revolutionaries were 
making in their own oppressive battles. [16] However, in the South, the commitment to 
slavery was much more involved, and few educated blacks there perceived the ideology 
of aristocracy. 
Some blacks gained their freedom through services rendered in the Revolutionary War, 
in this manner consistent with the Republican ideals of the time. Many blacks fought on 
the side of the British and were promised their liberty, believing in the cause of their own 
freedom. [17] For example, Lord Dunmore, the royal governor of Virginia, was forced to 
recruit slaves due to the shortage of loyalists. When the war was being fought more in 
the South in 1778, many blacks flocked to the British lines. When the British left 
America at the end of the war, they carried thousands of former slaves to Great Britain, 
the West Indies, Canada, and Africa. Numerous slaves were freed by their British 
masters and eluded them and stayed in the country. Many blacks fought with Patriots as 
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well and earned their own freedom, some grateful masters freed their slaves, and 
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There is very little moral mixture in the anti-slavery feeling of this country. A great deal is 
abstract philanthropy; part is hatred of slaveholders; a great part is jealousy for white 
labor, very little is consciousness of wrong done and the wish to write it. [24] 
The Republican Party ideology was the comprehensive title of these elements. None of 
the above factors could stand alone; they melted into one another and emerged as the 
free labor creed. These beliefs surpassed the Revolutionary ideals of the Founding 
Fathers and they were the true roots of anti-slavery sentiments. 
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the United States, his definition could be applied to native-born African-



force.  Throughout the southern United States, “state legislatures adopted the principle 

of partus sequitur ventrem-the child follows the condition of the mother.”
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helped to develop her radicalism.  However, the 1930’s also saw mass actions on the 

part of global black communities that affected Claudia’s future radical development. 

Both the 1936 invasion of Abyssinia by fascist Italian forces and the movement for the 

nine youths involved in the Scottsboro frame-up had an incredible political impact on 

Claudia.  According to Angela Y. Davis, it was through her work in the Scottsboro 

Defense Committee that she became acquainted with members of the Communist 

party. [13] 

At the age of 18, Claudia joined the Young Communist League (YCL).  According to 

Claudia, it was her experiences as a youth that developed her political ideology: 

It was out of Jim Crow experiences as a young Negro woman, experiences likewise 

born 

Of working class poverty that led me to join the young Communist league and to choose 

The philosophy of my life, the science of Marxism-Leninism-that philosophy that not  

Only rejects racist ideas, but is the antithesis of them. [14] 

The Scottsboro case piqued the interest of many African-Americans in the Communist 

Party of the United States (CPUSA).  According to Robin D. G. Kelley, “the Communist 

led ILD (International Labor Defense) attracted national attention for its defense of nine 

young black men accused of raping two white women near Paint Rock, 

Alabama.” [15]   Claudia began to rise in ranks within the CPUSA, by the time she was 

in her twenties, she became responsible for the party’s Women’s commission.  

It was not until 1945 when a controversy within the CPUSA emerged, did Claudia 

become a well-known member of the party and an important voice for women.  In 1945, 

Claudia published an article in Political Affairs entitled, “On the Right to Self-

Determination for the Negro People in the Black Belt.”  Prior to this an ideological 

struggle emerged within the party ranks between Earl Browder and William Z. Foster 

over self-determination.  Browder drew a line between, “the national liberation struggle 

of an oppressed nation” and its “nationalist” bourgeoisie, which “invariably subordinates 

itself to the interests of the oppressing imperialist power.” [16]   He raised the issue over 

whether African-Americans could be included in the communist working class 

consciousness or as a separate entity within the larger capitalist struggle.  According to 

Paul Buhle, “the national question, the status of an oppressed group within a state or 

empire, tended by its very nature to raise questions about the entire Marxist Class 

analysis.” [17]   

Claudia’s article emerged within this debate and had an impact on other black 

communists. In Harry Haywood’s autobiography, Black Bolshevik, he claimed, “I was 

withdrawn-still reluctant to become involved in the inner-Party struggle. But I had seen 



an article by Claudia Jones, a young black woman communist from the West Indies who 

had challenged Browder’s line on the right to self-determination.” [18]   Haywood 

concluded, “The article had greatly stimulated my interest.” [19]   According to 

Haywood, the article sparked several issues within the debate and raised the issue of 

the interests of the black community.  The article also articulated Claudia’s own theories 

within radicalism, including the alliance of Black Nationalism and anti-capitalism. 

The article attacked Browder’s revisionist views on the question of the African- 

American community. According to Claudia, “Even the worst enemies of the Communist 

Party cannot fail to admit that we have been in the forefront of the struggle for equality 

of the Negro People.” [20]   The CPUSA had previously been reputed as an 

organization concerned with the interests of African-American people.  Since the 

Bolshevik revolution in Russia, the Communist International (COMINTERN) took special 

interests in African- Americans.  In 1928, the sixth World Congress of the COMINTERN, 

“insisted that blacks concentrated in the black belt counties of the Deep South 

constituted an oppressed nation.” [21] Browder challenged these by claiming that 

Marxist ideology did not recognize special interests, rather, African-Americans were not 

a separate oppressed class.  Browder wanted to maintain a distinct class-

consciousness, regardless of race and gender identity. 

Claudia emerged as a leading ideologue in the communist community.  Her art�(ni)16(t)2(y)14([r)1(t4n,0 0 12 72 38263 0 Tdr)7(d6(onder)1 re
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of sexism.  “Claudia used the moment of internal rethinking, to question common Old 

Left assumptions about race, class and gender.” [25]   Sexism, according to Claudia, 

was another form of fascism.  Her goal was to, “inspire the growing struggles of 

American women and heighten their consciousness of the need for militant united front 

campaigns around the burning demands of the day, against monopoly oppression, 

against war and fascism.” [26] 

A theory emerged out of women’s wartime (WWII) experiences.  The theory, called the 

Fascist Triple K-(Kinder, Küche, Kirche-children, kitchen, church), was a critique of the 

domestic ideology that emerged in the post-War United States.  Claudia claimed that, 

“The aim of this and other numerous anti-woman “theories” is to hamper and curb 

women’s progressive social participation, particularly in the struggle for 

peace.” [27]   
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statement alludes to both the fascist government of the Nazi’s as well as the role of 

women as reproducers of free labor. In the case of Nazi’s, it is soldiers, however, it is 

also an allusion to the reproductive responsibilities of African slaves.  She continues her 

statement that the women also did not want to be merely, “objects of pleasure, 

according to the old motto: Kinder, Kirche, Küche.” [32]   The fascist triple K had roots 

not only in Nazi occupied Germany, but in African slavery as well.  The fundamental 

problem was monopoly capitalism’s claim on women.  Claudia claimed that, “The Wall 

Street monopoly capitalists in their drive to aggressive world domination, atomic war 

and domestic fascism are seeking to align the masses of women with the war 

camp.” [33]   The threat of monopoly capitalists was a direct challenge to the 

Communist party.  

Claudia’s most fundamental concern was the role of black women.  



bourgeois domestic settings.  Monopoly capitalism perpetuates this idea in propaganda 

that included the, “mammy who puts the care of children and families of others above 

her own.” [37]   This idea is reminiscent of antebellum slave holding families.  African-

American women, have since according to Claudia Jones, been forced back into the 

homes of whites, thereby forfeiting their domesticity within the African-American 

community.  Claudia argued that this image must be combated in order to reject it as a, 

“device of the imperialists to perpetuate the white chauvinist ideology that Negro women 

are ‘backward,’ ‘inferior,’ and the ‘natural slaves,’ of others.” [38] 

Claudia adopted the fascist triple K theory to point out to the CPUSA their failure to 

address the needs of women, including African-American women.  Claudia urged 

communists, like she had during the Browder debate, to recognize the issues of women 

and race within Marxist theory.  As Lenin claimed, and Claudia Jones reiterated women, 

“can be at times the decisive part of the mass movement.” [39]   The conflict emerged 

after World War II when the CPUSA echoed the movement of the larger society and 

relegated women to domestic roles.  The Communist Party also failed to organize 

women in industry as well as African-American domestic workers.  Claudia complained 

that this was a fundamental failure of the party.  In response to a draft resolution of 1948 

to build up anti-monopoly and peace campaigns, she claimed that, “The resolution does 

not sufficiently stress the need for the people’s coalition to fight for the special social, 
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rebellion, and her mother’s role in the church influenced her radical development, as 

she grew older. 

Education was central to Ella’s early years.  Her mother insisted that she be properly 

educated, teaching her to read before she attended school.  However, education for 

African-Americans was limited after Grammar school.  Her mother sent her off to Shaw 



organizing.  She realized that one could organize people around the 

grassroots.  Baker’s experiences in Harlem provided an organic learning 

experience.  According to George Shuyler, “By force of circumstances her ‘post-

graduate’ work has included domestic service, factory work and other freelance 

labors.” [53] 

The economic dislocations of the African-American community compelled Ella, along 

with Marvel Cooke, to investigate the impact on women in labor.  The two went 

undercover for a day soliciting for domestic work on the street corners of New 

York.  Their results were published in the November 1935 issue of The Crisis, entitled, 

“The Bronx Slave Market.”  According to Barbara Ransby, the article. “reflected Ella’s 

lucid assessment of the complex reality of race, gender and class in the lives of African- 

American women.” [54]   The women were forced to seek work on the street corners 

since employment 
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theories centered on the idea of de-centralized leadership.  Although she appreciated 

the role of religion in the African-American Community, she recognized the roles of 

preachers as too central.  A central figure often placed more emphasis on their own 

public development, instead of the development of the community. 

To answer some of the problems of the Depression, and an experiment in Ella’s 

theories of organizing, she along with her friend George Shuyler formed the Young 

Negro Cooperative League (YNCL).  According to Ella, the organization’s purpose was 

to, “accept with zest the opportunity which is now ours to prove to ourselves and others 

that the Negro can and will save himself from economic death.” [58]   Although the 

organization failed, it was an experiment in socialist organizing that Ella had 

experienced in the rural community she was raised in.  It exhibited the ideals that Ella 

would dedicate the rest of her life to, namely grassroots organizing. 

For the remainder of Ella’s life she was involved in organizations such as the NAACP, 

SCLC and SNCC however, her political ideas could not be limited to one 

organization.  Her experiences in some of the organizations radically altered her ideas 

on leadership and the roles of women.  As one of the founding members of the 

Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), Baker witnessed first-hand the rise 

of charismatic leaders.  
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ideas.  Ella Baker remained dedicated to organization on the community level, even 

among poor whites, to combat the evils of capitalism and oppression. 

Both Ella Baker and Claudia Jones spent their adult lives organizing for social justice, a 

justice that included African-Americans, women and the poor.  Their theories, however 

eclectic, reflect Winston James’ definition of radicalism.  Both women recognized the 

evils of capitalism, specifically its affect on African-Americans.  They both experienced 

the worst economic crisis of the early twentieth century, witnessing the impact of 

poverty and destitution on the working class and African-Americans.  This contributed to 

their attacks on capitalism.  However, the fundamental difference is that Claudia Jones 

adopted Marxist theories to combat class oppression and Ella Baker formulated 

community-based ideals of organization that reflect socialism, but adopted no specific 

dogma. 

Claudia Jones remained a devout communist her entire adult life.  Her dedication is 

evident when one visits the grave of Karl Marx.  Right next to the founder of 

communism is Claudia Jones’ gravesite, the inscription on her headstone reads, 

“Valiant fighter against racism and Imperialism who dedicated her life to the progress of 

socialism and the liberation of her own Black people.” [66]   Early in her life, Claudia 

developed a class and race consciousness that allowed her at an early age to adhere to 

Marxist philosophies.  Her solution was a socialist uprising, this only, she believed, 

would liberate the masses of the oppressed from class, race and gender oppression. 

Although Ella Baker too had a distinct class and race consciousness, rooted in her 

upbringing, Ella did not believe in Marxist theory, she was in fact often a critic of the 

CPUSA.  She admired their de-centralized committees that allowed for effective 

organizing, however, she did not believe in Marxist ideology.  Instead, she created her 

own ideals of organizing that would forever impact the grassroots movement.  Although 

she was already over fifty when she helped organize SNCC, she recognized the 

importance of young people and women in the movement for social justice.  Her ideas 

of de-centralized leadership created a schism in the movement between organizations 

dedicated to non-violence, led by individuals and organizations committed to community 

organizing that became disillusioned by the violence of whites and the often 

ineffectiveness of non-violence. 

Although Claudia Jones was also devoted to Black Nationalism, Ella Baker was 

suspicious of nationalist sentiments.  Staying within the borders of the United States her 

entire life, Ella recognized the oppression of Blacks globally and often rallied to their 

support, however, she was not interested in nationalism.   Claudia Jones was born in 

the West Indies and remained concerned about the state of Blacks in the international 



arena.  During her exile in London she became the editor of the West Indian 

Gazette and traveled often in support of equal rights, including a demonstration in South 

Africa against Apartheid. 

Both of these women were also influenced by the role of Blacks and women as a result 

of the development of the Black Radical Tradition.  Her grandparents who had lived 

their early lives in bondage more directly influenced Ella Baker.  She heard their stories 

of resistance and struggle and developed her own ideals of radicalism based on their 

influence.  Both women were also concerned with African-American women as 

domestics, reminiscent of slavery.  They agitated for the recognition of women and their 

liberation from the homes of whites.  Their ideas were rooted in the oppression of 

slavery, and the poor economic development of Blacks on both a global and a local 

level. 

They were also both targeted by US officials as threats to the well being of the 

country.  Some have argued that Claudia Jones imprisonment exacerbated her already 

failing health and contributed to her early demise.  Although Ella Baker was older, she 

lived another twenty-two years after Claudia Jones. During her life, federal officials also 

investigated her.  These investigations legitimize the impact of both Ella Baker and 

Claudia Jones. They were a threat not merely because they vocalized their objections to 

oppression, they also agitated others and influenced younger generations of 

activists.  The most enduring impact of both women is that they forged a new role for 

women in social justice movements.  Claudia Jones forced the CPUSA to recognize the 

influence of women and their role in the working class community and Ella Baker forged 

a new role for women and youths in the Civil Rights movement.  Although they were 

dedicated to different and often divergent ideologies, Claudia Jones and Ella Baker 

helped to forge an important role for women within the Black Radical tradition.  They 

became the voice for those who were often silenced and agitated not only for the 

recognition of women in the radical tradition, but for the recognition of the unique role 

women have played both in the development of the radical tradition and the 

development of ideologies within it. 
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