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Analysis and Lessons of the International 
Sacco and Vanzetti Catnpaign 

John Pepper 

T HE international protest against the infamous 
execution of Sacco and \'anzetti grew into a cam­
paign of extraordinary world significance. For 

many years no <:ampaign for international solidarity has 
grown to this gigantic extent. 

The mm·ement became really international in the 
literal sense of the \ron!. It dev~loped not only in the 
1Jnited ~tates of America, hut also in all the countries of 
Europe; embraced the whole territory of the ~oviet 
lJnion, flooded Latin America-:-and reached e\·en to 
Australia and to South Africa. Not onh· t'otmtries but 
whole continents were gripped by the mo~·ement. 

The movement was of world significance also in its 
depth. :\ot on!~· did it stir up the broadest strata of 
the proletariat, but it also took "·ith it exceptionally 
broad sections of petty-bourgeoisie, intelligentsia, and 
even certain parts of the bourgeoisie. 

The movement \\·as of \wrld significance in that it 
rose with an elementary spontaneity that showed dearly 
hm,·, not"·ithstanding the stabilisation of capitalism, hut 
coming from the very contradictions and antagonisms 
created in the pn>cess of this stabilisation, sudden e\·ents 
can disturb the \rhok capitali.-;t \mrld. 

The mon:ment \\'as of world signitlt·ance also he­
canse it did nnt stick at mere platonic protest resolu­
tions, hut ntlmin~ted in tremendous mass ai.:tions. It 
grew from mass meetings into protest strikes, into great 
street <kmonstrations and < :eneral ~trikes in some conn­
tries. Bloody clashes characterised its course not onh· 
in Boston and :\e\1· York, hut also in Paris, Leipzi.~, 
( ~ene,·a, Cherhourg and London. The ~acco- \ ·anzet I 1 

movement erected the ti rst barricades seen on the stre,·ts 
of Paris since the days of the Commune. It gan: into 
the han<ls d hundreds of thousands of \\orkers in :\e\1 
York, for the first time, the \reapon of the political 
strike. For the first time in many decades the masses 
of American \n1rkers hecame an. integt~al part of an 
iHterna tiona I proletarian movement. The best evidence 
of the revolutionary spirit of the masses are the hun­
dreds of \mrkers, black-listed, arrested, wounded and 
dead. 

The International Movement 

\Vith respect to its international character, its gec>­
graphical extent, its depth, its mass character, its 
spontaneity, and its strength in action, the ~acco- \'an­
zetti movement excels every other campaign for inter­
national -;olidaritv of recent vears. :\either the inter­
national acts of s~lidarity for .the British miners' strike 
nor for the Chinese re\·~lution \rtre able to develop the 
same extent and spirit, although objectively they in­
volved e\·ents of greater importance. A million workers 
were involved in the British miners' strike, and the 
outcome of the struggle had a direct effect upoti. the 
destinv of the mine-workers in other countries. The 
Chine~e revolution, one of the most tremendous r~\·olu-

tions in the history of the world, has an extraordinarily 
great bearing upo-n the whole future not only of other 
colonial countries, but also of the European proletariat. 
Compared with these tremendous world events, the 
execution of ~acu> and Vanzetti \\·as a much smaller 
affair, itwolving not millions of fighting masses hut the 
fate of two individuals. 

This inverse ratio bet\n~en the· objective importance 
of the events and the power and extent of the inter­
national mm·ement to which they gave rise, <:ompels 
l·areful consideration, and makes necessary an analysis 
of those factors which gave to the ~acco-\'anzetti mm·e­
ment a much greater international response than \ras met 
"ith hv the Briti~h miners' strike or hv the Chinese 
n:n>lutinn. . 

A Class Analysis 

\\'e need a dnss :utah·sis of the ~acco-\':u{zetti cun­
paign in order tn find the.expbn~ttion of this remarkahk 
fact. En·ry\\·hl·re the chief protagonist of the campaign 
for the British miners' strike and for the Chinese revo­
lution, \ns the ;,·,•rbfu~· class, ~ust as it constituted the 
chid dri,·ing force also of the ~alTo-\'anzetti campaign. 
The folln\ring ciear basic factors are before us: 

I. Til,· .~c'II<Tilf illlt'/'llatic>llcll sit11utic•11 \rhich, mring 
to the res~:ntment latent e\·erywhere among the masses, 
is inclined to gi,·~ rise to outbreaks of mass passion and 
n;:tss stntggle on l'\Try important occasion. 

2. '{'/i,· fc-jl:,·clrd s;l'ill.~ c>j l>ic'<ld st r<lt<l ''/til,· ;,•,•r/,·ing 
clas . .; in :1 \rhole series of countril·s, upon the basis of 
\rhich proletarian solidarity develops more and nwrl' 
strongly on a national as \rell as an international scak. 
The ( :eneral ~trik'e and the miners' strike in Britain, the 
Juh· insurrection in \'ienna, the tremendous mass (k­
mo~lslration of the Red Front Fighters League in 
Berlin, the Ill'\\' strike \rave in Budapest are similar 
e\·idence of the ldt\\·anl nwve of the toiling masses, as 
\r:ts the tremendbus ~acco-Va,nzetti campaign. \\"hen 
the leaders of the Russian ( )pposition argue to the con­
trary, and clwtter ahout a mm·e to the right of the 
international Labour movement, they turn reality upside 
dow'n, and only prove that they are din1rcing themseJyes 
at a constantly faster tempo not only from the toiling 
masses of the ~m·iet t:nion, hut also from the inter~ 
national Lahour nHH"ement. 

J. Til,· grozci11g injlHCIIC<' of the Cc'llllllllllist Parties, 
\\·hich are more and more consciously and energetically 
taking into their hands the organising and leadership 
of demonstrations of international solidarity. 

In the call for an extension of the S~cco-Vanzetti 
campaign all these factors played an extraordinarily im­
portant role-the fundamental role-but theY alone can 
neither explain the extent nor the vigour ~f the cam­
paign-since they were also functioning during the cam­
paigns for the British miners' strike and for the Chinese 
revolution, to a less extent in these two campaigns, how­
ever, than in the. Saeco-Vanzetti campaign. 
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There is, therefore, the necessity of analysing also 
those other factors which were applicabie to neither the 
British miners' strike nor to the Chinese revolution, but 
"hich played a great role iu the Sacco-Vanze~t~ cam­
paign. In advance, let us set for_th here the diff~renc; 
between the international campaigns for the mmers 
strike and the Chinese revolution on the one hand, and 
the Sacco-Vanzetti campaign on the other. The first­
tner}tioned .campaigns appeared right _from ~he star~ as 
proletarian campaigns. The Sacco-Vanzetti campargn, 
however, in its first phase bore a "general " cha_racter, 
iiJ ,,·hich there participated not only the proletanat but 
other classes-petty-bourgeoisie, inte11igentsia and sec­
tions of the bourQ"eoisie. It was just this "general " 
character of the 'sacco-V anzetti campaign in its first 
phase which to a great extent ~ontribut~d to its exten­
sion. But it must no,,· be explamed how It could happen 
that the Sacco-Vanzetti campaign-at least in its first 
phase-did not confine itself to the proletar~at, but 
carried with it also large sectwns of the bourgeOis world. 
It is sureh· something quite out of the ordinary for the 
bourgeois ·inte1ligentsia, and even the bourgeoisie, to 
participate in the defence of two co~mon l~l;>ourers, two 
unknown proletarians, who are 111 addition actually 
anarchists charaed \Yith robbery and murder, found 
<>uiltv by all th~ legal authorities of the United States 
~nd ~ondemned to death. 

The "Humanitarian" Side of the Campaign 

Let us trv to enumerate the weightiest of those 
factors Tespon~ible for the participation of the non­
proletarian elements in the Sacco-Vanzetti campaign. 
These factors are : 

r. The humanitarian, "manki11d- in - gc12eral," 
•· abo:}c-all-classes" character of t/ze Sacco- Vanzctti 
affair.-The Saceo-Vanzetti case did not appear on its 
f~ce as a cause of the proletariat. They were not accused 
ol a political crime at all. Their arrest had_ no co~nec­
tion with anv sort of proletarian mass actwn, neither 
"·ith a mass -strike, nor with an uprising, i.e., with no 
event \Yhich clearlv and openlv menaced the mainten­
ance of capitalist- exploitation. of bourgeois political 
rule. Sacco and Vanzetti were not Communists, but 
declared themselves to be anarchists. The menace of 
anarchism, moreover, has long since lost its importance 
for the bourgeoisie. Anarchism is no mass mo\·ement. 
The bouraeoisie to-dav fears Communism-the ideo­
loav of t}~ revolution~ry masses of \\·orkers--a thou­
sa';;d times more than it ever feared anarchism. To be 
an anarchist is to-day a much smaller crime in the eyes 
of the petty-bourgeoisie than to be a Communist. 

From the beginning it \\'as quite clear that neither 
Sacco nor Vanzetti had anything \Yhatever to do \Yith the 
robberv-and-murder charge, that they were absolutely 
innoce~t that all the evidence against them had simply 
been m~nufactured by the police. Xot only enry 
"·orker but also every petty-bourgeois had the feeling 
that to-morro\\' or the day after the police and the courts 
might proceed against him also with the same venal 
means. 

Drama 

The specially "dramatic" circumstances of the 
Sacco-\' anzetti affair had a very strong influence upon 
the imagination of the pe·cty-bourgeoisie and of the in­
telligentsia. For nearly seven years the two men sat 
face to face with death. From month to month, from 
vear to vear, their execution was postponed with a 
]uridical.pedantry, a brutality of \Yhich only the Ameri­
can bourgeoisie is capable. 

The circumstances also that Sacco and Vanzetti 
\i ere to be executed "legally," with all the formalities 
of "legal" murder had a particularly aggravating effect. 
For dozens to fall in a street battle does not arouse as 
much sympathy among petty-bourgeois elements as does 
a sing!~ "legal" consciously-prepared execution. 

Even the technique of the execution of Sacco and 
Vanzetti 11·hich to the non-Amer~an \Yorld was un­
common 'and extraordinary, played a big role in arous~ 
ing petty-bourgeois sympathies. I? the mind of the 
European masses the electric chair-the symbol . of 
mechanised America-\Yas looked upon as somethmg 
abhorrent accustomed as thev are to the more ''handi­
craft-like''' methods of executi~n in Europe, viz., gallows 
or axe. The effect of the uncustomary method of execu­
tion was more and more aggravating and repulsive. It 
could be noted, c.~--, that although the European and 
American petty-b~urgeoisie received the execution ~f 
Chinese Communists with satisfaction and agreement, It 
\\'as, nevertheless, offended at the "primitive barbarity" 
of the method of throttling with bare hands. The 
"technical progress" of the electric chair in America 
\\ent just as strongly against the grain of the European 
petty-bourgeoisie as did the "technical back\\·ardness" 
of the naked hands in China. 

Al1 these points "·hich, in the last analysis, are 
related to the fact that the death sentence against Sacco 
and Vanzetti did not appear related to any important 
proletarian mass action, made it possible for broad 
strata of the petty-bourgeoisie and intelligentsia to look 
upon the Sacco-Vanzetti affair as a matter involYing 
"humanitv '' and therefore to affiliate to the Sacco­
Yanzetti ~;mpaign in its first phase. The participation 
of these strata in the campaign as a matter of course 
took on a pacifist character (the petty-bourgeoisie and 
bourgeois intelligentsia feel happiest \\'hen the_y can 
appear as representing no classes, but as speakmg for 
"humanity," "mankind," etc.). 1t may even be noted 
that in c~rtain strata of the proletariat, also '"here 
pacifist humanitarian illusions are still potent, these 
"dramatic" points played a big role. 

American"European Enmity 

2. T/z,· anfa,r,Jnism bct,,·ccn debtor Eur,JfJ<' a11d 
creditor A.mcric~~-The grmYing indebtedness of the 
European countries to An1erican imperialism increases 
not onh· Eurooe's dependence upon America, but also 
results -in disc~ntent and-even if for the time being 
still \Yeak--signs of resentment on the part of E':rope. 
:\' ot only the petty-bourgeoisie and the intelligentsia but 
also certain parts of the bourgeoisie in many Euro­
pean countries are opposed to "Uncle Shylock," in­
diunant at him for being so slm,· to advance his loans 
and so heavy in his demands for interest on his dollars. 
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The Sacco-Vanzetti affair was exploited by the Euro­
pean bourgeoisie to give a bit of free rein to that dis­
content and rebellion against American finance capital 
which it dare not express openly. Especially in France, 
where, because of the war debts, bitterne96 is probably 
greatest against America, the indignation of the French 
b(mrgeoisie against the heartlessness of the American 
creditor became transformed into indignation against the 
heartless execution of Sacco and Vanzetti. The Sacco­
VanzeJ;ti campaign found a road to the "heart" of the 
European bourgeoisie through its safe deposits which 
are now menaced by America. 

3· The fiasco of the Geneva Disarmament Confer­
ence.-The Anglo-American conflict was greatly in­
tensified by the failure of the Geneva Conference for 
naval disarmaments. America exploited the collapse of 
the negotiations not only for an immediate increase in 
its naval armaments, but also for a venomous campaign 
against British imperialists, which it charged with re­
sponsibility for the· failure of the conference and for the 
continuation of naval armaments. Then came the Sacco­
Vanzetti campaign and British bourgeois public opinion 
-never at a loss when faced with an opportunity for a 
counter-attack-exploited the Sacco-Yanzetti affair in 
order to discredit the American bourgeoisie. The British 
bourgeoisie attempted to prove, to some extent, that the 
same America which \Yas guilty of the inhuman destruc­
tion of Sacco and Vanzetti could not be innocent of the 
brutalitv of naval rivalrv. 

4· Latin- A mn1icm~ solidarity.- Embitterment, 
hatred and indignation are of late rising to a truly 
obvious extent in the countries of Central and South 
America. The behaviour of American imperialism in 
Mexico, and especially its bloody intervention in 
Nicaragua, have made the American bourgeoisie the 
hated common enemy of all Latin-Americans. A direct 
resistance against the domination of American im­
perialism to-day would mean economic oppression and 
political destruction. The protest campaign against thv 
execution of Sacco and \'anzetti thus became resistance 
against the American bourgeoisie in an indirect and 
thus less dangerous form. Sacco and Yanzetti \\·ere as 
is knmYn, Italians, and in their presentation in the ,d~ole 
Latin-American press they appear as the victims of 
Anglo-Saxon arrogance and brutality, as symbols to a 
certain degree of the struggle of Latin-American 
nationalism against the imperialism of the C nited 
States. 

!leason of Petty Bourgeois Participation 
All these factors-the "general humanitarian" 

character of the Sacco-\· anzetti affair, the antagonism 
of debtor Europe to creditor . .\merica, the A.nglo-Ameri­
can rivalry, the resistance of Latin _.\merica against 
American imperialism-furnish the explanation of hm,· 
it could happen that broad masses of petty-bourgeoisie 
and intelligentsia could participate in the first phase of 
the Sacco-Vanzetti campaign, and that certain sections 
of the bourgeoisie in the beginning looked "·ith favour 
upon this campaign or at least \\·ere neutral. Thus it 
could happen that in the first phase of the Sacco-Yanzett! 
campaign hundreds upon hundreds of bourgeois news­
papers came out against the execution of Sacco and 

292 The Communist International 

Vanzetti thus the unusual situation could arise that the 
internati~nal bourgeoisie showed itself divided in its 
verdict upon the execution of two revolutionary workers, 
that a real breach had been made in the dam of capi­
talist solidarity, usually so high and broad and impene­
trable on questions of class justice. Usually, when the 
life or death of imprisoned revolutionaries is involved, 
the bourgeoisie tries to present the representatives of 
the proletariat as bloodhounds who have deserved a 
thousand deaths, or else simply to smothe~ the wh?le 
affair in silence in order to make impossible a wide 
campaign for the defence. In the Sacco-Vanzetti affair, 
however the condemned were depicted in the most senti­
mental ~olours, the most touching scenes from their 
familv life were painted in word and picture, and the 
whol~ affair was given an unprecedentedly extensive 
publicity without precedent. U suall~- the b~mrgeois~e 
utilises its monopoly of the means of mfluencmg pubhc 
opinion (press, telegraph agencies, radio service) against 
the victims of bourgeois class justice, or else it simply· 
bans all ne\\"S. In comparison with the bourgeois press, 
the proletarian newspapers are \Yeak and small, they can 
reach only a relativelv small section of the masses. 
\'en· ofte~ if the mas~es of workers remain immovable 
in v~tal concerns of the proletarian struggle this happens 
onh· because they are under the terrific pressure of bour­
geo.is press and- public opinion, or because, m,·ing to 
the exclusion of ne\\·s by the bourgeois ne\YS monopoly, 
they can learn little or -nothing about the events. 

The Common Cause of "Justice" 

The sympathy of broad petty-bourgeois circles and 
the uood \\"ishes or neutrality of certain sections of the 

b -

bourgeoisie therefore made it possible in the Sacco-
Vanzetti campaign to arouse much hrn1der strata of the 
\\"Orkers to indignation and participation in the cam­
paign than \Yas the case in fo:mer international mm·e­
ments \Yhich from the beginning had to face the un­
di,·ided resistance of the whole bourgeois world. This 
(besides the already-mentioned basic factors : the general 
international situa-tion, the left\yard S\\·ing of tl;e toi·l­
ing masses, the gro\\·th of the Communist Parties) is 
the explanation for the uncommon breadth and depth oi 
the international Sacco-Vanzetti campaign. 

This analysis is valid, hon·enr, only for the first 
phase of the ~acco- \ · anzetti campaign. The second 
phase presc nts a fundamentally difierent picture. \\'hen 
the \Yorkers, gripped by hatred and bitterness, went into 
action "·ith eyer sharper rrieans of mass action, strikes 
and demonstrations on behalf of the lives of their prole­
tarian class comrades, the picture quickly changed. The 
bouraeoisie of all countries immediately relegated to the 
rear "'an its differences "·ith the Am~rican bourgeoisie 
and openly and defiantly became one with the execu­
tioner bourueoisie of the l'nited ~tates of America. The b 

same German, French and British bourgeoisie \Yhich 
had so sentimentally published resolutions, editorials 
and teleurams aaainst the execution of Sacco and Yan­
zetti in~nediatef,. black-listed hundreds of striking 
\rorkers and ord~red the shooting do\Yn of the demon­
strating masses \Yith a brutality equal to that of their 
.-\merican prototypes. This same petty-bourgeois and 
capitalist who in the name of "humanity" had wailed 

(Continued at foot of p. 293.) 
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Edi,nburgh--continued 

(Continued from p. 289.) 

from revealing the fact that the break-up of the Anglo­
Russian Committee was anticipated by them. 

We have already remarked that the "Daily Mail" 
correctlv formulated the essential aim and the essential 
design ~f the rupture of the Anglo-Russian Committee. 
It was all a matter of helping the Conse1'vative Govern­
ment in the business of organising a war against the 
U.S.S.R. No doubt there were also other reasons which 
forced the General Council to take this step. 

Notwithstanding the purpose of the General 
Council, in spite of its continuous and stubborn 
sabotage, the Anglo-Russian Committee was an agency 
for bringing together the workers of England and of 
the U.S.S.R. This association was in open contradic­
tion to the new course .taken by the General Council. 
The General Council could not fail to see at the same 
time that the influence of the ideas and views which had 
protected the A.R.T.U.C. within the Anglo-Russian 
Committee would more and more meet with the sym­
pathy of the great masses, and would at the same time 
weaken the position of the General Council. 

The Edinburgh Congress is a confirmation of that 
policy which the Comintern took on the question of the 
Anglo-Russian Committee. The leaders of the Opposi-

Sacco and Vanzetti-continued 

(Continued from p. 292.) 
so much against the extinction of two human lives now 
instantaneouslx killed and wounded dozens upon dozens 
of workers solely because they no longer fought only 
with. resolutions, but with revolutionary actions for the 
rescue of the two workers doomed to execution. 

On the basis of the above analysis the following 
lessons are to be drawn from the international Sacco­
Vanzetti campaign : 

(1) In the atmosphere of present-day sharp class 
conflict the bitterness of the proletarian masses may lead 
unexpectedly to spontaneous revolutionary outbreaks 
over any more important event. The Communist Parties 
must not be caught unprepared. 

(2) Every important event in the proletarian class 
struggle during the present period show a tendency to 
become an international event. 

(3) It is of special importance to analyse carefully 
every split within the bourgeois classes, and exploit it 
to the limit. \Ve must endeavour to win over the 
broadest possible strata of petty-bourgeoisie, peasantry 
and intelligentsia for the proletarian objects of the 
working class, or, at least, to neutralise them. At the 
same time, however, w~ must from the beginnittg be 

tion (A.R.C.P.) tried to assure us at the plenary session 
of the Comintern in May that the Anglo-Russian Com­
mittee was a millstone round the neck of the workers 
of the U.S.S.R. All that comrade Trotsky has now to 
do, if he wishes to follow up the argument, is to pub­
lish an expression of gratitude to Thomas, Clynes and 
Hicks for the removal of this millstone from the neck 
of the Russian workers. 

But the Opposition will scarcely do this. It will 
invent ~o:nc k;nd of new sophism in order to justify 
its argument, that the Soviet workers ought on their 
own initiative, to have destroyed this agency which 
caused so much inconvenience to the ruling classes of 
England and to their lackeys. 

But such sophisms have litfle interest for us. The 
work of the Edinburgh Congress show that the struggle 
for the Anglo-Russian Cotnmittee was a struggle against 
the English reformists and their masters. The struggle 
against the Anglo-Russian Comminee was, on the other 
hand, the business of the English Conservative Govern­
ment and of its lieutenants among the General Council. 

The correct. position which we have taken in this 
matter will result in the fact that the close contact be­
tween the workers of England and the proletariat of the 
U.S.S.R. will go on, and become stronger, in spite of all 
the endveavours of those General Council members who 
so faithfully and so despicably do the will of their 
capitalist masters. 

clear in our own minds that these petty-bourgeois allies 
or fellow-travellers will always remain uncertain allies, 
who at the first sharpening of the situation will desert 
and go over into the enemy camp. 

(4) For the purpose of mobilising the broadest 
masses we must strengthen our work in such united 
front organisations as the International Red Aid 
(1.<:.\\T.J>.J\.). 

(5) The forms and nuances of the powerful pacifist 
sentiment which, as was shown also in the Sacco-Vari­
zetti campaign, still prevail in broad strata of the prole­
tariat, must be painstakingly studied and fought on the 
basis of our experiences in these campaigns. 

(6) The news monopoly of the bourgeoisie must be 
broken through just as far as this is possible in capi­
talist society bv the extension of the independent Labour 
press and the independent proletarian news service. 

(7) J\nd finally, the most important: that only the 
Communist Partv is the sole reliable organiser of the 
revolutionary mass action of the proletariat. Even the 
most elementary, most spontaneous mass movement 
cannot effectively fight the capitalists or defeat capi­
talism if it is not organised and led through the Com­
munist Party. It was a great victory for the Communist 
International that, in Europe as well as in America, 
the Communist Parties were equal to their tasks in the 
Sacco-Vanzetti campaign, and decisively and unl_lesitat­
ingly put themselves at th~ he~<l of th~ m~ss ~ovements. . . n 


