The events of November 3, 1979 have been inscribed in the public's mind as "a shootout between the Klan and the communists."  This framing of the issue calls up powerful stereotypes (frames)--shootout, Klan, communists--that destroy the ability of most people to give any attention to the context that gives November 3rd its real meaning or to what actually happened.  This framing of the issue results in us losing the struggle for hearts and minds in the mainstream.

We must reframe the issue.

We have tried to reframe the issue over the years with limited success.  We have struggled against the shootout frame by trying to refocus on "massacre" or "American death squad."  We have struggled against the communist frame by attempting to humanize the victims and by calling ourselves "anti-racist labor organizers" or the "Greensboro 5" rather than communists or the "Communist Workers Party 5."  We have struggled against the Klan frame by asserting that the Klan has historically been a tool of elites to divide the working class and suppress organizing, and that the Klan-Nazi caravan on November 3rd was a "government sanctioned death squad."  To support our contention that the power structure sponsored the attack, we have asserted the effectiveness of our work in the mills and the black community, pointed to the fact that most of those killed or seriously injured were key leaders of the organization,  and argued that the police and government agents guided and facilitated the murderers.

All of this is good, and we have made some inroads with open minded people, but in the larger scheme of things, this approach will not work.

As I understand what Nelson said yesterday, he believes we must reframe the issue to get away from the Klan-communist framework and refocus on a police-communist framework.  I said in the meeting that I was not convinced this was much better than the Klan-communist framework, and Nelson disagreed.  I discussed the need to focus on the police, but also to broaden the idea of victims to include the black community and working people by hammering, as Claude Barnes had, on the continuities of the struggles in Greensboro from the sixties through 1979 and the shared sense of grievance felt by the black community.  Nelson responded by saying that was exactly what he was going to do in his testimony and that he did not think that what we were saying was at odds.  As I remember it, that's how the discussion ended.

I agree that we need to re-focus on the police and on the shared and continuous grievances of the black community.  I am not convinced, though, that we are clear how to do that.  I think that it will not be enough to try to shift the frame to communists vs. police, while providing testimony about the grievances of the black community.  In fact, I am not at all convinced that we can continue to focus attention on our work, our humanity, and our hurt and successfully reframe the issue.  Even if we are successful at shifting the framework from communist vs. Klan to communist vs. police by making breakthroughs in terms of testimony that implicates the police,  that will not be as effective or as truthful as if we could shift the frame to black community vs. police.  To do this, it seems to me that we need to stop promoting some of our traditional arguments while shifting to arguments that we have not emphasized sufficiently.

It is not effective strategy to try to get mainstream people to buy into the idea of a "government sponsored death squad" or government suppression of our effective organizing work.  In the absence of very compelling evidence, the public simply will not buy this.  Even with clear evidence, I believe that the case we make would be far more compelling and significant if it was essentially about police hostility to the historic grievances of the black community and labor rights, the failure of Greensboro to insure the rights of free speech and assembly guaranteed to all Americans, and the callous disregard of the media and government officials for the individual lives and communities devastated by these events.

This is not to say that we should stop efforts to find compelling evidence of government and mill owner responsibility, or that we should back down in any way from our historic stands.  It means we should try to shift the focus of the debate away from the communists, as well as the Klan.

For instance...

