
Communism in the Heartland: Unveiling the
Rise and Fall of Communism in the American
Midwest
The American Midwest, often associated with rolling farmlands and
Midwestern values, was once a hotbed of communist activity. The rise and
fall of communism in the Heartland is a fascinating and under-explored
chapter in American history. This article explores the factors that led to the
growth of communist movements in the Midwest, their impact on the
region, and the reasons for their eventual decline.
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The Great Depression of the 1930s devastated the Midwest. Farmers lost
their land, businesses closed, and unemployment soared. This economic
despair created fertile ground for the spread of communist ideas, which
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promised a more equitable society. The Communist Party USA (CPUSA)
capitalized on this discontent and established strong footholds in major
Midwestern cities like Chicago, Minneapolis, and Milwaukee.

Communist Influence in the Heartland

Communists played a significant role in the region's labor movement,
organizing workers in industries such as meatpacking, mining, and auto
manufacturing. They also established schools, libraries, and social clubs
that promoted communist ideology. The Midwest became home to
prominent communist leaders like William Z. Foster, founder of the CPUSA,
and Earl Browder, General Secretary from 1930 to 1945.

Impact on the Heartland

Communism had a mixed impact on the Midwest. On the one hand, it
provided a voice for the voiceless and struggled for workers' rights and
economic justice. Communists played a key role in organizing the
Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO),which brought together millions
of workers in mass production industries.

On the other hand, communist influence in the Midwest faced intense
opposition from the government, businesses, and anti-communist
organizations. The CPUSA was subjected to persecution and repression,
including the infamous Palmer Raids of 1919-1920. The Cold War further
escalated tensions, leading to the decline of communist movements in the
region.

The Decline of Communism



Several factors contributed to the decline of communism in the Midwest.
The Cold War anti-communist hysteria and the government's relentless
prosecution of communist leaders and organizations made it increasingly
difficult for the CPUSA to operate. The economic recovery and prosperity of
the post-World War II era reduced the appeal of communist ideology.

Additionally, the CPUSA's increasing reliance on Moscow and its support
for Soviet foreign policy alienated many Midwestern communists who
valued American independence. Internal divisions and factionalism further
weakened the movement.

The rise and fall of communism in the American Midwest is a complex and
multifaceted story. Economic despair, labor organizing, ideological struggle,
government oppression, and societal change all played a role in shaping
the course of communist movements in the region. While communism
ultimately failed to gain widespread support in the Heartland, its legacy
remains a reminder of the social and economic challenges that the Midwest
has faced.

Today, the communist movement in the Midwest is a mere echo of its
former self. However, the lessons learned from this historical episode serve
as a cautionary tale about the dangers of economic inequality, the
importance of political freedoms, and the resilience of democracy.

Call to Action

For those interested in delving deeper into this fascinating chapter of
American history, I highly recommend the book "Communism in the
Heartland: The Rise and Fall of Communism in the Midwest" by Robert
Whitaker. Whitaker provides a comprehensive and engaging account of the



communist movement in the Midwest, drawing on extensive research and
interviews with former communists and their families. The book offers a
unique perspective on the interplay between ideology, economics, and
politics in shaping the course of American history.
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