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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation focuses on the rise and fall of “local-level foreign policy” and 

the local coalitions of leftists and liberals behind these policies. Relying on extensive 

archival research and interviews, the project shows that, in the decades following 1968, 

newly elected liberal city officials collaborated with leftist, international solidarity 

activists to use city resources as a means of offering support to social movements in 

distant parts of the world. In the process, city officials and grassroots activists both aided 

international movements and drew public attention to the downturn in public funding for 

social programs in lieu of an expanding military budget. The study refers to these 

coalitions as “Urban Internationalist Coalitions.” In the 1970s and 1980s, Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions around the United States passed ballot measures, created 

sister-city relationships, and organized city-based international delegations designed to 

challenge and ameliorate the impacts of, what they understood as, the unjust foreign 

policies of the U.S. federal government towards North Vietnam, El Salvador, and 

Nicaragua. These initiatives reshaped local politics as strategically capable of tackling 

problems beyond the city’s borders. By the 1980s, local politicians and grassroots 

activists’ collaborative engagement around opposing U.S. foreign policy made local-level 

foreign policy a prevalent aspect of city politics nationwide. 

As the influence of Urban Internationalist Coalitions and their political strategies 

expanded, this left-liberal group of collaborators experienced growing pains. By the late 

1980s, dozens of cities had replicated local-level foreign policy projects in opposition to 

the Reagan Administration’s policies towards revolutionary Nicaragua. However, cities’ 

projects often correlated more with distinct, local political conditions rather than an over-
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arching, national strategy. Thus, as local-level foreign policies grew in prevalence, a 

coordinated national strategy became more difficult. When Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions’ politics did come to inform a national strategy in the form of Jesse Jackson’s 

presidential campaigns, the increased scale of a national campaign unearthed leftists and 

liberals’ strategic differences. Organizing across an expanded, national terrain, Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions confronted the obstacle that neoliberalism’s political and 

economic impact posed to their political goals and the longevity of their left-liberal 

alliance. Urban Internationalist Coalitions ultimately experienced Jackson’s Rainbow 

Coalition organization as a series of political clashes. The political schisms exposed 

within the Rainbow Coalition frayed at the edges of leftists and liberals’ working 

relationships locally. Facing substantial political and economic challenges, Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions unraveled by the early 1990s.  
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CHAPTER 1: 
INTRODUCTION: 

“LOCAL GOVERNMENT IS OURS” 
 

On October 25, 1983, Berkeley Mayor Eugene “Gus” Newport stormed out of a 

City Council meeting in protest against the Reagan Administration’s invasion of 

Grenada. The Mayor had recommended the City Council “condemn the United States 

military invasion; urge the immediate withdrawal of all United States troops from 

Grenada; and endorse the memorial service for Prime Minister Maurice Bishop, members 

of the government, and all others who lost their lives as a result of the invasion.”1 The 

invasion of the small Caribbean nation held great significance to many Berkeley 

residents. Newport, along with other Black leftists and liberals, ran the Bay Area-based 

U.S.-Grenada Friendship Society, a group founded in 1980 to educate the U.S. public 

about the island’s ongoing socialist revolution. In recent years, the group had even hosted 

members of Bishop’s inner circle to learn from the country’s reforms.2 For residents 

involved in the growing solidarity movements to support revolutionaries in El Salvador 

and Nicaragua, Grenada’s fate felt like a warning signal that a larger invasion of Central 

America could be next.3 “This has been an extremely difficult week for me. The thing 

that is so disturbing is that Grenada was such a model,” said Newport, mourning the loss 

of his personal friend Prime Minister Maurice Bishop who had been deposed and 

 
1 Thomas F. Fox, “Nostalgic Night at Council Meeting,” Berkeley Voice, November 2, 1983.  
 
2 Carla Marinucci, “Berkeley Mayor Thinks Grenada was Doing Nicely,” San Francisco 

Examiner, October 27, 1983; “Naylor Blasts Berkeley Mayor,” Oakland Tribune, February 23, 1984; 
Micheal Berkowitz, telephone conversation with the author, May 15, 2020. 

 
3 Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, Blood on the Border: A Memoir of the Contra War (Boston, MA: South 

End Press, 2005), 185–6.  
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assassinated in a coup days earlier.4 As Newport exited the Council meeting to join the 

growing crowd of protesters outside City Hall, Councilmembers like Andrea Washburn 

and Leo Bach argued that Grenada had nothing to do with local politics.5 The Mayor 

argued the opposite: “The fact that there was a demonstration of nearly 3000 people only 

shows just how much it affected people on a local level.”6  

Mayor Newport’s outburst was not an anomaly, but part of an ongoing effort in 

numerous municipalities across the United States to incorporate international solidarity 

into city politics and affairs. Since his 1979 election, Newport had travelled to Havana, 

Cuba for the Non-Aligned Movement’s conference, as well as to Mexico, Spain, and 

Finland for meetings with the World Peace Council, a Soviet-backed, international peace 

organization with whom the Mayor retained membership.7 Prior to the invasion of 

Grenada, Newport had also worked with local, El Salvador and Nicaragua-focused 

solidarity groups to establish a sister city with a Salvadoran village located in the 

Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN)-controlled zones of popular control. 

He made plans to do the same with the pro-Sandinista, Nicaraguan city of León.8 

Presidential candidate Jesse Jackson commonly referred to Newport as the “Mayor of the 

 
4 Karen Matthews, “A Mouthful at Fundraiser,” Berkeley Gazette, October 25, 1983; Anthony 

Payne, Paul Sutton, and Tony Thorndike, Grenada: Revolution and Invasion (London: Routledge Press, 
1984), 135–6. 
 

5 “Nostalgic Night at Council Meeting.” 
 

6 Ibid.  
 
7 Alan Cline, “He’s Mild on the Wild,” San Francisco Examiner, November 25, 1980; William 

Javetski, “Newport—His Trip to Madrid,” Independent and Gazette (Berkeley, CA), November 30, 1980.  
 
8 NEST, “Berkeley California/San Antonio Los Ranchos, El Salvador,” 1983, Folder: Sister 

Cities, Berkeley History Room, Berkeley Public Library, Berkeley,CA (hereafter BPL); “NO Bullshit! The 
Mayor of Berkeley,” Clinton Street Quarterly, Winter 1979.  
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World.”9 When asked about his ongoing efforts to link Berkeley to international politics, 

Newport replied, “I do this because I see how our city’s money disappears to feed an 

eager war machine, to build weapons which can destroy the world a hundred times over, 

while citizens remain homeless and hungry.”10  

Newport’s efforts to connect international affairs and the dearth of federal funding 

for cities represented that of broader political partnerships that I call “Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions”—local alliances opposing U.S. foreign policy that 

accommodated both leftist international solidarity politics and liberal peace-dividend 

politics. From the late 1960s to the early 1990s, Urban Internationalist Coalitions 

developed in numerous municipalities and played a key role in contesting and 

ameliorating the contemporaneous, massive expansion of the U.S. military budget. Using 

the platform of city government, these coalitions shined a spotlight on military funding’s 

impact on international social movements and the underfunding of anti-poverty initiatives 

and city budgets. Creatively reimagining the scope of local politics, Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions would use city resources and initiatives as a means of offering 

a left-liberal challenge to foreign policy as dictated at the federal level. Cities of 

Solidarity traces the rise and fall of Urban Internationalist Coalitions and their project of 

foreign policy-making at the local level as it ebbed and flowed through the United States’ 

numerous, late Cold War-era international conflicts. Initially emerging out of the crux of 

the San Francisco Bay Area’s late 1960s social upheavals, leftists and liberals crafted 

powerful, local coalitions in numerous U.S. cities that used the tools and resources of city 

 
9 Ronald De Wolk, “Friends and Foes Agree ‘Mayor Gus’ Has Left his Mark,” Oakland Tribune, 

December 9, 1986.  
 

10 “East German,” c. 1985–6, Folder: Gus Newport, Berkeley History Room, BPL. 
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governments as a means of opposing and undermining U.S. foreign policy during the 

twentieth century’s final decades. By the early 1990s, Urban Internationalist Coalitions 

fell victim to the rising political and economic tides of neoliberalism.11 As liberals 

acquiesced to the positions of the political center and the increasing visibility of urban 

poverty made internationalism seem a distraction from problems closer to home, the 

collaborative left-liberalism of these dynamic partnerships unraveled amid the changing 

urban environments of the new decade.  

Urban Internationalist Coalitions marked an impressive coming together of city-

based, leftist and liberal activists in the final decades of the twentieth century. Rather than 

a period of fracture and political disunity, groups who distinctly differed in their 

relationship to the Democratic Party and citizens’ ability to reform the United States’ 

capitalist economy allied to oppose U.S. intervention initially in Vietnam and later 

Central America at the level of city government. As local, foreign policy-geared politicos 

collaborated, their Urban Internationalist Coalitions united two critiques of U.S. foreign 

policy. The first was that of leftists who, galvanized by the transnational rebellions of 

1968, continually supported global, left-wing insurgencies as a means of building 

towards a more egalitarian world and ameliorating the impact of U.S. imperialism 

abroad. These international solidarity activists saw a more just future arising out of social 

movements outside the electoral arena. Yet, following the 1960s, leftists partnered with 

liberals who looked to the United States’ established levers of democratic engagement as 

a more reliable way of bringing about social change. The liberals who partnered with 
 

11 When using the term “neoliberalism,” I borrow historian Lily Geismer’s definition. As she 
writes, “neoliberalism describes the theory of political economy that free markets and government austerity 
are the best way to create individual freedom and choice.” See Lily Geismer, Left Behind: The Democrats’ 
Failed Attempt to Solve Inequality (New York, NY: Public Affairs, 2022), 7. 
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their socialist counterparts did so to voice concern regarding the ongoing defunding of 

the United States’ social democratic initiatives and to argue that the billions of dollars 

spent on defense would be better applied to combatting domestic poverty—a 

phenomenon referred to here as “peace-dividend politics.” As their partnership 

progressed, leftist and liberals’ political ideologies and tactics often blended. The two 

groupings created an approach to contesting U.S. foreign policy that operated in concert 

at the level of grassroots, street protest and in recognized spaces of establishment politics 

like City Council meetings and the Mayor’s office. This amounted to what might be 

called “local-level foreign policy.” By forming connections between local politics and 

foreign policy-making, Urban Internationalist Coalitions made leftist international 

solidarity and peace-dividend politics mainstream political positions in numerous U.S. 

cities. In turn, these coalitions helped build numerous municipalities into bastions of 

opposition to the specter of U.S. intervention and support for ongoing revolutionary 

movements in places like Nicaragua and El Salvador. 

Leftist solidarity activists and liberal elected officials of Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions depended on one another to craft local-level foreign policies beginning in the 

1970s and continuing into the 1980s. While city officials in Berkeley, Detroit, 

Cambridge, and elsewhere remained critical of the federal government’s prioritization of 

defense spending over urban, social welfare programs early on, it was the organized 

campaigns of leftist, solidarity movements that turned these political opinions into 

policies. City officials like Mayors and Councilmembers responded to the organizing 

efforts of solidarity groups encapsulated in local ballot measures, sister city relationships, 

and international delegations by becoming active participants in these struggles. In turn, 
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local politicians provided public platforms to social movements focused on issues well 

beyond politicians’ spheres of influence. This inside/outside collaboration offered 

solidarity activists an increased reach in persuading city residents to support international, 

leftist insurgencies and allowed local politicians an opportunity to continually critique the 

budgetary priorities of the federal government.  

During the 1980s, local government became one of the most prominent sites of 

internal dissent to U.S. foreign policy. Hundreds of cities passed ballot measures 

opposing U.S. military spending.12 Thousands of city residents journeyed to Central 

America to witness the region’s revolutions and nearly one hundred cities created sister 

city relationships with Nicaraguan cities and Salvadoran villages in territories held by 

FMLN guerrillas.13 All the while, activists and city officials linked the United States’ 

efforts to undermine the successes of revolutionary forces abroad to the impoverishment 

of U.S. cities that they observed daily. In the process, leftists and liberals connected 

conflicts abroad to the fabrics of city residents daily lives. In this sense, Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions laid a foundation for city governments to become key sites of 

active mobilization against not only the domestic politics of the Reagan Administration, 

but its foreign policies as well.  

Yet, as the influence of Urban Internationalist Coalitions and their political 

strategies expanded, this left-liberal group of collaborators experienced growing pains. 

 
12 George Katsiaficas, The Imagination of the New Left: A Global Analysis of 1968 (Boston, MA: 

South End Press, 1987), 185.   
 

13 Clare Weber, Visions of Solidarity: U.S. Peace Activists in Nicaragua From War to Women’s 
Activism and Globalization (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2006), 42; Roger Peace, A Call to 
Conscience: The Anti-Contra War Campaign (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2012), 
102; City of Cambridge, Council Resolution, March 23, 1987, Folder: City Council Citation–Mirtala 
Lopez, Box 10, Philadelphia CISPES Records, Swarthmore College Peace Collection, Swarthmore, PA 
(hereafter SCPC).  
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By the late 1980s, dozens of cities had replicated local-level foreign policy projects in 

opposition to the Reagan Administration’s policies towards revolutionary Nicaragua. 

However, cities’ projects often correlated more with distinct, local political conditions 

rather than an over-arching, national strategy. While U.S.-Nicaragua sister cities in 

Berkeley and Seattle positioned themselves as outwardly pro-Sandinista, activists in 

places like Madison, Wisconsin treaded lightly on politics to avoid red-baiting by 

opponents and instead framed their sister cities as humanitarian projects. The needs of 

some local-level foreign policy projects to appear non-partisan hindered their ability to 

link up with more outwardly political, local efforts. Thus, as local-level foreign policies 

grew in prevalence, a coordinated national strategy became more difficult. When Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions’ politics did come to inform a national strategy in the form of 

Jesse Jackson’s presidential campaigns, the increased scale of a national campaign 

unearthed leftists and liberals’ strategic differences. Organizing across an expanded, 

national terrain, Urban Internationalist Coalitions confronted the obstacle that 

neoliberalism’s political and economic impact posed to their political goals and the 

longevity of their left-liberal alliance. Urban Internationalist Coalitions ultimately 

experienced Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition organization as a series of political clashes 

around left-liberals’ relationship to a Democratic Party moving to the center and activists’ 

insistence on international solidarity’s continued primacy amid the expanding domestic 

inequalities of the late 1980s. The political schisms exposed within the Rainbow 

Coalition frayed at the edges of leftists and liberals’ working relationships locally. Facing 

substantial political and economic challenges, Urban Internationalist Coalitions unraveled 

by the early 1990s.  
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Historiography  

 This dissertation’s analysis stands at the intersection between studies of post-1968 

urban politics and international solidarity movements.  In recent years, scholars of urban 

history have traced the continuation of urban liberal and social democratic politics at the 

level of the city into the 1980s, even as support for liberal policies at the federal level 

collapsed. From the 1970s onwards, as middle-class whites fled cities, politically 

underrepresented groups such as African-Americans, gays and lesbians, and leftists 

gained control of the Mayor’s office and City Council.14 These changes in city politics 

took place alongside political conservatives’ deconstruction of the remaining New Deal-

era social safety net known for powering the urban liberalisms of the past. As scholars 

like Heather Thompson, Timothy Stewart-Winter, Robert Self, and others have noted, the 

changing economic environment within the United States from the 1970s onwards meant 

that this new generation of diverse, urban liberals came to power at a moment when they 

increasingly lacked the funding to carry out liberal, redistributive policies.15 Others like 

Lily Geismer, Kim Phillips-Fein, and Benjamin Holtzman have shown that the retracting 

 
14 See Austin McCoy, “No Radical Hangover: Black Power, New Left, and Progressive Politics in 

the Midwest, 1967–1989” (Ph.D. diss., University of Michigan, 2016); Timothy Stewart-Winter, Queer 
Clout: Chicago and the Rise of Gay Politics (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016); 
Heather Thompson, Whose Detroit?: Politics, Labor, and Race in a Modern American City (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 2001). 

 
15 See Jonathan Bell, California Crucible: The Forging of Modern American Liberalism 

(Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012); Pierre Clavel, The Progressive City: Planning 
and Participation, 1969–1984 (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1986); Matthew 
Countryman, Up South: Civil Rights and Black Power in Philadelphia (Philadelphia, PA: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2006); Cedric Johnson, Revolutionaries to Race Leaders: Black Power and the Making 
of African American Politics (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2007); McCoy, “No 
Radical Hangover”; Donna Murch, Living for the City: Migration, Education, and the Rise of the Black 
Panther Party (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2010); Robert Self, American 
Babylon: Race and the Struggle for Postwar Oakland (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003); 
Steven Soifer, The Socialist Mayor: Bernard Sanders in Burlington, Vermont (New York, NY: Bergin and 
Garvey, 1991); Stewart-Winter, Queer Clout; Thompson, Whose Detroit?.  
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New Deal state pushed liberals to embrace a technocratic brand of neoliberalism by the 

late 1970s.16 This study does not disagree with these scholars’ conclusions. Yet, Cities of 

Solidarity does illustrate a perhaps unexpected outcome of the contracting urban budgets 

of the period: that the combination of shrinking city and expanding military budgets 

provided fertile grounds for widespread coalition between elected liberal officials and 

leftist activists in opposition to U.S. foreign policy. In other words, local environments of 

austerity pushed local elected officials towards internationalism. For a new generation of 

urban liberals, the neglected city budget became a site of protest that tackled both local 

and global politics. Rather than immediately embrace neoliberalism, a number of liberal 

elected officials, by way of their partnership with leftist solidarity activists, began to 

identify with the visions of socialist redistribution and collectivity promoted by Central 

American revolutionaries.   

The following study also builds on scholarship seeking to internationalize mid-

twentieth social movements. In recent years, historians like Teishan Latner, Emily 

Hobson, Judy Wu, and many others have shown how the global rebellions of the late 

1960s inspired a plethora of organizing on behalf of U.S.-based activists geared towards 

supporting revolutionary, leftist movements of the Third World.17 Historians have also 

 
16 See Lily Geismer, Don’t Blame Us: Suburban Liberals and the Transformation of the 

Democratic Party (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014); Geismer, Left Behind: The 
Democrats’ Failed Attempt to Solve Inequality (New York, NY: Public Affairs, 2022); Kim Phillips-Fein, 
Fear City: New York’s Fiscal Crisis and the Rise of Austerity Politics (New York, NY: Metropolitan 
Books, 2017); Benjamin Holtzman, The Long Crisis: New York City and the Path to Neoliberalism (New 
York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2021).   

 
17 Max Elbaum, Revolution in the Air: Sixties Radicals Turn to Lenin, Mao, and Che (New York, 

NY, 2002); Johanna Fernández, The Young Lords: A Radical History (Chapel Hill, NC, 2020); Michael 
Fischbach, The Movement and the Middle East: How the Arab-Israeli Conflict Divided the American Left 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2019); Michael Fischbach, Black Power and Palestine: 
Transnational Countries of Color (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2018); Jessica M. Frazier, 
Women’s Antiwar Diplomacy During the Vietnam War Era (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina 
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highlighted the importance of grassroots diplomacy—the act of ordinary citizens using 

local networks and non-state organizations to influence and conduct foreign relations—in 

ameliorating the impacts of U.S. foreign policy abroad.18 While scholars focused on these 

two, respective fields of inquiry have produced excellent studies, few have sought to 
 

Press, 2017); Robeson Taj Frazier, The East is Black: Cold War China in the Black Radical Imagination 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2014); Van Gosse, “‘The North American Front’: Central American 
Solidarity in the Reagan Era,” in Reshaping the US Left: Popular Struggles in the 1980s, eds. Mike Davis 
and Michael Sprinkler (New York, NY: Verso Press, 1988), 11–50; Van Gosse, Where the Boys Are: Cuba, 
Cold War America, and the Making of a New Left (New York, NY: Verso Press, 1993); Emily K. Hobson, 
Lavender and Red: Liberation and Solidarity in the Gay and Lesbian Left (Oakland, CA: University of 
California Press, 2016); Teishan A. Latner, Cuban Revolution in America: Havana and the Making of a 
United States Left, 1968–1992 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2018); Sean L. 
Malloy, Out of Oakland: Black Panther Party Internationalism During the Cold War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
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University Press, 2013).  
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connect the lines between these two simultaneous phenomena of the ethnically and 

ideologically diverse, urban liberalism and international solidarity activism of the 1970s 

and 1980s. As my dissertation shows, in the decades following 1968, newly elected left-

liberal city officials collaborated with leftist, international solidarity activists to use city 

resources as a means of offering support to social movements in distant parts of the 

world. In the process, city officials and grassroots activists both aided international 

movements and drew public attention to the downturn in public funding for social 

programs in lieu of an expanding military budget. Local politicians and grassroots 

activists’ collaborative engagement around opposing U.S. foreign policy, as represented 

in Urban Internationalist Coalitions, made local-level foreign policy a prevalent aspect of 

city politics by the 1980s.  

A select few studies of solidarity movements and grassroots diplomacy have 

pinpointed the role of local politics in building support for movements countering U.S. 

imperialism. Yet, most have examined grassroots activists and local politicians’ efforts to 

counter U.S. foreign policy as occurring in two distinct arenas of politics that rarely 

interacted.19 In highlighting how activists and local politicians worked alongside one 

another towards shared objectives, this study also pinpoints the continuation of left-

liberal collaboration after the 1960s.20 Much like the Popular Front of the 1930s–1950s, 

 
19 On City Councils and grassroots diplomacy, see Daniel Bush, “Seattle’s Cold War(m); Foreign 

Policy, 1957–1990: Citizen Diplomats and Grass Roots Diplomacy, Sister Cities and International 
Exchange” (Ph.D. diss., University of Washington, 1998); Robert Surburg, Jr., Beyond Vietnam: The 
Politics of Protest in Massachusetts, 1974–1990 (Boston, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2009); 
Peace, A Call to Conscience. Relatedly, historian Ben Talton has shown that the Congressional Black 
Caucus adopted a Third Worldist perspective in its 1980s legislative work around Africa, see Ben Talton, 
In this Land of Plenty: Mickey Leland and Africa in American Politics (Philadelphia, PA: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2019). 
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Alan Boyle, The UAW and the Heyday of American Liberalism, 1945–1968 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
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Urban Internationalist Coalitions represented widespread collaboration between leftists 

and liberals around the issue of U.S. foreign policy after the supposed fallout between the 

two groups that numerous scholars have identified in the late 1960s.21 As with left-liberal 

alliances around labor and civil rights in earlier eras, Urban Internationalist Coalitions 

remained a product of this widespread, ideological blending applied to U.S. foreign 

policy. At the local-level, coalitional relationships between leftists and liberals became 

commonplace during the 1970s and the 1980s, even as the United States’ national politics 

drifted rightwards. A Popular Front-like, left-liberal collaboration would not only be the 

driving force behind Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ local-level foreign policies, but 
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larger national movements whose foreign policy stances built on the examples of Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions like Jesse Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition.  

Leftists, Liberals, Local-Level Foreign Policy, and Other Key Terms  

 Urban Internationalist Coalitions brought together leftist internationalist solidarity 

and liberal peace-dividend politics to craft foreign policy initiatives directly countering 

those of the federal government within their own towns or cities. These efforts are 

referred to here as “local-level foreign policy.” While other studies have used terms like 

“grassroots diplomacy” or “non-state actors” to signal the international connections, 

protest actions, and travels that ordinary people pursue, I use the term local-level foreign 

policy to demonstrate the role that local politics, community connections, and city 

government resources played in building support for revolution abroad and social 

programs at home. It was not just that city residents disagreed with foreign policy as 

dictated by the federal government. Rather, as 1960s social movements veterans entered 

City Council and Mayoral positions, left-leaning city dwellers saw an opportunity to use 

the local resources available to city government officials as a means of acting on the 

internationalist sentiments cultivated in the upheavals of the late sixties. From the 

perspective of Urban Internationalist Coalitions, local government was more open to 

citizen influence than that of the federal or state level. At the same time, the local-level 

appeared as the arena of governmental decision-making that most clearly impacted city 

residents’ everyday lives. Sympathetic left-liberal Mayors and Councilmembers also had 

the political clout needed to legitimize the internationalist campaigns of solidarity 

movements for audiences beyond the left.22 Following the Vietnam War, leftists and 

 
22 Michael Shuman, “A Fundamental Rebirth of Democracy from the Ground Up,” c. 1987, 

Folder: WCCN Newsletters, Box 22, Acc. 2012-074, Witness for Peace Records, SCPC.  
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liberals increasingly looked at the federal government primarily as a nemesis of 

revolutionary experiments abroad. As a result, the Urban Internationalist Coalitions used 

what power they had at the local, governmental level to counter the influence of U.S. 

foreign policy globally and mount a widespread critique of the federal government’s 

spending priorities. As one proponent of these policies would say, “We can have 

anything we want at the local-level, because the local government is ours.”23  

This study also frequently uses the political labels “leftist” and “liberal” to 

describe some of its key players. While the terms “leftist” and “liberal” both remain 

messy, ambiguous categories, I define these two groups largely in terms of their 

relationship to a critique of capitalism and the United States’ established systems of 

democratic engagement. Leftists ultimately saw the United States’ capitalist politico-

economic system as beyond reform and openly identified with socialist revolution 

abroad. American liberals, on the other hand, saw their country’s profit-driven economic 

structure as capable of reform by way of social democratic programs implemented 

through the established mechanisms of representative democracy. As historian Doug 

Rossinow notes in his study of left-liberal collaboration, alliances between these two 

groups often led to a blending of categories that produced liberals “who were deeply 

critical of American capitalism as well as leftists who saw great value in social reform, as 

opposed to revolutionary upheaval.”24 Urban Internationalist Coalitions often produced 

the same kind of blurring, with socialists utilizing electoral politics and liberals 

supporting revolution abroad. However, below the surface, liberals and leftists still 

 
 

23 Ibid.  
 
24 Rossinow, Visions of Progress, 2. 
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possessed distinct differences in terms of their long-term goals and their relationships to 

larger political groups, most notably the Democratic Party. While acknowledging the 

ways that coalition produced ideological blending, this study groups people with different 

ideological goals into distinct political categories as a means of highlighting the sustained 

environment of collaboration between them.  

Overview of the Dissertation  

This dissertation begins as a local case study and eventually expands outwards 

into that of a more national study of Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ attempts to craft 

local-level foreign policies. The project’s analysis begins in the birthplace of both the 

initial Urban Internationalist Coalition and local-level foreign policies, the San Francisco 

Bay Area, and gradually grows to show this Bay Area concoction’s influence throughout 

the country. Despite the prevalence of anticommunist politics nationally, political 

collaboration between liberals and communists in the Bay Area remained fairly constant 

into the 1960s and permeated political campaigns before it did elsewhere. Furthermore, 

due to the prevalence of leftist political organizing and the region’s ethnic diversity, 

facilitated by the Bay Area’s place as a simultaneous hub for industry and higher 

education, connections between international revolutionary movements and local activists 

remained a consistent aspect of the region’s politics. From the 1960s onwards, Bay Area 

activists travelled back and forth from North Vietnam and later built connections with 

Nicaraguan and Salvadoran revolutionaries both locally and outside the United States. As 

the national political environment shifted away from anticommunism in the aftermath of 

late 1960s social upheaval, Urban Internationalist Coalitions became more common 

throughout the country. In turn, the Bay Area’s efforts, particularly those concentrated in 
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the city of Berkeley, became models for other cities seeking to challenge U.S. foreign 

policy from the vantage points of their own city governments. Bay Area coalitions and 

policies’ impact could also be seen in more nationally coordinated efforts like Jesse 

Jackson’s 1984 and 1988 presidential campaigns and his Rainbow Coalition organization. 

While Cities of Solidarity’s analysis deals with the Urban Internationalist Coalition and 

its local-level foreign policies’ development during the 1960s and 1970s, the bulk of this 

project’s analysis examines the 1980s when U.S. President Ronald Reagan’s foreign 

policies in Central America prompted a widespread re-envisioning of city government as 

a means of assuaging the impacts of U.S. policy there.  

The dissertation’s first chapter deals with the Urban Internationalist Coalition’s 

emergence in the political environment of the mid-to-late 1960s San Francisco Bay Area. 

It examines how an interactive relationship between the Bay Area’s electorally-focused 

liberals and direct action-focused New Left created a long-lasting partnership between 

these two groups referred to as the Urban Internationalist Coalition. The chapter uses a 

semi-biographical approach, mostly focusing on Berkeley City Councilmember Ron 

Dellums’ rise to political prominence, to show the late 1960s as a period of political 

melding and collaboration. Out of the political campaigns and social upheavals of the late 

1960s came a new, Bay Area-based coalition. During the initial Urban Internationalist 

Coalition’s years of emergence, the group mostly organized around issues of local 

importance like those of city elections, higher education, and the use of public space. Yet, 

they consistently linked local political struggles to the larger, ongoing rebellion occurring 

worldwide. Such rhetorical connections helped nurture a growing, global consciousness 

among leftists and liberals alike.  



17 

The second chapter focuses on the early-to-mid 1970s and shows how the Urban 

Internationalist Coalition transitioned from identifying with international, anti-imperialist 

movements to using local resources to aid those movements. This next chapter shows 

how globally-conscious leftist and liberal activists’ embrace of local government 

positions and the changing tactics of leftist protest in response to the troop withdrawals of 

Vietnamization produced a reimagining of the City Council as a tool of foreign policy-

making. During the early 1970s, leftist activists partnered with newly-elected liberal City 

Councilmembers in Berkeley to use local politics as a means of aiding those, who they 

saw, as on the frontlines of resisting U.S. imperialism in Southeast Asia, mainly the U.S. 

GI movement and the Vietnamese communists of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam 

(DRV) and South Vietnam’s Provisional Revolutionary Government (PRG). While the 

Bay Area’s 1970s Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ efforts to have the city fund their 

attempts at foreign policy-making failed, the publicity generated by these local 

campaigns signaled to activists the usefulness of the City Council as a political platform 

and set a precedent for future local-level foreign policy initiatives.   

The next three chapters primarily deal with the 1980s, a decade that saw local-

level foreign policy became a key tactic of leftists and liberals opposing federal, U.S. 

foreign policies. Municipalities’ local-level foreign policies also tackled the issues of 

nuclear disarmament and South African divestment.25 But, nowhere else was Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions’ ideological melding of international solidarity and peace-
 

25 On Anti-Apartheid activism, see Zeb Larson, “The Sullivan Principles: South Africa, 
Apartheid, and Globalization,” Diplomatic History 44, no. 3 (2020): 479–503; Francis Nesbitt, Race for 
Sanctions: African Americans Against Apartheid, 1946–1994 (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 
2004); Robert Massie, Loosing the Bonds: The United States and South Africa in the Apartheid Years, 
(New York, NY: Nan A. Talese, 1997); Donald Culverson, Contesting Apartheid: U.S. Activism, 1960–
1987 (London: Routledge Press, 1999). On the Anti-Nuclear Movement, see Surburg, Beyond Vietnam; 
Henry Richard Maar III, Freeze!: The Grassroots Movement to Halt the Arms Race and End the Cold War 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2022).  



18 

dividend politics more apparent than cities’ efforts to oppose the Reagan 

Administration’s undermining of Central American revolutionary movements. While 

chapters three through five deal with contemporaneous time periods, they study different 

dimensions of this dynamic decade to show Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ 

simultaneous expansion and declension.  

The third chapter examines local-level foreign policies around El Salvador. El 

Salvador-focused activists’ embrace of City Council as a movement-building tool 

coincided with an expansion of left-liberal city officials sympathetic to leftist sentiments 

of international solidarity in cities throughout the country. Organizing around El 

Salvador, solidarity activists in groups like the Committee in Solidarity with the People 

of El Salvador (CISPES) and New El Salvador Today (NEST) worked with city officials 

to bolster public consciousness around El Salvador’s left and the ongoing defunding of 

city budgets in lieu of an ever-expanding military budget. Unlike local-level foreign 

policy efforts around Vietnam, organizing around El Salvador took place in an era of 

decimated city budgets, a development that prompted solidarity activists to look to 

community fundraising rather than the city funds as a means of sustaining their local-

level foreign policies. Urban Internationalist Coalition organizing around El Salvador 

would be especially apparent in the Bay Area. But, Bay Area-based efforts would 

influence the use of similar tactics around El Salvador in cities like Madison, Wisconsin, 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, and Baltimore, Maryland.  

The fourth chapter examines Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ work around 

Nicaragua’s Sandinista revolution and the subsequent U.S.-backed Contra War. Due to 

the widespread participation of urban residents in back and forth travel to the Central 
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American country, local-level foreign policy grew to its most prominent position. By the 

late 1980s, thousands of Americans had visited Nicaragua to witness the country’s social 

reforms and nearly ninety U.S. cities had Nicaraguan sister cities. In a period of a few 

years, Nicaragua became the country with the second largest share of U.S. sister city 

partnerships in the world.26 Yet, as local-level foreign policy grew to new levels of 

prevalence around the issue of Nicaragua’s Contra War, it did so in increasingly 

divergent ways. Ultimately, cities’ ties to Nicaragua developed in a manner more 

reflective of the political environment of respective cities rather than that of a unified, 

cross-city strategy. While cities like Berkeley, Burlington, Seattle, and the New York 

neighborhood of the Lower East Side developed local-level foreign policy projects that 

were openly political in their pro-Sandinista sympathies and opposition to Contra 

funding, other city projects moved away from politics and instead emphasized their city’s 

efforts as nonpartisan humanitarianism. As U.S.-Nicaragua sister cities grew apart 

politically, stitching together a nationally unified coalition around Nicaragua became 

more difficult.  

The fifth chapter shows how Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ politics helped 

inform those of Jesse Jackson’s presidential platforms in 1984 and 1988 and his 

subsequent Rainbow Coalition organization. Urban Internationalist Coalitions supported 

Jackson’s campaigns as a means of bringing their politics and policies beyond the local-

level domestically. Yet, the scale and stakes of Jackson’s presidential runs and the 

Rainbow Coalition organization exacerbated rifts within Urban Internationalist Coalitions 

that would ultimately trickle down to the local-level and lead to their undoing. These rifts 

 
26 “Sister Cities International: Background and Activities,” c.1987, Folder: Misc. WCCN, Box 22, 

Acc. 2012-074, Witness for Peace Records, SCPC.  
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were not just internal disagreements over strategy. Rather, they reflected the momentous 

shifts to the U.S. domestic economy and political arena prompted by the free-market-

focused reforms of neoliberalism. As liberals drifted to the political center and the 

gradual downturn of domestic social programs exacerbated inequality, Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions’ brand of left-liberal collaboration and rhetorical 

demonstrations of interconnection between the global and local rang hollow to city 

residents. Ultimately, broader political and economic shifts would be the driving force 

behind local-level foreign policy’s collapse in cities like Berkeley and elsewhere. The 

same environment of austerity that helped bring leftists and liberals together in their 

opposition to U.S. foreign policy eventually devoured their union.  

Finally, the dissertation’s conclusion takes stock of the movement’s achievements 

and shortcomings. It also examines the impact of Urban Internationalist Coalitions and 

their local-level foreign policies on our present. Recent years have seen a resurgence of 

left-liberal collaboration and even the left’s re-embrace of the City Council as a platform 

for political consciousness-raising. The recent uptick in social movement activity and 

left-liberal collaboration has gradually adopted an internationalist outlook, particularly 

around the Israeli occupation of Palestine. It is here that we most clearly see Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions’ long shadow. The terrain of international politics has 

undoubtedly changed dramatically since the Cold War’s end. Yet, the issue of Palestinian 

self-determination has reignited modern-day activists and their electoral allies to once 

again locate local politics as a suitable arena for expanding public consciousness around 

the same issues that once animated past coalitions—international solidarity and peace-

dividend politics.
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CHAPTER 2: 
“THE STRUGGLE IS INFECTIOUS”:  

RON DELLUMS AND THE RISE OF THE URBAN 
INTERNATIONALIST COALITION 

 
“I knew that America would never invest the necessary funds or energies in 

rehabilitation of its poor so long as adventures like Vietnam continued to draw men and 
skills and money like some demonic, destructive suction tube.” 

–Martin Luther King, Jr., 1967.1  
 

“And you’re supporting Chiang Kai-shek / While I’m supporting Mao” 
–Phil Ochs, 1966.2 

 
In mid-July 1969, over three hundred leftist organizations gathered in an 

auditorium in Oakland, California to attend the Black Panther Party’s “United Front 

Against Fascism” conference. The Panthers’ event was organized in response to the 

police murders of numerous Party members and represented an attempt to organize a 

coalition of leftists opposing this government repression.3 Most of the conference’s 

speakers were communists who shunned electoral politics. Yet, the Panthers had invited 

one politician aligned with Berkeley’s Democratic Club to speak: City Councilmember 

Ron Dellums.4 Despite his affiliation with a Party that many in the audience scorned, 

Dellums used his fifteen minutes at the podium to affirm his agreement with the New 

Left’s ideals of international solidarity: “If other countries, if other people throughout the 

world are to have their necessary revolutions . . . then it’s people like you and I who must 

 
1 Martin Luther King, Jr., “Beyond Vietnam: Time to Break Silence,” April 4, 1967, Civil Rights 

Movement Archive, last accessed May 18, 2022, https://www.crmvet.org/info/mlk_viet.pdf.  
 

2 Phil Ochs, “I’m Going to Say it Now,” track 1 on Phil Ochs in Concert, Elektra Records, 1966, 
long player.  
 

3 Joshua Bloom and Waldo E. Martin, Jr., Black Against Empire: The History and Politics of the 
Black Panther Party (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2013), 299–301. 
 

4 “Conference for a United Front Against Fascism,” July 19, 1969, Black Panther Party 
Collection, San Francisco Bay Area Television Archive, last accessed March 26, 2020, 
https://diva.sfsu.edu/collections/sfbatv/bundles/207569.   

https://www.crmvet.org/info/mlk_viet.pdf
https://diva.sfsu.edu/collections/sfbatv/bundles/207569
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make America a humanitarian nation. We must get that monkey off the rest of the 

world’s back.”5 The City Councilmember stopped short of endorsing socialism. But, he 

did allude to his discontent with America’s Cold War-era economic priorities that valued 

the military budget over tackling domestic poverty, a form of reasoning called “peace-

dividend politics.”6 The Black Panthers had sought to create an anti-fascist front, but 

Dellums’ remarks and even his inclusion at the Panthers’ conference represented the 

growth of another coalition simultaneously bubbling up locally within the Bay Area—

one between liberals and leftists around international affairs. As the 1960s came to a 

close, Ron Dellums would become the most prominent Bay Area figure aligned with a 

growing, local opposition to U.S. foreign policy. This partnership, referred to as an 

“Urban Internationalist Coalition,” united leftists and liberals by accommodating two of 

the most prevalent internationalist critiques of the time—the revolutionary solidarity of 

the New Left and antiwar liberals’ peace-dividend politics.  

The subsequent chapter traces the origins of the Bay Area’s Urban Internationalist 

Coalition through the lens of Ron Dellums’ rise to political prominence. It argues that the 

interactive relationship between the Bay Area’s electorally-focused liberals and direct 

action-focused New Left, and both groups’ shared conception of the linkages between 

local and international struggles, created an Urban Internationalist Coalition. This 

alliance would go onto shape the region’s involvement in international politics for years 

to come and eventually influence the rise of similar coalitions beyond the Bay Area.7 

 
5 “Ron Dellums at UFAF Conference,” Black Panther, July 26, 1969. 

 
6 Ibid.  
 
7 For notable works on 1960s Bay Area political movements, see Anthony Ashbot, A Cultural 

History of the Radical Sixties in the San Francisco Bay Area (London: Routledge Press, 2015); Martha 



23 

Importantly, this chapter’s conception of “politics” includes both electoral and street-

level protest movements and sees these two political forms as engaged in an interactive, 

mutually reinforcing process.  

Through his City Council advocacy on behalf of the Bay Area’s protest 

movements, Ron Dellums brought together the region’s residents who pinpointed U.S. 

foreign policy as a global force perpetuating inequality both locally and globally. 

Dellums was able to bring together liberals and leftists who opposed U.S. foreign policy 

for different reasons. Antiwar liberals who joined the Urban Internationalist Coalition 

saw the expanding, Vietnam War-era military budget through the lens of peace-dividend 

politics and came to support the aims of protest movements that highlighted connections 

between urban poverty and the exorbitant financial costs of U.S. foreign policy. Whereas, 

the leftists driving protests saw U.S. foreign policy as standing in the way of a global 

revolutionary movement in which they saw themselves as participants. As militant 

political struggles gripped the Bay Area during the final years of the 1960s, the repressive 

conditions that leftists faced in response to their uprisings brought liberals to support the 

left’s efforts. In the process, leftists and liberals formed alliances and pinpointed the 

global connections between the local events that they experienced. It would be these 
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collaborations that drove Ron Dellums’ successful 1970 congressional race. While still in 

embryo in the late 1960s, following Ron Dellums’ election, the Urban Internationalist 

Coalition would go onto to craft what this study refers to as “local-level foreign policies” 

that simultaneously critiqued the bloated military budget and aided socialist revolution 

abroad.  

The following chapter has four sections. The first section examines how the 

simultaneous presence of left-liberal political collaboration and a local economy 

dependent on Cold War defense spending produced a number of electoral movements 

challenging the East Bay’s relationship to the Vietnam War. From 1966–7, political 

campaigns illustrated the connections between local and international politics. Though 

unsuccessful, these campaigns influenced future electoral efforts. The second section 

examines the 1968–9 struggle for the creation of Third World Colleges at San Francisco 

State and UC–Berkeley and how that movement united Black liberals like Ron Dellums 

and others behind the demands of radical students. As an effort that brought together the 

left’s revolutionary internationalism with liberal peace-dividend politics, these multiracial 

student strikes marked an important period of growth for the ideological melding of the 

initial Urban Internationalist Coalition. The third section examines the 1969 movement 

around the preservation of Berkeley’s People’s Park, which similarly involved both 

liberals and leftists in a struggle that connected local concerns to global politics. Protests 

around People’s Park would help entrench the politics of the Urban Internationalist 

Coalition in Berkeley’s white communities. The fourth section examines Dellums’ 

successful 1970 congressional campaign. Building on the momentum of the late sixties 

social movements that brought liberals and leftists together in unexpected ways, Dellums 
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framed his campaign around the same local-global rhetoric used at San Francisco State 

and People’s Park, bringing together the foreign policy concerns of liberals and leftists.  

East Bay Left-Liberal Collaboration and Electoral Politics  
 

Into the 1960s, the Bay Area remained a region in which collaboration between 

leftists and liberals reminiscent of the 1930s Popular Front, a coalition between 

communists and liberals around distinct political issues, remained common. Yet, despite 

the region’s comparative lack of anticommunism at the grassroots, the East Bay remained 

a region whose population growth and local economy remained firmly connected to the 

export of U.S. militarism. Efforts to “opt Berkeley out of the Johnson warfare state” 

would shape the 1966 congressional race of antiwar liberal Robert Scheer and the city’s 

left-liberal electoral coalition Community for New Politics’ (CNP) 1967 City Council 

campaigns.8 Both Scheer and CNP, in their own ways, argued for the widespread 

acceptance of peace-dividend politics. Yet, with the exception of the election of CNP-

endorsed City Council candidate Ron Dellums, electoral efforts to link local politics to 

larger international developments would fail to capture the political imagination of 

voters. Scheer’s campaign, in particular, evolved out of the local antiwar coalition the 

Vietnam Day Committee (VDC). But, the move by antiwar liberals and Communist Party 

members to support Scheer’s Democratic candidacy led the VDC to fracture along 

sectarian lines and gradually dissolve.9 Without the momentum of street-based protest 

movements that could reiterate and demonstrate the local-global connections of which 

 
8 “Your Help Needed at Once to Opt Berkeley Out of Johnson Warfare State,” Communique for 

New Politics, August 22, 1966, Folder: Communique for New Politics: Community for New Politics, 
Berkeley, CA, Box 3, Politics and Government Serials Collection, Tamiment Library and Robert F. 
Wagner Labor Archives, New York University, New York, NY. 
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Scheer and CNP spoke, public acceptance of these politics remained marginal. Despite 

Robert Scheer and CNP’s lack of electoral achievements, their 1966–7 campaigns laid an 

important political foundation for Ron Dellums and the region’s budding Urban 

Internationalist Coalition.  

Unlike many regions throughout the country during the Cold War, a sizeable 

percentage of the community built around the University of California–Berkeley had not 

fully embraced the bipartisan, anticommunist consensus dominating Washington politics. 

Even during the Red Scares of the 1950s, numerous aspects of the collaborative, left-

liberalism of the Popular Front survived. In 1950, six hundred UC–Berkeley student 

employees and forty faculty members refused to sign state-mandated loyalty oaths.10 The 

region’s most powerful union, the International Longshoremen and Warehouse Union 

(ILWU), broke from the AFL-CIO rather than expel its leftist membership.11 Berkeley’s 

community-funded radio station KPFA aired regular programs with communist leaders 

like Herbert Aptheker and Dorothy Healey.12 Not to mention, the Bay Area’s American 

Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) chapter was the organization’s sole formation in the 

 
10 Letter, Regent Moffitt, Vice President Deutsch to Governor Earl Warren, August 16, 1950, 

University of California History Digital Archives, last accessed May 20, 2022, 
https://www.lib.berkeley.edu/uchistory/archives_exhibits/loyaltyoath/moffitt.html; Letter, Lisbeth 
Bamberger to UC President Robert Sproul, December 13, 1950, University of California History Digital 
Archives, last accessed May 20, 2022, 
https://www.lib.berkeley.edu/uchistory/archives_exhibits/loyaltyoath/bamberger.html.  
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12 “History of Communism at Berkeley,” Online Archive of California, 2011, last accessed April 
5, 2022, 
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country to not bar communists from membership in the 1950s.13 As of 1957, California’s 

Communist Party—led by a dynamic leadership known for their alliances with student 

groups and bucking of national leadership on foreign policy issues—had suffered fewer 

losses proportionately than other state chapters.14 It was no coincidence then that the 

famous “Battle of City Hall” incident of February 1960 when San Francisco police beat 

Bay Area college students for protesting House Un-American Committee hearings in the 

city was organized by the Student Committee for Civil Liberties—an ad hoc coalition 

that included the liberal student group SLATE, members of the Communist Party, and the 

Young People’s Socialist League.15 Leftists also played key roles in Berkeley’s 1964 

Free Speech Movement.16 This consistent environment of political collaboration attracted 

leftists from around the country to move to the hub of higher education.17 

Reticence towards anticommunism also extended into the Black communities of 

Berkeley and neighboring Oakland. During the 1950s, Berkeley and Oakland were 

organizational hot spots for the Civil Rights Congress (CRC), a Popular Front-era, legal 

defense organization that included both communists and liberals. In 1950, at the height of 

 
13 Rorabaugh, Berkeley at War, 89.  
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the Sino-Soviet split and denounced the 1968 Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. See Rorabaugh, Berkeley 
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national anticommunist fervor, the CRC’s numerous, well-publicized campaigns against 

police brutality in the region led to the group having a chapter of 500 members in 

Oakland and becoming Berkeley’s largest left-leaning political organization. Oakland 

resident Huey Newton would later cite the CRC as an inspiration for his Black Panther 

Party.18 East Bay Black communities’ left-liberal collaboration extended into the early 

1960s when Black students on the University of California campus formed a study group 

designed to bolster racial consciousness. Formed by law student Don Warden in 1961, 

the Afro American Association held regular study sessions where students and 

community members read the works of Black socialists like W.E.B. DuBois and Kwame 

Nkrumah.19 As historian Donna Murch notes, the Afro American Association promoted a 

diasporic connection to the African continent and a political identification with 

contemporary international struggles for Black self-determination.20 The Afro American 

Association would, at different periods, include the likes of Huey Newton, Bobby Seale, 

Ron Everett (later Maulana Karenga), California State Assemblyperson Willie Brown, 

political theorist Cedric Robinson, local politician Otho Green, the parents of future Vice 

President Kamala Harris Shyamala Gopalan and Donald Harris, as well as Ron 

Dellums.21  
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21 Ibid; Ellen Barry, “How Kamala Harris’s Immigrant Parents Found a Home, and Each Other, in 
a Black Study Group,” New York Times, September 13, 2020. Also see Joshua Myers, Cedric Robinson: 
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However, despite the visible remnants of the Popular Front, the East Bay’s left-

liberal alliance lacked economic and political power. In fact, the East Bay Area was a 

region that owed its growth to the anticommunist politics of the Cold War. As the public 

University of California received more and more federal research grants, used by 

scientists to create military weaponry, its student population expanded alongside such 

funding.22 Oakland remained home to a large army base and shipping port, both of which 

became one of the West Coast’s major export sites of soldiers and military equipment 

bound for Vietnam.23 The region’s political leadership mirrored these Cold War 

dynamics. Even with the legacy of the Popular Front and the uptick of protest that 

accompanied the 1960s, left-liberal politics had not entered Berkeley and Oakland’s City 

Councils. Instead, as of the mid-1960s, Berkeley remained largely governed by moderate 

Republicans and Democrats supportive of Cold War militarism.24 Oakland politics would 

remain under the thumb of anticommunist conservatives aligned with the Knowland 

family, owners the local Oakland Tribune newspaper, until the late 1970s.25 From 1966 

and onwards, two political forces—pro-Cold War and left-liberal—would face off 

electorally in the form of Robert Scheer’s congressional campaign and Berkeley’s 

Community for New Politics’ (CNP) City Council races.  
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 Journalist and political organizer Robert Scheer’s unsuccessful Democratic 

primary challenge of pro-Vietnam War liberal Jeffrey Cohelan in California’s seventh 

congressional district marked the first attempt to organize the region’s left-liberal 

collaboration into an Urban Internationalist Coalition. Running on the political slogan 

“Withdraw the Troops, End Poverty,” Scheer argued for the view that foreign policy and 

domestic poverty were interconnected. Much like Martin Luther King, Jr. would a year 

later, Scheer portrayed the brutality and financial costs of the Vietnam War that 

Democrats like Cohelan supported as undermining the Party’s efforts to combat racial 

and economic injustices at home.26 In the process, Scheer’s campaign also promoted a 

nuanced view of rebellion and revolution both nearby and faraway that accounted for the 

systemic causes behind uprisings. “In Vietnam, in Watts, people do not stand up and fight 

without a reason. Agitators—inside and outside—succeed only when they appeal to 

people’s needs—the need for food, for land, for independence, for dignity,” Scheer 

argued.27 Ultimately, Scheer’s campaign provided a political template to Ron Dellums 

and others that connected the antiwar politics of Berkeley’s left-liberals with the 

interlocking issues of racism and poverty that animated Black communities in places like 

Watts and Oakland.  

Robert Scheer’s campaign also reflected the lineage of left-liberal alliance in the 

Bay Area. As a prominent member of the local antiwar coalition the Vietnam Day 

Committee (VDC) that staged large demonstrations throughout the Bay Area, Scheer 

 
26 Simon Hall, “On the Tail of the Panther: Black Power and the 1967 Convention of the National 
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gained the support of VDC’s antiwar liberals and Communist Party members. The ILWU 

and the Bay Area’s most important Black-owned newspaper the Sun-Reporter, operated 

by Communist Party ally Dr. Carlton Goodlett, also endorsed Scheer.28 Scheer would 

even receive the backing of the state-level California Democratic Council, headed by 

antiwar liberal Simon Casady.29 Reflecting the East Bay’s history of left-liberal coalition 

and a broader turn by the student left to organize alongside communists, Scheer’s 

campaign was the first since the mid-1940s to not condemn communist support.30 As 

Scheer said, “We want to let [the public] know that it is possible to develop a real 

community of people who can discuss serious issues together and make important 

political decisions. And we do not exclude any one—even communists—from that 

community.”31 

 In the end, Scheer would come in a close second to Cohelan. The antiwar 

candidate earned forty-five percent of the district’s votes. He narrowly won Berkeley, 

gathering the votes of fifty-four percent of the city. Scheer won Oakland’s Black 

neighborhoods where he was able to secure canvassers. But, he performed less well in 

that city overall. While radical groups like Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) 
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soured on the campaign’s affiliations with the Democratic Party, Scheer’s totals remained 

strongest in precincts with large amounts of students or young people.32  

Robert Scheer’s congressional race was the most high profile electoral effort 

aligned with a new, national organization called National Conference for a New Politics 

(NCNP). The NCNP’s platform, like Scheer’s, centered peace-dividend politics, but also 

made space for the revolutionary internationalism of the New Left by explicitly 

committing to establishing “constructive relations with Third World revolutionaries.”33 

NCNP called their platform “New Politics.” NCNP would encourage coalitions of leftists 

and antiwar liberals to wage local campaigns challenging pro-war Democrats. NCNP 

would all but dissolve by the end of the year after an infamously divisive national 

convention in Chicago where Black Power activists, student radicals, antiwar liberals, 

and others remained unable to agree on approaches to electoral politics and autonomous 

Black political organizing.34 However, the NCNP could boast at least one local electoral 

success, tellingly in Berkeley.  

In early 1967, NCNP’s Berkeley affiliate group Community for New Politics 

(CNP) began planning a local campaign to elect three activists to the City Council: 

Howard Harawitz, founder of Alameda County’s Welfare Rights Organization, Joe 

Neilands, a local professor and President of the American Federation of Teachers-Local 

1474 union, and Robert “Bob” Avakian, a writer for Ramparts magazine. CNP’s 

candidate for the City Auditor, Robert Kaldenbach ran on the platform of eliminating the 
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City Auditor position.35 Importantly, these CNP candidates had all been active 

participants in Robert Scheer’s 1966 congressional challenge. As CNP remembered, 

despite losing the race, Scheer had won the city of Berkeley.36 Scheer’s small victory 

seemingly signaled to activists that if an anti-war, left-liberal platform would succeed 

anywhere, it would be the city of Berkeley.37 “We do believe that there is a need at this 

time for a broad coalition of radicals of all persuasions and left-leaning liberals,” wrote 

candidate Robert Avakian.38  

California’s local political races’ theoretically nonpartisan structure was an asset 

for CNP. In the state’s municipal races, politicians sought the endorsement of city-based 

political clubs that resembled the Democratic and Republican parties but remained 

largely separate from their bigger state and national party apparatuses.39 With a lack of 

local, entrenched political power, the creation of new political coalitions that could 

endorse and elect left-liberal candidates change was not out of the realm of possibility.40 

Scheer’s primary challenge, moreover, had exacerbated growing divides around the 

Vietnam War within the Berkeley Democratic Club (BDC). When the BDC voted to not 
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endorse antiwar candidates, liberals opposed to the war rushed into the CNP’s fold.41 

Ultimately, Berkeley remained more equipped to elect new, independent political 

alternatives than places like Philadelphia or Chicago where powerful Democratic, 

political machines controlled city politics.  

CNP’s platform offered an ambitious vision for transforming the city and building 

a more peaceful world. By proposing plans to abolish the anticommunist University 

loyalty oaths, establish a civilian-run police review board, and institute public ownership 

of the private-owned Californian energy provider Pacific Gas and Electric, CNP offered a 

program that linked local issues to the larger structural issues of racism and class 

inequality.42 Contemporary onlookers worried that Scheer supporters’ turn towards local 

politics necessitated a turn away from critiquing U.S. militarism, yet this was not the 

case.43 In a manner that reflected the influence of the Scheer campaign and the Cold War 

origins of Berkeley’s growth, the CNP’s campaigns for City Council connected local 

Berkeley issues to the international crisis of the Vietnam War. In the words of one CNP 

candidate, “the war in Vietnam is also of direct concern to the people of Berkeley and 

should be opposed by all officials. The CNP candidates will not only campaign for 

American withdrawal from Vietnam, but we will raise the larger question of the 

dependence of the economy locally and nationally on production of war.”44 The group 

presented themselves as open to all residents who opposed the Vietnam War and the 
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city’s participation in it. Disinvesting from war and the country’s defense budget—the 

group argued—would increase the city’s ability to tackle the issues of racism and 

poverty. It would also, CNP contended, decrease the number of black and working-class 

young men drafted into the military.45  

In their opposition to the Vietnam War, CNP proposed a reevaluation of the Cold 

War mindset that framed the conflict as one between “good and evil.” By “refus[ing] to 

practice guilt by association or red-baiting,” CNP continued to open up space for activists 

that sympathized and even supported socialist projects in other parts of the world within 

their local, left-liberal coalition around a new vision of American foreign policy.46 “It’s 

time to stop the bullshit of the cold war,” wrote CNP. “This country has been in the grips 

of hysterical anti-communism for 20 years. This hysteria has been responsible for 

McCarthyism, FBI harassment, CIA intrusion into domestic institutions, and reactionary 

foreign policy which produced the war in Vietnam. A rational approach to Communism 

and revolution is a prerequisite to a peaceful world.”47 Much like the Scheer campaign, 

SDS, and other New Left groups, CNP refused to exclude communists and others 

sympathetic with socialism abroad. They instead promoted a mindset that sought to 

understand the appeal of these politics around the world.48 In breaking down such key 

political barriers, CNP’s 1967 campaign helped to advance a left-liberal coalition around 
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foreign policy that not only centered the rhetoric of peace-dividend politics, but also 

invited those who might support the aims of America’s rivals to come along as well.  

While CNP platform remained representative of the domestic and international 

agenda of the region’s political left, the activists that made up the group’s electoral slate 

and supporters remained overwhelmingly white. Thus, despite the presence of a plethora 

of East Bay Black groups who were similarly analyzing the local issues of racial 

segregation in broader international contexts like the Black Panther Party, a multiracial 

coalition had yet to form. CNP’s lack of diversity threatened to make the connections 

between foreign policy and domestic racism voiced by the group appear inauthentic to 

Black community members who made up over a quarter of Berkeley’s population. Thus, 

in addition to their three candidates, CNP also decided to endorse a Black candidate for 

City Council that similarly opposed the Vietnam War and supported the Black Power and 

student protest movements.49 That candidate would be Ron Dellums. 

In many ways, Dellums represented the perfect candidate to build the type of 

political coalition that CNP sought. As a social worker in the Black San Francisco 

Hunter’s Point neighborhood, he had experienced firsthand how the Vietnam War 

massively underfunded many of Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty programs.50 “All our 

experiences in the antipoverty effort was being shattered because our nation’s resources 

were being drained into killing fields of Vietnam,” Dellums wrote.51 Furthermore, as a 

former participant in the Afro American Association study groups, Dellums’ conception 
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of the Cold War was not limited to the domestic, but also included an awareness of the 

conflict’s implications on Third World self-determination. He had also worked with 

local, African-American Democrat Otho Green’s 1966 campaign to replace retired 

California civil rights leader William Rumford’s seat on the California state legislature. 

While promoting Green’s candidacy, Dellums made contacts with white staffers of the 

Robert Scheer campaign. Dellums also had name recognition. His uncle C.L. Dellums, as 

the local leader of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, was arguably the most well-

known Black labor leader in Oakland. His father, Verney Dellums, was a member of 

Oakland’s powerful ILWU-Local 10, signaling a potential coalition with labor as well.52  

Ron Dellums entered the Berkeley City Council race in early 1967. After 

receiving the support of Black Berkeley leaders like Maudelle Shirek and others, both the 

Berkeley Democratic Club and the CNP would endorse Dellums.53 The fact that Dellums 

could receive the endorsement of both Berkeley’s Democrats and left-liberals reflected 

the possibilities of California’s non-partisan structuring of local elections. On the 

campaign trail, months prior to Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “Beyond Vietnam” speech, 

during a period in which few politicians aligned with the Democratic Party dared to 

challenge President Lyndon Johnson’s foreign policies, Ron Dellums denounced the 

Vietnam War and promoted the peace-dividend politics of CNP.54 Ron Dellums later 

attributed the decision to make the Vietnam War a part of his City Council campaign to 
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the influence of CNP’s Robert Avakian.55 “We cannot wage an effective war on poverty 

as long as we are waging war in Vietnam,” reads a flyer for his 1967 campaign.56  

The April 1967 city elections would bear mixed results for CNP’s left-liberal 

coalition. With the exception of Ron Dellums, all the CNP-endorsed candidates would 

lose their electoral bids. CNP candidates Robert Avakian and J.B. Neilands received just 

over 10,000 votes. Howard Harawitz of the CNP received only 8, 025 votes.57 Voters 

reelected all other running incumbent candidates.58 Antiwar left-liberal candidates of the 

CNP, and previously Scheer, provided important models for the Urban Internationalist 

Coalition of later years. However, as of April 1967, there existed no widespread street-

level protest movement whose confrontations with police and the city power structure 

could dramatize CNP’s local-global connections for the larger public. Without the 

simultaneous presence of militant protest movements analyzing local politics in larger 

global contexts alongside electoral candidates, the talking points of politicians remained 

easy to ignore.   

After the April 1967 elections, Ron Dellums would be the sole torchbearer for the 

left-liberal politics of CNP on the Berkeley City Council. Still, Dellums’ 1967 election 

did represent an important shift within regional politics. Almost immediately after his 

early April victory, Dellums began using his post to elevate concerns of antiwar liberals 
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and New Left radicals. After 75,000 people marched against the Vietnam War in San 

Francisco during a demonstration organized by the National Mobilization Committee to 

End the War in Vietnam (MOBE), Dellums became the only Bay Area politician to 

publicly support the protests.59 As the City Council’s most vocal critic of police brutality 

and excessive police funding, Dellums also became a key ally of the Black Panther Party. 

During his three years on the City Council, Dellums brought forth a city resolution 

condemning the arrest of Huey Newton and allowed for members of the Party to address 

the council on multiple occasions.60 “I became the elected official to whom the feminists, 

black liberationists, peace activists, and members would turn in their efforts to secure 

government action on behalf of their views,” Dellums recalled.61 Surely, there were 

exceptions to Dellums’ left-liberal outlook. In one infamous case, Dellums voted with the 

Council’s majority to institute a city-wide curfew after police clashed with protestors at a 

demonstration in solidarity with ongoing protests in Paris in the spring of 1968.62 Yet, as 

his City Council term continued, Dellums’ opposition to punitive approaches towards 

civil unrest and even his acceptance of demonstrators’ militancy as a reasonable tactic 

would evolve to be more in line with his left-liberal constituency.  

During the mid-1960s, the East Bay Area remained a region of political 

contradictions. Despite the popularity of Cold War anticommunism nationally, the left-

liberal collaborative spirit of the 1930s Popular Front remained a consistent feature of the 
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region’s political scene. Simultaneously, the Cold War remained essential to the region’s 

economy and population growth. Anticommunist Republicans and Democrats also 

governed the East Bay’s cities. Emerging from the local environment of left-liberal 

collaboration, Robert Scheer, CNP, and Ron Dellums sought to challenge the region’s 

conservative leadership. From 1966 onwards, Berkeley activists used elections as a 

means of bringing residents’ attention to the linkages between urban poverty and Cold 

War foreign policy, thus combatting the Cold War consensus that dominated local affairs. 

In doing so, these activist campaigns marked the first inklings of an Urban 

Internationalist Coalition—a local alliance around foreign policy that included both the 

peace-dividend politics of antiwar liberals and leftist international solidarity. Yet, 1966–7 

remained a transitional moment between Berkeley’s 1965 Vietnam Day Committee 

demonstrations and the internationally-minded, militant protest movements that would 

engulf the Bay Area in coming months. Without the consistent usage of an 

internationalist framing of local events that the social movements of the later 1960s 

would promote, the local-global connections that drove the campaigns of Robert Scheer 

and the CNP failed to materialize in campaign victories. Ron Dellums would ultimately 

become the figure that went on to represent the politics of the CNP on the City Council. 

As Berkeley’s new politician began to vocally support the struggle of left-wing students 

at San Francisco State College in the autumn of 1968, the initial Urban Internationalist 

Coalition and its local-global linkages would greatly expand.   

Third World Liberation at San Francisco State 

Nearly a year after Ron Dellums’ inauguration to the Berkeley City Council, 

students declared a strike at San Francisco State College. For five months during the fall 
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and winter of 1968–9, on-campus groups like the Black Student Union (BSU) and the 

Third World Liberation Front (TWLF)—with help from white radicals, Black liberals, 

and local unions—fought to establish an autonomous Third World College at the school. 

Shaped by the movements for student control over university curriculum and departments 

in France and Italy, Black internationalist conceptions of Black communities as “internal 

colonies,” and the guerrilla tactics of the Cuban and Vietnamese revolutions, San 

Francisco State’s strike was part and parcel of 1968’s moment of global rebellion. San 

Francisco State’s students were one group among many across the globe who built on 

each other’s political analyses and strategies in pursuit of shared, worldwide 

revolutionary goals. The set of politics that San Francisco State initiated would 

eventually spread to UC–Berkeley and numerous other high schools and community 

colleges around the region. Students’ efforts would also influence campaigns for Black 

Studies programs at three hundred colleges around the country.63 Yet, the strike’s 

importance in this chapter’s larger story lies in its further solidification of the Bay Area’s 

Urban Internationalist Coalition. As Third World strikes came to engulf the Bay Area 

colleges in the Fall 1968 and Spring 1969 semesters, Black liberals like Ron Dellums and 

others who had looked to electoral politics and institutional power as a route to social 

change came to stand alongside militant, internationally-minded struggles unfolding on 

college campuses. In doing so, Ron Dellums began to represent a new type of liberalism 

that identified with and supported late 1960s New Left militancy from the platform of 

electoral politics.64 The left-liberal coalition cohered at San Francisco State in 1968–9 
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would play an outsized role in carving out a space for leftists who identified with and 

longed to support the aims of 1968’s global rebellion inside the Bay Area’s Urban 

Internationalist Coalition.   

The struggle at San Francisco State can be traced back to 1967 when BSU leader 

and Black Nationalist activist Jimmy Garrett first submitted a proposal for a Black 

Studies department to the college. Garrett’s proposal resulted in the hiring of radical 

Howard University sociologist Nathan Hare.65 While San Francisco State agreed to 

implement the program, the school was slow to allocate funding. In the fall of 1968, the 

department only featured Hare and a part-time staff person. Most courses on Black 

history and culture remained in other departments.66 The lackluster form of Black Studies 

at San Francisco State resulted in months of negotiations between the BSU, Black 

community leaders like Ron Dellums, Willie Brown, San Francisco pastor Cecil 

Williams, and college administrators.67 Around the same time, as a means of offering 

support to Black students and seeking to push the movement towards greater demands, a 

group known as the Third World Liberation Front (TWLF) would form. The TWLF was 

a student coalition made up of Black, Latinx, Asian and Pacific Islander, and Native 

American student groups who supported the establishment of a broader, Third World 
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Studies program.68 During the 1968–9 strike, these two groups would take on leadership 

roles, pushing for the implementation of new university curriculum.  

While the group sought local change in an immediate sense, the TWLF organized 

itself around the principles of solidarity between people of color, living within and 

outside the United States. “What we find is that throughout the world the people of color 

from Asia, Africa, and Latin America are being oppressed . . . Initially we are all affected 

by racism. It is our common enemy. Then there is imperialism and that is another enemy 

which we must destroy. These have been the essential things that have brought us 

together to fight our common oppressors—those who are inflicting racism and 

imperialism upon us and our people,” BSU and TWLF member Benny Stewart told the 

radical student paper Open Process.69 Reflecting the influence of the era’s Black 

Nationalist politics, the TWLF saw battling racism as a struggle that could only be waged 

through communities of color’s control over the economic and political resources of their 

neighborhoods. Yet, the writings of anti-colonial theorists and revolutionaries also 

informed students’ politics as well. Striking students of color “read a lot,” reads a 1969 

government report on the strike. “Frantz Fanon, Che Guevara, and Chairman Ho Chi 

Minh were among the writers and strategists’ techniques and attitudes most frequently 

borrowed.”70 Much like contemporary groups like the Black Panther Party, the TWLF 

saw themselves as simultaneously battling a type of “internal colonialism” that embodied 

non-white neighborhoods within U.S. cities. Viewing cities like San Francisco in a 
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colonial framework, non-white activists studied the material realities of neighborhoods 

like the Latinx Mission District and the predominantly Black Fillmore in which most 

neighborhood property owners and police patrolpersons lived outside the community.71  

In the minds of the TWLF, the Black Panthers, and others, similar political goals and 

conditions connected U.S. non-white communities to the ongoing struggles of the Third 

World.  

The TWLF’s rhetoric undoubtedly possessed a more militant edge than that of the 

campaign trail language of Ron Dellums or Robert Scheer. But, Dellums and the striking 

students shared a similar contention that domestic issues and foreign policy remained 

connected. “One of my reasons for opposing the war is that is that it is being 

disproportionately waged on the backs of the poor and the backs of ethnic minorities, 

Black and Mexican-Americans,” said Dellums.72 “If you look at the death statistics one 

of the reasons [for high casualty rates of Black and Mexican-American men] is that, well, 

Black people don’t have an adequate education, so they don’t pass the tests very high, so 

they end up in the infantry, and more often than not, the infantry is on the front lines. 

Therefore, the chances of getting killed are greater. That has nothing to do with Vietnam, 

but the racism and the inadequacy of our system right back here at home.”73 For Dellums, 

student demands around curricula determined by the needs of the Black community and 

increasing access to California’s college and university system represented a means of 
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addressing educational inadequacies in non-white communities. The City 

Councilmember hoped that San Francisco State could set a precedent for new curricula at 

all educational levels.74 In addressing the financial implications of these proposals, 

Dellums argued that “a fundamental change in the way we appropriate economic and 

other resources” was needed, recalling his commitment to peace-dividend politics.75 

Ultimately, Dellums’ conceptions of Black Studies’ importance remained embedded 

within the internationalist moment of 1968 in which even local reforms became 

intertwined in a broader global consciousness.  

Even the strike’s beginnings reflected an incendiary, internationalist 

understanding of domestic politics. The event that would kick the struggle for a Third 

World College into high gear would be the firing of Black Panther Minister of Education 

and English Instructor George Murray on October 1st, 1968. That fall, the California State 

College system’s Board of Trustees voted to re-assign Murray, a graduate student, to a 

non-teaching position. The Board of Trustees issued its reassignment in response to 

Murray’s speech a few months prior at the Organization of Solidarity with the People of 

Asia, Africa, and Latin America Conference in Havana. While in Cuba, Murray 

represented the campaign to Free Huey Newton. The graduate student’s speech linked 

police repression in U.S. Black neighborhoods to the ongoing war in Vietnam, arguing 

that African-Americans had much to gain from a Vietnamese National Liberation Front 

(NLF) victory. As Murray put it, “every time a Vietnamese guerrilla knocks out a U.S. 
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solider, that means one less aggressor against those who fight for freedom in the U.S.”76 

Initially, San Francisco State College President Robert Smith declined to take action, 

citing Murray’s employee due process.77 However, Smith changed his mind when, 

outside a Trustees meeting in Fresno, California, Murray doubled-down on his remarks 

and encouraged students of numerous ethnic backgrounds to pursue an armed takeover of 

San Francisco State in the spirit of the Cuban and Vietnamese revolutions. To Murray, 

the potential of such an insurrection represented a chance to participate in the ongoing, 

global rebellion against capitalism and imperialism occurring throughout 1968 in places 

like Paris, Mexico City, and Prague.78 Under pressure from the California State College 

system Chancellor, President Smith suspended Murray from his teaching position. 

Murray’s suspension provided the spark that ignited a more militant push towards 

ensuring the establishment of Black and Third World Studies programs. The strike would 

begin on November 6.79  

 The BSU and TWLF both issued varying, yet intersecting lists of demands. 

Among the BSU ten demands were the transfer of all classes on Black history, culture, 

literature, and other topics to the Black Studies department, a full professorship for 

Nathan Hare, the authority of the Black Studies department to grant Bachelors degrees, 

open admissions for Black students, and the disallowing of the Trustees to defund any 

potential Black Studies programs. The BSU also asked for no disciplinary action to be 
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taken against the strikers and that George Murray be reinstated to his teaching position.80 

In the spirit of unity among people of color on campus, the TWLF endorsed all of the 

group’s demands and expanded the BSU’s demand of open admissions to all Third World 

students. The TWLF also added five demands to the BSU’s list of ten that related to the 

establishment of an autonomous Third World College that would encompass various 

ethnic studies departments.81  

While the strike would be led by the BSU and TWLF, predominantly white 

student groups like SDS and members of the Maoist Progressive Labor Party (PL) also 

recognized the strike as a movement with international implications.82 SDS and PL 

would, like the TWLF, understand the strike as a part of a larger battle against monopoly 

capital’s control over the decolonizing world. This conception, of course, included 

residents of the U.S. city. SDS argued that the same Trustees that voted to suspend 

George Murray—as well as those that recently denied accreditation to a proposed UC–

Berkeley class taught by Black Panther Eldridge Cleaver—had international connections. 

Trustees were also board members of Del Monte Fruit Company, a company that radicals 

viewed as reliant on the low wages and exploitative conditions of Central American 

banana plantations. William Roth, another trustee and director of the San Francisco-based 

Crown Zellerbach paper company, did considerable business in apartheid South Africa. 
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Others like Dudley Swim had financial investments across Latin America.83 “George 

Murray and Eldridge Cleaver are indeed a threat to their horded [sic] wealth, so too, a 

threat, are the Vietnamese, Latin American, and African people who have taken up the 

gun in the name of liberation . . . It is when George Murray stands up and says black 

people must fight their oppressors that their profits are threatened,” reads one SDS 

flyer.84 In the minds of white radicals, the strike’s call for an autonomous Third World 

college represented a chance to wrest power away from a group of white capitalists 

whose political and financial interests limited working-class and national liberation 

movements on a global scale.  

In order to shut down the College, a multiracial coalition of student activists used 

a variety of anonymous, sabotage tactics designed to create a crisis while still rendering 

the culprit invisible. The San Francisco State strike began on the heels of protests at 

Columbia University where students occupied multiple campus buildings for several 

days.85 Rather than model their actions in the mold of Columbia’s student occupation, the 

BSU, TWLF, and their white allies structured their actions in a manner that used labor 

union tactics such as the picket line as well as more clandestine strategies.86 In pamphlets 

distributed to the public, the TWLF compared themselves to the striking farmworkers of 

Delano, California. But, the group’s most successful methods of shutting down the 

college had more in common with the methods of sabotage reminiscent of Cuban and 
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Vietnamese communists. As some students held picket lines and tried to prevent entrance 

to the University, others set small fires, cut electricity lines, and clogged toilets to the 

point of overflow. Strikers would also invade classrooms still in session and force 

students and teachers to leave in a tactic termed a “take-over.”87 White students would 

barge “into classes to argue for the strike and [explain] the ten demands,” SDS activist 

Connie Ullman recounted.88 BSU chairman Benny Stewart referred to this strategy as 

“the War of the Flea,” a term lifted from the title of Robert Taber’s classic text on 

guerrilla warfare. The point was to create such an ongoing, anonymous source of 

disruption that the College would be forced to shut down. The tactic worked. By the end 

of the strike’s first week, attendance was down fifty percent.89  

Police violence inflicted against student strikers and the Administration’s lack of 

receptiveness to student demands would result in an expansion of community support for 

the strike on and beyond San Francisco State’s campus. On November 13, following days 

of disruption, hundreds more students would join the strike effort after witnessing the San 

Francisco Tac Squad indiscriminately beating students. The widespread police brutality 

of that day forced President Smith to briefly close the campus and resign. Following 

Smith’s resignation, Governor Reagan installed law-and-order conservative Samuel 

Hayakawa as San Francisco State College’s new President. Hayakawa, a Japanese-

American semanticist, condemned the TWLF’s politics as “racist” and pledged to keep 
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the San Francisco Police on campus.90 San Francisco State’s new president declared a 

“state of emergency,” outlawing demonstrations and increasing the armed, police 

presence on campus. Eighty students would report injuries at the hands of police during 

the strike.91 The increased police brutality that would accompany President Hayakawa’s 

tenure pushed many Black liberals to the side of the multiracial coalition of striking 

students. 

Black community leaders initially approached President Samuel Hayakawa as 

capable of negotiating a peaceful end to the strike, but quickly changed their minds. In 

early December, eighty Black community members set up a meeting with President 

Hayakawa. The meeting would take place in the offices of Carlton Goodlett’s Sun-

Reporter newspaper. Goodlett, initially weary of students’ militant tactics, had been 

recently persuaded by Ron Dellums to come to the defense of the BSU and TWLF after 

the violence of mid-November.92 However, Black liberals like Goodlett, Dellums, and 

Willie Brown would take offense to, what they perceived as, Hayakawa’s condescending 

attitude towards Black community concerns. Brown recalled Hayakawa telling the 

community leaders to “‘be good boys and girls and help [him] out on campus.’”93 
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Ultimately, the meeting ended in disarray and resulted in a more robust display of support 

for the strike on behalf of the Bay Area’s Black community.94  

Over time, Black liberals, who had mostly looked to institutional reform as a 

means of bringing about social change, came to be reliable defenders of the students’ 

militancy. “Some people are getting hung up on tactics, and I say that is a bad bag for us 

as community people to get into . . . even if I could become the tribal chief of all black 

students across the country and raise my hand and stop all the window breaking, you 

know damned well [college Administrators] would not respond to this,” Dellums 

remarked.95 San Francisco State, argued Dellums, fit “into the total need for basic 

revolutionary change to liberate black people in America.”96 Carlton Goodlett, a U.S. 

representative of the Soviet-aligned World Peace Council, much like the TWLF and BSU 

themselves, framed strikers’ tactics in anti-colonial terms: “I happen to be a member of 

the World Council of Peace and the world peace organizations have been forced by the 

Third World people to agree that wars of mass deliberation are just wars and under those 

circumstance the TWLF in this country are saying to the power structure and their 

supporters in the adult segment of their respective communities that violence in the 

national struggle for liberation is probably justifiable . . .”97  

On December 4, 1968, a day after another round of massive fights occurred 

between radicals, police, and right-wing students, Black liberals came to San Francisco 
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State to voice support for the BSU and the TWLF. Willie Brown, representatives of local 

civil rights groups, Carlton Goodlett, Cecil Williams, and Ron Dellums all attended.98 As 

Dellums spoke to thousands at an illegal, on-campus rally, he called for the immediate 

removal of police and dismissal of all classes. “The demands of the Black students and 

the Third World Liberation Front are not discussable, negotiable, debatable, or 

compromisable! . . . We will protect our young finest whether they are black men or 

black women, or brown men or brown women. We will be here with our bodies if those 

police are not removed,” Dellums emphatically declared.99 Carlton Goodlett’s speech, in 

particular, caught the attention of SDS’ Todd Gitlin. “Goodlett, no Black Panther, laid it 

down hardest: ‘We are ready to die; if necessary we will exercise our constitutional right 

to bear arms,’” Gitlin recalled.100 Both Dellums and Goodlett would be arrested for their 

participation in the illegal rally.101 The demands—and occasionally even the rhetoric—of 

Black liberals and San Francisco State’s student radicals were becoming increasingly 

indistinguishable.  

As historian Martha Biondi notes, Black community leaders became important 

allies for the striking students in their offering of political, moral, and legal support.102 

Community leaders, often dressed in suits and ties, frequently accompanied striking 
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students on and off campus for student meetings and demonstrations to reduce the 

probability of police attack. Black liberals like Willie Brown, Ron Dellums, Carlton 

Goodlett, and others also became involved in raising money to bail arrested students out 

of jail, helped students find lawyers, and assisted in tracking down spaces where the BSU 

and the TWLF could hold meetings.103 Dellums, along with Goodlett and Brown, also 

worked closely with the Community Conference to Support the S.F. State Strike that 

sought to create connections between student groups and organized labor.104  

The alliances created over the course of the strike generally corresponded with 

Ron Dellums’ conception of “coalition politics.” “If we are fifteen percent of the 

population and we achieve Black Power in its most beautiful form, I recognize that we’re 

still only fifteen percent. My politics say that we’ve got to form coalitions with other 

groups of people . . . We don’t have to get hung up in an ideological bag about whether 

one is a socialist or a liberal, or a radical, the hell with all those labels! If you’re moving 

in the same direction, then let’s go!,” Dellums told an audience in Sacramento two 

months before the strike began.105 From its founding, the TWLF reflected such a 

coalition. The group included members of the BSU, the Asian American Political 

Alliance (AAPA), Intercollegiate Chinese for Social Action (ICSA), Philippine American 

College Endeavor (PACE), Latin American Student Organization (LASO), Mexican 

American Student Confederation (MASC), Native American students like Richard 
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Oakes, and Indian-Americans like Hari Dillon.106 Support behind the striking students 

came to include organized labor as well. As of mid-January 1969, the entirety of 

American Federation of Teachers (AFT) Local 1352, the union representing the majority 

of faculty on campus, voted to strike as well. While AFT-1352’s grievances remained 

more tied to workplace reforms than the creation of an autonomous Third World College, 

the union members’ refusal to work greatly exacerbated the toll that the student-initiated 

strike took on campus.107 

By January 1969, the spirit of San Francisco State’s left-liberal rebellion would 

spread to the region’s largest college, UC–Berkeley. Across the Bay, Berkeley’s own 

TWLF would spark a three-month strike that framed local demands in larger international 

contexts. Much like at San Francisco State, Berkeley’s strike framed multiracial students’ 

struggle for an autonomous Third World College with curriculum relevant to the 

college’s diverse student body as a global movement against inequity. “The right of Third 

World People to self determination is a central part of the world-wide conflict against 

imperialism. That principle is as important to Berkeley as it is to the revolutionary 

struggle of the peoples in Africa, Asia, and Latin America,” wrote Berkeley’s TWLF.108 

Members of the TWLF repeatedly highlighted the college as one engaged in suppressing 

self-determination at home, as revealed in school’s efforts to suppress the strike, and 

abroad in places like Vietnam. “This University has been deeply involved in the Vietnam 

morass . . . this campus is one of the centers for research on chemical and biological 
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warfare, most of which would be used against people of the Third World,” argued strike 

leader Manuel Delgado.109 As with San Francisco State, Berkeley’s strike would come to 

gain the support of Black liberals like Ron Dellums and Carlton Goodlett, as well as 

campus unions.110  

Despite the rebellion’s growth, the two strikes’ goals of building autonomous, 

Third World Colleges were only partially successful. By March 1969, struggles at San 

Francisco State and UC–Berkeley would end with mixed reception in the minds of many 

activists. As militant protests broke out on UC–Berkeley’s campus on March 3, Governor 

Reagan called on the California Highway Patrol and National Guard to quell the 

uprising.111 Following the National Guard’s arrival on campus, the Academic Senate 

unanimously approved an Ethnic Studies department with the capabilities to eventually 

grow into its own college.112 Similarly, at San Francisco State, after a five-month strike, 

the TWLF and a University-appointed committee agreed to a settlement that ended the 

protest and created a School of Ethnic Studies that included Black, Asian American, and 

La Raza Studies Departments. San Francisco State also agreed to make an effort to raise 

the percentage of students eligible for admission from the top 33% of graduating high-

school seniors to the top 40%, increase admission fee waivers, and recruit Third World 

students in order to increase the number of Third World students on campus by one 
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thousand.113 However, in neither case did students win an autonomous college with the 

power to hire and fire nor a policy of open admissions. Ultimately, by March, the 

movement on both campuses had lost much of its steam. At both schools, TWLF leaders 

were expelled and, at San Francisco State in particular, hundreds of students were 

arrested on charges relating to the strike. Nine hundred civil jury cases resulted out of the 

San Francisco State’s struggle.114 “Don’t you feel like the Vietnamese in ‘refugee 

camps?’ Like the Czechs in Prague?,” San Francisco State students asked in an effort to 

link their struggle to a larger international one.115 As other scholars have argued, the 

troubles of the judicial system, as well as the conclusion of the AFT strike a few weeks 

prior, resulted in a type of burn-out effect among students at the Universities. Student 

activists simply lost the momentum needed to keep pushing for their more radical 

demands of autonomy and open access education.116  

The San Francisco State strike and the other struggles that it inspired did not 

succeed in implementing its radical goals of an autonomous Third World College nor 

inspiring a social movement that posed a serious challenge to the U.S. capitalist state. 

However, the strike marked an important moment in growing a coalition between leftists 

and liberals that linked their immediate surroundings to larger international 

developments. While the strike’s goals were local ones, the strike’s tactics and 
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ideological underpinnings remained international in scope. Thus, an analysis of the strike 

required both leftists and liberals to reckon with international events like the Vietnam 

War, the Cuban Revolution, and other developments. In the process of protest, 

participants linked the global and the local together as part of a single struggle. Leftists 

and liberals made these connections often to different ends. For the TWLF, San Francisco 

State represented one part of a larger global rebellion. Yet for liberals, like Ron Dellums, 

the strike brought attention to a vision for a more equitable society that could be created 

by redirecting national priorities away from militarism and towards domestic social 

programs. Despite their varied global thinking, leftists and liberals remained united in 

advocating on behalf of the BSU and TWLF’s demands. As the strike unfolded, student 

radicals gained a valuable platform in the local prominence of figures like Ron Dellums, 

Willie Brown, and Carlton Goodlett. At the same time, students’ tactics forced liberals 

like Dellums to embrace militancy as a legitimate political tactic used in political 

struggle. In the end, the San Francisco State strike played a decisive role in bringing 

together the Urban Internationalist Coalition that, in the future, would shape the Bay 

Area’s local-level foreign policies and provide an example for other communities 

pursuing similar strategies.  

Occupied Berkeley 

The campuses of San Francisco State and UC–Berkeley would not be the only 

arena in which liberals and leftists collaborated toward local goals placed in broader 

international contexts. Months after the conclusion of the Third World Strikes, former 

student strikers, hippies, and homeless youth began to construct a “People’s Park” on a 

University of California-owned vacant lot. The vacant land had been the previous 
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location of student and hippie boarding houses bulldozed in a University-led 

gentrification effort.117 The attempt to build a community park in Berkeley’s South 

Campus neighborhood on University-owned space sparked a violent backlash on behalf 

of both the city government and the University regents.118 During the National Guard’s 

seventeen-day occupation of Berkeley in May 1969 that occurred in response to protests 

around preserving People’s Park, Guardsmen would kill one protester and blind 

another.119 The People’s Park uprising is best remembered in popular memory as a 

movement of student radicals and countercultural hippies. However, the violent backlash 

against protesters by Police and the National Guard would prompt liberals like Dellums 

to struggle alongside student radicals and hippies in mobilizing public sentiment in favor 

of preserving the Park. Much like at San Francisco State, police violence also imbued 

what emerged as a local struggle around public space with an internationalist sentiment 

that linked the revolt to a broader global rebellion facing widespread state repression. 

However, unlike at San Francisco State, protests at People’s Park remained a 

predominantly white struggle. The protests around the park spread the international 

solidarity and peace-dividend politics that had engulfed San Francisco State months prior 

further into Berkeley’s white communities. “Berkeley, California is an occupied city. It is 

no different from Berlin, or Saigon, or the dozens of other ‘foreign’ cities that we read 

about in the daily press,” SDS argued.120 These two interconnected factors of left-liberal 
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coalition and local-global linkages made the protests around People’s Park another 

important building block in the rise of the Bay Area’s Urban Internationalist Coalition. 

The struggle around People’s Park began in response to an April 2, 1969 Berkeley 

Barb article calling on neighbors to build a park on a vacant lot off Telegraph Avenue. 

On April 20, a group of hippies, radicals, students, professors, and others began to turn 

the vacant lot into a community park. Berkeley residents continued to construct what 

became known as “People’s Park” on the University-owned lot for weeks, angering the 

college’s regents. After thousands of angry protesters responded to the California 

Highway Patrol’s re-taking of the park on May 15, Mayor Wallace Johnson called on 

Governor Reagan to send in the National Guard and declare a state of extreme 

emergency. During the protests, demonstrators reportedly threw rocks at officers from a 

roof of a theatre. Police retaliated by indiscriminately firing into a crowd located on the 

rooftop. The shots blinded Alan Blanchard and killed twenty-six year old James Rector. 

On Tuesday, May 20, in response to a peaceful campus protest, a National Guard 

helicopter indiscriminately sprayed CS tear gas, a substance originally developed to flush 

out the NLF from bunkers in Vietnam. The action resulted in the gassing of many 

students and staff completely uninvolved in the demonstrations.121  

Much like at San Francisco State, the Park’s leftist protesters saw themselves as 

participants in a global movement against capitalism and U.S. imperialism. While, 

initially, the predominantly anarchist-led cause of People’s Park appeared to many on the 

Marxist left as a distraction from systemic issues, Marxists’ attitude immediately changed 
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upon news of the National Guard occupation, inspiring hopes that the protests would 

grow into a larger struggle against property relations within the city.122 The police and 

military’s brutal actions against protesters further cemented ideas among activists that 

People’s Park represented the local iteration of a larger international rebellion. “In 

People’s Park, at the University of California, at Columbia, in Detroit, in Mexico, in 

France, in Vietnam,” one activist wrote. “We read every day about students, black 

people, workers, all kinds of people—fighting that small group of men who control our 

country, the politicians, generals, and corporation executives.”123 In Ramparts magazine, 

former congressional candidate Robert Scheer argued that during the protests, University 

Regents, Police, and National Guard began to see demonstrators as “Viet Cong” and the 

countercultural South Campus neighborhood as an “enemy camp.”124 Protesters also 

spray painted slogans like “Welcome to Prague” on the city’s walls.125 As it turned out, 

protesters were not wrong in assessing the influence of the protests beyond Berkeley. In 

addition to student-led, People’s Park solidarity demonstrations throughout California, 

Italian students occupied an administration building at a college in Rome in support of 

the Berkeley protests. As the student who intercepted the telephone call from Europe 
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remembered, “the Italians kept shouting slogans about taking over in the name of 

socialism.”126 

Radicals were not the only residents who used internationalism to understand 

local events unfolding in Berkeley. As the result of the police’s brutal response, liberal 

Berkeley residents began to sympathize with the protesters and also use the language of 

occupation to understand their city’s predicament.127 “All Berkeley citizens, regardless of 

where their sympathies lie, are living in occupied territory . . . Berkeley serves as an 

example of how an American city and all its citizens may have their lives endangered by 

outside forces and their rights taken away from them by their elected government,” wrote 

resident Marcia Brown.128 “The University will not be mortally crippled by giving a 

small piece of land to the citizens of Berkeley,” wrote another bystander.129 The San 

Francisco Chronicle referred to the Police and National Guard’s actions as “Vietnam 

Tactics . . . far in excess of provocation, necessity, or justification.”130 Once again, as at 

San Francisco State, a heavy-handed police response had liberals siding with 

internationally-minded radicals against the city government, police, and University 

regents.  

While the majority of the region’s political establishment justified the military 

response, Councilmember Ron Dellums emerged as the sole electoral voice 
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representative of locals siding against the Police and National Guard. “I don’t want to 

hear my kids ask, ‘Is there a war going on?’ That turns my gut,” Dellums said at a 

contentious, nine-hour Berkeley City Council meeting on May 20.131 Importantly, 

Dellums would not condemn the militant tactics that some demonstrators practiced, 

instead aiming to keep the Council focused on the violence of the police and National 

Guard.132 As the Guard maintained its presence in Berkeley, the City Councilmember 

would march alongside 30,000 demonstrators calling for the Guard’s removal. “Berkeley 

is telling the world,” Dellums told the press, “that this is our response to tyranny, 

violence, and Fascism.”133  

Ron Dellums’ support of the protests around People’s Park set him apart from the 

rest of California’s politicians. In the days following the protests, a bipartisan array of 

high-profile legislators had taken the side of the National Guard. The East Bay’s 

conservative State Assemblyperson Don Mulford compared the riots to the Bolsheviks’ 

seizure of the Winter Palace. In a heated televised exchange with Berkeley Professor 

Leon Wofsy, Governor Ronald Reagan doubled down on the necessity of the Guard’s 

response in the aftermath of Rector’s death.134 Berkeley’s Congressman Jeffrey Cohelan 
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condemned “extraordinary excesses on both sides.”135 As if to respect the decisions and 

positions of higher ranking politicians, the Berkeley City Council mostly followed suit in 

condemning protesters. In an attempt to justify James Rector’s death, City Manager 

William Hanley presented a collection of weapons used against officers during protests to 

the council and reiterated that he and Mayor Wallace had requested and agreed with the 

Governor’s actions. During the tense meeting that featured testimonies from teargased 

students, Ron Dellums moved that the National Guard be removed from the city and the 

state of emergency called by the Governor be lifted immediately. No other 

councilmember seconded the motion.136  

While Dellums’ stand against the National Guard’s occupation of Berkeley 

remained unpopular within the City Council, it endeared him to the left-liberal coalition 

growing around the preservation of People’s Park. Dellums’ stand was widely reported 

by the local, leftist press as a move that set him apart from the other politicians. “The rest 

of the council has no guts to turn,” wrote the Berkeley Barb in reference to Dellums’ 

concerns about his child’s question regarding the National Guard.137 “We could hear 

people addressing the council and [City Councilmember] Ron Dellums was the only 

person who answered like a cogent human being. He listened sympathetically,” 

remembered activist Ying Lee Kelley. Dellums “was really receptive and being someone 
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who could say to the crowd, ‘I hear you. I share your anger’ . . . He became a leader in 

my eyes at that time, a sensitive, intellectually, morally, judicially responsible person.”138 

As public opinion continued to sour on the police violence used against student 

demonstrators and the National Guard’s presence in Berkeley, other Councilmembers 

began to side with Dellums’ position. On May 24, the Council voted to demand that 

Governor Reagan remove his state of extreme emergency and the Alameda Board of 

Supervisors and Department of Justice investigate the abuse of arrestees at the Santa Rita 

jail. They also agreed to support negotiations between protesters and the city. The 

majority of these unanimously passed resolutions originated with Ron Dellums’ 

proposals.139 In the end, the City Council did not possess the power to rescind a state of 

extreme emergency imposed by the Governor. The National Guard would ultimately 

remain in Berkeley until June 3.140 However, Dellums proposals held symbolic value to 

leftists and liberals who henceforth viewed the Councilmember as the sole politician who 

had advocated from the uprising’s beginning on behalf of the protesters.141  

The demonstrations around People’s Park marked another important moment of 

expansion for the Urban Internationalist Coalition that Ron Dellums would come to 

represent politically. As it had at San Francisco State, a violent police response to the 

construction of Berkeley’s community-generated “People’s Park” prompted the creation 

of a coalition of student radicals, hippies, homeless youth, and liberal community 
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members against the two-week occupation of the city. While the underlying issues 

driving the protests around People’s Park remained local in origin, the various segments 

of this local coalition connected their experiences to that of a global trend of resisting 

occupation that included the likes of Vietnamese national liberation forces and Prague 

residents resisting the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. Whether protestors’ 

internationalist understanding of events remained overly romantic is an open debate. Yet, 

the experience of People’s Park and the internationalism through which participants 

understood the protests would work to strengthen the left-liberal alliances, global-local 

connections, and solidarity with rebellious communities that defined the emerging Urban 

Internationalist Coalition in future years. While Berkeley’s left-liberal coalition and 

internationalist understandings of local politics predated People’s Park, they engulfed the 

city in an unprecedented way in May 1969. Importantly, as the City Councilmember most 

aligned with protesters, People’s Park served as another moment in which Ron Dellums 

grew closer to this developing coalition. The following year, Ron Dellums would unite 

the internationalist politics of non-white communities seen during the Bay Area’s Third 

World Strikes and the predominantly white protestors of People’s Park behind his 1970 

Congressional campaign—firmly cementing the Urban Internationalist Coalition.  

“One Clenched Fist in Congress” 

 In 1970, Ron Dellums would launch another Democratic primary challenge 

against Cold War liberal Jeffrey Cohelan. The race brought the politics of late sixties 

rebellion to the electoral arena. Running against Cohelan, Ron Dellums’ campaign 

centered peace-dividend politics. Berkeley’s City Councilmember famously linked the 

expanding military budget to the racism and poverty apparent in Oakland. While 
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Dellums’ rhetorical linkages between the foreign and domestic recalled those of Robert 

Scheer, Dellums’ 1970 race took place at different political moment than Scheer’s. 

Between 1966 and 1970, massive protest movements like the Third World strikes at San 

Francisco State and UC–Berkeley, the protests around People’s Park, as well as the 

growth of the Black Panther Party had demonstrated and popularized ideas of perceiving 

local politics as being embedded within larger global contexts. While Dellums would not 

campaign as a socialist or an advocate of revolutionary internationalism, his unwavering 

support for local, left-led movements meant that many to his left would support his 

campaign. As historian Robert Self notes, “Dellums’ [1970] congressional campaign 

helped to redefine liberalism in the East Bay.”142 Yet, the campaign did much more than 

reshape liberalism. Dellums’ 1970 campaign and his eventual win ultimately solidified an 

evolving coalition between liberals and leftists around foreign policy. Ultimately, liberals 

remained but one segment of this coalition that would reshape local politics and its 

approach to foreign affairs.  

Dellums would become one of many Democrats elected to Congress on antiwar 

platforms in the early 1970s. Yet, his opening courting of the left separated him from 

other recently elected officials.143 When asked by the Berkeley Barb why he decided to 

run for Congress, Dellums cited the work of “the Berkeley Free Speech Movement, black 

caucuses, Ecology Action groups, Chicano and other third world groups, the Black 

Panther Party, and numerous anti-war groups” as his key impetus. He stressed that “these 
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groups need[ed] national representation by a politician who is committed to solving the 

problems they are pointing out.”144 In another interview, Dellums stressed that his 

campaign could build on the successes of Robert Scheer while incorporating the politics 

of recent, local grassroots movements. He hoped to help constituents “relate to the kind 

of reality which the Panthers have perceived.”145 Ultimately, during the campaign, the 

bulk of Dellums’ positive press coverage came not from establishment papers like the 

Oakland Tribune or Berkeley Daily Gazette, but from alternative weeklies associated 

with the student left and countercultural communities like the Berkeley Barb and 

Berkeley Tribe. “East Bay radical activists have a powerful and sympathetic candidate 

willing to speak for them in Washington—if they want him,” argued the Berkeley 

Barb.146 Dellums’ campaign even received one of the first political endorsements made 

by the Oakland-based Black Panther Party in a move that marked the Huey Newton-

aligned wing of the Party’s 1970s move towards social democratic politics. “We feel that 

in the past, Dellums has taken an interest against the repressive tactics of the police . . . 

We feel that he would make a responsible congressman for the 7th district, and we hope to 

open up avenues for the Panther Party to throw our support behind him,” David Hilliard 

told the Berkeley Tribe.147 UC–Berkeley’s Black Student Union also encouraged 

members to volunteer with Dellums’ campaign.148 As then twenty-three year old 
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canvasser Doss Welch remembered, middle-aged leftists like Florence McDonald, a 

former member of both CNP and the Communist Party, staffed Dellums’ campaign office 

while students from UC–Berkeley and California State-Hayward did the bulk of the door-

to-door canvassing.149  

Not all leftist reception to Dellums’ campaign was positive. By 1970, SDS had 

split into a variety of political factions who differed tactically in their approach to 

building a U.S. revolutionary movement. Some student radicals pursued armed struggle 

and others opted to organize the working class. While SDS-factions like the clandestine 

Weathermen and the communist party-building groups of the Revolutionary Youth 

Movement II bloc disagreed on revolutionary tactics, they both stood in opposition 

towards engagement in electoral politics.150 Similarly, the local chapter of the Trotskyist 

Socialist Workers Party (SWP)—who did participate in elections but as an independent 

party—argued that Dellums’ campaign “worked to strengthen the Democratic Party” by 

incorporating leftists and the Black community into its fold.151 The Peace and Freedom 

Party even ran a candidate against Dellums in the general election.152 However, despite 

their weariness towards electoralism, the internationalist rhetoric of the left’s recent 

street-level protest movements arguably played a role in Dellums’ internationalist 

campaign language gaining wider public acceptance. While Dellums would not win over 
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his leftist critics, he tried to appease them by reiterating that he didn’t “necessarily see the 

solution to our problems within the system as it’s now structured,” signaling his 

sympathy to their politics. Ultimately, while Dellums remained a critic of the 

Democrats’, in his words, “expedient liberalism,” he justified his Party affiliation as a 

means of “reach[ing] the people where they’re at,” or where most local residents were 

used to engaging politically.153   

Dellums’ electoral strategy centered peace-dividend politics, but he also made 

clear that he rejected the anticommunism undergirding American foreign policy. The City 

Councilmember’s campaign rhetoric signaled to the public that he remained a candidate 

capable of representing both anti-war liberals and socialists on the national stage. 

“Outraged by America's military adventures around the globe, Ron Dellums calls for a 

massive shift in the American assumption that we must be a nation constantly at war to 

the American dream that we can be a nation returning its billions of dollars to its poor 

and disadvantaged citizens,” reads a profile of the candidate in Carlton Goodlett’s Sun-

Reporter newspaper. “Ron Dellums knows that domestic peace is impossible without 

international peace.”154 As Dellums promoted peace-dividend politics, he simultaneously 

defended the politics of the left by portraying Cold War anticommunism, rather than 

international socialism, as the major source of the world’s problems. In the process, 

Dellums argued for a solidaristic U.S. foreign policy that in which America could 

financially aid the Third World without dictating its political and economic paths.  “More 

important [than immediately ending the Vietnam war] will be a change in the underlying 
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assumption of American foreign policy. America is basing its policy on attempting to 

save the world from Communism. This 1950s rhetoric doesn't fit 1970,” argued Dellums. 

“American policy should be to help nations solve their real problems, not attempt to 

aggressively influence their policies.”155 

In the Black and Mexican-American neighborhoods of Oakland, Dellums also 

stressed linkages between urban poverty and the military budget. Much like Oakland’s 

Black Panther Party, Dellums’ campaign pushed increased community control of the 

police and racism’s role in exacerbating urban poverty.156 He, again, stressed “the 

reordering of national resources to the solving of domestic problems: poverty, hunger, 

racism, inadequate education, housing and health care, the problems of pollution of air 

and water, and protecting our environment.”157 Undoubtedly assisted by the prominence 

that his family name garnered in Black Oakland, Dellums’ vision of an expanded welfare 

state and a defunded military budget achieved overwhelming support in Oakland’s non-

white communities. During his primary race against Jeffrey Cohelan, the Dellums 

campaign would register 22,000 mostly Black and Mexican-American voters.158 

Amid Dellums’ campaign, U.S. foreign policy would bear down on daily lives of 

Americans. In April 1970, President Richard Nixon invaded the neutral country of 

 
155 Carol Long, “Cohelan Out of Touch, Dellums,” Sun-Reporter (San Francisco, CA), January 

31, 1970. 
 

156 Self, American Babylon, 297.  
 

157 Long, “Cohelan Out of Touch, Dellums.” 
 

158 Socialist Workers Party, “Campaign 71, A Socialist Alternative: This is the Position of the 
Socialist Workers Party on the April Coalition and the Berkeley Election,” Personal Collection of the 
Author. 



71 

Cambodia. Protests erupted throughout the United States in response. Nixon’s publicly 

announced decision, in reality, marked the end of a secret, massive bombing campaign to 

target NLF and North Vietnamese forces fleeing U.S. attacks. Operation MENU, as the 

bombing campaign was called, dropped 110,000 tons of bombs on Cambodia and ended 

village life in regions across the border with Vietnam. At a time in which 150,000 combat 

troops had been ordered home and war footage disappeared from the nightly news, the 

bombings shocked the public.159 In early May, National Guard and police forces killed 

protesting students at Ohio’s Kent State University and Mississippi’s Jackson State 

College. The students’ deaths set off massive rallies throughout the country.160 By the 

end of May, close to one-third of U.S. universities participated in a nation-wide student 

strike and more than eighty percent of U.S. universities experienced demonstrations. An 

increased sense of student militancy accompanied the protests as well. In May 1970, 

there were over 16,000 documented incidents of bombings or burnings of ROTC or war-

research facilities on U.S. college campuses.161  

In the East Bay, Dellums’ campaign became one of many efforts to connect life in 

Oakland and Berkeley to the war in Southeast Asia. Protests, in turn, heightened public 

interest around the congressional race. In early May, Governor Ronald Reagan shut down 

the entirety of California’s massive public higher education system for a four-day period 

in response to fears of student outrage in the wake of the Kent State killings. Meanwhile, 

17,000 students rallied at Berkeley’s Greek Theatre and vowed to reimagine the 
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University of California as a “a center for organizing against the war in Southeast 

Asia.”162 In mid-May, two separate Berkeley neighborhood groups brought petitions and 

resolutions calling on the City Council to condemn the bombing of Cambodia. In 

response, Berkeley’s City Council would pass a symbolic resolution that, among other 

demands, “call[ed] for the early withdrawal of all American military personnel and 

equipment from Southeast Asia” and “urg[ed] Congress to cease dissipating the Nation’s 

resources in Southeast Asia and exert its constitutional power to redirect the Nation’s 

resources to solving the critical urban problems of Berkeley and most other American 

cities.”163 Berkeley was one of many cities around the country with City Councils who 

passed anti-war resolutions that spring.164  

Dellums’ campaign literature similarly reflected the rhetoric of the Bay Area’s 

budding Urban Internationalist Coalition. “The war has progressed to the point of 

madness; the economy is falling apart; jobs are nowhere available; the poor are worse off 

than ever; students are being shot; helicopters are flying over our houses; and the arms 

race is killing us all, ” reads one 1970 campaign flyer.165 Dellums’ messaging 

simultaneously recalled Vietnam, urban poverty, and People’s Park. The campaign thus 

mobilized popular understandings of Berkeley as an “occupied territory,” leftover from 

the May 1969 protests, for electoral purposes. “The Cambodian invasion punctuated the 
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need to elect Dellums and new volunteers flooded into the campaign,” remembered 

canvasser David Mundstock.166 In the spring of 1970, Mundstock helped to register 1600 

students to vote on UC–Berkeley’s campus “with Dellums as their chief motivation for 

voting.”167  

Dellums’ campaign strategy proved successful against both Jeffrey Cohelan and, 

after winning the Democratic primary, his Republican challenger. Jeffrey Cohelan 

neglected to take the primary challenge seriously, working in Washington rather than 

campaigning in the district.168 In a miraculous political upset, the thirty-four year old Ron 

Dellums defeated six-time incumbent Democrat Jeffrey Cohelan by winning 55% of the 

District’s vote. Following Cohelan’s defeat, Republicans nominated relatively unknown, 

twenty-five year old Vietnam veteran John Healy to challenge Dellums. Ultimately, as a 

relative newcomer to politics with little record to speak of, Healy’s argument against 

Dellums mostly consisted of red-baiting, painting him as a radical, “black militant.”169 “If 

it is radical to want an end to war and violence and destruction, so that we all can devote 

ourselves to challenge of peace, then I am pleased to call myself a radical,” Dellums 
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countered.170 In early November, Dellums beat Healy by 25,000 votes and became the 

first African-American to represent the district.171  

Dellums’ 1970 campaign would, for the most part, mostly stress the peace-

dividend politics of antiwar liberals rather than the left’s international solidarity. But, 

Dellums willingness to provide support to leftist causes, like that of Vietnamese 

communists, grew following his electoral win. With the assistance of political ally 

Carlton Goodlett, Dellums travelled to Stockholm, Sweden to serve as a U.S. 

representative for the World Peace Council’s November 1970 “World Conference on 

Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia.” The conference attracted three hundred delegates from 

16 countries, including representatives from North Vietnam and the Provisional 

Revolutionary Government of South Vietnam. The World Peace Council “call[ed] upon 

the peoples of the world to give their political, moral, and material support to the heroic 

struggle of the Indochinese people.”172 “This opportunity, through this forum, for me to 

hear representatives of the Provisional Revolutionary Government (PRG) of South 

Vietnam, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, and representatives from Laos and 

Cambodia is a very valuable experience for me . . .  to reaffirm to you the dedication of 

my supporters to the cause of ending this war with-immediate and complete withdrawal 

of U.S. and allied military forces . . . ,” Dellums told North Vietnamese and PRG 
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representatives.173 Apart from his espousal of international solidarity, Dellums also called 

attention to the importance of peace-dividend politics by linking local conditions in 

American cities to Southeast Asia for the audience: “In the United States, the war in 

Indochina influences our every act and thought and is having a devastating effect upon 

our every political, economic and social program. This war threatens not only the 

survival of a tiny country 10,000 miles away, but also the domestic tranquility and moral 

fiber of our people at home.”174 Dellums’ presence at the conference was covered by the 

New York Times and signaled to the United States—and the world—the creation of a new 

coalition around foreign affairs in Dellums’ home district knitting together concerns 

around the impacts of the military budget on domestic, social democratic programs at 

home with a genuine support for international, revolutionary movements.  

 Ron Dellums’ November 1970 victory represented the culmination of at least four 

years of a mutually reinforcing, interactive relationship between the Bay Area’s left-

liberal electoral and street-level protest movements. Both leftists and liberals, for their 

own reasons, had repeatedly connected local politics to international affairs. Throughout 

his congressional campaign, Dellums continually linked the poverty of Oakland and 

Berkeley’s inner-city neighborhoods to the bloated military budget and his opposition to 

the Vietnam War. Dellums’ rhetorical linkages served to encompass the concerns of 

Oakland’s Black community and Berkeley’s student left simultaneously. But, the 

candidate’s language also signaled to onlookers his involvement in a broader, left-liberal 

coalition around foreign policy that began with the 1966 Robert Scheer campaign, ran 

 
173 “Dellums Speech,” Sun-Reporter, December 12, 1970.  

 
174 Ibid.  



76 

through the protests around San Francisco State and People’s Park, and ended up in his 

1970 campaign. In this sense, while the invasion of Cambodia spoke to the immediacy of 

Dellums’ campaign, previous local, protest movements had continually laid the 

foundations for the public acceptance of his internationalist sentiments. Ultimately, the 

importance of Dellums’ win rested not only in the political prominence that his new 

congressional position would provide him, but its further solidification of the region’s 

Urban Internationalist Coalition as well. 

*** 

 During the second half of 1960s, a left-liberal coalition around foreign relations 

cohered in the Bay Area that simultaneously encapsulated antiwar liberals’ peace-

dividend politics and the left’s international solidarity. The period saw both leftists and 

liberals embed internationalism within analyses of local political events. This emerging 

Urban Internationalist Coalition came to be identified most prominently with politician 

Ron Dellums. Yet, this coalition grew out of a constant interaction between local 

electoral campaigns and street protest movements in which these two forces—through a 

shared conception of interconnection between global and local events—reinforced one 

another in a dialectical fashion. Ultimately, while Bay Area leftists and liberals may have 

possessed different reasons for supporting the establishment of a Third World College at 

San Francisco State or the preservation of People’s Park, both groups supported the goals 

of these movements, highlighted international connections, and ultimately strengthened 

these struggles in the process. In 1970, Ron Dellums’ congressional campaign would 

build on both the prevalence of these global-local connections and left-liberal alliances to 

defeat both Cold War liberal incumbent Jeffrey Cohelan and Republican challenger John 
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Healy. As Dellums’ immediate entry into international politics at the World Conference 

on Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia in Stockholm signaled, the newly-elected congressional 

representative positioned himself as the figure capable of holding together the ideals of 

liberal peace-dividend politics and leftist international solidarity that the region’s Urban 

Internationalist Coalition entailed.  

 In the years following Dellums’ congressional win, the Urban Internationalist 

Coalition that supported his campaign would move away from simply identifying with 

revolutionary movements from afar to actively mobilizing on behalf of those seen as on 

the frontlines of opposing U.S. imperialism. Building on the space that Dellums’ win and 

rise to prominence had opened up for left-liberals electorally, the Bay Area’s Urban 

Internationalist Coalition began to use the resources of local government for the purposes 

of international solidarity. While the Urban Internationalist Coalition’s strategy of “local-

level foreign policy” emerged in Berkeley, it would eventually inspire activists in other 

cities to pursue similar strategies. It is to this story that we now turn. 
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CHAPTER 3: 
“THE WAR ENDS WHEN THE PEOPLE MAKE THE PEACE”: 

 DEVELOPING LOCAL-LEVEL FOREIGN POLICY IN THE ERA OF 
VIETNAMIZATION 

 
 On May 9, 1972, Berkeley erupted into a riot. The small stretch of Telegraph 

Avenue jutting out from the University became the site of a tense street battle between 

three hundred demonstrators and riot-gear-clad officers backed up by large armored 

vehicle, referred to by police as “big bad Bruce,” that sprayed plumes of tear gas at any 

adversaries.1 Protestors threw rocks, smashed windows, and lit a large fire across from 

City Hall.2 The scene recalled protests around People’s Park that took place three Mays 

earlier. Yet, unlike the outbursts triggered by the University’s suppression of People’s 

Park, this protest’s impetus did not immediately concern municipal matters. It was, 

rather, over attempts by residents to aid North Vietnam.3 More specifically, the riot’s 

origins could be found in a failed City Council resolution to allocate $1000 

(approximately $6,650 in 2022) of city funds towards the rebuilding of a 300-bed 

provincial hospital in Thanh Hóa, North Vietnam destroyed by thirty-five demolition and 

antipersonnel bombs on April 27, 1972. As organizers understood, the destruction of 

Thanh Hóa was the result of the Nixon’s Administration’s new military strategy of 
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Vietnamization—a process that replaced U.S. ground troops with South Vietnamese 

soldiers and intensified the U.S. air war on North Vietnam.4  

While the resolution was unsuccessful, it represented one of the first attempts by 

the Bay Area’s Urban Internationalist Coalition to utilize city government as a tool in an 

ongoing movement inside the United States to advance anti-imperialist movements 

domestically and abroad—a phenomenon referred to here as “local-level foreign policy.” 

This chapter traces local-level foreign policy’s emergence in 1970s Berkeley and its 

spread to other cities. It argues that the left-liberal alliance of the Urban Internationalist 

Coalition responded to the Nixon Administration’s strategy of Vietnamization by 

reimagining the City Council as a means of aiding groups viewed most capable of 

directly challenging U.S. militarism in that moment—dissident U.S. GIs and Vietnamese 

communists. Berkeley leftists and liberals’ embrace of local politics as foreign policy 

making represented a shift from stressing rhetorical linkages between local and 

international movements to using local movements to aid and strengthen the international 

struggles with which activists identified.    

 While tracing the beginnings of local-level foreign policy, I build on scholarly 

literature around Vietnam War-era “people’s diplomacy”—an effort by Vietnamese 

communists to promote a sympathetic portrayal of their national liberation struggle 

among U.S. and other global antiwar activists.5 Undoubtedly, Vietnamese activists’ 

diplomatic efforts played a crucial role in local-level foreign policy’s unfolding. In recent 

years, historians of the Vietnam War have studied how political organizations like 
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Women Strike for Peace (WSP), Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom 

(WILPF), Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), the Black Panther Party, and others 

engaged in Vietnamese-led people’s diplomacy by traveling to faraway locations to meet 

and discuss antiwar strategy with members of Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) 

and South Vietnam’s Provisional Revolutionary Government (PRG) mass organizations.6 

Understandably, most studies of the people’s diplomacy of the Vietnam War-era have 

focused on how U.S. and Vietnamese activists used highly-publicized international 

delegations and conferences to promote Vietnamese diplomatic objectives. However, less 

attention has been devoted to how Vietnam War-era people’s diplomacy was publicized 

and distributed through the local networks and resources available to U.S. activists. 

Examining the emergence of local-level foreign policy provides a window into the 

creative means through which the political messaging and strategies cultivated during 

international delegations and conferences were dispersed on the ground of the U.S. city. 

As the 1970s progressed, the City Council became an important resource that antiwar 

activists used to promote the outcomes of people’s diplomacy-related events within the 

United States.  
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 This next chapter is divided into four sections. The first section examines Ron 

Dellums’ first year as the Representative of California’s seventh district. Dellums’ move 

to Washington, D.C. coincided with important tactical changes in the U.S. antiwar 

movement. The Nixon Administration’s Vietnamization strategy prompted a shift in 

orientation on behalf of the movement that placed activists in an auxiliary role to those 

engaged on the ground in undermining U.S. imperialism abroad. Dellums became an 

active participant in this transformation by using his position to expand the dissident GI 

movement within the military. In doing so, he modeled nationally how liberal elected 

officials could play a collaborative role in promoting the antiwar movement’s emerging 

set of anti-imperialist, solidarity politics. The second section looks at how the antiwar 

movement’s shift towards solidarity politics shaped Berkeley’s 1971 City Council 

elections. During the elections, a new left-liberal group known as the April Coalition 

would apply New Left ideas of participatory democracy to foreign relations. In doing so, 

the April Coalition argued that Berkeley’s city government should play a role in 

supporting the diplomatic objectives of Vietnamese communists. The third section 

focuses on how Berkeley activists and newly elected City Councilmembers tried to 

implement local-level foreign policies. From 1971–2, activists would pressure the 

Berkeley City Council to offer sanctuary to GIs fleeing the draft and allocate funding 

towards rebuilding Vietnamese hospitals. While these early experiments with local-level 

foreign policy were not wholly successful, they generated a great deal of publicity. The 

interest around Berkeley’s efforts convinced activists of the City Council’s usefulness in 

promoting movement objectives. Finally, the fourth section explores how following the 

December 1972 Christmas bombings of Hanoi, Berkeley’s strategy of local-level foreign 
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policy spread to other areas. In early 1973, activists in other cities looked to the City 

Council as a fundraising platform as part of a national campaign to rebuild Hanoi’s Bach 

Mai Hospital, the largest hospital in North Vietnam. The Bach Mai Hospital Emergency 

Relief Fund generated hundreds of thousands of dollars for North Vietnam. But, the 

backlash against activists’ attempts to force local governments to allocate city funds 

towards the rebuilding of the hospital forced some to consider different methods of 

supporting revolutionary movements using the platform of city government in future 

years.  

Ron Dellums and the Tactical Shift of the Vietnamization Era   

Ron Dellums’ first year as Congressman for California’s seventh district unfolded 

alongside an emerging solidarity politics within the antiwar movement. During the early 

1970s, activists began to prioritize aiding those most directly engaged in undermining 

U.S. foreign policy aims. This political shift was a response to the United States’ 

changing approach to the ongoing Vietnam War.  From 1970–72, the United States 

withdrew nearly 365,000 U.S. troops from Southeast Asia as a part of President Nixon’s 

Vietnamization strategy.7 Television stations began airing less combat footage.8 By 

January 1972, Nixon had ended the draft, yet the war dragged on.9 As South Vietnamese 

began to replace American troops and the U.S. escalated its air war on North Vietnam, 

the antiwar movement had in part achieved its earlier goals of troop withdrawals and, 

soon, draft elimination. This new reality left a bitter taste in activists’ mouths. As one 
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demonstrator argued, “‘Bring the Troops Home’, for example, while useful at an earlier 

stage, now helps to provide tacit support for vastly increased use of air power as a 

substitute for ground troops.”10 As scholar Marilyn Young put it, “Vietnamization raised 

the possibility of perpetual war at an acceptable cost.”11 Changes in military tactics 

forced a repositioning of the U.S. antiwar movement. During the 1970s, antiwar activism 

morphed from a movement focused on bringing troops home and ending the draft into a 

solidarity movement that actively supported those opposing U.S. militarism abroad such 

as the dissident U.S. GI movement and, in more left-leaning environments, the 

Vietnamese communist forces of the DRV and PRG. Phrased another way, the antiwar 

movement of the 1970s became more focused on the broader goal of weakening U.S. 

imperialism rather than simply ending the war.  

Ron Dellums became one of many antiwar liberals and leftists who saw the 

conditions of Vietnamization as requiring a new protest strategy. In 1971, Dellums 

observed a “psychological genocide . . . kill[ing] many of the peace movement people’s 

will to continue to struggle for peace in Southeast Asia.”12 Rather than focusing solely on 

passing legislation, Dellums saw his political role as working to promote a renewed 

antiwar movement that could meet the changing circumstances of U.S. involvement in 

Southeast Asia. To this end, Dellums shared his new, national platform with those 

promoting anti-imperialist politics among those closest to the ongoing Vietnam War: the 

dissident GI movement. In doing so, Dellums modeled a type of left-liberal collaboration 
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based around aiding those most directly engaged in opposing U.S. militarism. By 

participating in this political shift, Dellums efforts marked the beginnings of the Bay 

Area Urban Internationalist Coalition’s move towards using electoral politics as a means 

of aiding and growing anti-imperialist struggles distant from their own daily lives and 

experiences. 

Ron Dellums perceived “end[ing] America’s . . . insane involvement in 

Indochina” as resulting out of a grassroots, mass movement, rather than through the work 

of a single Congressional representative.13 While he spent great deal of his time on the 

floor of the House of Representatives, Dellums maintained a cynical view of Congress’ 

ability to actually transform the, in his view, “racist” and “genocidal” nature of American 

foreign policy in Southeast Asia.14 To be sure, Dellums did find the prominence of his 

position useful in raising awareness around the war. As Jet magazine reported, one of 

Dellums’ first actions on Capitol Hill was to transform his office into a “kind of mini-

museum to display photographic horrors of U.S. war crimes atrocities.”15 Yet, 

simultaneously, Dellums saw the Vietnam War’s end as only transpiring when social 

movements forced Congress to act. “If we are to solve the critical problems that confront 

human beings in the country and affecting other human beings in the world, the floor of 

Congress, at this moment in time, unfortunately, is not the place to do it,” Dellums 
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argued.16 Dellums saw his post as a sort of vanguard-type position, using the platform to 

work with social movements towards shaping a constituency that actually had the 

numbers and leverage to shape American foreign policy in a meaningful way. As he put 

it, “It seems to me, that for a politician to be relevant in any way, he has to go out and 

mold the consensus and mobilize public opinion, so the full weight of American public 

opinion is felt in Congress.”17 

Dellums’ attempts to foster a renewed resistance against the Vietnam War were 

soon bolstered by a massive swell of protest within the military itself. As the 1970s 

began, many of the most prominent antiwar organizations, such as SDS and MOBE 

folded and active groups like Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy (SANE), WILPF, and 

Clergy and Laity Concerned about Vietnam experienced declining membership rates.18 

However, despite the overall drop in size among peace groups, the void in the movement 

was quickly filled by an increase in GI protest against the war. At the turn of the decade, 

GI activists demonstrated against the war on U.S. military bases and in Vietnam on an 

unprecedented scale.19 During 1971, tens of thousands of soldiers received dishonorable 

discharges and deserted the military rather than be deployed to Vietnam. GIs marched 

and even rioted against the war on U.S. bases. Pilots refused to carry out bombing 

campaigns. On July 4, one thousand GIs participated in a peace rally in Chu Lai, 
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Vietnam.20 Contemporaneously, disillusioned and radicalized young veterans joined 

groups like Vietnam Veterans Against the War (VVAW) by the tens of thousands.21  

Organizers outside the military created an expansive civilian support network to 

provide GI activists with the political and financial resources needed to expand this revolt 

against U.S. imperialism. While the struggle to support dissident service-members 

involved aiding a domestic-based group, it possessed similarities to later solidarity 

movements in the sense that it placed antiwar activists and politicians in an auxiliary role 

to that of a distinct group whose daily lives remained separate from their own routines 

and experiences. Groups like the Student Mobilization Committee and the Young 

Socialist Alliance worked with soldiers to form GI protest organizations on military 

bases. Simultaneously, the United States Servicemen Fund (USSF) provided much 

needed financial resources to print antiwar GI newspapers to distribute on bases, fund 

antiwar coffeehouses near military bases where soldiers could be exposed to leftist 

politics, and offered legal defense for mutinous soldiers.22 By the early 1970s, civilian 

groups, assisted by USSF funding, established nineteen antiwar coffeehouses 

strategically placed near military bases across the country and printed 245 different 

dissident GI papers for distribution on military bases from Killeen, Texas to Fort Greeley, 

Alaska.23  
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Ron Dellums was one of many civilians who lent his support to the GI movement. 

Dellums’ collaboration with antiwar soldiers began in mid-April 1971, as 23,000 veterans 

from around the country descended on Washington, D.C. for a VVAW-led protest against 

the Vietnam War known as Dewey Canyon III. During the protests, Ron Dellums became 

nationally recognized as one of the few politicians to take a public stand in favor of the 

former soldiers. From April 19–23, thousands of veterans marched, publicly acted out 

search and destroy campaigns, and lobbied congress. Antiwar veterans also engaged in 

direct-action tactics like occupying Potomac Park and tossing war medals on the steps of 

the Capitol in a symbolic disavowal of their military service.24 Much of the veterans’ 

congressional lobbying resulted in a growing cynicism towards electoral politics as they 

confronted liberal politicians who urged patience and refused to admit complicity in 

advancing the war.25 This contrasted with veterans’ experience with Dellums. When a 

more militant group of veterans refused to vacate Potomac Park at night under threat of 

arrest, the Congressman communicated to the encampment’s California contingent his 

intention to stand alongside them. “He didn’t get up on stage, didn't go make a big deal 

about it. He stayed and sat there with us, and he said, ‘They’re going to arrest you, 

they’re going to bust me too,’” recalled one participant.26 The Representative would later 
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also return his Korean War medals in solidarity with the hundreds of others who did the 

same on the last day of protests.27 

As Dewey Canyon III came to an end, Dellums communicated his intentions to 

use his office to continue the protest’s goals—making public the disregard for human life 

embodied within U.S. military strategy in Southeast Asia. Some weeks later, Dellums 

held ad-hoc war crimes hearings out of his office. At these hearings, twenty-five veterans 

revealed that the My Lai massacre—when a battalion of U.S. soldiers brutally raped and 

murdered up to 500 South Vietnamese civilians—was not an isolated incident, but part 

and parcel of the United States’ overall military strategy in Vietnam.28 Dellums’ tribunal 

was modeled on a VVAW-led, Detroit press conference held in January 1971 where 116 

veterans publicly shared their participation in the war atrocities similar to My Lai known 

as the “Winter Soldier Investigation.”29 “I hope that these hearings hopefully will 

dovetail into what you’re trying to do as an organization, and that is, essentially, to tell 

the American people that conventional warfare against a people’s struggle end up in the 

atrocities that they saw at My Lai . . . ,” Dellums told a VVAW member amid the Dewey 

Canyon III protests.30  

 Ron Dellums’ efforts to support and collaborate alongside dissident GIs took him 

outside of Washington, D.C. as well. Throughout 1971, Dellums travelled to ten military 

bases across the United States to investigate the conditions under which the GIs lived, 
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talk to military personnel about their experiences in Vietnam, and especially—to witness 

the punitive measures taken by the military against dissident GIs.31 “I’ve gone to Fort 

Leavenworth, Fort Meade, Fort Dix, Fort Bragg, and I went aboard the Constellation. 

And, GIs—black, brown, red, yellow, and white—told me some horrible stories. At Fort 

Dix, I saw a cage with thirty-six young men, in 1971, sitting, living in a cage at Fort 

Dix,” Dellums told a conference of antiwar GI organizations.32 His position as a 

congressperson provided civilians working to support dissent within the military 

unprecedented access to bases and shed a spotlight on military officials’ actions against 

the GI movement. Congressional representatives could not be prevented from entering 

military installations. Thus, Dellums often provided military officials little notice before 

arriving, allowing them limited time to make conditions appear more presentable.33 

During his visits, he openly encouraged GIs to oppose the war.34  

Dellums’ base investigations were widely reported by the network of dissident GI 

newspapers distributed on bases throughout the country. Mixing the countercultural 

language and layouts of publications like the Berkeley Barb with an insider critique of 

military culture and objectives, dissident GI papers portrayed Dellums as the only 

congressperson willing to stand alongside the GI movement in their opposition to 

American foreign policy.35 “Dellums is the only Congressman known here to have the 
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courage to use his position of privilege to listen to and articulate the opposition of rank 

and file GIs to the oppressive military system and the foreign policies the GI is forced to 

implement,” wrote the Amex American Expatriate in Canada.36 Up Against the Bulkhead, 

a San Francisco-based paper, went further when they declared Dellums “one of us.” 

“He’s not rich. He’s not 65 years old. He’s not an egomaniac or a power freak. He does 

get high. He did work closely with the Black Panther Party and other community 

organizations. He’s fought off the law and order freaks for years . . . He’s for peon 

power.”37  

Participating in the antiwar movement’s move towards solidarity politics, 

Dellums’ work represented an important shift that would define Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions in future years: using electoral political platforms to aid struggles distant from 

many activists’ daily lives and experiences. Ron Dellums’ election coincided with a 

tactical shift in response to the Nixon Administration’s strategy of Vietnamization among 

the antiwar movement. In an era when earlier movement goals of troop withdrawals and a 

phasing out of the draft became realities, much of the antiwar movement shifted towards 

aiding ongoing, dynamic struggles determined to undermine the strength of the U.S. 

imperialism from inside the military itself. The antiwar movement’s pivot meant that 

civilian organizers of previous years were no longer at the center of this struggle, but 

rather placed in a supporting role to that of dissident GIs. Ultimately, these changes 

helped lay the foundations for the solidarity movements of future years. Ron Dellums 

became an active participant in promoting these new dynamics of protest by using his 

 
36 “Collapse of the US Armed Forces,” Amex American Expatriate in Canada, March-April 1972. 

 
37 “The War Ends When the People Make the Peace,” Up Against the Bulkhead, May 1971.  
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congressional platform to help grow the movement’s influence. In these early months of 

his congressional tenure, Dellums modeled a role for antiwar liberal politicians in 

promoting the aims of a protest movement that increasingly emphasized a set of 

solidarity politics suited to the political moment of Vietnamization. More than anywhere 

else, Dellums’ example trickled down to the local-level of Berkeley politics where 

activists looked to the platform of city elections to aid another struggle striking at the 

heart of U.S. imperialism—that of the Vietnamese.  

The Emergence of Local-Level Foreign Policy  

Ron Dellums’ use of his electoral platform to support antiwar organizing within 

the military coincided with a Berkeley effort to create a new left-liberal political 

organization with a vision for an internationalist city government. In 1971, leftists and 

liberal groups throughout the city would form the April Coalition—a left-liberal coalition 

group designed to run City Council candidates that challenged Democrats and 

Republicans from the left. During the early 1970s, the April Coalition became the main 

political vehicle through which the region’s Urban Internationalist Coalition would act. 

Building on the popular enthusiasm for left-liberal electoral alternatives inspired by Ron 

Dellums’ recent congressional win, Berkeley voters would elect three candidates from the 

self-described “Radical Slate”—a group of two April Coalition candidates and two Black 

Caucus candidates all endorsed by Dellums—to the City Council in April 1971.38  

The April Coalition ran on an extensive platform that included community control 

of the police, neighborhood-level participatory democracy, and, most importantly—

 
38 David Mundstock, “The April Coalition and the 1971 Election,” Berkeley in the 70s: A History 
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establishing ties with Vietnamese leftist movements. As the City Council campaign 

unfolded, issues not directly pertaining to the everyday lives of Berkeley residents came 

to the fore. Much like Dellums’ efforts at the national level and previous local parties like 

Community for New Politics (CNP), left-liberal candidates in Berkeley’s 1971 local 

elections used the platform of electoral politics to ignite dissent against the Vietnam War. 

Yet, in the era of Vietnamization, with American troops coming home, promoting 

antiwar defiance would increasingly mean providing a platform to national campaigns 

supporting the Vietnamese struggle. For the most part, activists perceived federal and 

state governments to be incapable of offering this nuanced perspective on foreign 

relations and thus looked locally.39 In doing so, the April Coalition applied New Left 

ideas of city residents playing a direct role in the governance of local institutions, 

commonly referred to as “participatory democracy,” to that of foreign policy. During the 

1971 city elections, Berkeley leftists and liberals offered voters a vision of local-level 

foreign policy—aimed not at petitioning the federal government to end the war, but rather 

directly mobilizing the city to support the Vietnamese.  

The April Coalition’s platform of international and city policies developed out of 

a series of January 1971 workshops composed of various Bay Area political 

organizations.40 The meetings included a wide array of leftist and liberal groups from 

throughout the region such as the Black Panther Party, Gay Switchboard, La Raza Unida, 

Medical Committee for Human Rights, the white Black Panther support group National 

Committee to Combat Fascism, Women for Peace, Young Socialist Alliance, National 
 

39 News from the April Coalition,” April 1, 1971, Folder: April Coalition, Berkeley History 
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40 April Coalition, “April Coalition Workshops,” January 1971, Folder: April Coalition, Berkley 
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Organization of Women, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP), Revolutionary Union, and Red Family.41 Much like the relationship 

between street-level and electoral movements during the late 1960s, the collaboration 

between Bay Area liberal and leftist organizations resembled Popular Front strategies of 

the 1930s.42 Participants in the April Coalition workshops also took inspiration from a 

more recent example of another leftist coalitional party—Chile’s Popular Unity 

government—whose socialist candidate Salvador Allende had been elected President in 

1970.43 Surely, some leftist participants, like the Hal Draper-led International Socialists, 

remained wary of collaboration with liberals and worried that the April Coalition might 

result in a marginalization of socialist politics.44 However, the conditions of local, 

Berkeley elections and its running of candidates via the endorsements of political clubs 

rather than connections to national party structures remained different than larger 

electoral races.45 The more independent structuring of California local elections offered 
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leftists and liberals the opportunity to organize outside the shadow of the Democratic 

Party. In turn, they could maintain their affiliation to more radical groups, and, best of all, 

organize in an environment where left-internationalist politics actually remained popular.  

As the four-day platform workshop conference came to a close, the April 

Coalition nominated Rick Brown, a twenty-nine year old UC–Berkeley graduate student 

and founder of the college’s Center for Participant Education that controversially tried to 

offer a class taught by Eldridge Cleaver in 1968.46 The April Coalition gave their second 

nomination to Loni Hancock, an antiwar feminist previously involved with Community 

for New Politics.47 These candidacies marked an important moment in the post-1968 

New Left’s turn towards local politics as an arena of struggle that offered activists new 

platforms and powers to shape their surroundings. In candidate statements distributed at 

the convention, the two made clear their broad agreement with the pairing of foreign 

policy ideologies that informed the local Urban Internationalist Coalition. Brown and 

Hancock supported “peace and solidarity with the people of Vietnam.”48 Meanwhile, 

Loni Hancock made it clear that city issues remained firmly connected to international 

affairs by way of peace-dividend politics. As she argued, “there will never be enough 

money to meet the needs of cities until the Federal government stops spending on war 

and diverts our tax dollars to constructive human and environmental needs.”49 

 
46 “April Coalition Selects Candidates,” Berkeley Monitor, February 28, 1971. 
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Moving forward, the April Coalition would become known locally for its vision 

of city governance that portrayed city residents as collectively responsible for the 

political decisions that governed their lives. New Left activists referred to this system of 

political organization as “participatory democracy” or occasionally “collective politics.” 

“Most politicians are opting for prestige and power or are crusaders, and this excludes 

most people. We want to humanize politics and have a sort of Athenian participation,” 

candidate Loni Hancock explained.50 The coalition’s vision for Berkeley built on Black 

Power ideas around “community control” and New Left writing on city planning that 

touted “neighborhood autonomy” within municipalities as a means of maximizing citizen 

participation in governance and curbing the power of local officials like City Managers.51 

Among other city-based proposals, the April Coalition’s platform included support for 

“community control of the police,” the right of the neighborhood to veto new 

development projects in their area, and “direct neighborhood control” of political 

decisions that impacted their surroundings.52 At the same time, the group also supported 

more centralized city legislation such as rent control. “Experimentation in forms of 
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neighborhood and community control should be encouraged and supported,” reads the 

April Coalition platform.53  

The group’s participatory democratic approach was not just applied to domestic 

issues, but international ones as well. In 1971, the April Coalition became one of many 

advocating for a bottom-up approach to foreign policy by promoting the People’s Peace 

Treaty—an effort by American, DRV, and PRG activists to promote a grassroots 

resolution to the war favorable to Vietnamese leftists.54 At talks in Ann Arbor, Michigan 

in early 1971, organizers had encouraged antiwar activists around the country to promote 

the ratification of the People’s Peace Treaty in student or faculty senates, unions, church 

groups, and state legislatures.55 The People’s Peace Treaty, in its support for exchanging 

American POWs for total U.S. troop withdrawal and the establishment of a coalition 

government in South Vietnam, shared many of the central tenants of the PRG’s later 

Seven Point Peace Plan released in July 1971.56 By having community groups and 

governing bodies around the country ratify the Treaty, organizers argued that “the last 

shreds of legitimacy will be removed from the war,” forcing a U.S. withdrawal from 

Southeast Asia.57  
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Organizers at the Ann Arbor conference made a specific point of encouraging 

activists to target cash-strapped city governments for Treaty ratification. As many cities 

experienced an ongoing hollowing out of their tax base due to white flight, activists, 

again, framed the potential for city government support of the People’s Peace Treaty with 

peace-dividend politics. “War and defense expenditures prevent the necessary funding for 

urban relief and that the only hope for this funding is the termination of the Vietnam 

War,” wrote one activist.”58 Conference attendees also argued that cities’ role in winning 

the peace would “reveal their power and permit them to demand resources” and 

“establish them as major political protagonists in the struggle for peace.”59 Throughout 

1971, Activists would target City Councils for ratification of the Treaty in municipalities 

like Detroit, Madison, Palo Alto, and other locations.60 In Berkeley, the April Coalition 

planned to use the upcoming city elections to promote a potential ballot initiative 

proposing “peace and solidarity with the people of Vietnam and the immediate withdraw 

of U.S. troops” that dovetailed with efforts in other cities.61 

While the April Coalition’s foreign policy proposals remained connected to 

national efforts, their initiative also differed in that it promoted an independent foreign 

policy for Berkeley rather than solely using the city to pressure the federal government. 
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Along with supporting the ratification of the People’s Peace Treaty, the April Coalition 

proposed the establishment of a city representative body to “to go to Paris [for the Peace 

Talks] and Southeast Asia to convey expressions of peace and solidarity from the people 

of Berkeley to the people of Vietnam.”62 Ultimately, the April Coalition’s foreign policy 

proposals represented the left-liberal political collaboration of the Urban Internationalist 

Coalition that knitted together liberal peace-dividend politics with leftist international 

solidarity. By the early 1970s, as a means of battling the sense of decreased American 

involvement in Southeast Asia sown by Vietnamization, this coalition would begin using 

local resources to bolster movements still actively involved in weakening U.S. 

militarism’s impact. At Dellums’ national-level of congressional politics, the shift 

towards solidarity politics meant supporting dissident GIs. But, in the comparatively 

more left-leaning environment of Berkeley’s elections, the same tendency manifested as 

aiding the DRV and PRG. The April Coalition’s 1971 platform marked the beginnings of 

Berkeley’s experiment in local-level foreign policy as a means of accomplishing this 

goal.  

The April Coalition’s solidarity with Vietnamese national liberation extended 

from members’ recent experiences with DRV people’s diplomacy. The turn of the decade 

had seen numerous Bay Area residents participate in delegations to North Vietnam. In 

1969, Berkeley resident Madeline Duckles—a leading member of the East Bay’s Women 

for Peace chapter—returned from Hanoi where she and other Women Strike for Peace 
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members met with the DRV’s Women’s Union.63 Berkeley resident Tom Hayden visited 

North Vietnam twice in the 1960s.64 In 1970, as Judy Wu details in her book Radicals on 

the Road, a number of prominent Bay Area leftists, including Elaine Brown of the Black 

Panthers, former political candidate Robert Scheer, and others travelled to North Vietnam 

as part of Eldridge Cleaver’s Anti Imperialist Delegation.65 The Black Panther Party, 

Women for Peace, and Tom Hayden’s Red Family group would all be participating 

groups in the workshops that produced the April Coalition’s political platform.66 

Moreover, April Coalition City Council candidate Loni Hancock was a member of 

Women for Peace and got her start in electoral politics working on Scheer’s 1966 

congressional campaign.67 Viewed through the lens of local groups’ linkages to 

Vietnamese communists, the April Coalition’s platform reflected the continuation of an 

ongoing project of cementing relationships between the Bay Area and Southeast Asia. 

This process only intensified in response to the war’s changing circumstances created by 

Vietnamization.  

Brown and Hancock’s campaigns provided a platform for Berkeley activists’ 

effort to have the City Council ratify the People’s Peace Treaty. Yet, the city would stop 
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short of doing so. After activists received the necessary 1,786 signatures to place the 

initiative on the ballot, City Attorney Robert Anderson decided to put the issue of 

whether or not the initiative should be placed on the 1971 ballot to a City Council vote. 

The Council voted down putting the Peace Treaty on the ballot five to two, calling it 

“treason[ous]” and “illegal.” The decision set off a number of protests in downtown 

Berkeley.68 City Council candidates Loni Hancock and Rick Brown echoed the 

protesters’ dismay in a press statement reflecting the politics of the Urban Internationalist 

Coalition: “This country’s action violate the Indochinese people’s right to self-

determination. The war is tearing the social fabric of our society and our community. It is 

draining this city of funds desperately needed to rebuild and maintain a decent human and 

physical environment . . . In closing the very ‘channels’ they urge people to use, the 

council must bear responsibility for the frustration and angry actions of some of its 

citizens.”69 The idea of establishing city-level ties with the Vietnamese remained popular 

in the neighborhoods that housed the city’s left. However, Berkeley’s variation on the 

People’s Peace Treaty was hard to swallow among the predominantly anticommunist 

City Council. While the City Council, in its current form, appeared not yet ready for 

local-level foreign policy, activists had begun to articulate a seemingly utopian initiative 

that would become a reality in future years.   

In April 1971, Berkeley voters would elect the April Coalition’s Loni Hancock, as 

well as Ira Simmons and D’Army Bailey of the Black Caucus, to the City Council. Out of 

the four members of the Dellums-endorsed “Radical Slate,” only Rick Brown lost a seat. 
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Warren Widener would also become the city’s first Black Mayor.70 However, beyond 

electoral wins and losses, the significance of the 1971 Berkeley City Council elections 

lies in the emergence of local-level foreign policy. Extending the aims of participatory 

democracy to the realm of foreign relations, the City Council campaigns of the April 

Coalition identified the neighborhoods of Berkeley as a more suitable global actor than 

that of the federal government. “The coalition believes that it is the responsibility of city 

government to represent its citizens in matters of national and international concern, 

especially when the national government is so unresponsive to the will of the people,” 

reads a statement by the April Coalition following the city elections.71 On a deeper level, 

the emergence of local-level foreign policy reflected how the region’s Urban 

Internationalist Coalition responded to the changing nature of the Vietnam War by using 

local political resources to aid those they considered most well-positioned to put an end 

to the conflict.72 As thousands of U.S. soldiers came home and the U.S. government 

slowly began to negotiate a peace, U.S. activists of the early 1970s mobilized behind 

campaigns like the People’s Peace Treaty that supported the war’s end on terms favorable 

to Vietnamese communists. As of April 1971, candidates endorsing these plans had won 

Council seats. It was now up to activists to force this vision of local-level foreign policy 

onto the Council floor.  
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Implementing Local-Level Foreign Policy  

 Due to the prominent role that the People’s Peace Treaty had played during 

Berkeley’s 1971 elections, grassroots activists within the city’s Urban Internationalist 

Coalition would look to recently elected Councilmembers as a means of making the 

local-level foreign policy laid out in the April Coalition’s political platform a reality. The 

electoral victories of the three “Radical Slate” candidates sparked significant excitement 

in left-liberal communities throughout the Bay Area. During the early 1970s, Urban 

Internationalist Coalition activists involved with the planning of the April Coalition’s 

1971 platform mobilized to push their new left-leaning City Council to advocate on 

behalf of those at the forefront of resisting U.S. imperialism in Southeast Asia—the 

dissident GI movement and Vietnamese communists. In doing so, activists brought 

antiwar causes to the council as local issues. However, pressing questions still remained 

regarding the impact that Councilmembers could actually make. As a three person voting 

bloc, the politicians would face an uphill battle towards passing legislation that actually 

spoke to international concerns. Moreover, when initiatives did pass, the city remained 

hesitant to allocate funds towards antiwar causes. Despite these obstacles, Berkeley’s 

1971–72 experiments with local-level foreign policy earned the city a plethora of local 

and national press coverage. While activists’ earliest attempts at local-level foreign policy 

stumbled, the awareness raised for respective causes via their efforts cemented ideas of 

the usefulness of city government in nurturing a local, anti-imperialist public 

consciousness. Berkeley’s efforts would eventually provide a model to organizers in 

other cities pursuing similar strategies of local-level foreign policy. 
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 Several months after the Councilmembers took office, a mutiny broke out on an 

aircraft carrier stationed at the nearby Alameda Naval Air Station known as the USS 

Coral Sea. The ship was destined for the Gulf of Tonkin to supply bombs for the 

expanding air war that encompassed Vietnamization. Aboard the vessel, service-members 

aligned with the Stop Our Ships (SOS) movement led the charge against a war that the 

U.S. military expected them to wage. The rebellion on the USS Coral Sea began as 

sailors circulated a petition opposing the war that gathered the signatures of two hundred 

service-members. This early petition was eventually destroyed by an executive officer. 

Yet, the service-members soon circulated another petition, arguing “there is a silent 

majority aboard this ship which does not believe in the present conflict in Vietnam” that 

gained the signatures of one fourth of the ship’s crew—a whopping twelve hundred 

signatures.73 “While Nixon tries to cover up the most vicious aspect of the war—men at 

bomber bases in Thailand and on carriers in the Gulf of Tonkin cannot be misled. 

Carriers are secure bases for planes armed with 500 pound bombs, cluster bombs, and 

rockets, all designed to kill Asians with a minimal loss for American lives,” reads a 

statement circulated by the USS Coral Sea’s antiwar sailors.74  

 As news of the mutiny began to spread throughout the Bay Area in October 1971, 

a local solidarity movement to support service-members’ effort to prevent the ship from 

disembarking to Vietnam developed. Service-members aboard the ship relied on the 

outside support of civilian activists to promote their cause and publicly advocate on their 

behalf in case of persecution. Those organizing civilian support for the USS Coral Sea 
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crew encouraged local activists to invite service-members to their homes and introduce 

them to their communities, distribute literature on the mutiny, and come to protests at the 

Alameda Naval Station.75 The prospect of working to support an antiwar movement 

within the military represented an exciting, unprecedented opportunity to local 

organizers. “Yet what many of us have hoped for since the early days of the anti-war 

movement is taking place! Those outside the military have created a climate for revolt. 

We are being asked by those inside who have decided that they are no longer cogs in the 

machine . . . but human beings who can use their collective leverage to stop their 

production of war [for help],” one activist wrote.76 The mutinous sailors sought the 

support of local politicians as well. Remembering Ron Dellums’ aid to the GI movement 

in previous months, Coral Sea service-members hoped that Dellums would take 

congressional action to prevent their ship from sailing to Vietnam.77  

Together, antiwar forces on and off board the USS Coral Sea staged a powerful, 

local effort to prevent the continuation of the Nixon Administration’s air war on 

Southeast Asia. On October 20, hundreds from surrounding cities gathered at the gates of 

the Alameda Naval Air Station to show their support for the SOS movement. As the San 

Francisco Good Times reported, the rally “was unlike previous anti-war demonstrations 

in that at least half of those who participated were active duty servicemen.”78 USS Coral 

Sea sailors participated in demonstrations off Alameda’s Naval Base as well. During the 
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weeks prior to the ship’s November 12 departure date, service-members defied the orders 

of their superiors in speaking out against the war by leading marches in nearby San 

Francisco.79  

 As a response to increasing community concern regarding the USS Coral Sea, 

Christian practitioners in consultation with the sailors brought the issue of providing 

sanctuary to those refusing to sail to Vietnam to the newly elected Berkeley City Council 

in November 1971. Prior to November, the city’s University Lutheran Chapel had, along 

with seventeen other congregations in San Diego and the Bay Area, announced that they 

would provide sanctuary for service-members who opposed the Vietnam War. In 

addition, the University Lutheran Chapel also provided dissenting sailors with 

counseling, legal consultation, and community support from others who opposed the 

ongoing war. In total, forty sailors came to the University Lutheran Chapel for 

community support. On November 8, 1971, the Berkeley City Council voted 

overwhelmingly to extend the biblical notion of sanctuary to the entire city, offering a 

safe haven to sailors refusing to serve and called on Berkeley residents to donate food, 

bedding, and legal and medical aid to naval dissidents.80  The resolution also prevented 

city employees, including police, from “engaging in or assisting in arrests” of those 

violating federal laws related to military service.81 As a result of the policy, Berkeley 

became the United States’ first sanctuary city, over a decade before the notion would be 
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revived in cities across the country to assist refugees fleeing violence in Central 

America.82 

 Berkeley’s sanctuary policy undoubtedly had religious connotations. Yet, many 

on-looking activists saw the resolution as the material fulfillment of Urban 

Internationalist Coalition proposals to use the City Council as a means of challenging and 

ameliorating the impact of U.S. foreign policy. “While many cities have voted for an 

immediate end to the Vietnam War, and have signed the People’s Peace Treaty, the 

Berkeley City Council has made the first concrete move toward implementing these 

decisions,” argued the Berkeley Tribe.83 The action bore the influence of the growing 

popularity of solidarity politics—both with the GI movement and Vietnamese national 

liberation. Informational sheets distributed by activists promoting Berkeley’s sanctuary 

resolution framed the action in anti-imperialist terms, referring to aircraft carriers like 

that of the USS Coral Sea as “a weapon used to crush popular uprisings and to bully the 

weaker and poorer countries of the world.”84 Councilmember Loni Hancock called the 

resolution an “official backing behind those individuals who will refuse to be sent to fight 

and die in Vietnam.”85 “We are aware that a country and its people are still being 

destroyed; we know that the President is not responding to the will of the vast majority of 

Americans . . . the City itself must now consider how through its actions it can begin to 

materially effect the continuation of the war,” argued a paper promoting the Council’s 
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action.86 Councilmembers like Hancock who hoped that their resolution would set a 

precedent for other cities were likely pleased when the sanctuary resolution became a 

national news story, distributed by papers across the United States.87  

Despite the historic nature of the Council’s ruling, the antiwar stance and effort to 

challenge federal and state law embedded within the policy remained controversial and 

difficult to implement. In particular, Berkeley City Manager William Hanley opposed the 

measure and argued that it was inappropriate for the city to involve itself in international 

affairs. U.S. Attorney James Browning threatened to prosecute the Berkeley City Council 

for “enticing members of armed services to desert” and “encouraging mutiny.” Hanley 

said that Berkeley Police would provide assistance to Federal Marshalls in carrying out 

arrests if necessary.88 Soon after the condemnation, Mayor Warren Widener walked back 

his support for the sanctuary resolution. The Mayor assured critics that the resolution was 

purely symbolic and that the city would not appropriate funds for housing soldiers: “So 

it’s just sort of providing official support for the efforts of institutions in the city which 

have the capacity to provide those kinds of facilities because the city really does not.”89 

Notably, all three Councilmembers aligned with the 1971 Radical Slate, as well as Ron 
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Dellums, remained firm, in their support for the sanctuary resolution.90 While activists 

recommended removing City Manager Hanley to preserve the policy, Councilmembers 

Hancock, Bailey, and Simmons lacked the necessary votes to do so.91 Because of the 

policy’s flimsy nature, while many sailors came to the University Lutheran Church for 

legal advice and community support, none sought official sanctuary. “The majority of 

people [who desert] will go underground—they will not come to this church,” declared 

one Coral Sea sailor.92 Perhaps encouraged by the camaraderie of local support for the 

SOS movement, thirty-five sailors did in fact go underground instead of sailing with the 

USS Coral Sea to the Gulf of Tonkin.93 Ultimately, the first attempt at implementing 

local-level foreign policy would prove to have more symbolic significance than practical 

impact. Yet, the resolution’s symbolism and press coverage did encourage the Urban 

Internationalist Coalition to keep pushing towards implementing similar strategies.  

Six months later, after protests broke out on college campuses around California 

and the Southwest in response to the Nixon Administration’s spring 1972 carpet-bombing 

of North Vietnam, Berkeley residents seeking to reallocate city funds towards Vietnam’s 

reconstruction would again test the Council’s antiwar commitments.94 April 1972 had 
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seen seven hundred B-52 air raids on North Vietnam.95 On April 27, a U.S. air raid 

dropped thirty-five demolition and antipersonnel bombs on Thanh Hóa Hospital, killing 

twelve civilians inside and destroying much of the facility’s infrastructure.96 During the 

evening of May 9, 1972, a City Council meeting called in response to Mayor Widener’s 

proposal for a one-day shutdown of the city to protest the bombing quickly shifted in tone 

when activists aligned with the group American Reparations Committee (ARC) 

demanded the City Council reallocate city funds to the DRV for the purpose of rebuilding 

of Thanh Hóa Hospital. “We knew, and were determined to remind others, that [the war] 

was still an issue for the people of Vietnam, that the mechanized air war was being 

intensified even as American ground troops were coming home,” wrote ARC.97 In 

demanding Berkeley help rebuild Thanh Hóa Hospital, local residents pushed the Council 

away from the symbolism of the sanctuary resolution towards, what activists perceived 

as, a material display of their community’s support for Vietnam’s national liberation 

struggle.98  

ARC’s efforts reflected the influence of the Bay Area’s late 1960s, militant 

protest movements on the development of the Urban Internationalist Coalition’s local-

level foreign policy.99 As ARC leader Ying Lee Kelley, a Shanghai-born Berkeley 
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resident, recalled, her interest in understanding the Vietnam War from the perspective of 

the Vietnamese developed out of her participation in the 1969 Third World Strike at UC–

Berkeley and its emphasis on Asian solidarity and Asian-American identity.100 After the 

strike, Kelley “felt very strongly that [her] activism in opposing the Vietnam War was 

primarily because [she] was Asian-American.” “This was a genocidal war against Asians 

and that wasn’t the first one against Asians,” Kelley said.101 ARC’s insistence on 

providing the DRV funds that would be used at their own discretion echoed the ethos of 

self-determination that had guided strikes at San Francisco State and UC–Berkeley. 

“Asians are adults; they know far better than we what damage we do and what must be 

repaired. There is a certain paternalism inherent in even the most laudable charity efforts, 

and the ARC feels this must be challenged,” the group argued.102 In this sense, like the 

People’s Peace Treaty and Berkeley’s sanctuary resolution, ARC’s activism marked 

another moment in the Urban Internationalist Coalition’s strategic development. As a 

new decade dawned, the Urban Internationalist Coalition moved away from framing local 

movements as a part of a larger international struggle towards using local movements to 

aid international struggles.  

While local in nature, ARC’s goal of allocating city funds towards the rebuilding 

of Thanh Hóa Hospital remained connected to a broader national effort to raise money for 

DRV and PRG medical supplies organized by a group called Medical Aid to Indochina 
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(MAI).103 The group characterized their aid as a declaration of “solidarity with the people 

of Indochina and their liberation struggles.”104 MAI distributed medical supplies and 

funds—raised through decentralized, local campaigns across the United States—to the 

DRV and PRG via the North Vietnamese Red Cross.105 According to MAI, their efforts 

were “not just fund-raising, not just a way of discharging US guilt with US dollars, not an 

end or a goal, but rather one more step—and for many, a first step toward a more 

effective protest against the US government’s war and toward solidarity with the people 

of Indochina.”106  

MAI’s strategies reflected how Vietnamization’s rapid withdrawal of troops 

coupled with an intensified air war increasingly pushed the antiwar movement to identify 

with and provide mass support to those still struggling against U.S. imperialism abroad. 

After the 1971 May Day demonstrations failed to shut down Washington, D.C., as 

protesters had planned, organizer Bill Zimmerman had become disillusioned with mass 

rallies. “We couldn’t recruit enough people to come to these demonstrations, to take 

whatever risks were involved in doing more militant demonstrations, and we had a 

government in place, at that point headed by Richard Nixon, who didn’t give a shit what 
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we did,” remembered Zimmerman.107 Some months later, Zimmerman, in collaboration 

with Women Strike for Peace’s Cora Weiss, crafted a new project designed to be 

mundane enough that it could involve as many people from as broad a spectrum of 

society as possible in an effort that was fairly explicit in its solidarity with the 

Vietnamese cause.108 “The purchase of medical supplies for the liberated areas of 

Indochina serves two important functions,” MAI argued. “First, the United States has 

intensified its war against the people of Indochina with anti-personnel weapons, 

saturation bombings, search and destroy operations, and the mining of harbors . . . At the 

same time, sending medical supplies is a tangible expression of support for the 

Indochinese people and their struggle for liberation.”109 As MAI organizers’ thinking 

followed, at a time of declining press coverage and public investment in protesting the 

war, creating a fundraising apparatus that could bring the wreckage of the U.S. air war on 

North Vietnam into community spaces like church groups, union halls, college 

classrooms, or City Council meetings might aid in involving a population of people who 

had since tuned out the war in an accessible form of anti-imperialist protest. To this end, 

MAI worked to circulate the names of specific hospitals destroyed by American bombing 

campaigns and the approximate costs of rebuilding them. By doing so, the group hoped to 
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stimulate a sense of purpose and connection between American cities and Vietnamese 

communities still suffering the impacts of the war.110  

As MAI-affiliated fundraising projects circulated in union locals, church groups, 

and student organizations, they dovetailed with North Vietnamese efforts to shore up as 

much American sympathy and support as possible during ongoing peace negotiations 

between Secretary of State Henry Kissinger and Le Duc Tho of the DRV.111 During a 

May 1972 Hanoi meeting, Tran Trong Quat of the DRV’s Committee for Solidarity with 

the American People, relayed the importance of these decentralized, local campaigns to 

Bill Zimmerman. “He told me that the Vietnamese view the MAI project as one of the 

most important currently being undertaken by the American peace movement. He said 

they feel it has great potential for broadening the base of anti-war opinion by involving 

American people directly with Vietnamese people and at the same time provoking in the 

Americans political questions which will lead to a more accurate understanding of the 

war. For this reason, they believe that it is far more important for us to concentrate on 

mass work in raising funds for medical aid than soliciting large contributions from 

individual donors.”112 Thus, while church fundraisers and City Council meetings may 

have seemed like toothless tactics to some more militant antiwar activists, they carried 

tremendous importance to Vietnamese communists as representative of a growing shift in 

U.S. public opinion in sympathy with their cause.  
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As it had during the 1971 promotion of the Peoples Peace Treaty, Berkeley’s City 

Council again appeared to the region’s Urban Internationalist Coalition as an important 

platform to promote a sympathetic portrayal of North Vietnam. The election of the three 

Dellums-aligned Councilmembers, the recent passage of Berkeley’s sanctuary city 

policy, and Councilmember Loni Hancock’s connections to groups like ARC and Women 

for Peace all signaled a City Council increasingly aligned with internationalist 

sentiment.113 The Berkeley City Council also had an impressive reach for a city of its 

size. The popular alternative weekly the Berkeley Barb regularly covered the City 

Council. During the early 1970s, the paper had a distribution run of 90,000 copies, 

making Berkeley city politics well known to readers of underground papers beyond 

Berkeley.114 Not to mention, the Berkeley City Council’s recent 1971 foray into 

international politics with its sanctuary resolution had become a national news story. 

“The council was a good perch to talk about the war,” argued Ying Lee Kelley.115  

ARC’s efforts provoked a riotous public response, yet one short of the group’s 

goal of getting the city to allocate funding to the Vietnamese. In response to the crowd’s 

support for the Vietnamese, ARC proposed a city-funded reparations bill in response to 

Nixon’s bombing campaign that would become known as Operation Linebacker.116 “To 
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this end we drafted a resolution calling for the Berkeley City Council to endorse our 

program and to allocate a token $1000 toward the reparations fund,” recounted ARC 

members.117 The Council voted down the proposal 5 to 4, with Hancock, Bailey, 

Simmons, and Mayor Warren Widener voting in favor and the other five moderates 

siding against allocating the funding.118 While most of the five Councilmembers opposed 

the war, they argued that the city of Berkeley did not have the excess funds to donate to 

international causes.119 Ultimately, the five opposing Councilmembers did not see the 

destruction of Thanh Hóa Hospital as a local issue. Despite the Council’s refusal to 

allocate the funding, days later, on UC–Santa Barbara’s college radio station, a PRG 

spokesperson thanked those in Berkeley and others protesting Operation Linebacker for 

their “greetings of friendship” which “greatly encouraged the Vietnamese people.”120  

The outcome of the city reparations bill would reveal both the limits and strengths 

of a local-level foreign policy that relied on the city to allocate funding. Without a left-

liberal majority on the council, the possibility of allocating city funds to Vietnamese 

communists would remain a distant possibility. However, the publicity that the City 

Council garnered still provided local activists with significant reach in promoting their 

cause of recreating the DRV’s domestic image amid the Paris peace negotiations and 
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fundraising for the Vietnamese movement. After the Berkeley Barb reported on the 

raucous council meeting that eventually spilled out into the streets, ARC reported 

receiving a significant uptick in fundraising for rebuilding Vietnamese hospitals.121 From 

1972–73, ARC raised $3,600 [approximately $23, 938 in 2022] for Medical Aid to 

Indochina.122 “The community responded overwhelmingly in favor with donations of 

money, offers from merchants to donate part of their proceeds, and volunteers to join us 

in our efforts,” ARC reported.123  

During 1971–2, the Urban Internationalist Coalition’s attempts at local-level 

foreign policy proved capable of offering a symbolic platform to those promoting dissent 

within the military and support for Vietnamese national liberation. Yet, the Urban 

Internationalist Coalition of the early 1970s had greater difficulty in implementing 

reforms via the City Council that could ameliorate and challenge U.S. imperialism in a 

material sense. According to two left-wing commentators, this discrepancy between 

symbolic and meaningful challenges to U.S. foreign policy revealed the “seemingly 

insurmountable difficulties of electoral politics, even on a local level.” The five more 

moderate Councilmembers “will go along with superficial or symbolic radical motions 

such as not saluting the flag, giving sanctuary to AWOL sailors (of the Coral Sea Navy 

ship) . . . When it comes to controversial and/or bread and butter issues [like the effort to 

allocate funding to the DRV], it is a different story entirely,” wrote the Los Angeles Free 
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Press.124 Ultimately, the Council’s majority remained unwilling to provide funding 

towards causes that did not immediately concern the city.125 At the same time, the 

platform of city government, while symbolic, did prove to be expansive and helpful to 

activist groups like ARC promoting a positive portrayal of the Vietnamese struggle and 

fundraising for the reconstruction of North Vietnam’s infrastructure. As the war receded 

from newspaper headlines, such exposure remained important. ARC’s $3,600 remained 

one of the largest single donations by a grassroots organization to MAI in the first four 

months of 1973 according to reports by organization treasurer Doug Hostetter.126  

The publicity that the Berkeley City Council received also led to local-level 

foreign policy initiatives being pursued in neighboring cities. Most notably, in June 1972, 

one month after ARC’s attempt to mobilize the City Council towards aiding North 

Vietnam, Oakland Black Panther leaders Bobby Seale and Elaine Brown, alongside Ron 

Dellums and—via telephone—a representative from South Vietnam’s PRG, declared 

their intentions to run for Mayor and City Councilmember in the neighboring East Bay 
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city.127 In his speech, PRG representative Le Mai used the platform of U.S. local politics 

to promote a sympathetic view of the Vietnamese struggle: “Mr. Nixon feels obliged to 

continue the course of war, though his policy of Vietnamization . . . has been defeated by 

the current offensive and uprising of the South Vietnamese people. He still hopes to use 

violence to impose U.S. domination upon our people, exactly like he has hoped to crush 

the struggle of the Black people in the United States.”128 Historian Donna Murch notes 

that Ron Dellums’ 1970 congressional win and the results of Berkeley’s 1971 city 

elections made Seale and Brown’s ability to win their respective campaigns seem 

achievable.129 As active participants in the April Coalition’s initial January 1971 

platform-building workshops, the Black Panthers watched events unfolding in Berkeley 

with keen interest.130 Seale and Brown’s campaigns represented an expansion of the 

region’s Urban Internationalist Coalition into Oakland City Council politics. The two 

candidates made international solidarity and domestic social democratic programs visible 
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parts of their campaigns.131 In the end, incumbent Mayor John Reading’s 1973 campaign 

slogan “Don’t Let Oakland Become Another Berkeley” would prove successful, leading 

to Seale’s defeat.132 Yet, much like the national coverage of Berkeley’s sanctuary 

initiative and the uptick in ARC’s fundraising following the May 9 Council meeting, 

Seale’s knitting together of the local and global on the campaign trail signaled the 

influence of local-level foreign policy beyond Berkeley. Despite the limitations of 

Berkeley’s early 1970s experiments, local-level foreign policy’s adherents grew.  

Rebuilding Bach Mai: Local-Level Foreign Policy Beyond Berkeley  

In early 1973, Medical Aid to Indochina, and by extension the American 

Reparations Committee, launched a national campaign to reconstruct Hanoi’s Bach Mai 

Hospital. Since Berkeley’s May 9 City Council meeting, the intensifying air raids of 

Nixon’s Operation Linebacker had received more media coverage. As a means of 

increasing public attention to the destruction of their country, the North Vietnamese 

invited antiwar celebrities like Jane Fonda and others to visit and inform the American 

public of the U.S. bombing of civilian targets like hospitals and the dikes of the Red 

River Delta.133 Fonda’s visit became the most famous instance of Vietnamese people’s 

diplomacy. On December 18, 1972, the Nixon Administration began a twelve-day carpet-

bombing of the Hanoi-Haiphong area colloquially known as the Christmas Bombing.134 

In part due to MAI’s publicity, the destruction of Hanoi’s 950-bed Bach Mai Hospital, 
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the biggest of its kind in North Vietnam, came to symbolize the cruelty of the Christmas 

Bombing and Vietnamization generally. Through the creation of a large-scale fundraising 

project, known as the Bach Mai Hospital Relief Fund, MAI planned to raise three million 

dollars towards rebuilding the Ear, Nose, and Throat Institute of the Bach Mai 

Hospital.135 Much like in Berkeley a year earlier, antiwar activists in numerous cities 

would respond to the destruction of Bach Mai by demanding that local governments 

allocate city funding to the hospital’s reconstruction. However, as antiwar activists would 

find, city governments remained hesitant—if not opposed—to rebuilding Hanoi with 

local funds. While the Relief Fund would raise fortunes to assist in Bach Mai’s 

reconstruction, the resistance that some activists faced from City Councils in response to 

requests for city funding of MAI’s Relief Fund forced them to consider other means of 

implementing local-level foreign policy.   

Raising three million dollars necessitated having leftists and liberals sympathetic 

to MAI at all levels of society advocate on behalf of Hanoi. In the early days of 1973, 

MAI called on some of its wealthy supporters to fund full-page advertisements in the 

New York Times, the San Francisco Chronicle, and other papers calling on Americans to 

donate money to rebuild the hospital. The advertisements marked the beginning of the 

Bach Mai Hospital Relief Fund.136 In the weeks following the bombing, both Ron 

Dellums and New York Representative Bella Abzug called on Americans to donate to 

MAI’s Bach Mai Hospital Relief Fund on floor of Congress. At the local level, organizers 

pursued tactics similar to that of Berkeley’s ARC months earlier. Activists used the 
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spaces of classrooms, churches, union meetings, and community associations around the 

country as political platforms towards the goal of fundraising for the hospital’s 

reconstruction. All the while, they promoted the North Vietnamese as a regional force of 

liberation worthy of support.137 Promoting the Hospital’s reconstruction in community 

spaces led to activists being able to reach city residents beyond those that regularly 

attended demonstrations and expose them to the solidarity politics that drove many 

organizers’ participation. “People come to MAI often out of charity or pity. Our function 

is to see that they leave with an understanding of Vietnam,” said one organizer from Los 

Angeles.138 By 1973, numerous organizers in locations around the country reported that 

MAI was the most prominent antiwar group in their city.139  

In Palo Alto, California, left-liberal activists targeted their City Council as a 

potential funding resource. The move was not without pushback. At a Palo Alto City 

Council meeting on the evening of January 8, a coalition of left-liberal groups, including 

VVAW, WILPF, MAI, and others, demanded that the Silicon Valley town allocate 

$50,000 of city funding towards rebuilding Hanoi’s Bach Mai Hospital.140 To a packed 

council meeting with over two hundred attendees and thirty speakers, activists made a 

case that Palo Alto owed a debt to the Vietnamese people. Those supporting funding 
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Bach Mai’s reconstruction argued that regional industries and research facilities like 

Hewlett-Packard and the nearby Stanford Research Institute had been used in military 

equipment manufacturing and research and thus contributed to the destruction of Hanoi. 

“People laid out how Palo Alto has the 2nd largest amount of DoD research contracts—

second only to the Boston/Cambridge complex. People are aware that this is where 

opposition is needed, that we are responsible for what happens in our community, and 

that these firms helped destroy Bach Mai Hospital,” one group recounted the meeting.141 

Despite the passion of many speakers, only one Councilmember, Enid Pearson, voted to 

allocate $10,000 of city funds towards the Relief Fund. Yet, Pearson quickly reversed 

course after City Attorney Peter Stone declared such a move illegal. Stone argued that the 

California state constitution specifically prevented a city from donating public funds to 

charity. The Council instead voted to endorse the local MAI fundraising effort, rather 

than provide the funds themselves.142 While MAI’s national office applauded local 

officials’ efforts, local organizers derided the Council as “masquerad[ing] as anti-war 

activists” and vowed to collect the required 1,646 signatures to place the issue on the 

city’s upcoming election ballot.143  

One of the key groups organizing the Council-directed demand and subsequent 

signature drive was Venceremos, a local Maoist group aligned with Stanford English 
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Professor Bruce Franklin. The group emerged from a factional split with the Berkeley-

based Revolutionary Union (RU) stemming from Franklin’s break with the RU’s strategy 

of cadre gaining factory jobs in order to radicalize workers. Bruce Franklin instead 

argued for pursuing armed struggle against the U.S. government. Franklin’s split with the 

Berkeley communists in late 1970 caused one third of the group’s membership to move 

to Palo Alto and join Venceremos. Yet, the group’s commitment to the centralized, party 

discipline of Maoism was not totalizing. While some Venceremos members learned to 

fire guns and broke comrades out of prison, others engaged in local politics and ran for 

City Council. Those Venceremos members pursuing local electoral strategies modeled 

their efforts on Berkeley’s April Coalition, albeit with less success.144 Since 1971, 

Venceremos worked to have City Councils in Palo Alto and nearby Redwood City 

endorse the People’s Peace Treaty, run member Jean Hobson for City Council in a 

campaign that stressed her anti-imperialist politics, and finally tried to force the hand of 

the Council to fund Hanoi’s reconstruction.145 Palo Alto radicals had trod a similar path 

to that of Berkeley’s and, like in Berkeley, they would not succeed in having the city 

allocate the $50,000. Venceremos was able to collect 2,000 signatures in thirty-six hours. 

However, the city refused to put the Bach Mai reconstruction initiative on the ballot, 

arguing that the law prohibited Palo Alto from allocating funding. In March 1973, 
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Venceremos and other groups, with the help of the American Civil Liberties Union, 

would sue the city of Palo Alto for refusing their ballot measure. The judge ruled in Palo 

Alto’s favor.146 Despite their losses, Venceremos realized the enthusiasm for the local 

campaign signaled something important—an expanding social base for solidarity politics 

and the role that the platform of city government had played in growing that base. “So 

there’s a lot of support and high consciousness in the community. To do something like 

that shows a great sense of internationalism. People who have been in the belly of the war 

machine understand who their brothers and sisters are: people in Vietnam and third world 

people throughout the world,” reflected a Venceremos member in April 1973.147   

Palo Alto was not the only city that looked to the City Council to fund Bach Mai’s 

reconstruction. Ultimately, the extensive publicity around MAI’s Bach Mai Hospital 

Relief Fund campaign resulted in local-level foreign policy’s spread beyond the Bay 

Area. Mayor John Lindsay declared the week of May 9–16, 1973 “Medical Aid for Indo 

China Week” in New York City. Lindsay encouraged New Yorkers to donate to Bach 

Mai’s reconstruction and “find ways to alleviate the suffering of [Vietnamese] men, 

women, and children and thereby build a new bond based on peace and 

reconciliation.”148 In San Antonio, Texas, the City Council was forced to walk back a 

similar statement of support asking residents to donate to the Bach Mai Hospital Relief 

Fund after residents, upset with the city’s endorsement of fundraising for communists, 
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bombarded their offices with a barrage of angry phone calls.149 Yet, even in the 

comparatively more culturally conservative environment of Texas, the reaction to the 

Council’s abandonment of their stand was mixed. One Texan called the move a “retreat 

from leadership . . . under the strain of political pressure.” Another expressed how local 

action to rebuild the hospital would have “helped ease [his] conscience about what [the] 

country had done” in Vietnam.150  

The massive amount of fundraising collected by MAI, along with numerous other 

instances of international condemnation, emboldened those advocating on behalf of the 

Vietnamese within the United States. According to historian Jessica Frazier, MAI 

received $615,000 nationwide in the campaign’s first six weeks alone.151 Much of the 

funding came in the form of small donations of $100 or less.152 The aid “had an 

enormous impact on the Administration, that the American people were willing to 

respond so immediately to rebuild something that the Administration had just destroyed,” 

argued MAI organizer Bill Zimmerman.153 As historian Lien-Hang Nguyen notes, 

international condemnation around the Christmas bombings, aided by Vietnamese 
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people’s diplomacy strategies, prevented the Nixon Administration from further utilizing 

American air raids in Vietnam. In late January 1973, nearly a month after the destruction 

of Bach Mai Hospital, Richard Nixon signed the Paris Peace Accords, formally ending 

American involvement in the Vietnam War.154 MAI would continue to raise money for 

Bach Mai Hospital’s reconstruction up through North Vietnam’s April 1975 seizure of 

Saigon and beyond. However, in part due to the economic recession of the period, 

fundraising slowed considerably after the signing of the Paris Peace Accords.155 From 

1973–77, MAI raised $905, 379.51 worth of medical equipment for North Vietnam and 

$240, 347.13 for South Vietnam’s Provisional Revolutionary Government 

respectively.156  

After the December 1972 Christmas bombings, communities across the United 

States engaged in a widespread, decentralized fundraising campaign designed to promote 

a sympathetic portrayal of the North Vietnamese while simultaneously working to rebuild 

a portion of Hanoi’s largest hospital. During the Bach Mai Hospital Relief Fund, MAI 

organizers encouraged leftists and liberals to ask community institutions like church 

groups, union locals, and City Councils “to appropriate funds to go for the reconstruction 

and equipping of Bach Mai Hospital.”157 In approaching their City Councils for 
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endorsements and funding, activists in cities like Palo Alto built on local-level foreign 

policy strategies introduced in Berkeley years earlier. Fundraising for Bach Mai in 

forums like City Councils appeared more humanitarian and less ideological than antiwar 

demonstration or a celebrity visit to Hanoi. However, in raising money for leftist-

controlled areas of Southeast Asia and cultivating support for the Vietnamese, MAI’s 

fundraisers shared many of the central tenets driving those aforementioned tactics. 

Bringing solidarity politics to community forums like City Councils ultimately enabled 

activists to involve a broad swath of society including those who had begun to ignore the 

war during the troop withdrawals of Vietnamization. In doing so, the campaign revealed 

a broad social base for international solidarity politics and the potential for collaboration 

between leftists and liberals in cities and towns across the country. While serving as an 

important fundraising platform, using City Councils as tools of foreign relations produced 

significant obstacles as well. As activists in Palo Alto learned, appropriating city funds to 

international causes remained difficult, if not illegal. As these tactics failed, activists 

began to consider other methods of mobilizing the local support base that they witnessed 

without involving taxpayer funds. As one activist argued, “The Council should also help 

establish an effective fund raising mechanism in Palo Alto. Prohibition of an outright 

contribution should not prevent the city from helping in this crucial drive.”158 Cambridge 

and Newton, Massachusetts-based MAI organizers envisioned a collaborative project 

with city government such as a sister city that could serve as a locally based, permanent 

institution fostering international connections and facilitating fundraising as a solution.159 
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Following the Paris Peace Accords, Berkeley’s Women for Peace also inquired about 

making the South Vietnamese town of Loc Ninh a sister city. “It is not anticipated that 

any part of this plan shall be a financial burden or make new demands on the City 

budget,” argued Women for Peace’s proposal.160 Sentiments like these would inform 

approaches to local-level foreign policy in future years.  

*** 

 Responding to the changing shape of the war wrought by Vietnamization, the left-

liberal alliance of the Bay Area’s Urban Internationalist Coalition began to craft local-

level foreign policies to aid movements opposing U.S. imperialism abroad. As the U.S. 

began to bring its troops home and the war dragged on, those opposing the Vietnam War 

within the United States shifted to a program of solidarity politics by which support was 

offered from afar to those on the ground opposing U.S. militarism—the dissident GI 

movement, the DRV, and the South Vietnamese PRG. Ultimately, the early 1970s 

became a period in which the antiwar movement was no longer led by student groups and 

civilian antiwar coalitions, but rather one in which those groups acted on behalf of other 

movements that they themselves were not a part of. This 1970s shift in orientation 

corresponded with an uptick of members of the Bay Area’s left-liberal coalition around 

foreign policy—the Urban Internationalist Coalition—being elected to local and national 

offices. Steeped in the left-internationalism that informed local struggles of the late 

1960s, liberals like Ron Dellums and Loni Hancock shared their platforms with those to 

their left advocating on behalf of dissident GIs and Vietnamese leftists from within the 

United States. All the while, figures like Hancock used peace-dividend politics to link 
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this international solidarity back to local, city issues. At the community level of Berkeley 

politics, this combination of the prevalence of solidarity politics and left-liberal 

collaboration manifested as local-level foreign policy—a collaborative effort by liberal 

elected officials and left-liberal grassroots activists to craft an alternate foreign policy 

designed to contest the Vietnam War and benefit dissident GIs and Vietnamese 

communists via the city government. Although Berkeley’s efforts were not wholly 

successful, they generated national interest and publicity around the idea of the city as an 

actor in the international arena.  

While the strategy of local-level foreign policy was first implemented in 

Berkeley, activists in other cities quickly pursued similar tactics. Following the Christmas 

bombings of December 1972, the City Council became a terrain of struggle—within 

which U.S. foreign policy was contested and an alternate vision of America’s place in the 

world was promoted—in numerous cities beyond Berkeley. As those in Palo Alto and 

San Antonio tried to have their cities donate funding towards the rebuilding of North 

Vietnam’s Bach Mai Hospital, they used the platforms of city government to raise 

awareness around the war and promote a more sympathetic view of the Vietnamese 

struggle during a time of decreased press coverage. Those who saw international relations 

as beyond the city’s priorities resisted these efforts, yet activists still found the platform 

of the City Council useful to their goals. The pushback that Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions received in the early 1970s to allocating city funds for international causes 

would lay the foundations for a new form of local-level foreign policy in future years—

that of the city-sponsored, community-funded sister city.  

 



130 

CHAPTER 4: 
“SISTER CITY DIPLOMACY”: 

MUNICIPAL POLITICS AND SALVADORAN REVOLUTION 
 

On July 19, 1983, Berkeley, California’s City Council voted to create a sister city 

relationship with the village of San Antonio Los Ranchos, located in El Salvador’s rural, 

northern province of Chalatenango. San Antonio Los Ranchos was not Berkeley’s first 

sister city. In the mid-1960s, the East Bay college town had established, rather typically 

apolitical ties with Sakai, Japan.1 Yet, the relationship created between Berkeley and the 

Salvadoran hamlet remained of a fundamentally different character, arguably unlike any 

other U.S. sister city in existence—it was an explicit statement of political solidarity. 

According to a 1983 pamphlet distributed by the Berkeley-based non-profit New El 

Salvador Today (NEST): “[i]n 1981 Salvadoran government troops were displaced from 

San Antonio Los Ranchos. In its wake the people have created a democratic self-

government, a Local Popular Government . . . ”2 As civil war between the government 

and the leftist coalition of the Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN) 

engulfed the country, the residents of San Antonio Los Ranchos had established what 

they termed a “Local Popular Power” (PPL), a system of governance defined by resident-

led Popular Assemblies and the collective sharing of community resources. With the 

assistance of local peasant militias and the Popular Forces of Liberation (FPL), one of the 

five politico-military groups that made up the FMLN, communities throughout 

Chalatenango were building a new, revolutionary society. In providing material aid to the 
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Salvadoran hamlet and educating the public about Chalatenango’s PPLs, solidarity 

activists and city officials collaborated to make this Central American vision of dual 

power a local issue.  

Berkeley’s new sister city agreement reflected how, in the years following the 

Vietnam War’s end, the political environment of numerous cities changed to the benefit 

of Urban Internationalist Coalitions. City Councils in various locations grew more 

favorable to local-level foreign policy. Leftist activists and antiwar liberals—following in 

the footsteps of Berkeley’s April Coalition—ran for Mayoral and City Council positions 

and won. These newly elected local officials did not see foreign policy as beyond their 

purview. Instead, Mayors and City Councilmembers of the period made a point of 

centering peace-dividend politics in their analysis of the federal government’s repeated 

cuts to city funding. Furthermore, as revolutionary movements swept Central America, 

solidarity activism continued to animate grassroots politics in these same cities. Many on 

the U.S. left became drawn to El Salvador’s growing revolutionary movement that 

brought trade unionists, student radicals, peasant organizations, left-wing Christians, and 

leftist politico-military organizations together behind a Marxist program for changing the 

country. Building on their past experiences in bolstering Vietnamese people’s diplomacy, 

activists responded to calls from Salvadoran militants for international solidarity. U.S. 

leftists and liberals joined local chapters of the Committee in Solidarity with the People 

of El Salvador (CISPES)—a group aligned with the Salvadoran Popular Forces of 

Liberation (FPL). Thus, by the 1980s, from the City Council on down to the grassroots, 

cities like Berkeley were even more so thoroughly engaged in questions of peace-

dividend politics and international solidarity than during the regional Urban 
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Internationalist Coalition’s early 1970s consolidation. Berkeley’s San Antonio Los 

Ranchos sister city would be the result of a collaborative effort between these two sectors 

of local politics—specifically socialist Berkeley Mayor Eugene “Gus” Newport and 

solidarity organizations like NEST and CISPES.  

The following chapter argues that despite the economic limitations of 1980s 

cities, solidarity activists and city politicians built on 1970s experiments with local-level 

foreign policy to successfully use the platform of local politics as a means of organizing 

and mobilizing residents behind the revolutionary project of the Salvadoran left. Amid El 

Salvador’s 1980s civil war, Urban Internationalist Coalitions worked on behalf of the 

Salvadoran revolution in the United States.3 In doing so, they pursued new strategies of 

aiding the Salvadoran left that accounted for past inabilities to allocate city funding 

towards international causes. Berkeley’s sister city with San Antonio Los Ranchos 
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remained indicative of a new strategy in which city government offered its endorsement 

and platform to solidarity movements, yet those working with the project would be 

expected to provide the funding for their efforts. While this move reflected the realities of 

government austerity during the 1980s, the fact that the period also marked the election 

of a new cohort of left-liberal politicians meant that El Salvador-focused organizers 

would have steady access to the platform of city government.  

This chapter is divided into four sections. The first section examines the 

simultaneous rise of peace dividend-concerned local politicians and an El Salvador-

focused solidarity movement with direct ties to Salvadoran revolutionaries in cities and 

college towns during the mid-to-late 1970s and early 1980s. The second section examines 

CISPES campaigns of the early 1980s in a number of cities that used ballot initiatives to 

demonstrate local opposition to U.S. military aid to El Salvador. As solidarity activists 

successfully placed El Salvador-related initiatives on city ballots, these local political 

platforms helped CISPES expand their influence and cultivate public consciousness 

around the Salvadoran revolution. The third section explores how Berkeley’s 1983 sister 

city relationship with San Antonio Los Ranchos built on this expanded public 

consciousness to create a city-endorsed fundraising mechanism that depended on 

community support, rather than the city budget. The move reflected a new form of local-

level foreign policy that enabled the local Urban Internationalist Coalition’s project to 

withstand the urban austerity of the 1980s. The fourth section shows how the emerging 

network of sister city ties between American cities and Salvadoran villages aided the 

Salvadoran revolution. The international linkages and material aid facilitated by sister 
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cities assisted Salvadorans in their ongoing project of rebuilding of Chalatenango’s PPLs 

damaged by government bombing campaigns and threatened by military incursions. 

New Cities, New CISPES 

While the early 1980s are best remembered as years of electoral victories for the 

far-right, the decade also marked the solidification of a process, beginning with the April 

Coalition’s 1971 founding, by which a variety of small college towns and medium-sized 

cities became bastions of Urban Internationalist Coalitions. From the mid-1970s to the 

early 1980s, a patchwork of socialists, civil rights activists, and antiwar liberals won City 

Council and Mayoral positions and transformed the character of local politics in the 

process. Elected on social democratic platforms amid an environment of shrinking city 

budgets, Urban Internationalist Coalition politicians pushed back against government 

austerity by highlighting U.S. foreign policy. These new, peace-dividend politics-focused 

representatives appeared as worthy allies to an emerging cohort of solidarity activists 

working to support Salvadoran guerrillas in newly formed organizations like CISPES. As 

CISPES and recently elected local officials in various cities simultaneously looked to 

their urban surroundings to promote an increased public awareness of military aid to El 

Salvador, they expanded Urban Internationalist Coalitions not only in Berkeley, but 

beyond it as well. 

During the mid-to-late seventies, multiple cities elected New Left activists and 

antiwar liberals to City Council and Mayoral positions. These local officials took from 

the example of earlier social democratic candidacies like that of Ron Dellums.4 But, 

unlike Dellums, during his initial years in local and congressional politics, a number of 
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these newly elected officials openly identified as socialists.5 Santa Cruz, California 

elected Michael Rotkin of the socialist New American Movement and Sandinista 

solidarity activist Bert Muhly to the City Council.6 In Detroit, Michigan, residents elected 

U.S. Peace Council (USPC) member Maryann Mahaffey to the City Council in 1973 and 

former member of the communist League of Revolutionary Black Workers Ken Cockrel 

in 1977.7 In 1979, after the assassination of Harvey Milk, San Francisco voters elected 

queer, eventual member of the Democratic Socialists of America Harry Britt to Milk’s 

Supervisor seat.8 Similar changes came to southern California in 1981. After passing one 

of the nation’s strongest rent control ordinances, the Santa Monica, California grassroots 

political organization Santa Monicans for Renters Rights, a group comprised of former 

Los Angeles anti-war activists and senior citizen tenants, gained a five-to-two majority 

on their City Council. That same year, socialist Burlington, Vermont mayoral candidate 

Bernie Sanders also won his election.9 As a reflection of how the social movements had 

shifted local politics in various locations to the left, winning candidates ran on social 
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democratic platforms that included rent controls, more funding for social services, and 

increased citizen participation in government.10 These recently elected officials 

represented the continuation of a larger trend of city politicians being elected on 

redistributive platforms even as liberalism’s popularity declined in national politics 

during the 1970s.11  

The growing cohort of left-liberal, local officials made sharing their electoral 

platforms with activist constituents increasingly common. During the mid-1970s, 

Councilmembers like Detroit’s Maryann Mahaffey and local peace proponents raised 

public awareness around the connections between urban poverty to the United States’ 

outsized military budget. In October 1975, Mahaffey and her collaborators hosted 

European and Indian socialist dignitaries visiting Detroit on a World Peace Council 

delegation.12 Speaking of foreign policy and city politics as interconnected, Mahaffey 

and Detroit peace activists used council resolutions to bolster public support for détente, 

U.S.-USSR arms control treaties, and the reallocation of federal, weapons manufacturing 

funding towards tackling inner-city inequalities.13  

Late 1970s Berkeley witnessed similar political developments. In 1979, voters 

elected Berkeley Citizens Action’s, formerly known as the April Coalition, Mayor Gus 

Newport and City Councilmembers Veronika Fukson, Florence McDonald, and John 
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Denton.14 Newport and the three City Councilmembers’ victories, in addition to standing 

Independent Councilmember Carol Davis who usually voted with the left-liberal group, 

gave Berkeley Citizens Action a majority on the Berkeley City Council.15 In the 1960s, 

newly elected Mayor Newport was a member of Malcolm X’s internationally-oriented 

Organization of Afro-American Unity and organized alongside the Black Nationalist 

leader. Like many other members of Berkeley Citizens Action, Veronika Fukson first 

became involved in local politics after participating in demonstrations against the 

Vietnam War. In 1969, she was teargassed by the National Guard at a demonstration in 

support of People’s Park.16 Councilmember Florence McDonald was a former 

Communist Party member who volunteered with Ron Dellums’ 1970 campaign.17 

Newport, to the displeasure of some liberal Berkeley Citizens Action members, even 

hired current Communist Party-member Mark Allen as one of his Mayoral Aides.18   

Gus Newport’s mayoralty represented the continued pervasiveness of the local 

Urban Internationalist Coalition within Berkeley politics. Upon being elected Mayor, 

Newport travelled to Havana, Cuba with Sun-Reporter journalist and future U.S. 

Congresswoman Barbara Lee, for the sixth summit of the Non-Aligned Movement. The 

two attend the September 1979 conference to better understand the international 
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organization.19 That same year, Newport became one of the leaders of the local U.S.-

Grenadian Friendship Society, a Berkeley-based group made up of prominent Black left-

liberals organized around supporting the short-lived Grenadian revolution.20 Berkeley’s 

Mayor felt international solidarity and peace-dividend politics had an important role to 

play in addressing city government’s occasional inability to bring social democratic 

programs into existence due to budgeting constraints. “We were always thinking about 

how, one, we had no business attacking all these various countries . . . but [also] thinking 

about what we could do with all those tax dollars [allocated to defense spending] in 

raising the quality of life in our own cities,” recounted Newport.21  

Ultimately, the increasingly constrained budget streams available to cities pushed 

left-liberal, city officials like Newport and Mahaffey further towards peace-dividend 

politics. Recently elected, left-liberals notably came to a power during an era of shrinking 

municipal budgets. During the 1970s, Presidents like Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford 

defunded federal support for job training, public schools, and public housing. Ford, in 

particular, infamously promoted the social spending of New York City as 

“irresponsible.”22 When white, middle-class residents left cities like Philadelphia, 

Detroit, and other similar locales for the lower-tax havens of suburban areas, employers 

followed them. White out-migration deprived cities of an essential tax base for social 
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services.23 In California, particularly, new state legislation exacerbated cities’ abilities to 

provide redistributive social benefits to their residents. In 1978, the state’s voters passed 

Proposition 13, an initiative that severely limited homeowners’ property taxes and further 

restricted California municipalities’ public coffers.24 A few years later, President 

Reagan’s election continued the 1970s’ steady slide towards austerity while 

simultaneously overseeing the largest military buildup in United States history.25 Left-

liberal local officials saw Reagan’s defense buildup and social services cuts as a set of 

circumstances that firmly connected city government to grassroots peace and solidarity 

movements.26  

Berkeley and Detroit were not the only cities with representatives who stressed 

peace-dividend politics in the lean years of the mid-to-late 1970s. Newport, Mahaffey, 

and others remained connected to an international network of peace activists who shared 

their views known as the U.S. Peace Council (USPC). Berkeley’s Mayor Newport 

became the group’s co-chair in 1981.27 The USPC was the U.S. affiliate of the Soviet-

aligned, international peace organization the World Peace Council. Since the group’s 

1949 founding, the World Peace Council had been an important organizational home for 
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many Black internationalists like W.E.B. DuBois and San Francisco’s Sun-Reporter 

newspaper owner Carlton Goodlett.28 This trend continued into the 1980s. Joining white 

politicians like Maryann Mahaffey, many Black and Latinx liberals, Communist Party 

members, and elected officials all retained USPC membership. Along with Newport, 

Cambridge City Councilmember Saundra Graham, Massachusetts State Representative 

and Boston mayoral candidate Mel King, Berkeley City Councilmember Maudelle 

Shirek, New York City Councilmember Gilberto Gerna Valentin, and Barbara Lee all sat 

on the USPC’s Executive Board during the 1980s.29 Future Chicago Mayor Harold 

Washington even occasionally attended meetings.30 Through the USPC, U.S. elected 

officials and grassroots activists from Berkeley to Boston advocated for a downsizing of 

the military budget and forged ties with the leaders of leftist movements in places like 

Vietnam, Chile, Nicaragua, and South Africa via the larger World Peace Council. All the 

while, the USPC connected these international issues to the sparse budgets of U.S. 

cities.31  
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One of the countries that most animated conversations within the U.S. Peace 

Council during the early 1980s was El Salvador.32 Into the mid-twentieth century, El 

Salvador remained a vastly unequal country in which less than one percent of landowners 

owned more than half of the country’s arable land. El Salvador’s unequal distribution of 

land ultimately meant that while the country’s landowners financially benefitted from 

agricultural exports, Salvadoran peasants scraped by on subsistence farming and seasonal 

work on coffee plantations with exploitative conditions and low wages.33 By the 1970s, 

peasants, students, and urban workers began to challenge these conditions in a major 

way. Peasants, politicized by liberation theology in rural religious study groups known as 

“Christian base communities,” joined newly-founded peasant organizations like Christian 

Federation of Salvadoran Peasants (FECCAS) and Union of Rural Workers (UTC) as a 

means of pushing for better wages, land distribution, and working conditions.34 Severe 

government repression would prompt peasant activists to partner with trade unionists and 

radical students with similar demands. In 1975, after the National Guard massacred 

protesting students in San Salvador, peasants, students, left-wing Christians, and union 

members came together to form the Revolutionary Popular Bloc (BPR)—a mass 

organization that included sixty to eighty thousand activists. The BPR, who in turn 

remained aligned with the Popular Forces of Liberation (FPL) guerrillas, staged 
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continuous strikes and demonstrations from 1975 onwards. 1979 alone saw 103 strikes 

engaging over twenty percent of Salvadoran manufacturing workers.35 Yet, El Salvador’s 

landed oligarchy remained intransigent in their opposition to reforms, particularly those 

related to land redistribution. The oligarchy and military responded brutally to protests in 

the form of clandestine death squads linked to state security forces. Death squads killed 

eight to eleven thousand Salvadorans aligned with the left in 1980 alone.36 Responding to 

this oppressive atmosphere, in October 1980, the country’s five most prominent left-wing 

guerrilla factions—the FPL, People’s Revolutionary Army (ERP), Central American 

Workers’ Party (PRTC), the National Resistance (RN), and eventually the Communist 

Party of El Salvador (PCS)—united to form the Farabundo Martí National Liberation 

Front (FMLN), a politico-military coalition closely aligned with mass organizations like 

the BPR and the social democratic party the Revolutionary Democratic Front (FDR).37 

Much of the funding for the Salvadoran military’s war against the left came from the 

United States. Throughout the 1980s, U.S. aid to El Salvador totaled $3.6 billion—

funding that many city officials felt would be better spent on domestic social programs.38  

In response to the escalating situation in El Salvador, within the same cities that 

elected left-liberal politicians, grassroots activists would form solidarity groups like 

CISPES organized around supporting the Salvadoran left. As a group with direct ties to 

the Salvadoran politico-military organization the FPL, CISPES’ emergence remained 

 
35 Gould, Solidarity Under Siege, 58–9; McClintock, Revolutionary Movements in Latin America, 

50.  
 

36 Gould, Solidarity Under Siege, 9.  
 

37 Chavez, Poets and Prophets of the Resistance, 202, 255; LeoGrande, Our Own Backyard, 47–8.  
 

38 McClintock, Revolutionary Movements in Latin America, 221.  



143 

international in origin. Soon after the 1975 formation of the Salvadoran, FPL-aligned 

mass organization the BPR, the FPL began encouraging Salvadoran activists living in 

U.S. cities like San Francisco and Los Angeles to form solidarity groups designed to 

advocate internationally on behalf of the BPR. Many U.S.-based Salvadoran organizers 

were FPL or BPR members fleeing death squad violence in their home country.39 In 

cultivating support among North American activists, U.S.-based Salvadorans directly 

applied the lessons of Vietnamese “people’s diplomacy” to their own struggle.40 Recently 

formed solidarity groups like San Francisco’s U.S. Friends of the BPR often recruited 

mainly white, college-aged radicals to join their group at demonstrations unrelated to El 

Salvador.41 Yet, it eventually became clear to Salvadoran activists that a separation of 

U.S.-based activists into groups comprised of citizens and non-citizens was needed. Soon 

after El Salvador’s five major leftist organizations came together to form the FMLN, U.S. 

Friends of the BPR asked U.S. citizen members to form their own solidarity group as a 

means of diversifying their ability to advocate on behalf of the Salvadoran revolutionary 

movement. “The gringos, you know, we were all citizens and we could do things that the 

Salvadorans couldn’t do. We could legitimately make political demands on the 

government,” recalled Phil Josselyn, a white activist who organized with San Francisco 
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CISPES.42 After two national conferences in 1980, U.S. citizen supporters of the 

Salvadoran left formed CISPES.43 U.S. Friends of the BPR would henceforth split into 

two, closely aligned groups. In 1980, U.S. citizen members of the group created San 

Francisco’s CISPES chapter and FPL-aligned Salvadorans organized with the refugee 

support group Casa El Salvador-Farabundo Martí.44 Over the course of the 1980s, 

CISPES would grow to include 300 chapters across the United States.45  

 U.S. activists’ willingness to join CISPES and its predecessor groups reflected 

the continued popularity of revolutionary solidarity politics after the Vietnam War. Not to 

mention, the image of dynamism that the Salvadoran struggle evoked. To U.S. left-liberal 

onlookers, El Salvador remained an impressive example of leftist unity in which virtually 

all the country’s sectors of dissent had come together in opposition to the oligarchy-

military alliance that continued to control the country.46 In particular, the FPL spoke to 

the U.S. New Left’s continued interest in new, creative engagements with Marxism that 

clashed with more traditional, Soviet-aligned perspectives. The FPL blended the 

Vietnamese communist strategy of  “prolonged popular war”—an attempt to work 

alongside workers and peasants and slowly incorporate them into the party before waging 

war on the state—with Christian concepts of “just war” as a means of appealing to 
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peasant organizers in rural departments like Chalatenango.47 Furthermore, the FPL-

aligned BPR mass organization actively called for the “militant international solidarity of 

all the peoples of the world, including the people of the United States.”48 Particularly 

during the period following the 1979 Nicaraguan Revolution, the prospect of aiding a 

forceful, Marxist-led popular movement in neighboring El Salvador seemed exciting and 

important to U.S. left-liberals.49   

Much like newly elected left-liberal city politicians, CISPES also emerged out of 

the internationalist moment of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Many CISPES organizers 

came of age politically during the final years of the Vietnam War when activists drifted 

towards supporting anti-imperialist movements—such as dissident GIs and Vietnamese 

leftists—from afar. Before Phil Josselyn joined San Francisco CISPES, he was a member 

of Vietnam Veterans Against the War.50 Other CISPES activists had previously been 

involved in the Weather Underground, Vietnamese solidarity groups, organizations that 

distributed information regarding African decolonization like the Liberation Support 

Movement, and Chicano student groups.51 CISPES members applied the lessons of 
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Vietnam-era organizing of the late 1960s and 1970s to the context of the Salvadoran 

struggle, hoping to avoid some of the former movement’s shortcomings. In particular, 

CISPES members objected to the movement’s mid-1960s framing of the U.S.-based 

Vietnam movement as an “anti-war” struggle, rather than an effort to support Vietnamese 

communists within the United States. From the perspective of many in CISPES, 

particularly those interested in leftist militancy, the inability of the 1960s movement to 

build widespread solidarity with the Vietnamese resulted in a dissipation of the 

movement after the U.S. withdrawal in 1975.52 In this sense, CISPES identified more 

with antiwar groups of the conflict’s final years like Medical Aid to Indochina (MAI) that 

sought to create linkages with the Vietnamese and support their struggles from a distance. 

In fact, during the early 1980s, many CISPES chapters worked with MAI’s successor 

organization, Medical Aid to El Salvador, to provide material aid to FMLN-controlled 

areas of the country.53 As Central American revolutionaries already had roots in U.S. 

cities and the region was relatively close to the United States, the revolutionary conflicts 

of El Salvador and Nicaragua offered groups like CISPES an opportunity from the 

beginning to replicate the strategies of the Vietnamization-era en masse.54 
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Importantly, CISPES’ revolutionary politics did not hinder its ability to work with 

newly elected city officials. In fact, as CISPES’ origins in part lay in U.S. citizens’ 

abilities to use their country’s formal levers of democratic engagement to build support 

for the FMLN, collaboration with elected officials and the promotion of select electoral 

campaigns remained an important part of the group’s strategy. Since Gus Newport’s 

mayoral win in 1979, CISPES had worked closely with the Berkeley Mayor and the left-

liberal coalition that he represented. During the early 1980s, both CISPES and Newport’s 

party Berkeley Citizens Action had offices in South Berkeley within two blocks from one 

another. Members of both groups regularly attended each other’s meetings. During the 

early 1980s, Oakland/Berkeley CISPES’ Legislative Committee organized members to 

phone bank and precinct walk for Gus Newport and Ron Dellums’ reelection 

campaigns.55 Berkeley Citizens Action, under Mayor Newport, also endorsed CISPES’ 

demonstrations and built a support group for CISPES to share their mailing lists with the 

organization.56 Newport even helped initiate contact between Salvadoran leftists and 

Oakland’s International Longshoremen and Warehouse Union (ILWU) Local 10 that led 

to the union’s 1980 boycott of Salvadoran shipments.57 The close relationship between 

Berkeley’s Mayor and solidarity activists offered CISPES a new air of political 
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legitimacy among East Bay residents.58 The same was true for Burlington’s chapter. “Part 

of our increased effectiveness can be traced to the fact that Burlington is currently 

governed by a progressive city administration, led by self-avowed socialist Mayor 

Bernard Sanders. Mayor Sanders in particular has time and again addressed press 

conferences on our behalf and often at very short notice. Of course, this support has not 

been entirely one-sided, since CISPES did endorse Sanders’ reelection bid and several 

members were active volunteers on the campaign,” wrote Burlington CISPES in 1983.59 

Detroit’s CISPES chapter also built ties with the city’s recently elected left-liberal 

Councilmembers. When FDR member Arnaldo Ramos came to Detroit in 1983, 

Councilmembers Erma Henderson and Maryann Mahaffey spoke alongside him.60 

Months later, Detroit CISPES and Mahaffey would co-author a successful council 

resolution “calling on U.S. Congress to appropriate more money for jobs and human 

services in Detroit, instead of sending millions of dollars to the repressive government of 

El Salvador.”61 Ultimately, solidarity groups like CISPES and local left-liberal officials 

recognized one another as potential collaborators whose contemporaneous rise remained 

shaped by the legacies of late 1960s and early 1970s social movements.  

Growing out of the left-internationalist legacy of the late 1960s, collaboration 

between recently elected local officials and solidarity activists around opposing U.S. 
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military funding to El Salvador sprouted up in numerous urban centers during the 1980s. 

In the process, these two sectors of local politics expanded Berkeley’s regional coalition 

and built new Urban Internationalist Coalitions beyond that city. Local politicians and 

solidarity activists trod different paths towards collaboration, ranging from an outrage at 

the dearth of funds for urban social programs to an ideological identification with the 

FMLN. However, much as the Salvadoran left did in their own country, the activist left of 

the solidarity movement and newly elected left-liberal politicians shared the common 

goals of undermining U.S. imperialism and supporting grassroots movements pushing for 

a more egalitarian world.62 The shared sense of political pasts enabled the creation of 

collaborative presents where activists and local officials looked to Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions’ new found, city level power base as a means of expanding a base of 

opposition against U.S. military aid to El Salvador.   

A Ballot for Base-Building  

 From 1982–83, CISPES chapters in Burlington, San Francisco, Seattle, Boulder, 

Colorado, and Ithaca, New York would partner with progressive Christians and local 

elected officials to pass local ballot measures calling on the United States to cease 

military aid to El Salvador.63 In February 1982, U.S. President Ronald Reagan’s 

administration, without congressional approval, sent the Salvadoran government $55 

million in military aid and continued to send U.S. military advisors to the country—a 

scenario that to many onlookers resembled the beginnings of the Vietnam War.64 Despite 
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Reagan’s executive maneuvering, Congress continued to engage in semi-annual 

certification processes around economic and military aid to El Salvador in which the 

country’s human rights record and the amount of U.S. aid to allocate would be debated 

and reevaluated.65 Thus, local ballot measures in part represented a means of 

communicating to Congress that city residents opposed Reagan’s policies in El Salvador. 

At the same time, CISPES argued that ballot measures could function as tools for local 

organizing and not just congressional lobbying.66 While activists in cities like Palo Alto 

and Berkeley had tried to place local measures promoting a sympathetic portrayal of the 

Vietnamese on ballots in the early 1970s, city officials who disagreed with residents’ 

solidarity politics had vetoed these measures. However, by the 1980s, with left-liberal 

city officials being elected to local offices around the country, City Council opposition to 

ballot measures critiquing U.S. foreign policy became strikingly less common. During 

Reagan’s Presidency, local activists passed hundreds of ballot measures in their cities 

across the country opposing U.S. foreign policy.67 Apart from El Salvador’s civil war, 

ballot measures tackled everything from declaring cities “nuclear free zones” to opposing 

Israeli military aid.68 In promoting ballot measures, CISPES relied on a familiar leftist 

understanding of electoral politics reminiscent of the Communist Party-USA and the 

Socialist Workers Party’s frequent runs for office: the left’s engagement with electoral 

politics was not about winning, but conscious-raising. A ballot measure offered CISPES 
 

65 LeoGrande, Our Own Backyard, 200.  
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the opportunity to make El Salvador visible at the local level and build an opposition to 

U.S. military funding.  

CISPES pursued ballot measures as base-building initiatives in numerous cities. 

In 1982, Burlington CISPES became the organization’s first chapter to use a city ballot 

initiative calling for an end to military and economic aid to El Salvador as a means of 

demonstrating and organizing opposition to U.S. militarism in Central America.69 City 

Resolution #1, placed on the November 1982 ballot with the aid of Mayor Sanders and 

the City Council, passed by a 3 to 1 ratio.70 One year later, ballot measures also passed in 

Ithaca, Seattle, and Boulder. 1983 also saw San Francisco pass a similar initiative—the 

largest municipality that year to do so—that put the city’s nearly 800,000 residents on 

record as opposing the Reagan Administration’s military buildup.71 

 Some activists would refer to these campaigns as “flag waving” or symbolic 

gestures that lacked the ability to change the issue at hand. Yet, a deeper look at these 

ballot measures reveals that CISPES’ use of municipal politics proved to be a successful 

means of growing the solidarity movement within Burlington, San Francisco, and other 

cities. In the words of Burlington CISPES, “the referendum was a political success not so 

much because we won but because of what it allowed us to do … the referendum gave us 

an opportunity to bring the issue back into focus for people locally.”72 A similar 

 
69 On another contemporary effort by Portland, Oregon’s Central America Solidarity Committee 
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expansion of the solidarity movement occurred as a result of San Francisco’s Proposition 

N. Prior to the ballot measure, San Francisco CISPES only boasted twenty members, 

along with a phone list of two hundred community members that could be called on to 

attend demonstrations. By the end of 1983, the city’s CISPES chapter had amassed a list 

of one thousand volunteers that had assisted in promoting the ballot measure and tripled 

their membership.73 One activist recalled that CISPES was able to regularly turn out six 

to seven hundred people at protests following the success of Proposition N.74 

For CISPES, the city ballot measure organizing projects of the early 1980s 

granted the organization legitimacy and an increased platform for an issue that many city 

residents considered disconnected from their own lives. As members recognized, the area 

in which most people consciously engaged with politics remained elections. Thus, ballot 

measures provided activists with an excuse to knock on neighbors’ doors, insert El 

Salvador into local political discourse, and, overall—enable unorganized, new recruits to 

get involved in the organization. San Francisco’s Proposition N campaign, as one activist 

reflected in 1984, “enabled us to meet more of the people who may not have come into 

contact with CISPES before, and has given us a chance to educate more people to the 

need for solidarity with El Salvador and opposition to U.S. intervention.”75  

In advocating for the passage of Proposition N, San Francisco CISPES set up a 

network of neighborhood committees that relied on longstanding community linkages 

between Mexicans, Central Americans, gays and lesbians, and leftists in areas like the 
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Mission District.76 Neighborhood committees would host meetings in a nearby home 

designed to educate residents about the civil war in El Salvador and the FMLN’s political 

program. Much of CISPES’ most important base-building initiatives of the Proposition N 

campaign occurred in these house meetings. During the meetings, a CISPES organizer 

would detail El Salvador’s unequal distribution of land ownership and the military’s 

violent response to Salvadorans’ attempts to organize that informed the FMLN’s decision 

to take up arms against the state. Organizers also stressed the quintessential role that U.S. 

aid played in perpetuating the military’s violence against the Salvadoran left and their 

supporters. Perhaps most importantly, CISPES members communicated that the FMLN’s 

political project could currently be observed in the FMLN-controlled “zones of popular 

control” that comprised twenty percent of the country. “The spirit, the hope, and the 

vision of a new El Salvador exists today in life in the zones of control,” reads a CISPES 

house meeting presentation script.77 As organizers conveyed to their neighbors, villages 

in the zones of popular control remained governed by Popular Assemblies in which 

villagers gathered every week to discuss community problems and work plans. The Local 

Popular Powers (PPLs), as Salvadoran militants referred to this system of governance, 

also provided residents with education, health care, and armed defense against military 

intrusion, organizers told audiences.78 After the political education portion of the 

 
76 See Hobson, Lavender and Red, 97–103.  
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meetings, CISPES members recruited and organized their neighbors to go door-to-door 

and campaign on behalf of Proposition N.79  

CISPES also created Lesbian and Gay, Labor, and Religious Task Forces and 

sought the endorsements of elected officials to build support among communities that 

were not necessarily concentrated in specific neighborhoods.80 The Lesbian and Gay 

Task Force hosted speaking events at which members of Salvadoran women’s 

organizations spoke to crowds at feminist bookstores and organized a pro-Proposition N 

contingent for San Francisco’s 1983 Lesbian and Gay Freedom Day parade. Queer 

activists in part framed their support for the ballot measure around peace-dividend 

politics. They reminded friends and neighbors that a downsizing of the military budget 

would allow for an increased allocation of funding towards fighting AIDS, an ailment 

simultaneously devastating the city’s LGBT community. The Task Force would 

eventually break from CISPES to organize an independent, queer solidarity group known 

as Lesbians and Gays Against Intervention (LAGAI) that played a prominent role in the 

contemporaneous struggle to aid Nicaragua’s Sandinistas and, years later, ACT UP-San 

Francisco.81 Three-quarters of San Francisco’s Board of Supervisors, Mayor Dianne 

Feinstein, and numerous congressional representatives also all endorsed the ballot 
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initiative.82 Mike Mason, Congressman Phil Burton’s main precinct strategist, even 

worked directly with CISPES in promoting Proposition N and eventually joined the 

group’s steering committee.83  

Framing international politics as a local issue did come with downsides. Ballot 

measures sometimes overemphasized war’s impact on U.S. domestic society and papered 

over the specifics of the Salvadoran conflict. Phrased another way, the Proposition N 

campaign exposed occasional tensions between the peace-dividend and solidarity politics 

that comprised Urban Internationalist Coalitions. “Appealing to narrow American self-

interests is not the way to effectively help a national liberation movement fight U.S. 

imperialism,” one solidarity activist argued.84 Similarly, during the promotion of 

Burlington’s initiative, liberal Catholic groups collaborating with CISPES—more 

interested in peace-dividend politics and human rights issues—initially expressed 

hesitancy towards the group’s support for the Salvadoran left.85 

 When knocking on neighbor’s doors promoting referendums, CISPES members 

and their allies often stressed U.S.-centric portrayals of the Salvadoran conflict as a 

means of best connecting the issue to residents’ lives. These conversations would often 

center El Salvador’s civil war as the next Vietnam-type conflict that the United States 

would involve itself in. “Your vote can help to stop another Vietnam,” as a flyer for one 
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referendum put it.86 Phil Josselyn recalled the framing this way: “At that time, well, we 

were only five years out from the Vietnam War when CISPES was formed in 1980, and 

people were traumatized by the Vietnam War . . . So, you could get people to oppose 

military aid because they were against Central America becoming another Vietnam.”87 

Yet, from the perspective of other CISPES members, Vietnam comparisons went too far 

and compromised the group’s goal of promoting international solidarity. “The last time 

we entered a war like this, 55,000 Americans died,” East Bay activist Tallis George 

recounted Proposition N’s campaign literature reading. George was upset that the figure 

neglected to account for the exponentially larger Southeast Asian death toll. “Simply put, 

we cannot build an effective solidarity and non-intervention movement in the U.S. that 

undercuts the real gains of national liberation movements, and twists history in such a 

way that North Americans are made at the center of the world,” George argued.88  

The city ballot initiatives remained a delicate balancing act between cultivating 

solidarity and emphasizing domestic concerns. Yet arguably, the tactic of framing the 

issue in a manner applicable to U.S. city residents’ experiences marked the most effective 

means of beginning a conversation that moved towards solidarity with the FMLN. As 

Phil Josselyn recalled, CISPES was “able to hang onto those people” who volunteered 

with the organization to campaign for the ballot measure. Those volunteers would later 

return again and again to attend speaking events and political education classes. Like 

CISPES’ house meetings, these later functions revolved around “explaining the political 
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situation in El Salvador, what it had been like before the war, what the different stands of 

the different revolutionary organizations were, and why [CISPES] felt like the FPL and 

the FMLN were really a force for egalitarian change in the country.”89 In this sense, 

ballot measures served as successful base-building campaigns that enabled the growth of 

awareness around El Salvador, as well as the movement in solidarity with the FMLN. 

Building on the popular consciousness that San Francisco’s Proposition N created locally, 

activists and local elected officials in nearby Berkeley similarly looked towards to city 

politics as a means of providing material aid to Salvadoran revolutionaries.  

Berkeley and the Zones of Popular Control  

 As Proposition N gained the momentum that would lead to its passage in San 

Francisco, solidarity activists across the Bay would also focus their energies at the city 

level with a different strategy. In 1983, CISPES organizer Tracey Shear founded the non-

profit group NEST, a material aid project designed to raise money for the democratic 

institutions in the zones of popular control’s PPLs.90 Other San Francisco CISPES 

members like Diane Greene also joined NEST.91 “We seek funding here in the U.S. for 

proposals for health, education, and production campaigns which we receive from the 

PPLs,” said Shear.92 At first glance, NEST may have resembled an international charity. 
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Yet, its aims differed from other fundraiser organizations in that the group touted the 

zones of popular control’s PPLs as laying the groundwork for a future, more egalitarian 

El Salvador. Therefore, NEST—much like CISPES—positioned themselves politically 

on the side of the revolution.93 While NEST mostly shied away from publicly praising 

the FMLN, the non-profit shared CISPES’ enthusiasm for the revolutionary processes 

unfolding in FMLN-controlled areas.94 Soon after NEST’s 1983 founding, Shear 

partnered with CISPES ally Berkeley Mayor Gus Newport to create a sister city between 

Berkeley and the rebel village of San Antonio Los Ranchos, Chalatenango. Newport 

eventually joined NEST’s Board of Directors.95 With the sister city, activists hoped to 

raise Berkeley residents’ consciousness of the political projects within FMLN-controlled, 

zones of popular control and enlist their political and monetary support for these 

endeavors.96 

The sister city project represented how the Bay Area-based Urban Internationalist 

Coalition’s strategies for local-level foreign policy had changed amid the conditions of 

shrinking city budgets. NEST’s collaboration with city officials signaled a recognition of 

the legitimacy and exposure that local government could offer the solidarity movement. 

At the same time, unlike activists in 1970s, supporters of Berkeley’s sister city did not 

expect the cash-strapped city government to allocate funding to El Salvador’s PPLs. 
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Instead, NEST relied on the platform of local government to stimulate community 

support and fundraising efforts.97 Ultimately, NEST localized the function of 1970s 

groups like Medical Aid to Indochina (MAI) that raised money for communist-held 

territories and incorporated it into the scope of Berkeley’s city government. The sister 

city served as a permanent site of political education and fundraising for the regional 

Urban Internationalist Coalition’s support for the Salvadoran revolution.  

 El Salvador’s rural northern province of Chalatenango had a long history of 

popular protest. A large percentage of Chalatenango’s peasantry was composed of 

minifundistas, a class of farmers who subsisted on the crop cultivation of less than ten 

hectares of land. Minifundistas’ small landholdings often consisted of barren soils, 

making it incredibly difficult to cultivate a profitable crop surplus. To supplement their 

incomes, Chalatenango’s minifundistas worked at nearby coffee and sugar farms where 

landowners subjected them to dire working conditions, low pay, and often, for female 

employees, sexual assault. During the 1960s, as a means of combatting these exploitative 

conditions, Chalatenango peasants partnered with local, liberation theology-inspired 

priests to create twelve rural cooperatives with over 2500 members as a means of pooling 

together agricultural resources to better economically provide for the community as a 

whole. Many of these cooperatives would go onto join the Union of Rural Workers 
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neoliberalism that public-private partnerships represented. For examples of community fundraising, see 
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(UTC) in 1974, one of two organized peasant groups that comprised the BPR.98 

Chalatenango’s peasantry remained tied to El Salvador’s budding leftist insurgency as 

well. Since the early 1970s, the FPL had allied with peasant cooperatives and radical 

priests in the region. Many peasant leaders joined the FPL as a means of protecting 

cooperatives and other rural communities against state paramilitary forces.99 As military 

and death squad violence against organized peasants in northern departments 

dramatically escalated in 1980, those unsympathetic to the FMLN mostly fled the area. 

Thus, peasants that stayed behind in departments like Chalatenango and others that 

became the zones of popular control remained among those most politically committed to 

the revolution within the country.100 By 1982, left-leaning peasant refugees, often fleeing 

military violence in other northern villages, had settled in the FPL-controlled villages of 

Chalatenango. In places like San Antonio Los Ranchos and other surrounding hamlets, 

villagers, with the encouragement and assistance of the FPL, applied their previous 

experience of collective decision-making in cooperatives and prior village council 

systems known as directivas to create the PPLs of Chalatenango. In this sense, internally 

displaced Salvadorans played a major role in shaping the political content and outcomes 

of the PPLs.101 While the FPL provided PPLs with protection, the politico-military group 

allowed villages to govern themselves autonomously.102 By 1983, death squad violence 
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had made the continuity of the BPR’s urban-based, protest tactics too dangerous. This 

shift made Chalatenango’s PPLs among the most prominent examples of revolutionary 

activity in the country.103 

The Berkeley City Council’s decision to partner with Chalatenango’s San Antonio 

Los Ranchos via a sister city relationship became official in July 1983.104 Three years 

earlier, San Antonio Los Ranchos had been the adopted home of Ita Ford and Maura 

Clark, two U.S. Maryknoll nuns murdered by Salvadoran death squads. The hamlet 

ultimately represented a potent symbol of U.S. involvement in the Salvadoran struggle.105 

The resolution passed seven to two.106 Building on the awareness around El Salvador’s 

war cultivated during the ballot measure campaign, on-looking CISPES activists saw 

NEST’s sister city project as chance to preserve the country’s revolutionary potential as a 

continuing aspect of local politics.107 As NEST emerged out of CISPES, the two 

organizations remained close.108 Oakland/Berkeley CISPES members worked to promote 

and raise money for the NEST sister city project using the familiar tactics of 
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neighborhood committees and house meetings.109 Other CISPES chapters, from San 

Francisco to Seattle, also established “NEST committees,” within their city’s affiliate to 

fundraise for El Salvador’s PPLs.110 “This is an excellent chance for CISPES to educate 

its membership and the public about the FMLN and the new society that it is creating and 

protecting,” one Oakland/Berkeley CISPES member wrote of NEST’s efforts.111 By 

1984, Oakland/Berkeley CISPES and NEST’s combined efforts raised $14,000 for San 

Antonio Los Ranchos.112   

Compared to CISPES, NEST was less public about the FMLN’s connections to 

San Antonio Los Ranchos and other villages in El Salvador’s zones of popular control. 

The organization’s ultimate goal was to replicate the sister city project in other cities 

across the country potentially less historically sympathetic to left-wing movements than 

Berkeley.113 In El Salvador, moreover, publicizing connections between residents and the 

FMLN could lead to arrest and political disappearance.114 Thus, although both Gus 

Newport, as co-chair of the U.S. Peace Council, and much of NEST’s staff had 
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connections to El Salvador’s left, this information was rarely publicly discussed.115 

Perhaps as a means of shielding the organization from redbaiting and Salvadoran citizens 

from state retribution, reports written by NEST members and the local media framed San 

Antonio Los Ranchos and other villages in the zones of popular control of beacons of 

democracy in an authoritarian country, but mostly shied away from discussing the 

FMLN’s role in defending these local institutions.116 In a 1983 interview with the local 

press, NEST member Tracey Shear “stressed that the zones are not ‘controlled’ by the 

military forces of the FMLN, but are run democratically by the citizens of each town.”117 

While her assertion remained true, a look into contemporary studies on the communities 

of Chalatenango would reveal the FPL’s involvement in assisting and protecting the 

PPLs.118  

 Regardless of whom activists positioned as the zones’ leaders, the longevity of 

San Antonio Los Ranchos and other Chalatenango communities remained precarious. As 

Tracey Shear remarked, there remained a reason why NEST referred to the region as a 

“zone of popular control” rather than a “liberated zone.” “The Salvadoran government 

can fly bombers over the area from their bases outside the zones,” the Berkeley Gazette 
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reported.119 Yet, NEST members remained optimistic. They hoped that eventually 

Berkeley residents would be able to visit San Antonio Los Ranchos, thus further 

solidifying international linkages. However, supplied with seven A-37 aircrafts and $1.2 

million worth of iron bombs by the United States, the Salvadoran military’s bombing of 

northeastern departments like Chalatenango and others increased by 220 hours per month 

between July 1983 and February 1984. According to the Red Cross, the number of 

displaced persons in these departments grew from 80,000 to 105,000 by July 1984.120 

The air war forced residents of San Antonio Los Ranchos, like thousands of others in the 

country, to flee to other surrounding hamlets or a refugee camp in Honduras, along the 

Salvadoran border, known as Mesa Grande. Residents’ evacuation of the town left its 

institutions of popular governance temporarily destroyed.  

  Berkeley’s City Council established the sister city relationship with San Antonio 

Los Ranchos in July, but, as of August 1983, the Salvadoran town had been abandoned. 

In March 1984, Berkeley residents were confronted by the unsettling news that they had 

raised $14,000 for a community that seemingly no longer existed.121 NEST’s Tracey 

Shear, having recently returned from northern Chalatenango, relayed that San Antonio 

Los Ranchos’ former residents asked that “people in Berkeley continue their campaign 

for medical care, education, and food production.”122 Mayor Newport called on Congress 
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to investigate the Salvadoran military’s bombing of civilians.123 Other Berkeley residents 

reacted with dismay, however, not in response to the bombing, but to the fact that NEST 

had not released information regarding the town’s desertion sooner.   

 The news of San Antonio Los Rancho’s abandonment gathered mixed results in 

Berkeley. An editorial in The Daily Californian advanced a narrative that NEST collected 

money under false pretenses: “We didn’t learn until last week that San Antonio Los 

Ranchos had been uninhabited for six months, that the rebel-held town was under siege 

even as the council voted to establish the sorority . . . Shear and NEST have some 

explaining to do.”124 Another local paper even argued that the publicity around 

Berkeley’s establishment of the sister city relationship exposed San Antonio Los Ranchos 

to targeting by the military.125 However, for others involved in solidarity activism locally, 

the news of the bombings was a call to protest. After the news of San Antonio Los 

Ranchos’ evacuation, hundreds gathered in downtown Berkeley to defend their city’s 

relationship to San Antonio Los Ranchos. In many ways, the protest signaled the impact 

of the numerous city-based campaigns aimed at cultivating increased awareness of and 

support for the Salvadoran revolution at the local level. When Berkeley’s budding 

relationship to Chalatenango’s popular movement appeared threatened, activists used the 

tactic of street protest to demand the City Council uphold its commitment to the project’s 

longevity. “This bombing is only a microcosm of the overall status [in El Salvador]. It 

shows that civilians are the true targets. And we civilians need to show our concern,” said 
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one demonstrator.126 In response to the protest and other reaction to bombings in 

Chalatenango, in April 1984, the City Council voted to reaffirm its sister city relationship 

to San Antonio Los Ranchos despite the news of its abandonment.127 The next year, 

Berkeley and San Antonio Los Ranchos would only grow closer. 

 In March 1985, Gus Newport and three solidarity activists made plans to visit San 

Antonio Los Ranchos as a part of a fact-finding trip aiming to further publicize the 

effects of war upon Salvadoran civilians.128 In interviews, Newport attributed his desire 

to visit the war-torn region to a long history of concern “on the part of the citizens of 

Berkeley in the fate of the Salvadoran people,” referring to happenings within and outside 

Berkeley.129 As numerous scholars have argued, the Refugee Act of 1980 remade U.S. 

immigration policy around asylum seekers into, what journalist Daniel Denvir terms, “a 

blunt tool for Cold War foreign policy.”130 While the U.S. government accepted 

Nicaraguan and Cuban refugees as “political refugees,” they simultaneously turned away 

hundreds of thousands of Salvadoran and Guatemalan migrants as a means of sheltering 

these anti-communist governments from human rights violations.131 Participating in the 
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ongoing Sanctuary Movement, mainly concentrated in the religious communities of the 

southwestern United States, Berkeley had secretly offered asylum to eighty Guatemalans 

and Salvadoran refugees in eighteen churches across the city.132 In February 1985, a 

month prior to Newport’s trip, Berkeley, in tandem with the city of St. Paul, Minnesota, 

made these actions public by building on its 1971 sanctuary city policy to offer refuge to 

undocumented migrants and forbid local police from inquiring about residents’ 

immigration status.133 The city’s new sanctuary policy remained another testament to 

how activists and elected officials’ collaborative city-based campaigns had heightened 

public consciousness around El Salvador locally. In this sense, the trip functioned as a 

means of demonstrating solidarity with the Salvadoran movement abroad, but also further 

illustrating to the public the importance of the city’s new sanctuary policy by exposing 

the conditions that Salvadoran migrants fled.  

Accompanied by NEST’s Diane Greene, as well as CISPES activists Mary Ann 

Buckley, and Adam Kufeld, the Mayor of Berkeley flew to San Salvador.134 Travel to 

Chalatenango was strictly forbidden, thus the clandestine nature of their visit remained 

essential. “This was one of the very first trips where Americans in solidarity went into 

what they called the zones of popular control . . . and it was very under cover. So, we 

went into El Salvador with some story about being tourists, stayed in the big hotel where 
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the journalists stayed, and then we went with some people who took us into the 

countryside,” Diane Greene recalled.135 After arriving in Chalatenango, as the region 

technically remained a warzone, the four North Americans planned to walk into San 

Antonio Los Ranchos from the village of Las Vueltas, led, in part, by feminist guerrilla 

María Serrano and other members of the FMLN.136 In Las Vueltas, the four toured the 

village and met with their “subregional government” who outlined the community-

controlled systems of production, education, health, and justice created during the early 

1980s.137 As they ventured into the countryside, the four were greeted by, in Newport’s 

words, “50 people—children, women, and older people” who thanked the activists for the 

material aid and the solidarity that they offered their community from afar.138 “We really 

feel hopeful for the coming year because of the solidarity of people around the world, 

especially the people of Berkeley. In the past year, because of the help we received, we 

have been able to raise production levels. We will move forward no matter what it takes,” 

remarked one former resident of San Antonio Los Ranchos who had fled to another 

village.139 In this sense, while critics may have dismissed the sister city relationship as 

symbolic, the trip convinced Newport that the support that his city had offered the zones 

of popular control remained meaningful both in its monetary funding and its gesture of 
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international solidarity for the Salvadoran revolution that inspired perseverance in 

difficult circumstances.140  

 Unfortunately, the four would never make it to the former site Berkeley’s sister 

city, as they would come under bombing attack by the Salvadoran military. “We were on 

a march [through] Chalatenango, and the people wanted to take us to San Antonio Los 

Ranchos, and on the way, some of the guerrillas interceded a message that there was a 

bombing going on and we couldn’t go any further. So, they took us to, sort of a cement 

floor house, and told us to duck and get on the floor. They could tell how many bombs 

were being dropped and how many the plane had. You could see fires all night,” recalled 

Newport.141 As the U.S. activists laid out on the floor of a village hut in Chalatenango, 

they counted the blasts of exploding bombs knowing, based on information from the 

guerrillas, that Salvadoran planes only carried eight bombs. “ . . . Every time one would 

hit, we would deduct: how many more were left? The plane that attacked us only fired six 

and after they left we were wondering if they had fired somewhere else,” Newport told 

the Berkeley Voice. The next day, the Mayor and accompanying activists would learn that 

those two extra rockets struck a nearby home, killing eleven people.142 

While the four North Americans would not reach the former village of 14,000 

residents, they would be introduced to many campesinos resisting the violence of the 

Salvadoran military. During their weeklong visit, the activists listened to the stories of 
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hundreds who described the frequent bombings and military’s destruction of villages.143 

“They come and cut down crops before we are ready to harvest. The soldiers burn the 

stored grain. They kill animals, pigs, cows, chickens. What they really want to do is 

starve us until we are forced to leave or die,” said one of the interviewees.144 According 

to the FMLN’s underground radio network Radio Venceremos, these frequent air raids 

functioned as a means of “psychological warfare” upon civilian populations geared 

towards undermining the guerrillas’ social base in Chalatenango and other northern 

departments.145 Newport’s firsthand findings in El Salvador, the first of its kind of any 

U.S. elected official, undermined the legitimacy of the Reagan Administration’s ongoing 

military aid and training to El Salvador. The FMLN’s politics drifted towards social 

democracy during the mid-to-late 1980s.146 Yet, Reagan repeatedly portrayed El 

Salvador’s war as a moral crusade against ultra-left guerrillas supplied with Soviet 

weaponry by the Cuban and Nicaraguan governments.147 The Berkeley sister city 

delegation told a different story. “I consider the Salvadoran peoples’ suffering and heroic 

fight to merit the solidarity and support of peace-loving peoples,” Newport argued.148  
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 Ultimately, the main purposes of an organized, NEST-sponsored mayoral visit to 

Chalatenango were to expose human rights abuses and convince the public that the cause 

of El Salvador’s zones of popular control remained worth supporting financially through 

private contributions. Given the trip’s widespread press coverage, these goals were 

partially successful.149 At press conferences, Berkeley’s Mayor disseminated the 

demands of Chalatenango residents. Newport said that the Salvadorans told them they 

had but one request of the United States government. “Tell them to stop the bombing,” he 

relayed.150 NEST hoped that the media attention around the bombing of U.S. citizens, an 

elected official nonetheless, would work to undermine the Salvadoran military’s claims 

that the bombings of rebel territories like Chalatenango only impacted leftists in rebellion 

against the government. Using Berkeley Citizens Action and the U.S. Peace Council’s 

connections to Ron Dellums’ congressional office, Newport would testify before 

Congress on the issue of U.S.-Salvadoran military funding and its impacts on civilians.151 

Greene and Newport would also participate in a nearly thirty city speaking tour, set up as 

a collaborative effort between CISPES, NEST, and the U.S. Peace Council.152 Some of 

the cities that Greene and Newport visited would start their own sister city relationships 
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with Chalatenango villages.153 After 1985, with the help of NEST and other groups like 

U.S.-El Salvador Sister Cities, cities with progressive city governments and robust 

solidarity movements like Cambridge, Massachusetts, Madison, Wisconsin, and 

Baltimore, Maryland replicated Berkeley’s project of city-sponsored material aid and 

created sister cities with other Chalatenango PPLs.154  

During the early 1980s, the Bay Area’s Urban Internationalist Coalition 

implemented a new, more sustainable form of local-level foreign policy that relied on 

community fundraising rather than the city budget to support El Salvador’s zones of 

popular control. Building on public consciousness cultivated in San Francisco’s ballot 

measure campaign, Berkeley’s sister city, in the words of NEST member Diane Greene, 

went “beyond a symbolic relationship” by beginning to facilitate a direct connection 

between El Salvador’s zones of popular control and U.S. cities.155 Through the sister city 

project, Berkeley residents gained a city-sponsored resource with which to learn about 

the democratic example of San Antonio Los Ranchos’ PPL and financially support its 

longevity. Berkeley’s sister city project differed tactically from local-level foreign 

policies of the 1970s. While NEST’s sister city project benefited from the platform of 

city government, it relied solely on the surrounding community for financial support. 

These changes represented the realities of the decade’s shrinking city budgets. But, at the 

same time, the model of the community-sponsored, sister city allowed activists to bypass 
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the contentious debates around city funding that had hindered the progress of 1970s 

local-level foreign policy. Mayor Gus Newport’s ambassadorial trip to Chalatenango 

represented the progress that this new approach to local-level foreign policy had made 

and the interactive relationship between peace-dividend and solidarity politics driving the 

project. The Berkeley Mayor’s journey provided widespread coverage to the conditions 

that Salvadoran civilians faced at the hands of the U.S.-funded military forces. The 

findings of Berkeley’s sister city eventually reached the halls of Congress and provided 

inspiration for other cities outside the Bay Area to pursue similar strategies of local-level 

foreign policy to aid El Salvador’s zones of popular control.156 

Resettling Chalatenango  

Beginning in 1987, Berkeley and other municipalities that had recently 

established sister cities with villages in the zones of popular control would provide an 

international support system to displaced Chalatenango residents resettling in their former 

villages. The move represented the sister cities’ ability to respond to the changing 

conditions of El Salvador’s zones of popular control. Due to the Salvadoran military’s air 

war on the FMLN, the zones of popular control had fluctuated in population size and 

ability to provide to host the participatory governance of the PPLs. But, in 1987, the 

signing of the Esquipulas Peace Accords—an initiative begun by Costa Rican President 

Óscar Arias designed to end military conflicts throughout Central America—provided 

protective provisions for refugees who wished to resettle in their former communities. El 

Salvador’s civil war would not officially end until 1992. However, in early October 1987, 

two months after the signing of the peace accords, 4300 Salvadorans, many from San 
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Antonio Los Ranchos and surrounding areas, would begin leaving Honduras’ Mesa 

Grande refugee camp to return to various areas around the country. Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions assisted organized, displaced Salvadorans in this process.  

Refugees, organized into a group called the National Coordinating Committee for 

Repopulation (CNR), called on solidarity groups for financial support to rent 

transportation and buy medical supplies for the journey.157 “They have [also] asked for 

accompaniment—the presence of international witnesses and volunteers who will be with 

them as they return, and who can provide support as needed,” wrote CISPES.158 Fifty 

North Americans, among them Paul Desfor of the Berkeley Sister City Project, responded 

to the CNR’s call for accompaniment, travelling with the returning villagers and 

monitoring the situation. Many more displaced peoples followed the initial caravan in the 

coming months.159 Simultaneously, in the United States, activists held solidarity marches 

in twenty-seven cities to raise awareness for the resettlement internationally.160 “[NEST] 

would provide material aid to the repopulated communities and people would [continue 

to] come back,” one activist described the tactic.”161 Following the 1987 peace accords, 

solidarity activists from the Bay Area, Cambridge, Madison, and Baltimore raised 
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hundreds of thousands of dollars in fundraisers to assist Salvadorans in their ongoing 

efforts to rebuild their communities.162  

 While the Salvadoran state allowed resettlement to continue, Chalatenango’s 

repopulation movement remained threatening to the government in San Salvador. As 

Chalatenango activist Mireya Lucero described the situation, “We’ve been able to put an 

obstacle in front of specific war plans of the government to depopulate and clean out the 

countryside. Even though economic conditions are very poor and though we’ve had to 

reconstruct literally everything, we have been able to disrupt their plan by maintaining 

ourselves in our place of origin.”163 Chalatenango’s PPLs represented a force hostile to 

the government as communities sympathetic to the FMLN, independently organizing 

along collectivist lines. The refugee-led repopulation movement also made it so the 

military could no longer feasibly claim that those killed in their frequent air raids solely 

represented FMLN combatants rather than civilians, as they did during the mid-1980s.164 

U.S.-based sister cities and the local, liberation theology-focused Popular Church 

offered financial support to villagers reestablishing communities in Chalatenango. But, 

these campesinos received no state support. In fact, on numerous occasions, when U.S. 

solidarity activists travelled to the region with the purpose of delivering food and 
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medicine to resettled communities, military guards turned them away.165 On one 1988 

delegation, representatives from U.S. sister city projects in Berkeley, Madison, 

Cambridge, and Baltimore planned to travel to Guarjila, a town near San Antonio Los 

Ranchos. After having their initial path blocked by the military, activists were forced to 

take another road where they had to walk three miles to the town. Re-planning their 

route, the North Americans left eight suitcases of medical and school supplies, food, and 

clothing by the roadside. They intended to return for the suitcases the next day, but when 

they did—they found the supplies scattered throughout the road. The suitcases had been 

mined. “Under one of the suitcases,” relayed the Berkeley delegation’s Osha Neumann, 

“they found a mine hidden under a piece of camouflage cloth like the military uses.”166 

Guarjila residents believed that the military destroyed the suitcases to dissuade future 

instances of local-level foreign policy.167  

 Despite government efforts to discourage solidarity, the international spotlight 

that sister city relations shone on resettled communities acted as a protective mechanism 

against further state repression. In early 1988, repopulation activist and San Antonio Los 

Ranchos town council leader Amadeo Lopez and a town council member of San Jose Las 

Flores, a nearby village that had established sister city ties with Cambridge in 1987, 

named Manuel Cartagena were arrested by the Salvadoran military on suspicion of being 

members of the FPL.168 While Chalatenango’s PPLs did have links to the FPL, U.S. 
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activists shied away from discussing these connections. In the United States, sister city 

activists portrayed Lopez’s arrest as an obvious tactic to derail the progress of 

resettlement. As the Salvadoran military was infamous for their brutal torture methods 

designed to coerce confessions out of detainees during the 1980s, local Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions remained deeply concerned for Lopez’s well being.169 Soon 

after their arrest, Bay Area residents bombarded the Salvadoran military and San 

Francisco’s Salvadoran consulate with letters, telexes, and phone calls. The barrage of 

messages was so much that the local consulate closed for the weekend.170 San Francisco 

CISPES used the mailing lists and neighborhood committees cultivated during the 1983 

ballot initiative to call on residents to contribute to this avalanche of telexes.171 

Cambridge activists did the same.172 Politicians like Ron Dellums, Berkeley’s new 

Mayor Loni Hancock, and the entirety of the Berkeley City Council also all contributed 

to the flooding of the consulate with letters of concern.173 “Berkeley . . . deplore(s) the 

capture of Mr. Lopez and Mr. Cartagena and view it as an ominous sign that the unarmed 

citizens of San Antonio Los Ranchos and other peasant communities are again in mortal 
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danger,” Mayor Hancock wrote to numerous Salvadoran officials.174 Miraculously, after 

a weekend of being confined to small cells, blindfolded, and wearing nothing but their 

underwear at a local military base, the two Salvadoran activists were taken before a judge 

in San Salvador who acquitted them of any wrongdoing. Activists believed that the public 

pressure applied to these international cases played a major role in Lopez and 

Cartagena’s release.175 “It is very unusual for people detained by the military to appear 

before a judge,” said one activist.176 

 The Bay Area’s Urban Internationalist Coalition and those of other cities would 

provide an international support system to Salvadoran refugee-led repopulation 

movement. Sister cities in numerous municipalities provided financial assistance and 

international media attention that safeguarded against state repression. As the political 

situation changed in Chalatenango to one that required a complete recreation of the 

region’s participatory democratic systems rather than their continued sustainability, 

activists were able to use sister city initiatives to continually support Salvadoran activists 

from afar. While the project began with Berkeley’s relationship to San Antonio Los 

Ranchos, the use of sister city as a tool of political solidarity would spread. From 1986–

87, activists in Cambridge, Madison, and Baltimore, inspired by Berkeley’s example, 

used their own ties to city government as means of providing support for the province’s 
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revolutionary communities. By the end of the decade, each repopulated village in 

Chalatenango had a sister city relationship with a community in the United States.177  

*** 

In a 1989 interview with the San Francisco Bay Guardian, Eliseo Menjivar, a 

town council leader of Cambridge’s sister city San Jose Los Flores, portrayed the 

recreation of the zones of popular control’s PPLs as a means of providing the political 

infrastructure needed to build a new Salvadoran society. This new El Salvador, as 

Menjivar envisioned it, would be more cognizant of the needs of the country’s peasants 

and workers. “I feel the current development we are promoting in the communities gives 

an opportunity to build the foundations of a future, where people would have the freedom 

to elect their representatives. What we’re trying to do is build that model,” Menjivar 

said.178 Using city initiatives as political tools, activists and local politicians in the Bay 

Area and regions around the country worked towards making the radical potential of the 

Salvadoran revolution, of which Menjivar spoke, visible at the municipal level. In the 

process, Urban Internationalist Coalitions in numerous cities built public consciousness 

around El Salvador’s conflict and provided urban residents a means of material aiding a 

revolutionary cause and undermining their own government’s attempts to destroy it.  

Cities’ approaches to El Salvador reflected how urban politics and conditions had 

changed since the end of the Vietnam War in a manner beneficial to local-level foreign 

policy. From the mid-1970s to the early 1980s, voters elected left-liberal representatives 

to local office in numerous cities. While these elected officials had emerged from 
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internationalist contexts of the late 1960s, the growing conditions of urban austerity 

coupled with an expanding military budget had pushed elected officials further towards 

peace-dividend politics. These newly elected local officials made for worthy allies for 

emerging solidarity organizations supporting the Salvadoran revolution, thus forming 

Urban Internationalist Coalitions in cities beyond Berkeley. 

 The expanded strength and size of Urban Internationalist Coalitions meant that 

solidarity activists did not face the same obstacles in using city government to promote 

internationalism that others confronted in the 1970s. Beginning in 1982–83, collaborative 

efforts to craft foreign policy around El Salvador locally commenced with ballot 

initiatives calling for an end to U.S. military funding to the country with the goal of 

expanding the cities’ solidarity movements. Activists in groups like CISPES approached 

ballot measures as a means of organizing their neighbors and community members, 

gathering them in nearby homes and apartments where they learned of the inspirational 

example of the FMLN’s revolution and the U.S. government’s role in perpetuating the 

Salvadoran military’s violence against the country’s left. Building on the successes of 

ballot initiatives in San Francisco and other cities, activists and politicians in Berkeley 

mobilized this expanding, local consciousness around El Salvador to build connections 

between their city and Chalatenango’s PPLs. In the context of limited city financial 

resources, solidarity organizations like NEST used the platform that a municipally-

endorsed, sister city project offered, but relied on community fundraising to support the 

town of San Antonio Los Ranchos. With the support of local officials, groups like NEST 

and CISPES were able to maintain public attention on the community of San Antonio Los 
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Ranchos through fundraisers, protests, and international delegations, even as the political 

situation in El Salvador changed. Other cities beyond Berkeley soon followed suit.  

As Salvadoran refugees readied themselves to return to their villages in 

Chalatenango and other regions, an international network existed to assist in this process. 

City residents’ efforts to use local resources towards rebuilding northern Chalatenango’s 

PPLs and fundraising to meet those communities’ needs may have looked like charity to 

some. Yet, these campaigns emerged not out of pity, but political support for the 

inspiring projects of El Salvador’s rebellious communities. Civil war-related violence in 

Chalatenango continued into the 1990s, but by the late 1980s resettled communities 

remained better equipped to handle some of the realities of the conflict. By 1989, the 

resettled, neighboring communities of San Antonio Los Ranchos and San Jose Los Flores 

had respectively planted 110 and 240 manzanas of corn and equally distributed the crop 

throughout the community. Cambridge’s sister city, San Jose Los Flores, had 225 

children in school and a health facility. In San Antonio Los Ranchos, community 

members in collaboration with Berkeley activists had built 150 homes, one for each 

family in the village. Finally, these villages had a network of international support 

monitoring for state repression when it did occur. “It’s not that the troops won’t come 

into our community, but they can’t do whatever they want because they know there’s a 

whole international community watching out for us, concerned about what’s happening to 

us,” said Menjivar.179 Rejecting U.S. foreign policy with El Salvador, as dictated at the 

federal level, activists and local politicians in Berkeley, Cambridge, and other cities 

established political ties with the renegade communities of Chalatenango that existed in 
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the gray area between organizational ties and state policy, and in doing so challenged the 

anticommunism of both the U.S. and Salvadoran governments. Describing these relations 

in 1989, the San Francisco Bay Guardian would put it more succinctly. It was, as they 

described it,  “Sister City Diplomacy.”180 
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CHAPTER 5: 
 “THEY’RE COMING TO BUILD WHAT REAGAN DESTROYS:”  

THE URBAN FOOTPRINT OF ACTIVIST BRIGADES TO NICARAGUA AND 
THE DIVERGENT GROWTH OF LOCAL-LEVEL FOREIGN POLICY 

 
 Former Santa Cruz, California Mayor Bert Muhly was one of forty-eight 

international volunteers who spent New Years Day 1984 in northern Nicaragua. While in 

the country, Muhly harvested coffee in support of Nicaragua’s recent revolution. Attacks 

by U.S.-backed anticommunist guerrillas, known as “Contras,” had forced nearby 

community members to either relocate or mobilize into self-defense units. The 

militarization of northern Nicaragua created a shortage of laborers needed to harvest the 

profitable crop. In response to the Nicaraguan government’s call for assistance, Muhly 

and other Sandinistas supporters travelled to Central America to pick coffee.1 While 

impressed with the revolution’s progress, Muhly was also shocked and angered to hear 

gunfire in the distance one night as right-wing forces attacked a nearby community of 

revolutionary partisans. “This was terrorism in the worst form, financed by my own tax 

dollars . . . If every one of my fellow citizens could feel what I felt and saw what I saw, 

they would certainly march in the streets until the administration stopped this insane and 

illegal war against this little country,” the former Mayor argued.2 Upon his return, Bert 

became an active participant in his municipality’s efforts to support the Nicaraguan 

revolution from afar, playing a key role in the Santa Cruz-Jinotepe, Nicaragua sister city 
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effort.3 Muhly would travel to Nicaragua sixteen times over the course of the decade.4 

When asked by others how to learn more about Nicaragua, Bert Muhly would often 

suggest doing as he had done—traveling there. “You go there yourself. And you come 

back. And you tell people what you saw,” Muhly advised.5  

 Bert Muhly’s political trajectory remains indicative of how Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions gradually became involved in applying the tactic of local-level foreign policy 

towards defending Nicaragua’s revolution. Unlike El Salvador-focused organizing, work 

around Nicaragua flourished as a result of taking city residents out of their neighborhoods 

rather than organizing within them. During the mid-1980s, thousands of leftists and 

liberals from metropolitan regions across the United States participated in activist 

brigades—short-term delegations to Nicaragua designed to inspire opposition to the 

Contra War and sympathy for the Sandinistas’ cause—as part of a dispersed movement-

building project. Activist brigades to Nicaragua offered U.S. leftists and liberals a direct 

experience of the Sandinistas’ revolution. In the process, brigades made the impact of 

U.S. foreign policy and the importance of global solidarity a tangible reality for 

international visitors.6 As activists boarded U.S.-bound flights in Managua upon their 

 
 3  “The Muhlys: A Call for Moral Diplomacy,” Santa Cruz Sentinel, April 14, 1985; “Activists 
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trip’s completion, bridge organizers with groups like the Nicaragua Network hoped that 

activists’ experience in Central America would aid in the growth of pro-Sandinista 

sentiment in U.S. cities by speaking to their friends, coworkers, or political group about 

what they had seen. 

This next chapter examines the importance of Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ 

use of activist brigades to the development of local-level foreign policy around 

Nicaragua. It has two inter-linked arguments. First, I argue that by offering leftists and 

liberals a personal experience of the Nicaraguan Revolution that appealed to their own 

political interests, activists brigades made a positive appraisal of Sandinista social 

reforms and opposition to the U.S.-backed Contras a prevalent fixture of the local 

environment in cities and towns across the United States. Yet, this chapter also argues 

that the varying political atmospheres of the cities those activists returned to made 

organizing a nationally unified movement to end Contra funding or expand domestic 

support for the Sandinistas increasingly difficult. In other words, while local-level foreign 

policy grew to new heights in response to Nicaragua’s internal crisis, this process 

unfolded in an increasingly divergent manner. While some municipalities’ local projects 

grew out of the collaborative political environment of Urban Internationalist Coalitions, 

others strayed from the intertwined ideologies of international solidarity and peace-

dividend politics from which cities’ foreign policy-making initially emerged. Many cities 

instead framed their projects as politically impartial, humanitarian efforts. 

 The following chapter is organized into four sections. It first examines how 

brigade organizers looked to the city’s diversity as a means of structuring their 

delegations. What leftists and liberals found inspiring in the Nicaragua revolution varied 
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based on their political interests and identities. Brigade organizers with groups like the 

Nicaragua Network catered to these variations by offering themed trips that focused on 

specific aspects of Sandinista reforms ranging from feminism to arts and culture. The 

variety of brigade themes helped expand Urban Internationalist Coalitions into new 

political communities. The second section focuses on activists’ experiences of these 

brigades. While Nicaragua may not have met their somewhat romantic expectations, 

activists’ exposure to the Contra War’s consequences inspired a collective will to struggle 

against Contra Aid upon activists’ returns. The third section unearths how these journeys 

shaped the environments of U.S. cities. As a result of constant travel between Nicaragua 

and the U.S. city, the Sandinistas’ precarious revolution gained a presence in 

municipalities both large and small throughout the United States. Nicaragua served as the 

subject of conversations between families, coworkers, and social groups, as well as 

parades and rallies. Most importantly, activist returnees’ efforts prompted local 

government policies opposing the Contra War. Finally, the last section focuses on why 

Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ model of an openly political local-level foreign policy 

did not take off nation-wide. As of the late 1980s, nearly ninety U.S. municipalities had 

Nicaraguan sister cities. But, many local projects, under political pressure, backed away 

from an openly critical, public stance against the Contra War. The increasingly divergent 

approach to local-level foreign policy decreased the Urban Internationalist Coalition’s 

ability to use local projects as a means of mounting a national, collective response to U.S. 

foreign policies deployed against Nicaragua.  
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City Diversity and Activist Brigades  

Beginning in late 1983, as a means of building support for Nicaragua’s nascent 

revolution amid U.S.-funded Contra attacks, the pro-Sandinista organization the 

Nicaragua Network would send thousands of U.S. volunteers to Central America. While 

in Nicaragua, activists picked coffee and cotton on state-run farms, built housing, planted 

trees, and painted murals in solidarity with the revolution. The Nicaragua Network joined 

other delegation organizations like Witness for Peace who began sending groups of left-

liberal Christians to observe Contra atrocities along Nicaragua’s Honduran border months 

earlier.7 Ultimately, the Nicaragua Network, an umbrella organization that facilitated 

connections between 250 local, left-liberal pro-Sandinista groups and Nicaragua, became 

Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ primary organizational vehicle for Nicaragua-focused, 

local-level foreign policy.8 El Salvador had been Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ 

primary focus during the early 1980s. However, the increased prevalence of the 

Nicaragua-bound delegations in U.S. cities, compounded by confirmation of the CIA’s 

role in mining Nicaraguan harbors, gradually made assisting the Sandinista revolution 

another key cause of these local left-liberal alliances by 1984.9  

As a means of stimulating interest in the Sandinista’s revolutionary project, the 

Nicaragua Network facilitated brigades that differed in theme in an attempt to align with 
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the plethora of political interests and identities that existed in U.S. cities. In doing so, 

rather than promoting a collective experience, the Network offered an encounter with 

Nicaragua that could be curated according to individual curiosities and specific aspects of 

the country’s revolution. Nicaragua Network organizers hoped that exposing diverse 

urbanites to a revolutionary project that resonated with their own political pasts would 

impress upon brigade participants the importance of Nicaragua’s self-determination and 

make the solidarity movement present in various city communities. Compared to the 

more centralized strategies of city-based, El Salvador campaigns, Nicaragua-focused 

organizing catered more to individual perceptions and expectations. Through the 

Nicaragua Network’s eclectic mix of activist brigades, Urban Internationalist Coalitions 

gradually expanded to include new communities around the country. Each group 

possessed their own varied, personal reasons for visiting the country.  

In the years immediately following Sandinista militants’ mid-July 1979 overthrow 

of Nicaraguan dictator Anastasio Somoza Debayle, the Sandinista-dominated 

Government Junta of National Reconstruction instituted massive reforms. Through 

massive education and literacy programs, inspired by similar reforms in Cuba, 

Nicaragua’s school enrollment went up fifty percent and adult illiteracy dropped from 

fifty percent in 1980 to thirteen percent by 1982.10 Nicaragua’s Literacy Crusade, as it 
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was known, mobilized 100,000 mostly middle-class volunteers to teach 400,000 

Nicaraguans to read and write. As many of the classroom exercises dealt with the 

Sandinista National Liberation Front’s (FSLN) program, the Literacy Crusade also served 

as an important politicization project for both its students and teachers.11 In 1981, the 

government instituted major health care reforms that included mass vaccinations, the 

training of doctors, and health education programs. As a result, infant morality 

declined.12 The revolution also made impressive strides towards gender equity in 

Nicaragua. During the 1980s, women made up a quarter of the army and 40% of 

Nicaragua’s National Assembly. The Sandinistas passed laws that guaranteed equal pay 

for women, paid maternity leave, and banned misogynist depictions in advertising.13 

Party leadership also included many writers and artists who put an unprecedented effort 

on public art initiatives through the government’s own Ministry of Culture. Finally, by 

1983, the Sandinistas had distributed formerly Somoza-owned arable land to groups of 

landless peasant families to form agricultural cooperatives.14 Nicaragua’s reforms 

undoubtedly mirrored former socialist projects in places like Cuba and many Sandinista 
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leaders personally held Marxist-Leninist politics. At the same time, the revolution 

remained more so of a social democratic character in that also allowed for individual 

ownership, private enterprise, political pluralism, and religious freedom alongside state-

led reforms.15   

The reaction of the initial Urban Internationalist Coalition to Nicaragua’s 

revolution and its proceeding reforms was one of enthusiasm. Many leftists and liberals 

previously involved in the street protests and electoral work that comprised the Bay Area 

coalition’s formation jumped at the opportunity to get involved in supporting the nascent 

revolution. Roberto Vargas, a Nicaraguan-American member of San Francisco State’s 

Third World Liberation Front, joined the group El Comité Civico Pro Liberación de 

Nicaragua in the mid-1970s. El Comité was a San Francisco-based solidarity group with 

ties to the Sandinistas that promoted support for the party in the city’s Latinx 

communities.16 Vargas, a poet, later became the cultural and labor attaché in Nicaragua’s 

Washington, D.C. embassy. He also helped organize some of the first U.S. trade union 

delegations to the country following the revolution.17 Another former striking student 

named Hari Dillon became involved with TecNica. A Berkeley-based group, TecNica 

sent agricultural technicians and computer engineers to aid in Nicaragua’s technological 
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development.18 Joy Crocker, a Berkeley resident involved with Ron Dellums’ 1970 

congressional campaign, even permanently moved to the Central American country.19 

Berkeley’s left-liberal city government participated in the excitement as well. In 1980, on 

the first anniversary of the July 19 revolution, Mayor Gus Newport and various left-

liberal political groups hosted a “community celebration” in honor of “Nicaragua’s 1st 

year of self-determination.”20 “We were looking for a different kind of left, you know, an 

anti-Stalinist, much more horizontal, outside the traditional Communist Party perspective 

… And, Nicaragua represented, initially, a third way,” said solidarity activist Sheila 

Tully, speaking to the excitement around the revolution.21  

The views of Urban Internationalist Coalitions stood in stark contrast to those to 

their right. President Jimmy Carter had initially denounced the Somoza regime and 

offered the new government aid in 1979, but he later authorized the CIA to work with 

Sandinista opposition groups.22 Newly elected President Ronald Reagan’s 

Administration’s response to Nicaragua’s burgeoning socialist project built on Carter’s 

earlier authorization.23 Soon after Reagan assumed the Presidency in 1981, his 

Administration approved of a secret $19 million, CIA-led initiative to train and arm a 
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counterrevolutionary group primarily comprised of former Somoza National 

Guardsmen.24 Soon, this guerrilla army, known as the Nicaraguan Democratic Force, 

faced charges of murdering civilians and destroying Sandinista-run schools and health 

clinics in rural northern Nicaragua. Yet, Reagan referred to the army, commonly called 

the “Contras,” as “freedom fighters.”25 Despite the existence of a 1982 resolution passed 

by the Senate known as the Boland Amendment that officially forbade a U.S.-funded 

Sandinista overthrow, Reagan’s Administration and the CIA continued to support Contra 

rebels stationed in neighboring Honduras. Under the Boland Amendment, the 

Administration was also able to openly provide “nonlethal aid” to the Contras, as the 

legislation only outlawed funding explicitly used towards ousting the Nicaraguan 

government.26 

Beginning in 1983, in response to Contra attacks on schools, agricultural 

cooperatives, and coffee and cotton crops that yielded much needed export dollars, the 

Nicaragua Network began sending activists on short one to two week trips harvesting 

coffee and cotton. The Sandinista government, now experiencing a labor shortage, called 

for international assistance in upholding the economic lifeblood of their social 

programs.27 Reaching out to U.S. activists, Sandinista leader Sergio Ramirez 

demonstrated how Nicaraguans differentiated between the people of the United States 
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and their government in an attempt to further stimulate international support for their 

political project:  

When we speak of the Yankee, we do not mean the working people of the 
United States, so often manipulated and cheated. We do not mean the 
humiliated and discriminated-against Black people, the thousands of 
Spanish-speaking immigrants; we do not mean the ordinary U.S. citizen, 
their academic communities, their students, their honest intellectuals, their 
trade union organizations, which understand Latin America . . . These are 
the people who can stop a Yankee intervention in Central America. It was 
these people who, together with the Vietnamese people, defeated the 
Yankee aggression in Vietnam. And now we are sure that people will not 
forget the lessons of history; that they remember Vietnam and that they 
will oppose, with all their strength, a new imperial incursion into Central 
America.28 
 

In response to Ramirez’s and other similar pleas, the Nicaragua Network began sending 

activists on what they termed “brigades,” initially picking cotton and coffee, but later 

branching out to offer more specialized trips. Participants would pay around $600 to $900 

for airfare and lodging. Once in Nicaragua, accompanied by a translator, artists from 

Boston collaborated with locals to paint revolutionary-themed murals in the city of 

León.29 Environmentalists from Montclair, New Jersey planted 26,000 trees in deforested 

areas along the Honduran border while Bay Area carpenters built housing for nearby 

cooperative farms.30 Brigadistas would also spend at least two days in the capital city 

Managua where they would be given tours of hospitals, markets, political headquarters, 
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and factories, hearing talks from women’s, labor, and youth groups on how the revolution 

had improved their lives.31   

Obviously, only a minimal amount of coffee could be picked and construction 

completed in a week-long period. But, according to the strategy of the Nicaragua 

Network, the work accomplished on these brigades was more so psychological than 

material. Brigade organizers hoped that by offering an encounter with the Sandinista 

revolution, participants would become involved in the work of Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions, advocating on Nicaragua’s behalf upon their return to their respective cities of 

origin. Organizers, for the most part, provided little political education regarding 

Nicaragua before the trips. Instead, they expected international travel to do the work of 

politicization and movement investment.32 “Most brigadistas return home energized and 

ready to work for peace,” the Network said.33 Solidarity groups like the Nicaragua 

Network and the short-lived Nicaragua Exchange hoped that bringing people to 

Nicaragua and seeing the benefits of the revolution up-close would start to shift U.S. 

foreign policy. According to the Nicaragua Network, “This readjustment can be eased by 

encouraging greater popular participation by U.S. citizens in foreign policy. The patterns 

of people-to-people contact established by the Central America Movement—through 

accompanying refugees, supplying genuine humanitarian aid, and contributing energies 
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and practical skills in difficult situations—lay the basis for a new kind of foreign policy 

emphasizing popular participation and understanding.”34 

Often possessing minimal Spanish language abilities and limited knowledge of 

Nicaragua’s political situation, those who applied to participate approached brigade 

projects more so as an individual experience that offered a glimpse of socialist revolution 

in alignment with their political interests.35 Many lacked the skills needed to aid 

Nicaragua during their journeys in a meaningful way. One applicant framed his intention 

to join the New York-Nicaragua Construction Brigade as a means of “experienc[ing] an 

alternative to the capitalist system.”36 Others expressed interest in experimenting with 

horizontally-structured, consensus-based decision making while abroad with a 

construction brigade.37 An Atlanta-based, Black artists brigade to the predominantly 

Black, Nicaraguan city of Bluefields framed their trip as “part of helping [Bluefields 

residents] re-identify with their African heritage.”38 Brigades represented a decentralized 

approach to cultivating international solidarity that let an expansive group of participants 
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shape their own journeys to Nicaragua. “The specific itinerary [of the trips] will be 

carefully considered with the participants interests and safety in mind,” reads one 

advertisement for the Nicaragua Network’s delegations.39 

As a means of incorporating the growing contingents of city activists involved in 

feminist and gay liberation movements into their coalition, the Nicaragua Network also 

lent their support to activists forming gay and lesbian and feminist-exclusive brigades. 

The Nicaragua Network’s attunement to identity-based politics differed from 

contemporary Christian groups like Witness for Peace that organized some of the earliest 

trips to the country and approached the inclusion of openly gay and lesbian activists with 

a sense of hesitation.40 In 1984, the San Francisco-based Somos Hermanas arranged the 

first feminist delegation to Nicaragua in order to better understand how the revolution 

had benefitted women.41 Although the group was not an official member of the 

Nicaragua Network, Somos Hermanas and Network-affiliated groups later collaborated 

on local, Bay Area projects.42 The feminist group played an important role in expanding 

 
39 Ventana: Cultural Workers in Solidarity with Nicaragua, “Attention Perfomers-Writers-Artists 

(And Other Interested People),” c. mid-1980s, Folder: Nicaragua, 1983-94, Box 5, George Harrison Papers, 
TAM.  
 

40 Gordon and Adams, in conversation with the author, San Francisco, CA, July 6, 2019; Emily K. 
Hobson, Lavender and Red: Liberation and Solidarity in the Gay and Lesbian Left (Oakland, CA: 
University of California Press, 2016), 128.  
 

41 Press Release, “Somos Hermanas Delegation Returns from Nicaragua,” October 22, 1984, 
Folder: Somos Hermanas, Box 9, Nicaragua Information Center Records, Bancroft Library, University of 
California–Berkeley, Berkeley, CA (hereafter BANC); Hobson, Lavender and Red, 130–1.  
 

42 “Material Aid Campaign, Work Plan, Jan-July 1985,” January 1985, Folder: Hand Info and 
Work Plans, 1985, Box 3, Nicaragua Information Center Records, BANC. Although the two groups 
collaborated, relations between the Nicaragua Network’s Berkeley-based affiliate, the Nicaragua 
Information Center, and Somos Hermanas were occasionally tense. See “Meeting with Somos Hermanas,” 
1987, Folder: Somos Hermanas, Box 9, Nicaragua Information Center Records, BANC. 



197 

Urban Internationalist Coalitions into new political communities.43 Some Somos 

Hermanas members had previously participated in the combination of solidarity activism 

and electoral work with political figures like Ron Dellums and Jesse Jackson that helped 

define Urban Internationalist Coalitions. But, more commonly, the feminists of Somos 

Hermanas were those who had founded the numerous feminist bookstores, women’s 

health centers, and anti-rape crisis spaces of the 1970s and early 1980s.44 The experience 

of feminist institution building became a crucial aspect of Somos Hermanas’ work around 

Nicaragua, as well as that of other groups inspired by their example. Beginning in 1986, 

women in the Network-affiliated, New York-Nicaragua Construction Brigade also began 

organizing all-female construction brigades with feminists in Boston and Northampton, 

Massachusetts under the name “Brigada Compañeras.”45  

Feminists approached women-only brigades to Nicaragua with their past 

experiences of feminist institution building in mind. Groups like Somos Hermanas and 

Brigada Compañeras structured their delegations according to principles reminiscent of 

the cultural feminism of the 1970s that argued for the building of community and 

organizational space apart from men and surrounding patriarchal structures as a means of 
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creating a distinctly feminist culture.46 In the case of Brigada Compañeras’ construction 

brigade, participants hoped to develop skills societally deemed as “male” alongside other 

women. For Brigada Compañeras, working in Nicaragua was a way to gain a knowledge 

of carpentry, metalwork, and the self-confidence necessary for building centers of female 

politicization back home, all while supporting a revolutionary movement abroad.47 “I like 

the idea of a women’s brigade because there are few situations where women can come 

together for the purpose of creating something. I think the women’s brigade is important 

because it shows women that we can plan and execute for a constructive purpose, ” wrote 

New York resident Kim McAdams on her 1987 application.48 Similarly, applicant 

Catherine Hughes viewed a women’s brigade as an “empowering” opportunity “for 

women to work together especially on something like construction which is so male 

dominated.”49 For feminists, solidarity with Nicaragua offered an opportunity to further 

develop the skills needed for domestic movement building and judge for themselves 

whether a socialist revolution could bring about gender equality. 

Brigade organizers’ attention to participants’ personal politics did occasionally 

hinder brigades’ ability to approach their work with collective purpose. In 1985, the 

 
46 Timothy Stewart-Winter, Queer Clout: Chicago and the Rise of Gay Politics (Philadelphia, PA: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 138-40; Joshua Clark Davis, From Headshops to Whole Foods: 
The Rise and Fall of Activist Entrepreneurs (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2017), 132; 
Kristen Hogan, The Feminist Bookstore Movement: Lesbian Antiracism and Feminist Accountability 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2016). On “cultural feminism,” see Alice Echols, Daring to be Bad: 
Radical Feminism in America, 1967–1975. O (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1989), 
chapter 6. 
 

47 Catherine Hughes, Brigada Compañeras Application, 1987, Nicaragua Solidarity Network of 
Greater New York Records Box 3, TAM. 
 

48 Kim McAdams, Brigada Compañeras Application, 1987, Folder: Brigada Compañeras, Aug–
Dec 87, Box 16, Nicaragua Network, WHS.  
 

49 Catherine Hughes, Brigada Compañeras Application, 1987, Nicaragua Solidarity Network of 
Greater New York Records Box 3, TAM. 



199 

Nicaragua Network began facilitating gay and lesbian construction brigades organized by 

activists in San Francisco and Philadelphia. Many participants in queer brigades also had 

experience in feminist and queer collectives that emphasized creating racially inclusive 

spaces. As a result, groups like San Francisco’s Victoria Mercado Brigade paid particular 

attention to the racial diversity of delegates.50 San Francisco activists like Carol Fields 

stressed their overlapping identities when applying for the Victoria Mercado Brigade. “It 

is important to have the perspective of a black lesbian woman added to what has been 

predominantly white male information,” Fields stressed.51 But, San Francisco’s Victoria 

Mercado Brigade’s commitment to representation had more to do with their own local 

organizing experiences and personal politics than that of aiding Nicaragua. In fact, the 

Victoria Mercado Brigade declined the Philadelphia’s Lesbian and Gay Brigade’s 

assistance on a project in Nicaragua. From the Victoria Mercado Brigade’s perspective, 

the Philadelphia’s group was not as “third world oriented” or “integrated racially” enough 

to be suitable collaborators.52  

Beginning in late 1983, members of Urban Internationalist Coalitions began to 

involve themselves in Nicaragua-focused, solidarity work by way of the Nicaragua 

Network’s activist brigades. While some who joined brigades had previously 

participated in more centralized, political campaigns like those of CISPES and electing 

Ron Dellums, activist brigades’ structure catered more to the diversity that existed in the 
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cities where leftists and liberals organized. By facilitating trips to the country that 

various, local organizations structured around the politics of respective urban 

communities, the Nicaragua Network hoped to expose participants to a Nicaraguan 

Revolution that they personally would find worth preserving. In the process, the 

Nicaragua Network helped expand Urban Internationalist Coalitions to include even 

more corners of cities’ political communities. Both the Nicaragua Network and the 

Sandinista government hoped that activists’ exposure to the country’s impressive social 

reforms would prompt a desire to advocate on Nicaragua’s behalf upon brigadistas 

return to their respective neighborhoods and social spaces. As an initial response to the 

varied themes of the trips, participants often approached brigades as a means of 

furthering their own, individual political development more so than assisting a collective 

struggle in support of Nicaragua. But, delegates’ experience of Central America would 

help knit these varied expectations into a more singular purpose.   

The Experience of Nicaragua  

 Unlike other solidarity campaigns around Vietnam and El Salvador that Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions had previously engaged, work around Nicaragua evolved out 

of widespread and constant back and forth travel from the U.S. city to the newly 

established socialist state. During the 1980s, tens of thousands from the U.S., Canada, 

Western Europe, and Latin America visited Nicaragua to witness its reforms admired by 

many on the liberal-left.53 Yet, the Nicaragua that activists encountered distinctly differed 

from the romantic portrayals of the country with which brigadistas journeyed abroad. By 

the mid-1980s, the political pluralism of the revolution’s early years collapsed, as 
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Conservative elites fled abroad fearing the loss of their class status.54 Some even joined 

the Contras.55 From 1985 and onwards, those who visited the country encountered a war-

torn nation experiencing a worsening economic recession brought on by a U.S. trade 

embargo. These realities occasionally led to unpleasant living arrangements and tense 

exchanges between Nicaraguans and foreigners. However, brigadistas were able to step 

back and locate the systemic origins of U.S. imperialism from which these conditions 

emerged. Ultimately, the disconnect between what activists expected and what they 

experienced would instill within them the importance of resisting the U.S. government’s 

efforts at undermining the Nicaraguan revolution upon their return home.  

The international delegations of the mid-1980s came to Nicaragua during a time 

of growing economic precarity caused by U.S. economic sanctions and the Contra War. 

The initial years following the revolution saw a declining illiteracy rate, the eradication of 

polio, and an expansion of political involvement among the populace through the 

extensive joining of Sandinista affiliated unions and neighborhood organizations.56 Yet, 

by 1985, the United States and its Contra allies had halted much of this progress. As the 

Reagan Administration hoped, the war ultimately undermined the Sandinistas’ 

revolutionary platform. The Contra War forced the Sandinistas to reorient its national 

budget towards away from social programs and towards defense. The party also 

implemented unpopular, wartime emergency legislation such as a mandatory military 
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draft and a ban on workplace strikes.57 The main U.S.-backed Contra organization, the 

Nicaraguan Democratic Force, waged its war against the government not by attacking the 

Sandinistas’ military, but by specifically targeting rural communities supportive of the 

revolution. The primary Contra military strategy was to terrorize and kill civilian 

government workers carrying out the Sandinistas’ health and educational reforms.58 The 

murders of thousands of revolutionary partisans made Sandinista support an 

unsustainable, dangerous prospect for rural Nicaraguans. With these dangers in mind, the 

Nicaraguan Committee in Solidarity with the Peoples (CNSP)—the government agency 

that coordinated with the Nicaragua Network to plan delegations—did its best to ensure 

international visitors’ safety in order to avoid a potential international incident. For the 

most part, the Nicaragua Network’s delegations only visited areas deemed safe by the 

government or received military escorts in more hazardous areas.59 The Sandinistas could 

do less to shield North Americans from observing the impacts of the United States’ 

economic sanctions on the country.60 By 1985, the Reagan Administration had 

effectively pressured international banks to stop lending to Nicaragua and had outlawed 

trade between the United States and the Central American state. While Nicaragua 

expanded its trade with Western Europe and Soviet bloc countries as a result of the U.S. 
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trade embargo, the impacts of U.S.-driven economic sabotage led to a serious recession 

and enormous rates of inflation.61 

During Nicaragua’s mid-1980s period of internal crises, construction brigades 

became among the most common form of activist brigades organized by the Nicaragua 

Network. Activists in cities like San Francisco, New York, Seattle, and other areas 

around the country formed locally-based, Nicaragua Network-affiliated construction 

brigades to provide support for the Sandinistas’ revolution.62 During long days of 

arduous manual labor, delegations built housing and schools for rural agricultural 

cooperatives and often rebuilt infrastructure destroyed by the Contras. In doing so, they 

left behind physical testaments to North American support for the Nicaraguan revolution. 

While many enjoyed the work, some were ill prepared for the physical difficulties that 

building these structures entailed. During Bay Area and New York Construction Brigade 

trips to Rio San Juan in 1987, activists complained about the traditional rural Nicaraguan 

diet of rice and beans, only becoming more regular because of the food shortages brought 

on by 1985 trade embargo. Many expected they would receive more varied meals that 

included fresh fruits and vegetables.63 In the case of the Bay Area Construction Brigade’s 

March 1987 delegation, ten activists slept in a single room of a house, while others slept 

on the porch for the duration of the trip. Furthermore, this home already had families 

living in it, which left little privacy for either the permanent residents or their U.S. 
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visitors. Activists felt that this situation strained relations between their hosts and 

themselves. The community simply did not have the infrastructure to comfortably house 

the delegation. Because of these conditions, brigade participants recalled it being rare to 

get more than four hours of sleep a night. Sleep deprivation was a particularly grating 

reality for activists amid repeated days of eight to ten hours of construction work.64   

On top of all this, brigades’ hosts sometimes did not react as positively to 

delegations’ work as U.S. activists had hoped. As Nicaragua Network-affiliated 

construction projects expanded, it became common for the understaffed national 

network—that, in theory, helped connect U.S. brigadistas and Nicaraguan communities—

to provide little information to locally-based construction brigades regarding what kind of 

work they would be doing or even where they would be going prior to their departure 

date. As a result, activists sometimes left inadequately prepared for their journey. The 

Nicaragua Network, as well as the Nicaraguan CNSP, lacked the ability to contact many 

of the isolated, unelectrified rural communities that received delegations from afar and 

therefore remained unfamiliar with specific communities’ needs.65 It was not uncommon 

for groups to take on projects perceived as unnecessary or out of touch with the recipients 

of the construction aid’s wishes. “So, as the situation in Nicaragua got worse, at one point 

we had a lesbian construction brigade working on this eatery that we didn’t need behind 

the school where I worked. And, the people that came were like, ‘we’re building a 

school.’ . . . You may be building a school building. But, you’re going to have to stay 
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here longer than six weeks to see that through . . . A school is an activity, it’s not a 

building,” Donald Macleay, a Canadian machinist and local teacher in charge of a long-

term assembly project building a hydroelectric dam in the town of El Cua, recalled.66  

Despite these unresolved problems, the experience of Nicaragua did have a 

positive impact as well, particularly in its nurturing of a collective experience among 

delegates. As previously noted, problems certainly arose regarding the strenuousness of 

the work, crowded living conditions, as well as the lack of coordination between short-

term brigades and those involved in longer term projects. However, the work of having to 

build numerous structures in a limited number of weeks necessitated the collective action 

of participants who came to Nicaragua with individual motivations and interests. 

“Although living and working with 15 people in close quarters can be stressful, everyone, 

for the most part, remained cooperative . . . The common goal of building the houses was 

a focus we all shared, and our commitment to that goal is what enabled us to build four 

houses in five weeks,” relayed a Bay Area Construction Brigade member.67 “This has 

given my own life a sense of significance and purpose,” said another brigadista. “I feel 

that I am, once again, part of something larger than myself.”68  

Moreover, while the conditions of Nicaragua’s war and economic recession may 

have contrasted with the romantic notions of revolution with which activists arrived in 

the country, the visibility of medicine, food, and construction equipment shortages 

quickly politicized U.S. visitors against their government’s role in exacerbating those 

conditions. In this sense, while delegates may have approached activist brigades for 
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reasons more related to personal fulfillment than revolutionary commitment, they left 

instilled with the importance of organizing their communities against the ongoing U.S.-

backed counterrevolution. In Nicaragua, they observed its impacts up close. “We would 

go to [health] clinics where they didn’t have aspirin, where they were performing surgery 

without anesthesia. And, that was all due to the blockade,” remembered activist Sheila 

Tully.69 Activists encountered the daily impacts of the U.S. trade embargo on 

Nicaragua’s small predominantly agricultural export economy that remained heavily 

dependent on international markets for everything from toilet paper, hammers and nails, 

medicine, and food.70 U.S. volunteers saw the rationing of food that occurred in cities 

throughout the country and the large suitcases of construction tools that brigade 

organizers brought with them to complete their projects.71 “When we arrived in the 

barrio,” recalled one construction brigade delegate, “we found people using homemade 

hammers.”72 

Delegates’ impulse to embed themselves in solidarity work upon their return to 

the United States was also occasionally not just inferred, but also directly communicated 

to international volunteers by those they encountered during their stay. “The Nicaraguans 

were very clear. I remember a mother saying to me, ‘the camera around your neck would 

feed my family for a year, so don’t say it’s so hard.’ They would really challenge us,” 
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Sheila Tully attested.73 Another activist recalled an elderly man telling her on a Managua 

city bus, “It's one thing to visit a poor country, and another to live here! Go back to your 

President Reagan and tell him we want peace!”74  

 The experience of activist brigades often did not meet the individual expectations 

of solidarity activists, yet it did reinforce the importance of aiding fledgling Nicaragua’s 

revolution from within the United States. Ultimately, brigades’ ability to provide an 

experience that directly corresponded with the multitude of participants’ personal 

interests in the country remained impossible. Yet, the trips could communicate the impact 

of the U.S.-backed counterrevolution on the society that encapsulated that plethora of 

personal interests as a whole. As participants faced difficult living situations, occasional 

tensions between foreigners and their hosts, and shortages of material goods, they were 

able to connect these negative experiences to root causes—that of a U.S.-backed sabotage 

campaign that included both the Contra War and the trade embargo. Participants may 

have arrived in Central America with a limited knowledge of Nicaragua and Spanish 

language abilities, as well as an impulse for making the trip that leaned more towards 

personal enrichment than international assistance. But, they left energized because the 

conditions of Nicaragua did not meet those of their mind’s eye. Those conditions had to 

be fought for, both in Nicaragua and brigadistas’ U.S. cities of origin. As participants 

returned to their homes, they organized and spoke on behalf of the Nicaraguan revolution 

within their communities, creating a multitude of solidarity-related projects throughout 

numerous U.S. cities. These many, visible displays of solidarity would give the 
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Nicaraguan revolution a visible presence in cities and towns across the country, including 

at the level of city government.    

Shaping Nicaragua/Shaping the City  

 The expansive population of leftists and liberals returning from Nicaragua to their 

home cities would produce a groundswell of popular opposition to Contra Aid that 

melded with numerous aspects of urban life. As brigade participants returned to the 

United States, organizers encouraged them to give community-sponsored talks, media 

interviews, stage public events, and talk to friends and family members to publicize their 

unique experiences. Remembering the work of city officials in bolstering the cause of the 

Salvadoran revolution earlier in the decade, newly enlarged Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions again embraced collaboration with City Councils and Community Boards to 

promote a sympathetic portrayal of Sandinista reforms capable of rallying their neighbors 

against the Contra War. As Mayors and City Councilmembers immersed themselves in 

the solidarity campaigns of their constituents, local officials framed their opposition to 

Contra Aid through that of their cities’ shrinking budgets and social programs. City 

representatives even travelled to Nicaragua to promote these peace-dividend political 

connections. As the Nicaragua Network’s pro-Sandinista, solidarity politics gained 

partners in city government, these Urban Internationalist Coalitions denounced the 

Reagan Administration’s undermining of social democratic programs at home and those 

of the Sandinistas abroad, bringing local-level foreign policy to new metropolitan 

audiences.  

Industrial cities with high rates of unionization remained among the most 

attractive places to promote brigade experiences because of the many political 
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organizations that existed there. From the standpoint of organizers, union meetings 

offered solidarity activists an established platform to reach potential sympathizers and 

inform them of the inspiring example of the Nicaraguan revolution. Ultimately, cities like 

Oakland, New York City, and Detroit possessed resources that activists could use as a 

means of promoting their cause. Nicaragua Network-affiliated groups like the Bay Area 

Labor Network on Central America and the Portland Labor Committee on Central 

America and the Caribbean organized recent union member brigade returnees to give 

talks at labor events. The Bay Area and Portland, Oregon-based labor groups also helped 

plan speaking tours of Central American trade unionists visiting the United States.75 The 

high-rates of trade unionist involvement in activist brigades led to a positive portrayal 

and interest in the Nicaragua revolution in many cities’ union locals.76  

University hubs like Berkeley, Burlington, and Madison also contributed 

important resources for broadcasting brigadistas’ recent experiences in Nicaragua to new 

audiences. Cities’ colleges had auditoriums and student cooperatives where groups could 

hold talks. There were classrooms where sympathetic professors could host activists for 

guest lectures and libraries where activists learn more about Nicaragua’s past. Graduate 

students and faculty affiliated with solidarity groups could sneakily print event flyers 

using University Xerox machines. Not to mention, Universities also had large outdoor 

areas where thousands of students walked from class to class where activists set up tables 
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and distributed pamphlets.77 College towns’ robust student and community newspapers 

known for running stories on local residents engaged in noteworthy activities also 

became important resources. Solidarity organizations like the Nicaragua Exchange 

argued that “most people read local papers” and viewed human interest stories on local 

brigade participants’ experience of the country in college town papers like the Burlington 

Free Press, the Santa Cruz Sentinel, or Madison’s Capital Times as helping to counter 

Reagan Administration talking-points on the Sandinistas.78  

Upon brigade participants’ return from Nicaragua, organizations like Berkeley’s 

Nicaragua Information Center, a local affiliate of the Nicaragua Network, set up returnees 

with speaking events at various community meetings and events. After activist Rebecca 

Gordon returned to San Francisco from a trip to Nicaragua with Witness for Peace, she 

linked up with the Center to promote her experience and those of other recent visitors. “I 

used to go around and talk to really strange groups,” Gordon recalled. “I was asked to do 

a gig at a divorced Catholics group, because they always had a weekly meeting . . . So, 

these were people who were in pain because they had divorced and they could never re-

marry in the church, but they would find solidarity with one another in that pain, and they 

would have a weekly lecture and I was that lecture! … So, with them, I was able to use 

theological language and talk about how the church, or at least the left part of church, and 
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the revolution were connected. So, I could bring them in that way by talking about the 

gospel.”79  

The plethora of local organizing around the Nicaraguan Revolution in places like 

Berkeley and similar cities soon filtered upwards to City Hall. As the halls of Congress 

remained predominantly out of step with the thinking of local activists and 

representatives difficult to access, brigade participants turned to those seemingly in their 

court: left-liberal politicians demonstrating linkages between military spending abroad 

and shrinking city budgets at home. Unlike the earlier organizing around El Salvador that 

fairly immediately targeted the City Council as a potential promotional resource, 

collaboration between grassroots activists and local officials around Nicaragua came 

about more gradually. In contrast to El Salvador, where international travel to FMLN-

controlled areas was forbidden until the late 1980s, the Sandinistas actively encouraged 

and facilitated U.S. activists’ visits to Nicaragua. With this difference in mind, Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions’ work around Nicaragua more so focused on organizing 

delegations and later crafting local-level foreign policies following activists’ return to 

their home cities.  For instance, Berkeley Mayor Gus Newport had been in contact with 

Sandinista officials about creating a sister city relationship with the left-leaning, 

Nicaraguan city of León since late 1979. But, it wasn’t until Newport, encouraged by 

Berkeley returnees, travelled to Nicaragua in August 1985 and personally met with 

President Daniel Ortega that the sister city finally came about.80 The Sandinista leader 

expressed interest in meeting with Newport after hearing of the Mayor’s recent work 
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supporting Salvadoran revolutionaries in Chalatenango.81 Newport, with the aid of the 

Nicaragua Information Center, also hosted Sandinista leader and Governor of the León 

Department Martha Cranshaw when she visited Berkeley to discuss forming the sister 

city relationship.82 “All of the people who visited Nicaragua,” said Newport’s assistant 

Mark Allen, “stressed the need for people to people contact when our governments are at 

odds.”83 The Berkeley-León sister city’s roots in the personal relationships between city 

residents and Nicaragua’s socialist reforms mirrored the rise of other local-level foreign 

policy projects in Portland, Oregon, New Haven, Connecticut, and Burlington, 

Vermont.84  

When it came to Nicaragua, Burlington solidarity activists’ collaboration with 

Mayor Bernie Sanders—an admirer of Ron Dellums and a close friend of Gus 

Newport’s—embodied the politics of Urban Internationalist Coalitions perhaps better 

than any other city.85 While Sanders identified as a socialist, his public support for 
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Nicaragua’s reforms grew out of external pressure from his Burlington constituents.86 

During the early 1980s, Florence Copeland, a former resident of nearby Essex, Vermont 

living in Managua, frequently wrote letters addressed to “Home,” telling those in 

northwestern Vermont about the situation in Nicaragua. Her mother would then deliver 

the letters to community leaders, with Mayor Sanders being one of them. Copeland’s 

letters wrote of the dire situation in Nicaragua, but also the “visible hope for the future” 

that Nicaragua represented amid the United States’ ongoing loss of its own social 

democratic programs.87 Copeland also described the importance of changing minds back 

home regarding the Sandinistas. Her letters reiterated that Nicaraguans blamed the 

Reagan Administration for their suffering, not the U.S. people: “Hundreds of North 

Americans are here harvesting coffee near the war zones, working in hospitals and on 

battlefields, teaching literacy and adult education classes. The Nicaraguan people are 

deeply grateful to have the active support of internationalists from all over the world. 

They tell us that the most important solidarity of all is the awakening of people’s 

conscience in the USA.”88 Copeland was not the only local resident to visit Nicaragua. 

Many other Burlington residents followed in her footsteps, travelling with groups like 

Witness for Peace and the Nicaragua Network to visit the country, then returning to 

Burlington to speak on their experiences.89 Burlington’s brigadistas even included 
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Alderman Terry Bouricius who visited the country in 1983.90 The swell of city visitors 

was so great that neighboring Winooski’s local hardware and garden supply store became 

publicly engaged in a campaign to supply delegations with tools to use on construction 

brigades.91 “When I visit Burlington (and I’ve done so seven times in the last year), I’m 

heartened by the strong Central American solidarity movement in the city,” wrote a 

Canadian Sandinista supporter in 1985.92 As Sanders began to partner with grassroots 

activists around the issue of supporting the Sandinistas and opposing Contra funding, he 

framed his support as “very much a municipal issue.” “As a mayor, I wanted more 

federal funds for affordable housing and economic development,” recalled Sanders. “I 

did not want to see taxpayer dollars going to the CIA for an appalling war.”93 When 

viewing Bernie Sanders’ support for Nicaragua through the lens of Burlington’s 

grassroots, it becomes easier to locate the Burlington Mayor’s interest in foreign affairs 

as part of a broader Urban Internationalist Coalition. 

In July 1985, Sanders travelled to Managua for the Nicaraguan revolution’s sixth 

anniversary to represent Burlington concern and sympathy for the country’s reforms at 

the Sandinistas’ celebration. In fact, soon after the Reagan Administration’s May 1985 

trade embargo against Nicaragua, Burlington’s City Council passed a resolution 

encouraging local trade and travel to continue—a clear gesture of support for the 
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solidarity movement’s tactics.94 Following the lead of his left-liberal constituents, 

Sanders journeyed to Managua to partake in anniversary events and witness the 

revolutionary changes that Burlington residents so admired. During the trip, Sanders, 

along with other “foreign dignitaries,” was introduced to a crowd of hundreds of 

thousands. He also met with President Ortega and those who opposed the Sandinistas, 

promoting the possibility of peace negotiations between Nicaragua and the United States. 

Like many other solidarity activists had, Burlington’s Mayor looked to local reporting as 

a means of promoting his trip. Burlington Free Press reporter Don Melvin accompanied 

Sanders and reported on the Mayor’s journey for the paper. Melvin’s coverage of the 

Mayor’s daily moves became headline news throughout his weeklong visit.95 According 

to Sanders, the articles “succeeded in countering a lot of the lies and distortions about 

Nicaragua trotted out by the corporate media.”96 

 After returning to Burlington, Sanders similarly used the platform of local politics 

to encourage Vermonters to do all they could to prevent war in Central America. As 

others had before him, Bernie Sanders became a piece in a larger puzzle of movement 

strategy when he publicized the political implications of his personal experience in 

Nicaragua. Burlington’s Mayor spoke to college students and local solidarity groups 

around the city. He also issued an open invitation to any local journalist who wished to 

interview him on his stances regarding Central America. In these interviews, Sanders was 

careful to provide a nuanced perspective of the Nicaraguan conflict, yet—like many 
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returning activists—he did not shy away from describing the progress initiated by the 

Sandinistas’ revolution. “Most of the people I talked to said things were better than they 

had been before . . . How can you deny that? When you had illiteracy of 50% several 

years ago and now it’s down to 13 or 14%, no one denies that that is of great 

importance,” Sanders told a local television station in 1985.97  

 Urban Internationalist Coalitions sparked by city residents’ trips to Nicaragua 

were not limited to college towns like Berkeley and Burlington. Similar alliances spread 

to larger cities hit hard by ongoing cuts to city services. As big city brigadistas returned 

home, they illustrated the connections between the conditions of austerity in their own 

neighborhoods and Reagan’s funding of counterrevolutionaries abroad. A diverse cast of 

characters that included everyone from Minneapolis Mayor Donald Fraser to workers at 

San Francisco’s General Hospital all connected the sizeable defense budget to the decline 

of funding for social welfare programs and city services. This diversity of voices argued 

that Reagan’s prioritization of anticommunism over urban poverty could be observed 

daily in their workplaces and city blocks.98 Solidarity activists and members of New 

York’s Community Board 3, for instance, created the Lower East Side-Bluefields Sister 

City Project in 1985 as a means of providing the Nicaraguan city with material aid and 
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highlighting “how money aiding the contra could be used on the Lower East Side.”99 The 

establishment of the sister city coincided with important changes in the neighborhood. 

Since the mid-1970s, Manhattan had seen its median rent doubled and rent protection 

laws scaled back. Much of the borough’s new housing came in the form of expensive 

condominiums.100 Solidarity activists did their best to demonstrate the linkages between 

the predicaments of New York’s working class and Nicaragua. “The Lower East Side 

project has actively tried to draw connections between the problems in its own 

community—displacement, speculation, lack of social services—and U.S. foreign policy 

in Central America,” wrote a Nicaragua Network organizer.101  

As Urban Internationalist Coalitions grew, activists in cities like New York and 

elsewhere adapted local-level foreign policies to better suit their own political conditions. 

The Lower East Side’s coalition politics would vary from Berkeley’s. To be sure, 

Manhattan activists similarly combined leftist international solidarity with liberal peace-

dividend politics in their approach to local-level foreign policy. However, unlike in other 

cities, the Lower East Side’s sister city project became a vehicle not for working with the 

Mayor’s office, but actively disputing its policies. Manhattan’s solidarity movement 

protested the borough’s rising rents and New York Mayor Ed Koch’s neoliberal policies, 

all the while raising awareness around Nicaragua’s plight. For instance, when the anti-
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Sandinista Koch visited Nicaragua on a trip funded by the pro-Contra Freedom House 

organization, sister city and construction brigade activists rallied against his journey at 

the Mayor’s Gracie Mansion.102 Sister city and New York-Nicaragua Construction 

Brigade activists also partnered with urban homesteaders and homeless rights activists to 

build a house on a squatted, Lower East Side vacant lot. Homeless residents referred to 

the lot as “Shantytown” and had occupied the space for two years in protest of funding 

cuts for low-income housing and the conversion of the neighborhood’s tenements into 

up-scale lofts.103 Solidarity activists connected the Manhattan neighborhood’s situation to 

that of Nicaragua’s. “While the Shantytowners are not a part of the war, they have in a 

sense become refugees in their own community,” argued a press release.104 Sandinista 

supporters hoped that their Shantytown construction project could serve as a physical 

testament to Urban Internationalist Coalition politics that linked urban poverty to U.S. 

foreign policy. As one protester put it, “They’re spending 100 million tax dollars for 

certain death in Nicaragua instead of providing housing for around 20,000 people in New 

York City.”105  

As activists returned from trips to Nicaragua and promoted their experiences in 

the country, they reshaped the politics of their home cities in the process. When brigade 

participants returned to their neighborhoods, they used the resources of their community 
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to speak to a sympathetic portrayal of the Nicaraguan Revolution and combat the 

anticommunism of the Reagan Administration. Resulting out of the groundswell of public 

talks, protests, and newspaper articles in cities across the United States detailing 

residents’ encounters with Nicaraguan reforms came the impetus for a collaboration 

between grassroots activists and city officials to oppose the Reagan Administration’s 

rollback of social democratic programs at home and in Nicaragua. As a testament to its 

widespread nature, the emergence of local-level foreign policy around Nicaragua looked 

different in various cities in a way that corresponded with municipalities’ respective 

political conditions. Thus, while solidarity activists praised the journeys of Berkeley and 

Burlington’s politicians, they condemned that of New York’s Ed Koch for its alignment 

with Contra funding. Despite these differences, returning brigadistas gave Sandinista 

solidarity and Contra War opposition a visible presence in cities throughout the United 

States. In 1988, at the U.S. Conference of Mayors, thirty-nine U.S. Mayors signed onto a 

statement, circulated by Berkeley’s Loni Hancock, calling for an end to Contra Aid and 

for the reallocation of those funds towards American cities.106 Around Nicaragua, Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions and their politics spread to new locations. Yet, whether cities’ 

dispersed and decentralized local-level foreign policies could coalesce into a singular 

challenge was another matter.  

The Varied Politics of Nicaragua’s Sister Cities  

As multitudes of activists returned to their home cities after witnessing 

Nicaragua’s revolution, local-level foreign policy’s adherents grew to unprecedented 

numbers. With the number of sister cities expanding, projects’ goals increasingly aligned 
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with the political cultures and conditions of their individual locations rather than a 

centralized, singular strategy. By 1988, eighty-seven U.S. cities had sister city 

relationships with Nicaraguan cities.107 These municipalities included large urban areas 

with robust solidarity movements like Brooklyn, but also suburban areas and smaller 

towns like Montclair, New Jersey and Beckley, West Virginia with less political 

activity.108 For recent returnees, working through local governments to establish sister 

city relationships appeared as a viable, stable way of involving their own community in 

assisting Nicaragua’s precarious social institutions.109 U.S.-Nicaragua sister city’s task 

was a more ambitious one than that of El Salvador-focused sister cities. NEST’s mid-to-

late 1980s El Salvador sister cities remained organized by a single organization laser-

focused on aiding Chalatenango’s tightly-knit, neighboring resettled communities. 

Nicaragua’s sister cities, on the other hand, were comparatively more decentralized in 

their relationship to one another and provided aid to Nicaraguan towns throughout the 

entire country. The material aid provided by sister cities had the impact of countering the 

1985 U.S. trade embargo that forbade official trade between the two countries. But, 

whether or not projects would state their aims in such political terms varied from city to 

city. Phrased another way, while the Lower East Side saw their sister city as a tool for 

politicization and movement-building, New Haven, Connecticut framed their project in 
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more apolitical, humanitarian terms.110 As the tactic of local-level foreign policy grew far 

beyond its Berkeley origins, Urban Internationalist Coalitions received political pushback 

from those who saw their interlinked positions of international solidarity and peace-

dividend politics as alienating to potential recruits and city governments. Sister cities’ 

strategies ultimately grew apart around Nicaragua. Divergent opinions on suitable local-

level foreign policy organizing strategies made it increasingly difficult to use the tactic as 

a means of assisting in activist brigades’ initial goal—creating a national, mass 

movement against the Contra War.  

The distinctive approaches to sister city arrangements were most apparent in the 

differences between Nicaragua Network-affiliated projects and those of the Wisconsin 

Coordinating Council on Nicaragua (WCCN). The two groups aspired to connect cities’ 

local-level foreign policy to a coordinated national strategy, yet both remained unable to 

do so.111 Nicaragua Network-affiliated sister city projects like those of Berkeley, 

Burlington, Seattle, and the Lower East Side remained more indicative of Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions’ politicized approach to local-level foreign policy. Yet, 

WCCN, a Madison-based group that helped coordinate the creation of sister cities in 

many U.S. cities, stressed the apolitical, “people-to-people” ties of U.S.-Nicaragua sister 

city relationships.112 As the WCCN phrased their approach, “It is not Ortega we are 

supporting, it is the people of Nicaragua with whom we want to establish bonds of 
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friendship.”113 Still, WCCN possessed an amicable relationship with the Nicaraguan 

government and encouraged new sister cities to establish their linkages through official 

state channels like the Nicaraguan Embassy.114 They also opposed Contra Aid.115 Even 

so, WCCN projects lacked a sense of political movement building as a unifying principle. 

Instead, the group framed involvement in local-level foreign policy projects more along 

the lines of a fulfilling, philanthropic endeavor that transcended politics.116 “We have to 

think seriously about our education and do it with an eye to empowerment . . . We don’t 

try to talk about politics and we don’t try to refute Reagan,” one New Haven-based 

activist close to the WCCN described their strategy.117 The WCCN’s method of avoiding 

the political implications of their activities allowed them to recruit participation from a 

wider array of communities. But, the group’s tactics also occasionally placed them in 

conflict with Nicaragua Network activists who deeply identified with the Sandinistas’ 

revolution and saw sister city projects as a means of building bases of support for that 

struggle. “It is not clear to us, however, how you intend to guarantee dialogue about the 

relation of sistering efforts to efforts to stop contra aid this fall, and to end the US war 
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entirely,” reads a tense exchange between the Nicaragua Network and WCCN.118 While 

the two groups remained mostly cordial, Nicaragua Network-affiliated activists 

commonly felt that WCCN framed its work in ways that sometimes glossed over the 

realities of the conflict.119  

WCCN’s decision to emphasize the humanitarian aspects of their work and 

maintain an ideological distance from the Nicaragua Network reflected the political 

environment of Madison and other Wisconsin cities. The WCCN formed in 1984 as a 

breakaway group from the Wisconsin Partners of the Americas, a group created during 

the Kennedy Administration to promote the Cold War modernization initiative known as 

the Alliance for Progress. From 1964 and onwards, Partners of the Americas promoted 

the Wisconsin-Nicaragua sister state relationship. Following the 1979 revolution, WCCN 

broke from Partners of the Americas in protest of its alignment with the Reagan 

Administration’s policies towards Nicaragua.120 WCCN helped local activists in 

Madison, Milwaukee, and five other Wisconsin cities create U.S.-Nicaragua sister city 

relationships. But, Partners of the Americas and their supporters smeared the organization 

as a political group supportive of the revolution. In Partners of America’s words, WCCN 

was designed to “hook well-intentioned people into supporting an oppressive 

dictatorship.”121 Aware of the debates around Nicaragua, Madison’s city government 
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implemented an advisory committee to oversee the Madison-Managua sister city project 

and ensure that its work remained of a non-political, charitable nature.122 Because of 

Wisconsin’s contentious political environment, WCCN needed to maintain its appearance 

as a “non-political organization” facilitating people-to-people contact.123 “We have not 

supported a candidate, nor have we tried to influence legislation. We’re certainly not 

leftists or Sandinista supporters. I would describe us as critical friends,” WCCN 

Executive Director Mirette Seireg described the group’s stance.124  Behind the scenes, 

WCCN activists attended Nicaragua Network meetings and even participated in some of 

their thematic brigade delegations.125 But, publicly, WCCN’s non-political stance could 

not accommodate an outward alliance with the pro-Sandinista Nicaragua Network, which 

hindered a more nationally-coordinated strategy among sister cities.126  

WCCN was not wrong to proceed cautiously in regards to their sister city projects 

appearing outwardly political. As Nicaragua Network-affiliated sister cities found, there 

were serious risks involved in Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ tactic of using a sister 

city for politicization purposes. This became clear to many activists when a Contra 
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supporter rallied the public against the Seattle-Managua Sister City in late 1986. Seattle’s 

sister city had its roots in the international ties that activist Roberto Maestra’s El Centro 

de la Raza had cultivated with the Sandinistas through fundraisers for Nicaraguan 

political refugees during the 1970s and activist delegations after the revolution. 

Following the passage of the CISPES-led Ballot Initiative 28 that called on Seattle’s city 

government to publicly oppose U.S. military intervention in Central America, the City 

Council officially established ties with Managua in 1984.127 The Seattle-Managua Sister 

City Association made its support for the Sandinistas’ revolution explicit and continued 

to lead delegations to the country that included local elected officials like former 

Olympia, Washington Mayor Lyle Watson, Seattle Councilmember George Benson, and 

Thurston County Commissioner Karen Fraser.128 Seattle’s project succeeded in rallying 

residents against the Contra War via its international delegations, fundraisers, and 

cultural events.129 However, in 1986, after publicity around the sister city’s sponsorship 

of pro-Sandinista speaking events, Seattle County Court Clerk and Contra supporter 

Mitch Hughes spearheaded a ballot initiative to mandate the sister city’s apolitical nature. 

Hughes’ move represented a cooptation of the Urban Internationalist Coalition’s tactics 

from the right. In particular, Hughes made a point of highlighting the sister city’s use of 

delegations, arguing that the trips did not feature the opinions of anti-Sandinista figures 
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equally.130 “It’s very pro-Sandinista,” Hughes said of Seattle’s sister city. “I don’t think 

that’s right. I don’t think most Americans think it’s right.”131 Funded by conservative 

organizations in Colorado, Michigan, and Washington, D.C., the measure passed by a 

narrow margin in November 1986. Hughes’ initiative successfully mandated that the 

sister city refrain from taking political stances and also overturned the city’s designation 

as a sanctuary city.132 Ultimately, the Seattle incident reinforced ideas regarding the 

dangers of sister city projects appearing too outwardly political.  

During the late 1980s, U.S.-Nicaragua sister cities aided in the essential political 

task of providing school supplies, food, medicine, and construction materials made 

difficult to access by Reagan’s trade embargo. Yet, many cities’ projects, following the 

WCCN’s model, increasingly framed their efforts in neutral, philanthropic terms and did 

less to guide local residents towards an analysis of the political realities that prompted 

local projects. New Haven, Connecticut’s sister city with León perhaps best exemplified 

this trend. By 1988, the New Haven/León Sister City had sent medicine and medical 

supplies, organized thirty local delegations to the country, and raised tens of thousands of 

dollars for the Nicaraguan city.133 Of course, politicization among delegation participants 

and others involved with the sister city did occur. But, for the most part, this process 
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happened as the result of individual realizations rather than targeted organizing.134 “[W]e 

approach people in terms of who they are . . . rather than try to bring them around to our 

point of view and emphasis on Central America, which is what a lot of other groups try to 

do,” one New Haven organizer told WCCN in 1988.135 Again, New Haven organizers 

framed their projects more so as “empowering people in [their] own community” rather 

than a response to conditions created by federal policies.136 Similarly, WCCN activists 

stressed “the importance of solidarity people [like those of the Nicaragua Network] 

involving themselves in sister/friendship city projects as individuals not as 

representatives of solidarity groups” as a means of making less politicized, local residents 

feel welcome.137 Stressing the humanitarian, non-political nature of sister city projects 

may have allowed organizers to recruit a wider array of the city’s population. Yet, in 

positioning leftists as threats to organizational unity, the WCCN’s strategy strayed from 

the collaborative left-liberalism of the Urban Internationalist Coalition and hindered 

national coordination with more left-leaning, local projects.  

As using local-level foreign policy to mount a unified, national response to the 

U.S.-backed Contra War became less likely, the small Central American country’s 

internal situation and morale only worsened. From 1985 to 1990, the Sandinistas 
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continuously allocated over half their yearly national budget towards defense. 138 As of 

1990, Nicaragua’s economy shrank 14% and the country’s inflation rate would climb to a 

rate of 35,500%.139 The environment of war and economic turmoil caused many 

Nicaraguans previously invested in the cause of Sandinista socialism to lose faith in the 

revolutionary project. As solidarity activist Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz put it in her memoir of 

the period, “the people had become war-weary.”140 “We are not progressing, we are 

regressing. And poor people are poorer today than they were before. Why? I suppose it’s 

obvious: because the Sandinistas have crossed the United States. And now we know what 

the United States can do to a country without even sending in troops. You ask me the 

solution? We have to make peace with the United States. There’s no other way that I can 

see,” a Managua resident, previously supportive of the Sandinistas’ reforms, told 

anthropologist Roger Lancaster.141 As the Reagan Administration and the Contras had 

hoped, Nicaraguans increasingly understood the only path to peace as a Nicaragua 

without the Sandinistas at the helm.  

U.S.-Nicaragua sister cities did eventually take on a unified response to 

Nicaragua’s internal situation during the country’s 1990 elections. In 1989, former Ann 

Arbor, Michigan City Councilmember LeRoy Cappaert organized the Ad Hoc Coalition 

of Sister Cities, which sent 450 U.S. representatives of forty different sister cities to 

 
138 Dunkerley, Power in the Isthmus, 322. 

 
139 Weber, Visions of Solidarity, 70.  

 
140 Dunbar-Ortiz, Blood on the Border, 234.  

 
141 Quoted from Lancaster, Life is Hard, 186.  



229 

monitor the electoral process.142 However, the Ad Hoc Coalition of Sister Cities’ 

response remained more indicative of many U.S.-Nicaragua sister cities’ humanitarian 

turn than local-level foreign policy’s Urban Internationalist Coalition origins. During the 

1984 elections, the U.S. government had advised main opposition candidate Arturo Cruz 

to withdraw in order to cast doubt on the election’s legitimacy.143 Sandinista Presidential 

candidate Daniel Ortega easily coasted to victory, but President Reagan dismissed the 

results and U.S. media mostly ignored the outcome.144 In 1990, in order to “counter pre-

determined and propagandistic views of the election,” the Ad Hoc Coalition of Sister 

Cities organized hundreds of city residents to observe the election in their sister city’s 

Nicaraguan counterpart.145 Although some sister city activists admitted that they favored 

the Sandinistas, sister city delegates’ legitimacy largely depended on many municipal 

projects’ framing of themselves as unbiased organizations.146 Newspaper coverage of 

Wisconsin’s delegation, for instance, played up sister cities’ humanitarian work rather 

than their political commitments.147 Organizers also encouraged sister city delegations to 

recruit local officials like Mayors and City Councilmembers. Although, delegations’ 
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seeking out of local political figures occurred not because of many politicians’ storied 

role in helping build local-level foreign policy or shared international politics, but 

because of local officials’ appearance of impartiality.148 The numerous recruited local 

officials even included many aligned with Urban Internationalist Coalitions like Berkeley 

Mayor Loni Hancock, an early promoter of 1970s local-level foreign policy and key ally 

of the city’s leftist Nicaragua Information Center. Yet, Hancock’s past was not mentioned 

in press coverage.149 To be sure, the Ad Hoc Coalition of Sister Cities’ reliance on the 

appearance of impartiality made sense in the context of election observance. Yet, it is 

telling that, rather than some sort of united stance against the U.S.-backed Contra War, 

U.S.-Nicaragua sister cities’ largest coordinated effort was one heavily reliant on the 

appearance of their nonpartisanship. The politics behind the Ad Hoc Coalition of Sister 

Cities remained indicative of how as the strategy of local-level foreign policy expanded 

dramatically around the issue of Nicaragua, the tactic, in many areas, grew beyond its 

Urban Internationalist Coalition roots.  

During the 1990 elections, Nicaraguans voted against the Sandinistas as a means 

of ending the war. Nicaragua’s public had come to the realization that only an end to 

Sandinista leadership would bring about the end of Contra funding. The election of 

conservative, Unión Nacional Opositora (UNO) party candidate Violeta Barrios de 

Chamorro, not a coup nor a U.S. invasion, would ultimately end the Nicaraguan 

 
148 Sheldon Rampton, “Sister Cities Gear Up for Nicaraguan Elections, Bulletin of Municipal 

Foreign Policy, c. 1989, Folder: Ad Hoc Sister City Observer Coalition Correspondence, 1989–90, Box 1, 
WCCN Records, WHS.  
 

149 Andrea DuBrow, “Bates, Hancock Among Observation Delegates, Daily Californian, 
February 22, 1990. 
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revolution.150 Reverberations of the Sandinistas’ loss were felt abroad in U.S. cities 

where many communities had developed deep ties to the country’s socialist reforms 

through constant back and forth travel to the country. Along with Ortega, many 

Sandinista Party mayors and city leaders lost their positions as well. The election of more 

conservative, Nicaraguan local officials severed the government ties that sister city 

organizations had cultivated over the past four to six years.151 In municipalities with 

openly political sister cities, activists and elected officials expressed their dismay 

regarding the results and acknowledged the role that the U.S.-backed war had played in 

shaping the election’s outcome. Burlington Mayor Bernie Sanders commented that 

Nicaraguans “have suffered terrible losses and hoped that with a U.S.-backed government 

in power, the war will finally end.” I would hope,” Sanders continued, “that the American 

media and President Bush will be as concerned about democratic rights in Nicaragua 

under a right-wing government as they were under the Sandinistas.”152  “I’m still quite 

shocked by the results,” said Elizabeth Dore, a member of Burlington’s election 

observance delegation.153 Santa Cruz solidarity activists like former Mayor Bert Muhly 

and others pledged to continue their work in Nicaragua. “Nicaragua still needs 

construction of homes and schools and health care,” said Santa Cruz resident Sara 

 
150 Lee, Ends of Modernization, 147–9.  

 
151 Weber, Visions of Solidarity, 80.  

 
152 Michael Allen, “Local Critics Dismayed by Election Results,” Burlington Free Press, 

February 27, 1990.  
 

153 Robert Getz, “Victory Stuns, Vt. Observer, Regional Experts,” Burlington Free Press, 
February 27, 1990.  
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McCamant.154 However, the solidarity movement’s continued role in Nicaragua appeared 

precarious. The country’s new leadership expressed open hostility towards the many pro-

Sandinista foreigners in Central America. “Those who came for the elections wearing red 

and black kerchiefs will have to go back and demonstrate in their own countries, because 

we are not going to permit any foreigner to interfere in our domestic political problems,” 

said Vice President-elect Virgilio Godoy.155 As examined in the next chapter, 

Nicaragua’s solidarity movement experienced a sharp decline in the 1990s.156  

 U.S.-Nicaragua sister cities’ political approaches increasingly varied according to 

their respective political environment. Distinct, political locales exacerbated variation in 

organizing strategy and, in turn, made pursuing a coordinated, national strategy more 

difficult.  During the late 1980s, local-level foreign policy expanded to an unprecedented 

degree, but it did not do so in a singular way. Many cities’ projects grew beyond their 

Urban Internationalist Coalition origins. Some continued to emphasize Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions’ formula of combining peace-dividend politics with 

international solidarity. Others framed their work as that of humanitarianism independent 

of a political position on Nicaraguan politics. Organizers in cities like New Haven may 

have “approach[ed] people in terms of who they [were].”157 But, they did less to guide 

those recruits towards the type of cohesive strategy capable of tackling the larger root 
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causes of Nicaragua’s situation like the Reagan Administration’s continued undermining 

of Nicaragua’s economic and political stability. Ultimately, the lack of clean water, food, 

and medicine in Nicaragua were conditions that existed worldwide. By glossing over the 

politics of Nicaragua’s situation, organizers in Madison, New Haven, and other locations 

neglected to account for what made the country outstanding: its social reforms.  

Some sister cities’ turn away from emphasizing the political content of their work 

also hindered those aligned with Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ ability to mount the 

collective response against the Contra War that the Sandinistas hoped international 

delegations would prompt. In the end, sister cities’ choice to coordinate their efforts for 

the purpose of impartial election observance, rather than consolidate a protest movement, 

remained indicative of this ongoing turn away from politics as a means of contesting U.S. 

foreign policy. As U.S.-Nicaragua sister cities’ approaches to local-level foreign policy 

diverged, using local politics to create a robust, national movement capable of taking on 

the immense power of federal-level foreign policy became an increasingly distant 

possibility. 

*** 

 As thousands of brigade participants returned from Nicaragua to their home cities, 

they made a sympathetic portrayal of the Nicaraguan revolution and an opposition to the 

Contra war a prevalent fixture of the urban environment in cities and towns nationwide. 

Brigades’ ability to offer a personal experience of the revolution to a plethora of city 

residents laid the foundations for the spread of local-level foreign policy across the 

United States. These international delegations organized themselves around cities’ 

diversity and offered activists a personalized experience of Nicaragua that catered to their 
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political interests and identities. The U.S. politics of feminism, queer liberation, race, and 

labor often shaped the character of these trips. In the process, Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions expanded into new communities. By sending thousands to Nicaragua, 

organizers hoped to make recruits’ feelings of admiration tangible and cement a 

commitment to defending the Nicaraguan revolution upon their return to the United 

States. In this sense, while activist delegations certainly aided Nicaragua in a time of 

crisis, the real purpose driving the trips was not building Nicaraguan infrastructure, but 

ensuring that activists would make the Contra War a local issue upon their return. The 

experience of Nicaragua would not always meet activists’ occasionally romantic, 

personal expectations, yet it did instill within them the importance of advocating for the 

Contra War’s end. Ultimately, as other scholars and solidarity activists have argued, the 

widespread opposition to the Contra War that these initiatives helped promote nationwide 

served as a perpetual reminder, for the Reagan Administration, of the inevitable political 

backlash that would accompany an outright U.S. invasion of Nicaragua.158   

At the same time, the cities that activists returned to possessed varying political 

environments that impacted the development of cities’ respective local projects and 

organizers’ ability to connect to a nationally coordinated strategy. As the political energy 

emerging from activist brigades gained traction in City Councils, it happened in a 

politically divergent manner. By the late 1980s, a plethora of locally based projects 

existed in cities across the United States that differed in their politics and relationships to 

one another. Activists and often elected officials in Burlington, Berkeley, the Lower East 

Side, and Seattle promoted the local-level foreign policy tactics of delegations and sister 
 

158 Héctor Perla Jr., “Heirs of Sandino: The Nicaraguan Revolution and the U.S.-Nicaragua 
Solidarity Movement,” Latin American Perspectives 36, no. 6 (2009): 94; Peace, A Call to Conscience, 
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cities as a tools for local consciousness-raising around the injustices of the Contra War 

and its links to the U.S. city. Local-level foreign policy projects in these cities remained 

driven by Urban Internationalist Coalitions. Urban Internationalist Coalitions may have 

framed their projects in a manner that catered to residents’ personal interests. But, they 

made sure to link political interests back to the political framework of international 

solidarity and peace-dividend politics that drove their opposition to the Contra War. 

Meanwhile, activists in other cities and towns downplayed the politics of their projects, 

preferring to emphasize the humanitarian aspects of their work. Due to the more 

contentious political environment around Nicaragua in their home city, activists in 

Madison distanced themselves from the politics of Urban Internationalist Coalitions as a 

means of recruiting as many local residents as possible. Organizers in New Haven and 

other cities followed suit. Humanitarian-focused sister cities emphasized personal 

experience in their recruitment as well, yet they did so in a way that distanced themselves 

from the political movement from which U.S.-Nicaragua sister cities had emerged. 

Despite its growth around Nicaragua, cities’ varied approaches meant that local-level 

foreign policy would remain locally concentrated rather than coalesce into a more 

national response. Urban Internationalist Coalitions struggled to mount a countrywide 

political response to the Contra War by way of local-level foreign policy. However, the 

politics of Urban Internationalist Coalitions would inform another, simultaneous effort to 

build a national response to Ronald Reagan’s foreign and domestic policies—that of 

Jesse Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition.  
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CHAPTER 6: 
“WE LIVE IN A POLITICAL WORLD”:  

THE RAINBOW COALITION AND THE FALL OF LOCAL-LEVEL FOREIGN 
POLICY 

 
“Danny Carlisle/ He don’t give a shit about the Contras/  

Danny Carlisle/ He’s barely grown and he’s used up most of his options” 
–Vic Chesnutt, 1990.1 

 
 From October 9–11, 1987, Urban Internationalist Coalitions descended on 

Raleigh, North Carolina to join hundreds of activists for the Rainbow Coalition’s First 

Biennial Conference.2 “Our convention . . . reflects [the] growing base of local and 

national coalition activity in our country. It is the coming together of grassroots 

leadership and ‘official’ leadership to exchange views and ideas and shape a common 

direction,” wrote Rainbow Coalition activist Jack O’Dell.3  The conference received most 

of its publicity for being the site where Jesse Jackson announced his 1988 presidential 

bid. But, as left-liberal activists discussed the need for expanding America’s social safety 

net and supporting Nicaraguan self-determination, attendees communicated varying 

higher hopes for the Rainbow Coalition that lay beyond Jackson’s political career.4 

O’Dell’s statement had called for “a common direction” among participants. Yet, enticed 

by the possibility of a united, national movement, Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ 

 
1 Vic Chesnutt, “Danny Carlisle,” track 2 on Little, Texas Hotel Records, 1990, compact disc.  

 
2 Joanna Misnik, “The Rainbow and the Democratic Party—New Politics or Old?: A Socialist 

Perspective,” April 1988, Solidarity, last accessed March 17, 2021, https://solidarity-us.org/rainbow1988/; 
Judith Scherr, “The Rainbow and the Jackson Campaign: Working for Peace, Jobs, and Justice,” Berkeley 
Action, November 1987.  
 

3 Jack O’Dell, “Toward the First Biennial Convention of the National Rainbow Coalition: Report 
and Recommendations to the National Board,” May 1987, Folder: National Rainbow Coalition, Box 139, 
Carl and Anne Braden Papers, Wisconsin Historical Society, Madison, WI (hereafter WHS).  
 

4 “National Rainbow Coalition Convention Official Roster of Speakers and Workshop Leaders”, 
October 1987, Folder: NRC 1987, Box 139, Carl and Anne Braden Papers, WHS. 
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leftists and liberals instead envisioned distinct goals for the Rainbow Coalition that were 

anything but common.5  

  The Rainbow Biennial conference, in fact, included numerous political factions. 

Those who hoped to steer the Rainbow Coalition in a direction independent of the 

Democratic Party attended. If organized and promoted correctly, this grouping—referred 

to here as the Rainbow Left—surmised that the Rainbow Coalition could become the 

basis for a new social democratic or socialist party in the United States. The leftists of 

Urban Internationalist Coalitions commonly joined this political wing. Simultaneously, 

other attendees, including liberal members of Urban Internationalist Coalitions and 

Jackson himself, saw the Rainbow Coalition as a means of empowering the left-liberal 

end of the Democratic Party. This chapter will call this bloc the Rainbow Democrats. 

Beyond political directions, the conference also included activists from a variety of 

single-issue groups hoping to use the Rainbow Coalition, and by extension Jackson’s 

candidacy, to expand awareness for a variety of causes including Central American 

solidarity, antiracism, and others both foreign and domestic in focus. Activists understood 

the interconnected nature of these various concerns. But, the question of whose issue 

should remain at the forefront of political campaigns was a contested one. While relations 

between these various groups remained cordial at the Rainbow Coalition’s first Biennial 

Conference, disagreement lurked below the surface.  

 This chapter argues that neoliberal shifts in the U.S domestic economy and 

political arena drove rifts within the Rainbow Coalition that eventually led to severe 

political fractures in Urban Internationalist Coalitions at the local level. These disputes 
 

5 See “NCIPA Statement to the 1987 Rainbow Convention,” October 1987, Folder: Rainbow 
Coalition, 1986-1987, Box 14, Arthur Kinoy Papers, WHS; Judith Scheer, “Raleigh Convention,” Oakland-
Berkeley Rainbow Reporter, September 1987.  
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undid Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ ability to preserve local-level foreign policies 

into the 1990s. After Jackson’s initial 1984 presidential bid, Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions had moved into the Rainbow Coalition as a means of recreating what had been 

built locally on the national stage. Urban Internationalist Coalitions mostly succeeded at 

holding together within their respective cities. Yet, the enlarged scale of collaboration 

across issues and ideologies, as well as the stakes of Jackson’s presidential bid, led to 

arising tensions in response to important, domestic political developments. Disagreement 

erupted around two key issues. The first was around how to engage with the growing 

ranks of centrist Democrats. The Rainbow Left mounted electoral challenges against 

those that they saw as embracing market-based solutions to city poverty. Yet, Rainbow 

Democrats remained more cautious. They worried about alienating those to their right 

within the Democratic Party whose support they might need down the road. Second, 

activists clashed over the competing importance of foreign versus domestic policies. As 

the federal government continued to de-emphasize government-led economic 

intervention and hollow out America’s social safety net, Rainbow Coalition activists 

found it difficult to prioritize international issues like Central America. Many had joined 

Jackson’s organization in response to his critiques of American foreign policy. But, as 

homelessness increased and affordable housing vanished, some activists worried that 

issues like El Salvador were becoming second-tier. These squabbles, brought into the 

open by the experience of the Rainbow Coalition, led to the unraveling of Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions and, in turn, their local-level foreign policies.  

The following chapter includes five sections. The first section examines Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions’ relationship to Civil Rights Movement leader Jesse Jackson’s 
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1984 presidential campaign. In Jackson’s knitting together of social democratic policies 

with support for Third World self-determination abroad, Urban Internationalist Coalitions 

saw the politics and tactics behind their local-level foreign policies gain a national 

audience. The second section studies the period following the 1984 elections when 

schisms developed between Rainbow Left and Rainbow Democrat activists around 

political strategy. Activists disagreed whether the Rainbow Coalition’s electoral efforts 

should take place inside or outside the Democratic Party. As the Rainbow Left electorally 

challenged the Democrats’ centrist-wing, Rainbow Democrats abstained from these 

efforts due to concerns around jeopardizing their future within their Party. The third 

section shows how the United States’ growing poverty rate and racism caused some 

activists to pivot away from Central America-focused organizing in favor of domestic 

issues. Within the Rainbow Coalition, Central America would become secondary 

compared to issues closer to activists’ doorstep. The fourth section examines how 

Jackson’s 1988 presidential campaign reflected these developments within the Rainbow 

Coalition. Jackson’s second presidential bid also saw the candidate move closer to the 

Democratic Party’s center and further away from the internationalism that Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions had supported in 1984. Finally, the fifth section focuses on 

these developments’ impact on the coalitions that both promoted local-level foreign 

policy and the Rainbow Coalition. During the 1990s, urban poverty was readily apparent 

and liberal members of Urban Internationalist Coalition acquiesced to the Democrats’ 

political center. Cities’ foreign policy-making came to be seen by the public as relics of 

an earlier era. To urban residents of the 1990s, local-level foreign policy symbolized 
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elected officials’ distance from their constituents’ needs rather than the outgrowth of 

popular enthusiasm for solidarity movements.  

Local Coalition on the National Stage  

Much like Ron Dellums and local politicians throughout the country had in 

previous years, Jesse Jackson centered much of his 1984 presidential campaign around 

peace-dividend politics—linking his critique of a fraying social welfare state to the 

country’s bloated military budget. As he campaigned across the country, Jackson called 

for a twenty percent reduction in defense spending and a reallocation of that money 

towards social programs. The campaign used this critique of military spending to 

highlight a new vision of American foreign policy. Jackson’s stances remained more 

representative of Urban Internationalist Coalition demands, percolating at the local level, 

than Democratic Party positions. He advocated cutting military funding to the Salvadoran 

and Guatemalan militaries, supporting Nicaraguan self-determination, sanctioning the 

South African apartheid government, and pushing for a Palestinian state.6 “The interests 

of the people of our country are served by a foreign policy dedicated to peace, not war . . 

. to justice, not repression and economic deprivation,” said Jackson’s foreign policy 

 
6 Alliance Against Women’s Oppression, “Women, Jesse Jackson, and the Rainbow Coalition,” 

May 1984, Folder: Rainbow Convention, 17-19 April 1986, Box 286, Ronald Dellums Papers, African 
American Museum and Library at Oakland, Oakland, CA (hereafter AAMLO); Mike Davis, Prisoners of 
the American Dream: Politics and Economy in the History of the U.S. Working Class (New York, NY: 
Verso Books, 1986), 273–5. Some observers saw Jackson’s and the Congressional Black Caucus’ foreign 
policy stances as embodying a “Third World” perspective. Such views applied 1960s Black internationalist 
theories of U.S. Black communities as ‘internal colonies’ thus linking U.S. Black struggles to a broader 
Third World movement, to the electoral arena, see: Barbara Lee, “The Black Community and the Non-
Aligned Movement,” Black Scholar, March/April 1987; Line of March Editorial Board, “The New Motion 
in Black Politics and the Electoral Arena,” Line of March 15 (1984): 69. For a broader historical view on 
the CBC’s Third World perspective, see Ben Talton, In this Land of Plenty: Mickey Leland and Africa in 
American Politics (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019). 
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advisor Jack O’Dell.7 Recognizing Jackson’s foreign policy stances and peace-dividend 

politics as their own, the liberals and leftists that made up Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions came to support Jackson’s candidacy. An activist with Berkeley Citizens 

Action—the governing political group aligned with the city’s local-level foreign 

policies—called Jackson the “only candidate to call for cutting the military budget and 

for restoring funds for human needs.”8  

 Urban Internationalist Coalitions were not wrong to sense connections between 

their politics and Jackson’s. Black leftists and liberals aligned with local coalitions played 

key roles in shaping the campaign’s stances. Much of the Democratic Party’s Black 

leadership remained lukewarm, if not hostile, to Jackson’s 1984 candidacy. However, this 

lack of establishment support opened up space for many Black leftists and liberals to play 

key roles in the campaign. Ron Dellums’ top aide Carlottia Scott and Jack O’Dell, a 

former member of the Communist Party and close ally of solidarity movements, served as 

advisors to Jackson on foreign and domestic policy. These two advisors helped make 

contemporary movement demands important aspects of Jackson’s platform.9 The 1984 

Jackson campaign also modeled much of its foreign policy platform on Ron Dellums’ 

“alternative military budget” that the Congressman contributed to the annual 

 
7 Jack O’Dell, “Over the Rainbow: U.S. Foreign Policy and World Development,” Freedomways 

24, no. 1 (1984): 10.  
 
8 Chuck Idelson, “Jesse Jackson,” 1984, Folder: Berkeley Citizens Action, Berkeley History 

Room, Berkeley Public Library, Berkeley, CA (hereafter BPL).  
 
9 Manning Marable, “Jackson and the Rise of the Rainbow Coalition,” New Left Review, 

January/February 1985; Carlottia Scott, telephone conversation with the author, March 15, 2021; Van 
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Congressional Black Caucus’ (CBC) “alternative budget.”10 The CBC’s yearly proposal 

became known for its emphasis on funding social programs over defense.11 As top aide 

Carlottia Scott recalled, much of Ron Dellums’ contribution to the annual spending plan 

was shaped by conversations with activists in his office concerned about the Reagan 

Administration’s impact on Central America, the Caribbean, and South Africa. “One of 

the great things about our office is that we were the gathering spot for everybody, from 

Washington Office on Africa, CISPES, the Nicaragua Solidarity Network . . . So, 

everyone had a voice in how we dealt with the issues on international affairs,” said 

Scott.12 Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ shaping of the presidential race also extended 

down to the local level where, in places like the Bay Area, elected officials like Gus 

Newport and Ying Lee Kelley played prominent leadership roles in the promotion of 

Jackson’s campaign.13  

Much like the Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ local-level foreign policies, 

Jackson’s campaign positions on Central America were also promoted and shaped by 

travel to Nicaragua. In January 1984, two months after Jesse Jackson declared his 

presidential candidacy, Jesse’s wife Jackie Jackson joined a feminist fact-finding trip to 

Central America referred to as the “Women’s Alternative to the Kissinger Commission,” 

 
10 Scott, telephone conversation with the author, March 15, 2021.  
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a reference to the recent bipartisan commission chaired by former Secretary of State 

Henry Kissinger that was convened to generate congressional enthusiasm for reversing 

the recently passed Boland Amendment. Along with other feminist politicians, labor 

leaders, and activists, Jackie Jackson travelled to Tegucigalpa, Honduras where she met 

with Contra political leaders, U.S. ambassadors, and activists from the country’s African-

descendant Garífuna population. Later, Jackie Jackson and other delegates traveled to 

neighboring Nicaragua to meet with Sandinista leadership. According to activist Roxanne 

Dunbar-Ortiz, another delegation participant, candidate Jackson’s vehement opposition to 

Contra Aid contributed to a warm welcoming of Jackie Jackson in Nicaragua.14 “The 

Managua airport was full of local press and television journalists covering our arrival. 

Jesse Jackson was a hero in Nicaragua and Jackie was treated like a queen,” Dunbar-

Ortiz recounted.15 Importantly, the admiration and respect that Nicaraguans offered 

Jackie Jackson was mutual. During the trip, Jackson expressed “sentiments of friendship 

and support for the Sandinista government.”16 When asked about her trip, Jackson echoed 

the reasoning of thousands of activists who had journeyed to the country during the same 

period: “My presence in Nicaragua is to raise the consciousness of the American people 

and to make them recognize the struggle here for peace and free self-determination.”17 

 
14 Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, Blood on the Border: A Memoir of the Contra War (Boston, MA: South 

End Press, 2005), 189–196.  
 

15 Ibid, 193.  
 

16 Line of March Editorial Board, “The New Motion in Black Politics and the Electoral Arena,” 
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17 Letter, The Rainbow Alliance to Ron Dellums, c.1985, Folder: Rainbow Coalition, Box 286, 
Ronald Dellums Papers, AAMLO.  
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Jackie Jackson would later join the Nicaragua Network’s Advisory Board.18 In the 

coming months of the campaign, following Jackie’s lead, Jesse Jackson and others close 

to the campaign would speak of the accomplishments of the Sandinista Revolution.19 

While previously critical of U.S. policy in Central America, after Jackie’s trip, Jesse 

Jackson outwardly praised the Latin American left. Jackson would go on to appear on 

stage alongside Arnaldo Ramos of El Salvador’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (FDR), 

the above-ground social democratic party aligned with the FMLN, and refer to the 

literacy and health care initiatives of Cuba and Nicaragua as “help[ing] light the way to 

more just development in the South.”20  

 Jackson’s links to solidarity movements also extended to El Salvador-focused 

organizing. In numerous U.S. cities, CISPES chapters played key roles in promoting his 

presidential bid.21 The support of CISPES, one of the biggest anti-intervention 

organizations of era, mattered to Jackson and his campaign. During the 1984 primary, 

both Ron Dellums and Jesse Jackson himself wrote public letters to CISPES, published in 

the group’s paper El Salvador Alert!, in pursuit of the organization’s support.22 As 

Dellums told CISPES, “Jesse Jackson’s participation in the race for the Democratic 

 
18 Letter, Nicaragua Network to Roy Wilson, June 8, 1987, in Folder: Sister City Conference, 

1987, Box 12, Nicaragua Network Records, WHS.  
 

19 “Interview with Rev. Ben Chavis: Peace and Justice in 1984, El Salvador Alert!, July/August 
1984; Jesse Jackson, “Jackson: U.S. Should Embrace Liberation,” El Salvador Alert!, May 1984. 
 

20 Suzanne Ross, “Jackson Plans Nicaragua Trip, FMLN-FDR Rep Joins Him at Campaign Rally, 
El Salvador Alert!, March 1984; Jesse Jackson, “Jackson: U.S. Should Embrace Liberation,” El Salvador 
Alert!, May 1984. 
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22 Ron Dellums, “Jesse Jackson and the Anti-Intervention Movement, El Salvador Alert!, 
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Party’s nomination for president is especially important for those who are concerned 

about U.S. policies towards Central America . . . I would expect him to reject close 

relationships with military governments committed to keep wealth and political power in 

the hands of a few.”23 In San Francisco, Mike Mason, San Francisco Congressman 

Phillip Burton’s former precinct strategist, called upon CISPES to use their extensive 

membership and contact list cultivated during the Proposition N campaign to bring out 

volunteers and promote Jackson’s candidacy.24 “We could bring out a lot of people 

because, in 1983, we had built this electoral apparatus in the city to win the ballot 

initiative. So, we could mobilize numbers of people to go door hanging, go door to door, 

and canvass,” remembered CISPES activist Phil Josselyn.25 CISPES chapters in Miami, 

Boulder, Boston, Los Angeles, San Diego, Fresno, and New York also campaigned for 

Jackson in their home cities.26   

 Yet, despite the enthusiasm for Jackson’s candidacy among many CISPES 

members, there still existed tensions within local chapters in regards to publicly 

participating in a presidential campaign. As Jackie Jackson was likely preparing for her 

trip to Central America, CISPES chapters around the country were actively debating 

whether or not the organization should endorse the Jackson campaign. Individual 

chapters, like San Francisco’s, had agreed to support the campaign locally. But, some 

members warned that working on behalf of Jackson nationally would result in devoting a 

 
23 Dellums, “Jesse Jackson and the Anti-Intervention Movement.” 
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large percentage of the group’s resources towards a cause only tangentially related to 

Central America. Others worried about becoming too close to the Democratic Party, a 

group that they saw as complicit in providing U.S. aid to El Salvador.27 Despite efforts of 

Jackson supporters to persuade CISPES to issue an endorsement, the relationship 

between the solidarity group and the Jackson campaign continued to remain unresolved 

throughout the campaign. At a January 1984 conference, it was decided that CISPES, as a 

national organization, would support “local participation in Rainbow Coalition activities 

while stopping short of endorsing the Jackson candidacy.”28 The solidarity group’s 

decision upset activists and political organizations more closely aligned with Jackson.29 

“I mean, how can we be in solidarity with the people of El Salvador and not care who’s 

President of the United States?,” Jack O’Dell would say.30   

 While some leftists may have remained lukewarm towards the Democratic Party, 

Urban Internationalist Coalitions and the Jackson campaign’s stances on Central America 

were clearly informed by similar dynamics. Jesse Jackson’s peace-dividend politics 

reached its height when the candidate, following in his wife Jackie’s footsteps, visited 

Latin America. In late June, when it was increasingly clear that former Vice President 

Walter Mondale would win the primary, Jesse Jackson traveled to Panama, El Salvador, 

Nicaragua, and Cuba. The candidate used his platform to shine a light on the injustices of 
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the Reagan Administration’s increasing militarization of the region. The trip was not 

Jackson’s first foray into international diplomacy during the campaign. In previous 

months, he had travelled to Syria where he negotiated the release of an American military 

hostage and to Geneva, Switzerland for the Reagan-Gorbachev summit.31  Yet, this trip 

remained different in its striking alignment with much of the goals of an ongoing social 

movement in the United States.  

Jesse Jackson travelled to Central America to promote peace negotiations in El 

Salvador. In Panama City, he met with leaders of the FMLN. Days later, Jackson sat 

down with Salvadoran President Jose Napoleon Duarte in San Salvador.32 As the FMLN 

refused to lay down their arms at that time, the negotiations that Jackson hoped for did 

not occur.33 Still, the coverage of Jackson’s talks with the FMLN helped to present a 

varied portrayal of the leftist group to U.S. audiences that differed from the White House 

caricature of immoral, violent communists. Instead, Jackson presented the FMLN as 

reasonable people—pushed to violence by a complete lack of outlets for democratic 
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engagement—pursuing a more just, equal future in their country.34 “The guerrillas,” 

Jackson said, “want to bring the nation together. . .”35   

The Civil Rights leader’s trips to Cuba and Nicaragua were more successful. Jesse 

Jackson arrived in Havana to much fanfare, greeted by hundreds of Cubans. Fidel Castro 

remarked that Jackson “honored [Cuba] with his visit.”36 “Jesse,” recalled Jack O’Dell, 

“was very popular in Cuba.”37 Jackson’s talks with Castro would ultimately result in the 

release of 48 American and Cuban prisoners. Finally, after Cuba, Jackson travelled to 

Managua where he met with Sandinista leader Daniel Ortega to promote a normalization 

of relations between the United States and Nicaragua.38  

Predictably, reception to Jackson’s travels included both a barrage of both 

admiration and condemnation. The New York Times’ editorial page accused Jackson of 

violating the Logan Act, a law prohibiting private citizens from negotiating with foreign 

governments, and “interfering with the constitutional rights of the President and Congress 

to conduct foreign policy.”39 “The problem with Democratic presidential candidate Jesse 

Jackson’s trip to Central America is that the entire junket was based on the misguided 

premise that all the ills of that part of the world were created by the United States,” wrote 
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the Chico Enterprise-Record.40 The U.S. State Department and a number of journalists 

condemned Jackson’s trip to Latin America. But, his travels further endeared him to 

Urban Internationalist Coalitions.41 This remained particularly true for the Black 

politicians and activists who had for decades upheld Cuba’s advancements in health care 

and education as a model for their own politics.42 In 1985, the noted historian Manning 

Marable lampooned the press coverage: “The New York Times viciously attacked 

Jackson’s ‘burgeoning traffic in prisoners from dictatorships’ as a ‘collaboration with the 

enemies of democracy.’ Perhaps the Times, the voice of bourgeois democracy, was most 

distressed with the conclusion of Jackson’s speech at the University of Havana: ‘Viva el 

Presidente Fidel Castro! Viva Martin Luther King! Viva Ché Guevera! Viva Patrice 

Lumumba! Dios les bendiga!’”43  

Jackson would not receive the Democratic nomination. Yet, during the 

Democratic National Convention, a great deal of the protest activity outside the ceremony 

stressed points in broad alignment with Jackson’s platform. Across the street from San 

Francisco’s George Moscone Convention Center, protesters held the “Vote Peace in ’84” 

rally. Much like Jackson had during the primary, twenty thousand demonstrators pushed 

for a reduction in nuclear weapons, an end to intervention in Central America, and a 
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significantly reduced military budget.44 The protest also featured speeches by Ron 

Dellums and Jesse Jackson himself, offering their support to the protesters demands.45 

Inside the convention, Jackson delegates—attempting to push the Party’s platform in a 

left-liberal direction—encountered platform hearings stacked with Mondale supporters. 

According to Jackson delegates, Mondale’s entourage had been advised to limit debate 

on the Party platform.46 Jackson supporters made little impact on the Democratic Party 

platform. But, the size of the protest outside the convention, standing against Democratic 

Party’s tacit support for anticommunism and foreign intervention, signaled a path forward 

for those rallying behind Jackson’s peace-dividend politics and his nuanced view of 

international revolutionary movements. 

The 1984 Presidential Election is best remembered for incumbent Ronald 

Reagan’s landslide victory over Democrat Walter Mondale. But, the election’s primary 

season also marked the moment in which the politics of Urban Internationalist Coalitions 

reached a national audience in the form of Jesse Jackson’s candidacy. During the primary 

season, Urban Internationalist Coalitions had rushed into the Jackson campaign to 

promote an alternate vision of U.S. foreign policy. In Jackson’s 1984 candidacy, leftists 

and liberals observed the same type of politics that they had promoted at the local-level 

for years—a combination of peace-dividend politics and a sympathetic view of foreign 

left-led movements. Ultimately, for Urban Internationalist Coalitions, Jackson’s 
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mainstream legitimacy represented a chance to move their politics beyond municipalities 

like Berkeley and others. Jackson’s campaign is primarily remembered as a powerful 

Black-led electoral movement against American racism. But, Jackson’s campaign also 

allowed space for other constituencies willing to demonstrate connections between issues 

as part of a broader, in his words, “Rainbow Coalition.”47 In the coming months, the 

creation of a new, national electoral group of elected officials, religious leaders, and 

activists consolidated behind this name. As Jack O’Dell described the new organization: 

“The Rainbow Coalition represents the Peace and Justice movements for social change 

entering the electoral arena, as an independent force.”48 However, for those that joined 

the Rainbow Coalition, organization building would prove to be a difficult, unwieldy 

process.  

Left-Liberal Electoral Rifts  

 Despite Reagan’s victory in November, Urban Internationalist Coalitions working 

with Jackson’s campaign did score some electoral wins in 1984 locally. In Massachusetts, 

thirteen different localities passed ballot measures against U.S. intervention in Central 

America modeled on those in San Francisco and Burlington in previous years.49 In 

Berkeley, the city’s left-liberal coalition party, Berkeley Citizens Action, came out of 
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elections with eight out of nine council seats.50 “People are finding ways and means of 

keeping the values of social progress alive in a negative period . . . but it’s not always a 

massive thing,” Jack O’Dell remarked after the November elections.51 Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions saw an opportunity to build on local wins and create a more 

national left-liberal alliance. Reagan’s win was the product of only 52.9% of the U.S. 

electorate voting, a statistic that, for activists, represented the possibility of a new 

electoral coalition dissatisfied with the state of American politics.52 While its gains 

appeared marginal when compared to the sweeping wins of the Republican Party, left-

liberal politics still maintained an important foothold at the local-level in cities scattered 

across the United States. Urban Internationalist Coalitions hoped to grow this base.  

 Yet, as the 1984 election ended, key strategic differences regarding building a 

robust left-liberal movement in the mid-1980s emerged. While the question of left-

liberals’ relationship to the Democratic Party had not been as pressing a question in local 

politics—an arena in which nonpartisan races remained common and third-parties had 

more of a fighting chance—Jackson’s discussion of building a new organization out of 

the 1984 campaign’s electoral coalition, known as the “Rainbow Coalition,” brought 

these debates to the fore. To both the Rainbow Left and Rainbow Democrats, Jackson’s 

candidacy represented a break from the Democratic establishment politics that had 
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moved steadily to the right in the years since Jimmy Carter’s 1976 election.53 However, 

the two wings of Jackson supporters disagreed as to whether the Democrats’ neoliberal 

turn would be best challenged from within by growing the left-liberal wing of the 

Democratic Party or by forming an entirely new independent, left-liberal party. 

Ultimately, as seen at the local-level, these two blocs of what would become the Rainbow 

Coalition agreed on the need for a non-interventionist foreign policy in places like 

Central America, as well as slashing the military budget and applying that funding 

towards domestic social democratic programs. But, the Rainbow Left and Rainbow 

Democrats disagreed on the best ways to bring about these changes nationally. These 

strategic differences would create rifts between politicians and activists who had 

previously been able to collaborate.  

In the wake of Jackson’s candidacy, a group called National Committee for 

Independent Political Action (NCIPA) became one of the foremost proponents of the 

Rainbow Left position. NCIPA was primarily the brain-child of Arthur Kinoy, a leftist 

lawyer known for his role in defending Soviet spies Julius and Ethel Rosenberg and 

Popular Front-era Communist Party activists.54 The group saw the unity between 

electoral efforts and contemporary grassroots protest movements opposing U.S. foreign 

policy and domestic racism that drove Urban Internationalist Coalitions in numerous 

cities, Harold Washington’s recent Mayoral victory in Chicago, and Jesse Jackson’s 
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recent campaign as laying the foundations for a new, national left-liberal political party.55 

“Together these movements, operating both inside the Democratic Party and independent 

of it, offer an alternative vision of America, an alternative to the doomsday and 

destruction policies of the Reagan administration and to the hollow rhetoric of the centrist 

leadership of the Democratic Party,” reads a 1984 NCIPA position paper.56 In the coming 

years, NCIPA’s steering committee would include a multiracial cast of activists and 

politicians from Berkeley Mayor Gus Newport to Ron Dellums’ aide Carlottia Scott to 

numerous Burlington aldermen aligned with Bernie Sanders’ Progressive Coalition, 

Chicago activists who campaigned with Harold Washington, and members of solidarity 

groups like CISPES and the Nicaragua Network.57  

But, Rainbow Democrats like Ron Dellums and other Black political leaders had 

differing ideas about the best manner to bring about progressive change in the aftermath 

of Jackson’s candidacy. During the 1984 Democratic National Convention, NCIPA 

organized its own Bay Area-based political conference where leftists and liberals from 

around the country could strategize to meet the new political moment. The conference 

became known as the “People’s Convention.” NCIPA, showing their willingness to work 

alongside Democrats who shared their politics, featured Ron Dellums as one of the 
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Convention’s speakers. While Dellums remained one of the most prominent 

congressional critics of the Reagan Administration, he had grown more confident, than in 

his earlier years, in his ability to work within the Democratic Party to bring about change. 

In 1970, Dellums had been elected as a hesitant member of the Democratic Party who 

remained suspicious of Congress as a vehicle for social reform.58 But, by 1984, the East 

Bay’s Congressman was a seasoned Democratic politician who valued his post within the 

Party and relied on his working relationships with other, more centrist Democrats to pass 

legislation. “My life is now very different. I am a respected person in the Congress of the 

United States . . . It is exhilarating to be accepted,” remarked Dellums.59 During his 

speech at the People’s Convention, Dellums railed against nuclear weapons, foreign 

policy in Central America, and rolling back affirmative action programs. But, he 

advocated for Convention attendees to work within the Democratic Party as a means of 

achieving their goals. “Those of you who are activists in the peace movement in this 

room go to San Francisco, ask to meet with the Peace Caucus and talk about where the 

Peace Caucus in the Democratic Party is gonna’ be on the issue of reducing the military 

budget . . . When you finish the convention, when you clearly have in your mind what the 

progressive agenda ought to be, take it across to San Francisco and demand that it be 

heard,” Dellums advised.60 For Dellums, the issue of building a new party was a means 

of marginalizing left-liberal movements. “At this particular moment,” he advised, “we 

have to let our progressive ideas be known in the lonely solitude of a party 
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where we're not in the majority. And sometimes that's when the real courage of your 

convictions have to come out when you're not surrounded by everybody that thinks the 

way you think, but when you're surrounded by people who don't think the way you think 

and you still talk about peace and jobs and justice . . .”61  

Following President Reagan’s re-election, activists who had previously 

campaigned together in support of Jackson’s candidacy formed state and city-wide 

Rainbow Coalitions in numerous locations as a means of electorally challenging 

Democrats from the left. In doing so, activists formed these organizations independently 

of Jesse Jackson. The civil rights leader and allies had held an August 1984 conference 

proposing the creation of the Rainbow Coalition, thus turning a campaign slogan into an 

actual organization. However, following Reagan’s victory, Jackson remained more 

focused on paying off his $1.4 million campaign debt and devoted little energy or 

funding towards the goal of creating this national organization. Beginning in 1985, 

activists in Alabama, Washington, Vermont, New Jersey, California, and a number of 

metropolitan regions would respectively come together to found their own Rainbow 

Coalition groups and use these organizations to campaign on behalf of local, left-liberal 

candidates.62 These electoral challenges garnered varying degrees of success. Activist 

efforts to win a seat on the Santa Cruz City Council and challenge sitting New York City 

Mayor Ed Koch remained unsuccessful. But, in Vermont, a coalition of Burlington 

Progressive Coalition members, anarchists, socialists, and solidarity activists elected two 

 
61 Ibid.  

 
62 Collins, Rainbow Challenge, 304, 308. Also see Ying Lee, Oral History with Judith Scherr, 

Berkeley, CA, 2009, in Ying Lee: From Shanghai to Berkeley, ed. Judith Scherr (Berkeley, CA: Berkeley 
Historical Society, 2012), 130. 



257 

Rainbow-endorsed candidates to the state’s Senate and five to the House.63 Rainbow 

Coalition chapters often featured a wide variety of political backgrounds, ranging from 

Marxist-Leninist to liberal Democrat. As a means of accommodating such ideological 

diversity, organizational chairs committed to promoting a democratic environment where 

no one sect could dominate. As Ying Lee Kelley, now on the Oakland-Berkeley 

Rainbow’s steering committee, remembered, “One of the concerns we had, given the fact 

that there were many people who belonged to left groups, was that there would be a real 

commitment by a substantial portion of activists in the East Bay chapter of the Rainbow 

Coalition to a very representative form of governance—as direct as possible.”64 The 

prevalence of those aligned with Rainbow Left positions and chapters’ democratic 

commitments meant occasionally taking political stances that pitted elements of 

Jackson’s previous electoral coalition against one another. 

 An important indication of this growing rift around organizational strategy came 

during Oakland, California’s 1985 mayoral race. That year, the Oakland-Berkeley 

Rainbow Coalition challenged the city’s centrist incumbent Mayor Lionel Wilson. Nearly 

a decade earlier, backed by a previous left-liberal coalition that included the likes of the 

Elaine Brown-led Black Panther Party, Lionel Wilson had become the first Black mayor 

of this majority Black city. But, while in office, the mayor had emphasized Oakland’s 

economic growth by way of creating a favorable climate for private enterprise and real 

estate development. Under Wilson, Oakland declared certain impoverished 

neighborhoods “enterprise zones”—areas that offered reduced taxes and deregulation to 
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business investors settling in designated neighborhoods—as a means of creating jobs for 

city residents.65 Wilson also opposed measures for rent control and “just cause” eviction 

measures for the city’s renters. To the particular chagrin of solidarity activists, the Mayor 

backed a controversial measure in which the Immigrant and Naturalization Service (INS) 

paid the budget-strapped city $40 per night to house Salvadoran and Guatemalan 

immigrants bound for deportation in the Oakland City Jail.66 Critics charged that 

Wilson’s emphasis on market-based solutions to Oakland’s poverty came at the expense 

of the needs of the city’s working class communities.67 Ultimately, Lionel Wilson’s 

policies remained indicative of how, under the duress of recession and shrinking city 

budgets, some Democrats began embracing neoliberalism as a means of tackling systemic 

issues like urban poverty.68    

When it came time for the 1985 election, the newly minted Oakland-Berkeley 

Rainbow Coalition had had it with Wilson. Prior to the race, the organization voted that 

six-year, Black City Councilmember and co-chair of the Oakland-Berkeley Rainbow 

Coalition Wilson Riles, Jr. should run for the position with the group’s endorsement and 

campaign support.69 Riles had a storied relationship with Jesse Jackson, serving as the 
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candidate’s Northern California Campaign Coordinator.70 As for Wilson, like the 

majority of Black politicians in 1984, he had endorsed Mondale.71 The Oakland-Berkeley 

Rainbow Coalition featured significant representation from the Rainbow Left—including 

Riles, himself an NCIPA member. Thus, the Oakland-Berkeley Rainbow Coalition 

approached this and other local races as laying the groundwork for the creation of a new, 

national political party.72  

 During the campaign, Riles pushed for rent control measures, city-run childcare, 

and the hiring of local residents for city construction projects. He blasted Mayor Wilson’s 

involvement in deporting Central American residents back to the war zones they had 

previously fled.73 The East Bay’s Rainbow Coalition positioned Riles’ “involvement in 

social, economic, and political issues such as health care, support of immigrant rights, 

foreign policy around apartheid in South Africa and non-intervention in Central 

America” as indicative of the Rainbow Coalition’s political agenda—one that situated 

local and global politics as interconnected.74 “We all felt Wilson [Riles, Jr.] had a good 
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chance if we put together a powerful campaign. His platform was clearly pro-labor, pro-

social justice, and pro-peace,” remembered Rainbow Coalition-member Peter Camejo.75 

 The Oakland-Berkeley Rainbow Coalition hoped that their candidate’s fledgling 

campaign would gain momentum with high-level endorsements from Ron Dellums and 

Jackson, yet Riles would receive neither. Jackson disregarded local calls for an 

endorsement and instead, when visiting Oakland during the campaign, attended a 

breakfast event set up by Mayor Wilson.76 Ignoring Riles’ requests for support, Jackson 

would instead endorse Wilson.77 Jackson’s actions in Oakland fit into a larger pattern of 

his efforts to foster support among Black politicians that had previously backed 

Mondale.78 Local Rainbow activists, however, felt Jackson had snubbed them and instead 

sided with the city’s political establishment. Riles referred to Jackson as a “sell out.”79 As 

for Dellums, he had grown more cautious in his willingness to alienate those to his right 

within the Democratic Party.80 The East Bay’s Congressman opted to not endorse either 

candidate despite his own Rainbow-aligned advisory committee’s vote to endorse Riles.81 

Dellums issued a vague statement explaining his decision to sit the race out: “To the 
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extent that my Executive Committee and staff are badly divided on the question of my 

participation, so would be the city as a whole and in its various communities.”82 Put 

another way, Dellums worried that his intervention in the race between the two Black 

frontrunners would fray the Black and left-liberal voting base that long powered his 

political career. The Oakland Tribune also reported a rumor that Riles’ denunciation of 

Jackson angered Dellums.83 In the end, incumbent Lionel Wilson defeated the Rainbow-

backed Wilson Riles, Jr. by nearly 30% in a race in which only 27% of the city’s 

population voted, an outcome that Rainbow Coalition activists felt could have been 

different with high-level endorsements.84 The growing rift regarding the Rainbow 

Coalition’s political direction would splinter the Bay Area’s Urban Internationalist 

Coalition—an alliance that had long relied on Dellums for his support—along left and 

liberal lines.  

The fallout from Oakland’s 1985 Mayoral race continued after Lionel Wilson’s 

reelection. The Rainbow Coalition’s April 1986 Founding Convention reflected the 

lingering tensions from struggles in Oakland and other cities over whether the Rainbow 

Coalition’s challenge to the Democrats’ centrist wing should be waged from inside or 

outside the Party. The Washington, D.C. Convention established the Rainbow as a 

coordinated, permanent political organization with bases across the United States 

committed to a strategy that linked together the development of social democratic 
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policies at home with peace and support for national liberation movements abroad.85 

NCIPA members from around the country and others on the Rainbow Left end of the 

strategic debate were among the 1500 Convention attendees and received pushback from 

Rainbow Democrats regarding their desire for party-building.  “We agreed that we did 

not want [the Rainbow Coalition] to be used as a way to resuscitate the Democratic Party, 

that we see it having to move in an independent direction. Yet there are powerful people 

in leadership positions who don’t see it our way,” wrote NCIPA following the 

Convention.86 Among the Rainbow Democrats that disagreed with NCIPA were 

prominent Black political figures like Ron Dellums, members of the Congressional Black 

Caucus like Mickey Leland and John Conyers, Washington, D.C. Mayor Marion Barry, 

Gary, Indiana Mayor Richard Hatcher, various Black pastors, and California State 

Assemblywoman Maxine Waters.87  The group opting for engagement within the 

Democratic Party also included labor leaders like President of the International 

Association of Machinists William Wimpisinger, American Federation of Government 

Employees’ Ken Blaylock, and even members of socialist groups like Line of March and 

the League of Revolutionary Struggle.88 Jackson, himself, tried to resolve this rift by 
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stating that the Rainbow’s struggle would take place within the Democratic Party. “We 

have too much invested in the Democratic Party. When you have money in the bank you 

don’t walk away from it,” Jackson argued at the Convention.89 Yet, later, Jackson was 

quoted as telling a leftist journalist that “in areas where the Democratic Party is 

unresponsive, independence will be a live option.” Jackson had also recently endorsed 

socialist Burlington Mayor Bernie Sanders in his 1986 Vermont gubernatorial race as an 

Independent candidate.90 Jackson’s mixed messages in regards to this debate within the 

Rainbow Coalition would leave, in the minds of some activists, the question of the 

organization’s relationship to the Democratic Party unsettled.  

The Convention also saw the implementation of a strikingly top-down, corporate 

structure as the organizational model for the group, distinctly in tension with democratic 

structures of local and state-level Rainbow Coalitions created the previous year. 

According to the 1986 By-Laws, Jackson and his closest allies had the power to select the 

members of Rainbow’s Board of Directors, which in turn reserved the power to ratify 

each state chapter. Each state chairperson had to be personally approved by Jackson 

himself.91 The By-Laws also mandated that local-level Rainbow organizations be 

organized by Congressional Districts, an area that organizers argued lacked “organic 

unity” and favored congressional elections over that of City Council and direct action 
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politics.92 While both the Rainbow Left and Rainbow Democrats organizational factions 

would receive representation on the Board of Directors, the Rainbow Coalition’s 

corporate structure would greatly limit its membership’s ability to shape the organization 

both locally and nationally, as they had tried in Oakland’s election the previous year.93 

 The experience of building the Rainbow Coalition in the aftermath of Jackson’s 

primary challenge would exacerbate tensions existing within Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions around how the group strategically related to the Democratic Party. While 

leftists saw the Rainbow Coalition as laying the foundations for a new, left-liberal 

political party, liberals interpreted the new group’s purpose as empowering the 

Democratic Party’s left-liberal wing. Following the founding of NCIPA, Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions segmented into factions of Rainbow Left and Rainbow 

Democrats. While left and liberal activists agreed on political goals, the heightened stakes 

and more expansive platform of the Rainbow Coalition unearthed debates around how to 

best achieve desired shifts in foreign and domestic policy. As local Rainbow Coalition 

chapters used their newly formed organizations to challenge establishment Democrats 

and organize towards building an independent party, they alienated allies like Ron 

Dellums and Jesse Jackson who wished to maintain working relationships with centrists 

in a Democratic Party rapidly moving to the right.94 While Jackson and Dellums likely 

disagreed with Lionel Wilson’s free market-oriented policies, they made key political 
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calculations in deciding that denouncing Oakland’s Mayor would be more risky than 

beneficial to their long-term goals. When Jackson cemented increasing control over the 

organization during the Rainbow Coalition’s 1986 Founding Convention, outward 

manifestations of these political splits within the Rainbow Coalition, like the Oakland 

mayoral race, would be rarer. Yet, the tensions driving disputes around how the Rainbow 

Coalition should relate to the Democratic Party lingered.   

The Solidarity Movement and the Weight of Domestic Issues  

 During the 1984 Democratic Primary, the group rallying around Jackson had 

featured another key component of Urban Internationalist Coalitions: the Central 

America solidarity movement. That election season, solidarity activists had found 

common cause with antiracist, predominantly Black, activists around Jackson’s attention 

to U.S. interference in Central America and its links to domestic urban poverty. 

Following the 1984 election, a key split emerged within the solidarity movement 

stemming regarding whether the solidarity movement should be involved in further 

building the Rainbow Coalition. Detractors warned that involving solidarity groups in the 

effort to further develop the Rainbow Coalition would siphon off resources that could 

otherwise be used for supporting revolution in Central America. After 1985, only a 

fraction of the solidarity movement would actively participate in developing the Rainbow 

Coalition as an organization. Most began to move away from coalition work to organize 

in defense of the FMLN or Sandinistas within their respective organizations. Those that 

did join the Rainbow Coalition would encounter obstacles in terms of advocating for 

Central America’s continuing importance. Ultimately as the Reagan Administration 

continued to downsize America’s welfare state and domestic poverty grew, solidarity 
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organizers confronted dwindling enthusiasm for their cause within the larger 

collaborative environment of the Rainbow Coalition. As the Reagan Administration’s 

cuts to the social safety exacerbated domestic inequities, foreign affairs seemed less 

pressing than other, more tangible issues. The effort to analytically link foreign and 

domestic issues, embedded within Urban Internationalist Coalitions, was gradually 

becoming less popular. 

Solidarity movement debates around the Rainbow Coalition resurfaced at 

CISPES’ first national convention in 1985, held in Washington, D.C. over Memorial Day 

weekend. During the convention, a seemingly innocuous question appearing in numerous 

position papers became imbued with long standing tensions regarding how CISPES 

related to predominantly Black antiracist struggles, the most prominent of which was the 

newly formed Rainbow Coalition.95 The proposal was vaguely worded in the following 

terms: should CISPES see themselves as “the solidarity arm of the North American 

movement” or “the North American arm of the Central American movements.”96  

Favoring the former position was Suzanne Ross of CISPES’ Mid-Atlantic 

Regional Collective. Ross had worked closely with the Jackson campaign and served as a 

delegate at the 1984 convention. Having recently joined NCIPA, Ross envisioned the 

Rainbow Coalition as a vehicle for the left-liberal movement as a whole. To Ross and 
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other activists, the Rainbow Coalition represented a chance for both domestic and 

internationally-focused organizations, along with left-liberal politicians and religious 

figures, to coalesce behind a singular organization. Ross hoped that this broad-based 

movement would include CISPES.97 Those aligned with Ross’ position argued that 

devoting organizational resources towards building the Rainbow Coalition would allow 

CISPES to expand its base among people of color, grow the solidarity movement, and 

expand collaboration across the left as a whole.98 Others, particularly those based in 

predominantly Black regions of the South, saw an involvement with the Rainbow 

Coalition as a means of forcing CISPES, to base its politics in the conditions of the 

communities that they organized within. This meant CISPES’ ability to confront 

interlocking issues of domestic racism and poverty being exacerbated by the Reagan 

Administration’s rollback of the United States’ social safety net. As New Orleans 

organizer LaVaun Ishee argued, “to attempt any political work in a state like Alabama 

without the support of black organizations is political suicide . . . We cannot work with 

black organizations if we do not consistantly [sic] denounce racism.”99  

While those on the other side of the debate did not discount the importance of 

confronting race and class when organizing locally, many wondered if the Rainbow 

Coalition or any other contemporary group could become an umbrella organization 
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capable of knitting together the period’s numerous groups and movements. Organizers 

like the Los Angeles-based Angela Sanbrano argued that the state of the U.S. left 

remained incredibly segmented with respective groups hyper-focused on specific goals 

related to their particular cause, whether it be Nicaragua, ending South African apartheid, 

or halting the production of nuclear weapons.100 “During this period, there is no single 

movement, but rather a multitude of movements,” she wrote.101 From the perspective of 

Sanbrano and others, it was doubtful that contemporary political groups would be 

interested in devoting their limited funds and cadre towards building a multi-issue group 

like the Rainbow Coalition that only dealt with their particular cause in relation to other 

ones.102 “Given the present situation,” Sanbrano argued, “it is not realistic to believe that 

in the immediate future a cohesive, strong and stable peace and justice movement in the 

U.S. can come together, therefore, it will be a mistake for CISPES to prioritize and put 

significant resources into attempting to build such a movement.”103  

The debate around how the solidarity movement should relate to the Rainbow 

Coalition was among the most contentious in CISPES’ history. The Mid-Atlantic 

Regional Collective argued that the West Coast’s Northwest Regional Collective 

proposal to focus its attention and resources on the Salvadoran revolution was racist 
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because it came at the expense of addressing racial inequities in their own cities.104 As a 

rebuttal, Black Berkeley Mayor Gus Newport, brought to the convention by Bay Area 

activists to counter Mid-Atlantic-based activists’ claims of racism, countered that those 

from the Mid-Atlantic section were “white opportunists” using allegations of prejudice as 

a cudgel to suit their own political ambitions.105 In the end, a sizeable majority of the 350 

CISPES delegates at the convention voted against using organizational resources towards 

building the Rainbow Coalition.106  

Despite the Northwest Regional Collective’s win in the debate over CISPES’ 

future, the organization as a whole would suffer. After the convention, still rattled by the 

divisive nature of the discussion, those who sided with the Mid-Atlantic Regional 

Collective’s position—close to one third of the local chapters that comprised CISPES—

left the organization.107 Among those that left the group was the entirety of the LaVaun 

Ishee-led Southeast, as well as the Rocky Mountains/Plains, Regional Collectives.108 

CISPES would emerge from its 1985 convention as an organization with a clear, unified 

purpose and program that explicitly supported the FMLN’s struggle from afar, rather than 

sets of chapters with varying local agendas.109 Yet, it would operate on a reduced scale 
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and with a tepid attitude towards involving itself in domestic struggles unrelated to 

FMLN-focused solidarity work. As activists on the multi-issue perspective side of the 

debate left CISPES, some would join the Rainbow Coalition.    

The period in which Suzanne Ross and other solidarity activists joined the newly 

solidified Rainbow Coalition roughly corresponded with the political debacle that placed 

Central America at the center of domestic politics in a bigger manner than ever before—

the Iran-Contra scandal. The Iran-Contra revelations of late 1986 demonstrated that the 

Reagan Administration had illegally sold arms to Iran in exchange for releasing U.S. 

hostages held in Lebanon by Hezbollah and then used the excess money earned in the 

arms sales to fund the Nicaraguan Contras. Iran-Contra showed the Reagan 

Administration to have simultaneously violated the United States’ supposed neutrality in 

the Iran-Iraq war and the Boland Amendment that officially forbade Contra military 

funding.110 The fact that the United States had continually funded Contra efforts to oust 

the Sandinistas was not a shock to solidarity activists. But, they saw the revelations as an 

opportunity to further build opposition against Reagan’s policies in Central America.111  

For the solidarity movement more broadly, 1987 was an important year of protest 

against the Reagan Administration’s policies in Nicaragua. The year included the Iran-

Contra revelations, but also the murder of twenty-eight year old, Portland, Oregon 

solidarity activist Ben Linder by Contra forces in El Cuá, Nicaragua in April, the signing 

of the Esquipulas Peace Plan in August by five Central American presidents in hopes of 
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bringing an end to the region’s wars, as well as peace activist Brian Willson being struck 

by a train in Concord, California carrying U.S. weapons bound for Central America in 

September.112 Three days prior to Linder’s murder, on April 25, 1987, massive marches 

brought 100,000 to Washington, D.C. and 15,000 in San Francisco respectively for the 

“National Mobilization for Justice and Peace in Central America and Southern Africa,” 

which explicitly linked the causes of the anti-Apartheid and Central American solidarity 

movements together. “The apartheid work brought in . . . a whole lot of African-

Americans, buses and trains of people from New York City that would not have come to 

a march on Central America,” recalled CISPES activist Van Gosse.113 Among these 

Black activists were Jesse Jackson and many members of the Rainbow Coalition.114 

Solidarity organizers within the Rainbow Coalition hoped that the organization’s 

participation in this movement would be a reoccurring one.115 Finally, leading up to the 

Congressional vote on Contra Aid in February 1988, a coalition of solidarity movement 

groups spent much of 1987 lobbying twenty-nine Congressional members considered 

“swing” members to vote no on aiding the Nicaraguan counterrevolutionaries in a 

 
112 Roger Peace, A Call to Conscience: The Anti-Contra War Campaign (Amherst, MA: 

University of Massachusetts Press, 2012), chapter eight; S. Brian Willson, Blood on the Tracks: The Life 
and Times of S. Brian Willson (Oakland, CA: PM Press, 2011), 205–223.  
 

113 Gosse, “‘The North American Front’,” 39; Van Gosse, Zoom conversation with the author, 
April 15, 2021; Jack O’Dell, “Toward the First Biennial Convention of the National Rainbow Coalition: 
Report and Recommendations to the National Board,” May 1987, Folder: National Rainbow Coalition, Box 
139, Carl and Anne Braden Papers, WHS. 
 

114 Peace, A Call to Conscience, 210–11. 
 

115 “Recommendations from the Caucus on White Organizing Which Met on Friday,” August 7, 
1987, Folder: NRC 1987, Box 139, Carl and Anne Braden Papers, WHS. 

 



272 

campaign called “Countdown ’87 to End Contra Aid.”116  The plethora of political 

organizing opposing the Contra War that year heightened the expectations of solidarity 

activists within the Rainbow Coalition that Jackson’s organization would involve itself in 

similar efforts.  

Yet, for the Rainbow Coalition’s solidarity wing, getting the organization to 

devote the same attention towards Central America that it did domestic issues became 

difficult. Solidarity activists hoped that the Iran-Contra scandal could become an 

important talking-point for Jackson’s upcoming campaign and keep Central America in 

the national conversation. However, at the time of the Iran Contra revelations and 

subsequent congressional hearings, Jackson remained more focused on drumming up 

white support for his yet to be announced 1988 Presidential bid. During the Iran Contra 

hearings, Jackson visited Iowa and other Midwestern states where he spoke to 

predominantly white meatpackers and farmers, experiencing the high rates of foreclosure 

and unemployment that swept much of rural America during the late 1980s, about class 

issues.117 Solidarity activists in the Rainbow Coalition, like Suzanne Ross, worried that 

Jackson’s efforts to expand his base into white America might mean de-emphasizing the 

internationalism of the 1984 campaign: “Jackson’s current emphasis on domestic 

concerns—unemployment in the cities, the farm crisis, the general deterioration of the 

quality of life for the majority of Americans—is positive and much needed. But it must 

be integrated with and not substitute for the bold, international positions he took in 
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1984.”118 While many within the Rainbow Coalition, particularly Jack O’Dell, surely 

wanted the organization to devote more of its resources towards building the solidarity 

movement in the wake of Iran-Contra, Jackson remained more focused on his upcoming 

campaign.119  

 As it happened, for the Rainbow Coalition’s solidarity activists, framing Central 

American solidarity around expanding Jackson’s class-based coalition to include more 

white support would become the most persuasive way of pushing for the political figure 

to advocate against U.S. intervention in the region. Speaking out against Iran-Contra, 

these activists argued, remained essential to maintaining the five percent of the white vote 

that Jackson previously received in 1984, which included a sizeable percentage of peace 

activists.120  In August 1987, Rainbow Coalition members held a series of meetings on 

how to boost white support in 1988. Among the meeting’s participants were solidarity 

activists like Suzanne Ross. The meetings produced a series of recommendations 

including a more visible Rainbow presence in white agricultural areas, the recruitment of 

Jewish campaign advisors, and seeking the endorsement of majority-white, single-issue 

groups. However, the strongest recommendations dealt with the ongoing wars in Central 

America. “We urge that Rev. Jackson seize the initiative at this historic moment to 

address the deep constitutional crisis precipitated by the criminal policies and secret 
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government exposed by the revelations . . . to support the Central American peace plan 

signed by the five Central American presidents. The campaign should work closely with 

ongoing efforts for an end to contra aid,” read the recommendations.121 Suggestions for 

pushing Jackson to address Iran-Contra even appeared in position papers seemingly 

unrelated to foreign policy such as building a “Jewish-American Constituency” in the 

aftermath of Jackson’s publicized use of an anti-Semitic term in 1984. “Although I 

consider building a Jewish constituency an important issue, I feel that the need for Rev. 

Jackson to address the Iran-contragate hearing forthrightly and promptly is of key 

importance for the long-range effectiveness of the Rainbow Coalition,” wrote Suzanne 

Ross, a German Jew who fled the Holocaust as a child.122 

Yet, as the gap between the rich and poor expanded and social services were 

continually cut, Jackson and the Rainbow Coalition moved to more fervently emphasize 

domestic matters over that of Central America. Jackson did eventually speak out publicly 

against Contra aid and in favor of the Esquipulas Peace Plan. He also addressed a rally of 

nine thousand at the Concord Naval Weapons Station in protest of the Station’s train 

severing Brian Willson’s legs.123 However, the Rainbow Coalition’s participation in the 

movement against the Contra War would mostly be limited to Jackson’s public 

appearances. Despite the National Rainbow Coalition’s emphasis on electoral politics as 

a means of achieving change, the Rainbow Coalition would not participate in solidarity 
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groups’ “Countdown ‘87” campaign to lobby Congress to vote against Contra Aid, as 

solidarity activists had suggested.124 Advisers close to Jackson felt that an overemphasis 

on foreign policy would not help expand Jackson’s popularity.125  

The Rainbow Coalition’s primary focus on domestic issues reflected growing 

inequalities within the United States. Under President Reagan, half a million families saw 

their welfare benefits eliminated, one million Americans lost their food stamps, and 2.6 

million children no longer received school lunch benefits.126 These cuts exacerbated the 

impact of an already dire situation in many rural and urban communities facing declining 

wages and disappearing factory jobs due to rising inflation and global economic 

competition since the 1970s.127 From 1979 to 1988, the number of those living below the 

poverty line in the United States jumped from 26 million to 33 million.128 Violence 

against Black Americans flared during the mid-1980s at the same time. In December 

1986, a mob of white teenagers in the working-class Queens neighborhood of Howard 

Beach severely beat three Black New Yorkers. One of the Black men, a twenty-three year 

old named Michael Griffith, was killed after he was chased onto the highway and struck 
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by a car.129 Police violence against Black and Latinx communities was also rampant and 

brutal. In 1989 alone, the city of Los Angeles paid out $6 million in settlements to city 

resident survivors of police abuse. Mass incarceration of these communities had also 

expanded dramatically over the 1980s.130  

While solidarity activists repeatedly linked domestic inequality to the bloated 

military budget, others within the Rainbow Coalition felt that the issues occurring within 

their own neighborhoods remained more pressing than debates around foreign policy. 

Some Black Rainbow Coalition activists even thought white solidarity activists’ concerns 

around Central America communicated an indifference to domestic racism and poverty. 

“It is now the historical time to change the focus of their politics from merely support of 

the Sandinistas and fighting U.S. involvement in Central America to confronting racism 

at home and supporting the Sandinistas of New York, the Black winter soldiers of the 

protest movement,” one New York-based Rainbow Coalition member wrote.131 

The Rainbow Coalition’s mid-October 1987 Biennial Convention reflected this 

reality of Central America solidarity politics being subsumed by domestic concerns like 

increasing inequality and Jackson’s upcoming election. Twelve hundred activists from 

around the United States travelled to Raleigh, North Carolina for the Convention.132 The 

Rainbow Coalition’s 1987 Platform and Political Program opposed apartheid and military 

aid to Guatemala and El Salvador, supported the Esquipulas Peace Plan, Nicaraguan self-
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determination, and Palestinian statehood.133 Yet, most of the content of the Convention 

revolved around activist concerns that had more direct impact on their lives. For instance, 

NCIPA’s, the Rainbow Left group working inside the Rainbow Coalition that included 

many solidarity activists, convention statement mainly addressed domestic concerns such 

as the drastic cuts to public housing over the course of the decade.134 But, beyond 

concerns around housing, for the most part, the Convention focused on organizing around 

Jackson’s 1988 campaign, which was officially announced that weekend. The 

conference’s lack of attention to other issues or even developing the Rainbow Coalition 

into a successful political organization for use beyond presidential elections provoked a 

frustrated response from those focused on solidarity activism and peace-dividend politics. 

As one attendee argued, “If a call had gone out from Raleigh for a national mobilization 

in Washington for peace, jobs and justice around the time of the contra aid voting, it 

could have resulted in a show of strength that would have greatly aided the besieged 

Nicaraguan people. The singular focus on Jackson’s candidacy prevented ideas like this 

from even cropping up.”135 

 The Rainbow Coalition’s solidarity activists would face difficulties making 

Central America a key issue as domestic issues began to take center-stage in the lead up 

to the 1988 election. At CISPES’ 1985 Convention, the question of whether or not to 

devote organizational resources towards building the Rainbow Coalition had proved 

controversial. Many CISPES activists had felt organizing alongside the Rainbow 
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Coalition would help build the solidarity movement in non-white communities. Yet, 

others viewed the type of left-liberal, umbrella organization that the Rainbow Coalition 

represented as an impractical project for a group like CISPES.136 As one activist phrased 

their concerns, “You can’t allocate resources and encourage core members to work on 

other issues without impacting your ability to meet the needs of the Central American 

people.”137 Unfortunately, these concerns proved to be prescient. As domestic inequality 

grew and the 1988 campaign crept closer, the solidarity activists that joined the Rainbow 

Coalition found that Central America received a secondary status when compared to 

domestic issues. Even in the wake of national scandals like Iran-Contra and an uptick in 

activism around Nicaragua, organizing around Central America was perceived as a means 

to a different end: that of expanding white support for Jesse Jackson’s upcoming 

campaign. In late March 1988, Congress voted to provide the Contras with $17.7 million 

in “nonlethal” aid.138 It is unlikely that the Rainbow Coalition’s participation in anti-

Contra Aid efforts like “Countdown ‘87” would have changed this outcome. At the same 

time, the organization’s absence communicated a shift in priorities from that of the 1984 

campaign. In the face of growing domestic inequities, solidarity activists confronted a 

public less interested in their cause and an overall solidarity movement less interested in 

coalition than in previous years. The years between Jackson’s elections foreshadowed the 

obstacles that Urban Internationalist Coalitions would face in their own communities as 

the decade came to a close.  
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A Different Kind of Campaign  

As the Rainbow Coalition’s Biennial Convention ended on October 11, 1987, 

Jackson announced his bid for the 1988 Democratic nomination. Yet, it became clear to 

many activists that the Jackson campaign of 1988 would be quite different from 1984. 

Jackson’s comparatively more center-left 1988 campaign reflected the same neoliberal 

politico-economic dynamics that drove disagreement within the Rainbow Coalition. The 

years between elections had seen leftists and liberals divided over whether or not to 

challenge centrist Democrats in their home cities and expanding class disparities make 

foreign affairs seem like less pressing issues. Jackson’s second attempt at the presidency 

indicated the outcome of these debates. Ultimately, Jesse Jackson’s 1988 campaign 

would feature a comparatively closer relationship with Democratic Party political insiders 

and an emphasis on domestic issues over that of international affairs.  

 Seeing it as the best way to win the Democratic nomination, Jackson asked 

seasoned Democratic political strategists to run his 1988 campaign. At the insistence of 

California State Assemblyperson and Chairwoman of the state’s Rainbow Coalition, 

Maxine Waters, Jackson appointed California’s State Assembly Speaker Willie Brown to 

the position of campaign chairman. Brown offered the campaign—in the words of his 

biographer James Richardson—“the kind of insider’s savvy [Jackson] was sorely lacking 

especially with potential campaign contributors.”139 Willie Brown had notably aided San 

Francisco State’s striking, leftist students in 1968. More recently, however, the centrist 

Assembly Speaker had played an important role in advancing Republican Governor 
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George Deukmejian’s agenda of prison construction across California.140 Jackson’s lack 

of legitimacy in the minds of Black elected officials in 1984 had enabled left-liberals to 

serve in key advisory roles. But, in 1988, Jackson’s growing favor among the Black 

political establishment essentially served to marginalize the Rainbow Left. During the 

primary season, Jackson began to cut back on staffing the Rainbow Coalition’s National 

Office and redirecting its resources towards his campaign apparatus.141 If he did not win 

the nomination, Jackson ultimately foresaw a future in which he gained a cabinet position 

in a potential Democratic Administration—a goal that connected Democratic politicos 

rather than left-liberals would be more helpful in achieving.142  

 During the 1988 campaign, Jackson emphasized “economic violence” and 

“finding a new economic common ground” as a means of bringing more white voters into 

his class coalition. The candidate’s new political framing often came at the expense of 

not only race, but also foreign policy.143 In the past, Jackson’s campaign had centered 

peace-dividend politics to tie foreign policy issues like military aid to El Salvador to 

boosting funding for domestic social programs. During his second presidential campaign, 

Jackson’s speeches and public appearances emphasized international issues 

comparatively less. According to Jackson’s Press Secretary Elizabeth Colton’s account of 

the 1988 campaign, Jackson’s campaign advisors specifically suggested the candidate 

 
140 Richardson, Willie Brown, 303–4; Gilmore, Golden Gulag, 97; Jerry Gillam, “Brown Says He 

Now Favors Downtown L.A. Site for Prison,” Los Angeles Times, July 9, 1986. 
 

141 “Jackson Campaign and the Rainbow Coalition, NCIPA Newsletter, November-December 
1987, Personal Collection of the Author.  
 

142 Purnick and Oreskes, “Jesse Jackson Aims for the Mainstream.” Also see Max Elbaum, 
Revolution in the Air: Sixties Radicals Turn to Lenin, Mao, and Che (New York, 2002), 284.  
 

143 “Jackson Campaign and Rainbow Coalition,” NCIPA Newsletter, November-December 1987, 
Personal Collection of the Author.  



281 

“downplay his inclination toward foreign adventures and focus on domestic issues,” 

arguing that voters would not cast their ballot with international affairs in mind.144  

When Jackson did address international issues, his rhetoric took on a more hostile 

tone towards the revolutionary movements of Central America and other regions. While 

individuals from CISPES and the Nicaragua Network continued to advise the Rainbow 

Coalition, Jackson’s campaign proposals increasingly differed from that of the solidarity 

movement, not to mention his own organization.145 During a December 1987 Democratic 

debate, Jackson described normalizing relations with Nicaragua in a manner that smacked 

of Cold War liberalism: “if they choose to relate to the Soviets, they must know the 

alternative. If they are with us, there are tremendous benefits. If they are not with us, 

there are tremendous consequences.”146 Similarly, while Jackson continued to advocate 

on behalf of the establishment of a Palestinian state, his 1988 proposal for peace 

negotiations excluded Yasser Arafat and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO).147 

Most commonly, Jackson’s public illustrations of foreign policy came in the form of 

protecting America’s southern border from the “flow of drugs” coming from Latin 

America. While his plans to combat drugs included rehabilitation programs, it also 

included increased funding for police departments, Border Patrol, and the Coast Guard, 
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plans all eerily similar to many of the contemporary “tough on crime” policies coming 

from the center of the Democratic Party.148  

 Despite Jackson’s shifting approach to internationalism, the candidate earned 

nearly seven million votes in 1988, doubling his earlier total.149 He won seven primaries 

including Alabama, Virginia, the District of Columbia, Georgia, Louisiana, Puerto Rico, 

Mississippi and the caucuses of Delaware, Michigan, South Carolina, and Vermont.150 In 

Michigan, Jackson beat front-runner Michael Dukakis by his biggest margin of the 

primary, winning 54% of the vote.151 In Vermont, one of the whitest states in the United 

States, Jackson’s win was powered by the organizational strength of Vermont’s Rainbow 

Coalition, a group powered by Burlington’s Urban Internationalist Coalition, that 

produced an intricate system of coordinated campaign efforts in nearly all of the state’s 

250 towns.152  

Yet, as Michael Dukakis won the nomination, members of the Rainbow Left 

grimaced at Jackson’s suggestion that the Democrats’ left and right wings, which 

included Contra aid-supporters like Vice Presidential nominee Lloyd Bentsen and the 

free market advocates of the Democratic Leadership Council, unite. “This wing should be 
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isolated, not appeased,” wrote one Rainbow Left-affiliated group.153 As Dukakis lost the 

election in November to Republican George H.W. Bush, despite Jackson’s increased vote 

tallies, many Rainbow Left activists and solidarity activists interested in strengthening 

ties between the Rainbow Coalition and the Central America solidarity movement came 

out of the election feeling that they were little closer to transforming the Rainbow 

Coalition into the political alternative they envisioned as group’s future.154  

 Jesse Jackson’s 1988 Presidential Campaign, in its incorporation of Democratic 

Party insiders and less internationalist stance, reflected the outcome of debates within 

Jackson’s organization in the years between the candidate’s two electoral efforts 

regarding these very issues. Much like these schisms, Jackson’s 1988 campaign was 

shaped by broader dynamics of neoliberalism. This political shift encompassed both the 

Democratic Party’s move to the political-center and growing rates of domestic inequality 

brought on by cuts to the social safety net. From the standpoint of political strategy, 

Jackson’s decision to hire Democratic strategists and emphasizing domestic issues closer 

to home for a wide variety of voters made sense. After all, Jackson wanted to win the 

Democratic nomination. At the same time, these decisions revealed Jackson’s political 

career and his organization—the Rainbow Coalition—to be imperfect vehicles for 

bringing the political concerns of Urban Internationalist Coalitions to a national audience. 

The broader dynamics driving Jackson’s gradual move towards the political-center and 

away from internationalism would not be confined to the national level. As debates 

between the left and liberal wings of Urban Internationalist Coalitions intensified and 
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domestic poverty rates continued to grow within U.S. cities, local-level foreign policy 

would become an increasingly difficult project to maintain.  

The Undoing of Local-Level Foreign Policy 

In March 1989, Jesse Jackson made significant changes to the Rainbow Coalition 

By-Laws, solidifying the group as a campaign-focused organization where power and 

directives flowed from the top-down. Jackson wanted to cement his control over the 

group.155 Privately, he also worried about the Rainbow Left’s power within the 

organization.156 In the following years, the Rainbow Coalition became a group mainly 

focused on the promotion of Jackson’s political career. Jackson’s changes to the 

Rainbow’s By-Laws and structure made the organization an ineffective means to link 

ongoing local political efforts to a larger national political strategy and caused many to 

leave. The Rainbow Coalition’s leader publicly justified the new By-Laws as creating an 

environment for “maximum action” and “minimal bureaucracy.”157 But, the changes also 

created a new task force to recertify or decertify state and local chapters on the basis of 

new guidelines.158 These new guidelines forbade local groups, without the explicit 

permission of the National Rainbow Coalition, from participating in political campaigns, 

publicly endorsing referenda or candidates, or “tak[ing] any position on any national, 

state, or local issues which is inconsistent with the position taken by the National on such 
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issue.”159 “Grassroots initiative and aggressive political action are now seen in some 

quarters as potentially embarrassments or even threats, not as the driving force from 

below which gives the Rainbow and the candidate much of their vitality,” one group 

described the situation.160 Jackson’s changes undid the activist vision of the Rainbow 

Coalition as the big-tent, left-liberal organization that could unite activists across the 

ideologies and political-foci of the left.  

While Rainbow Coalition faded, the tension between leftists and liberals within 

the organization festered around its relationship to the Democratic Party and the 

importance of foreign policy. The fate of Berkeley’s left-liberal political party, Berkeley 

Citizens Action, was indicative of this development. In the late 1980s, numerous debates 

and political efforts around Berkeley’s relationship to international events transpired. 

Much like in the Rainbow Coalition, debates frequently broke along left and liberal lines. 

In previous years, Berkeley’s local-level foreign policy had been seen as an outgrowth of 

a popular, grassroots movement within the city. But, as the 1990s neared, these initiatives 

now seemed representative of Berkeley Citizens Action’s distance from their 

constituents’ concerns. As gentrification, homelessness, and a war on crime gripped the 

city, few residents on both the left and right of the political spectrum could stomach 

local-level foreign policy. 

Disputes first arose between leftists and liberals around Berkeley’s response to 

Palestine’s First Intifada. Following debates around Palestinian statehood among Jackson 

delegates at the 1988 Democratic National Convention, activists in Cambridge, Newton, 
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Massachusetts, San Francisco, and Berkeley placed local referenda calling for Palestinian 

self-determination on their respective November ballots.161 In December 1987, an Israeli 

military vehicle crashed into a truck in the Gaza Strip’s Jabalya refugee camp, killing 

four Palestinians. In response, Palestinian activists across Gaza and the West Bank staged 

a massive uprising that included strikes, demonstrations, withholding taxes, and other 

tactics known as the First Intifada. The Israeli military responded to protesters throwing 

stones with armored personnel carriers and tanks. Photographers capturing the David vs. 

Goliath nature of the events caused many internationally to see the Israeli occupation in a 

new, more critical fashion.162 In February 1988, a group of Black and Jewish Berkeley 

Citizens Action and Rainbow Coalition activists returned from a five-day tour of the 

occupied Palestinian territories amid the ongoing rebellion. Shocked by what they saw, 

the group of international observers worked to put a local proposition, proposing the 

establishment of a sister-city relationship between Berkeley and the Jabalya refugee 

camp, on the November ballot. The activists modeled their initiative along the lines of the 

city’s previous sister city relationships in Central America.163 Yet, Measure J, as it was 

called, remained incredibly controversial in the city’s sizeable Jewish community, which 
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constituted 20% of the city’s total population.164 The ballot measure prompted heated 

debate at City Council meetings, reminiscent of conversations around Berkeley funding 

the reconstruction of North Vietnam’s Thanh Hóa Hospital in 1972. However, in 1988, 

the shouting matches were between leftists and liberals rather than activists and 

Republican City Councilmembers.165 “Unlike other international situations which the 

City Council has addressed, however, there is no agreement within our community on 

what should be done in this area of the world,” argued Mayor Loni Hancock, a vocal, 

liberal supporter of Jackson. “For this reason I did not support the recommendation from 

the Commission on Peace and Justice to adopt Jabaliya as a sister city. I believe that if 

this city is to speak out on an issue of international importance, we need to speak with 

one voice.”166 Measure J would fail in November. However, the debates around the 

sister-city would exacerbate tensions between Hancock and seventy-seven year-old, 

Black City Councilmember, Maudelle Shirek—an NCIPA member and supporter of the 

Rainbow Left. After visiting Gaza in February 1988, Shirek became one of Measure J’s 

most prominent proponents.167 During the early 1990s, Shirek would become the 

politician most commonly associated with Berkeley Citizens Action’s left-wing.  

A significant percentage of the opposition to Measure J hinged on Jewish 

constituents’ support for Israel, but other reasons accounted for the controversy around 
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the sister-city as well.168 During a raucous March 1988 City Council meeting, local, 

homeless activist John Michael Jones grabbed the microphone and, in the words of one 

local paper, “accused the council of wasting time and money on foreign policy issues 

when there is suffering in Berkeley.” “Adopt the homeless as a sister city,” demanded 

Jones. “Take care of Berkeley first.”169 Ultimately, Jones’ perspective represented a view 

that Urban Internationalist Coalitions had encountered in the Rainbow Coalition as 

well—one arguing that, in the fight for social justice, foreign policy concerns should take 

a backseat amid rising poverty and homelessness. 

By the end of the 1980s, the San Francisco Bay Area had the least affordable 

housing in the United States. From 1978 to 1989, the median price for a home had 

increased from $84,300 to $261,500. From 1988 to 1989 alone, housing prices increased 

32%.170 Furthermore, under the Reagan Administration, federal housing subsidies had 

decreased by 75%.171 All of this contributed to an incredible expansion of homelessness 

in the Bay Area and other U.S. metropolitan regions by the late 1980s. Due to Proposition 

13’s limitations on property tax increases, cash-strapped California cities lacked the 

ability to respond to this housing crisis in a meaningful way.172 Berkeley Mayor Loni 
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Hancock, along with other Bay Area Mayors, would lobby the federal and state 

governments for increased funds to tackle the problem of homelessness.173 Yet, these 

efforts would be coupled with expanded funding for the police force—another issue that 

divided leftists and liberals.174 During this period, Berkeley Police made enforcing bans 

on public drinking and marijuana smoking a top priority, a policy that critics as viewed 

one of many laws sprouting up around the country in the late 1980s designed to 

criminalize homelessness.175 It was in this context that activists who favored domestic 

social programs, such as homeless rights advocates, opposed aiding Palestinians.  

Despite the disagreements around global and local issues, Mayor Loni Hancock 

tried to preserve her Urban Internationalist Coalition in relation to Central America. 

Hancock gained national attention for organizing thirty-nine Mayors across the United 

States to sign the “Mayors’ Initiative for Peace in Central America,” which endorsed the 

Esquipulas II peace plan and called on Congress to reject Contra Aid.176 Hancock’s 

activism extended to El Salvador as well. As the FMLN launched its Final Offensive in 

November 1989, with five thousand guerrilla fighters descending on Salvadoran cities in 

a Tet Offensive-styled effort to seize power from the governing ARENA Party, the 
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Salvadoran military responded by bombing working-class neighborhoods in San 

Salvador. An elite, Salvadoran military unit murdered six Jesuit priests at San Salvador’s 

university viewed as supporters of the leftist guerrillas.177 Much like with Nicaragua, 

Hancock used the ongoing events in San Salvador to illustrate the “bankrupt” U.S. 

foreign policy in El Salvador, circulating another letter among Mayors calling for an end 

to U.S. aid to the country. The letter was signed by Boston’s Raymond Flynn, New 

York’s Mayoral-elect David Dinkins, and unanimously endorsed by the Berkeley City 

Council.178 As noted in Chapter Four, Hancock was among the hundreds of solidarity 

activists that travelled to Nicaragua to observe the country’s 1990 elections.179  Once 

again, Hancock and other Mayors framed their opposition to U.S. aid to the Contras and 

the Salvadoran government by way of peace-dividend politics, arguing that those funds 

could be better directed towards combatting domestic poverty.180  

 Yet, as the prevalence of poverty in Berkeley’s streets expanded and the City 

Council used punitive measures as a means of addressing this problem, the Hancock-led 

Berkeley Citizens Action local-level foreign policy became a cudgel for both those to 

their right and left. Hancock and Berkeley Citizens Action’s foreign policy-making 

appeared as symbolic of the group’s distance of the problems confronting Berkeley and 

other cities like it. The city’s Democrats and Republicans said that Berkeley Citizens 

Action spent more time advocating for the Sandinistas than fixing potholes and building 
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speed bumps, arguing that it was not the City Council’s place to take stances on 

international issues. Some detractors even tacked flyers on synagogue community 

bulletin boards reminding worshippers of Berkeley Citizens Action’s support for a 

Palestinian sister-city, insinuating that the group was anti-Semitic.181 For anarchists to the 

left of Berkeley Citizens Action and even some within the group, internationalism 

became viewed as a means of gesturing at radicalism while avoiding the difficult 

questions of applying the principles of socialist parties abroad within their own cities. 

“We had progressive members voting against a labor commission in Berkeley. I mean, 

fine, you vote for labor rights abroad, but not at home? . . . I think this is true for all of us: 

we can support something that’s a little bit more distant from our own lives,” said Mike 

Berkowitz, an aide to Maudelle Shirek.182 “Why are wooden and rubber bullets fired on 

unarmed civilians in South Africa ‘brutal repression’ while Berkeley’s ‘kinder, gentler,’ 

wooden and rubber ordinance is ‘humane, crowd control?,’” anarchists asked after police 

beat protesters at demonstrations around University of California-led development plans 

for People’s Park in 1991.183  

 In prior years, attacks on local-level foreign policy had been defended through 

street protest and grassroots support for politicians using their platforms to promote such 

initiatives. Yet, by the early 1990s, a combination of the end of Central America’s civil 

wars and growing domestic poverty caused solidarity groups’ numbers to dwindle. As 

historian Roger Peace notes, the Nicaragua solidarity movement experienced a decline in 

 
181 Carla Jones, “Fake Fliers Attempt to Discredit BCA,” Daily Californian, November 1, 1990.  

 
182 Micheal Berkowitz, telephone conversation with the author, May 15, 2020. 

 
183 “Go Ask Loni” flyer, c. 1991, Folder: Loni Hancock, Berkeley History Room, BPL.  



292 

public interest from 1989 onwards. President George H.W. Bush began to promote the 

Sandinistas’ newly consolidated electoral opposition as a means of ousting the leftist 

party, making military invasion seem less likely.184 The 1990 elections exacerbated this 

decreasing public investment in Nicaragua’s fate. As previously noted, the elections 

yielded the Sandinistas’ political defeat and many of their political allies were voted out 

of power in local elections across the country. Because of their alignment with the 

Sandinistas, sister-city activists were viewed with suspicion and distrust by newly-elected 

politicians across Nicaragua’s cities.185  

 Activists argued that solidarity work and local-level foreign policy should 

continue in the new environment of post-revolutionary Nicaragua, but the 1990s instead 

saw supporters transition to working on other issues closer to home. Draining local-level 

foreign policy work around Nicaragua of its public support, the transition was 

undoubtedly a blow to Urban Internationalist Coalitions. Amid an environment of 

growing domestic urban poverty, those working with U.S.-Nicaragua sister city projects 

in municipalities like New York wondered if their energy would be better spent working 

with New York-based organizations “deal[ing] with drug abuse, the dropout rate in the 

schools, housing and health care.”186 Similarly, attendees at the Nicaragua Network’s 

1990 National Conference were surprised to encounter the large amount of solidarity 

activists arguing for a reorientation of organizing energy towards domestic issues 
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following Nicaragua’s recent elections.187 Amid declining public interest in Nicaragua 

during the early 1990s, groups like the New York-Nicaragua Construction Brigade shut 

down and the Wisconsin Coordinating Council on Nicaragua rapidly bled members.188 

From the perspective of those still interested in bolstering the cause of international 

socialism, the collapse of the Soviet Union and its devastating impact on the economies 

of communist countries like Cuba only worsened an already bleak situation.189  

For El Salvador-focused organizers, the ambiguous outcome of that country’s 

civil war in 1992 also led to a decline in solidarity activism. Since 1988, the entirety of 

CISPES had been singularly focused on cultivating support for the FMLN through the 

use of house meetings, fundraisers, demonstrations, and sending activists to El Salvador. 

CISPES envisioned a situation where if the FMLN were able to seize political power, 

U.S.-based activists around the country would need to engage in direct action tactics to 

prevent U.S. military aid, whether that meant weapons or troops, from being transported 

to El Salvador.190 As the decade’s end neared, CISPES made a decisive turn away from 

their past work in Urban Internationalist Coalitions towards a sole focus on the FMLN.191 

While the November 1989 Final Offensive did not succeed in overthrowing the 
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Salvadoran government, it did create a situation where it became glaringly obvious that, 

after years of fighting, neither side was close to defeating their opponents. Soon, the Bush 

Administration began to pressure the Salvadoran military and upper classes to accept a 

negotiation process that included the FMLN.192 After the negotiation of a peace 

settlement between the FMLN and the Salvadoran government in 1992, CISPES 

continued to support the FMLN as the group transitioned to becoming a formal political 

party.193 While CISPES still exists as an organization today, the post-war period saw 

members leave the organization. Some started new groups like “Earth Trade,” a firm that 

helped connect Salvadoran organic farming cooperatives to North American markets.194 

Others pivoted to domestic issues and pursued employment in U.S. social service 

industries.195 As CISPES became more narrowly focused on supporting the FMLN in the 

1990s, those that stuck with the group had less of public, social movement presence when 

compared to the prior decade.196 In the end, the biggest El Salvador-focused solidarity 

group’s move away from coalition work and its subsequent downsizing after the war 

meant less organized, public support for local-level foreign policy projects in various 

cities.    

For Urban Internationalist Coalitions, an opposition to Cold War militarism had 

served as a unifying issue for leftists and liberals. As Cold War conflict faded and the 
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pressures of domestic poverty expanded, liberal coalition members drifted to support 

Democrats like Bill Clinton in 1992. After two failed attempts to push America in a more 

progressive direction, some Jackson supporters identified aligning with the increasingly 

powerful, Democratic center as their best bet at avoiding another Republican 

Administration.197 Of course, there were notable exceptions. Some local groups like 

Burlington’s Progressive Coalition and the Vermont Rainbow Coalition were able to 

combine forces to create the Vermont Progressive Alliance, which helped to elect former 

Mayor Bernie Sanders to multiple congressional terms and other progressives to state and 

local races.198 In cities less hard hit by gentrification-fueled housing crises and shrinking 

social safety nets, like Burlington and Madison, some local-level foreign policy 

initiatives continued on a reduced scale.199 However, in larger urban regions like the Bay 

Area with exorbitantly rising living costs, groups known for promoting local-level 

foreign policy remained on the verge of collapse. In 1993, Loni Hancock, Ying Lee 

Kelley, and other liberals voted to disband Berkeley Citizens Action and left the 

 
197 Steve Stallone, “Fifth Column: Hit and Run,” San Francisco Bay Guardian, March 3, 1993; 

See Geismer, Left Behind, chapter four.  
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199 Bruce Seifer, “Study Shows Vitality of Burlington’s Economy,” Burlington Free Press, 
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Exactly,” Seven Days, June 24, 2009, last accessed October 2, 2021, 
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Times (Madison, WI), January 31, 1992; Barbara Olson and Marc Rosenthal, “Sister City Programs Foster 
Understanding,” Capital Times, December 26, 2005. On U.S.-El Salvador sister city projects in the 1990s, 
particularly in Madison, WI, see Molly Todd, Long Journey to Justice: El Salvador, the United States, and 
Struggles Against Empire (Madison WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2021), 125–131. 
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organization.200 From their perspective, Berkeley Citizens Action’s reputation as a left-

liberal coalition carried political baggage in the more centrist 1990s.201 “As we enter the 

new political era marked by the election of Bill Clinton as president . . . we need a fresh, 

new approach to this demanding and hopeful time,” Hancock and her supporters 

argued.202 Hancock resigned from her mayoral post and took a job in the Clinton 

Administration later that year. The group’s left disagreed with Kelley and Hancock and 

pushed to keep the political organization intact. However, in doing so, they ceded ground 

to their critics by accepting that putting “Nicaragua ahead of speed bumps,” as one 

member phrased their internationalism, had isolated them from their constituents.203 

“After 12 years of Reaganism, times have changed. The world no longer has any socialist 

governments,” Gus Newport said in 1993.204 With Central America solidarity movements 

fading and urban poverty expanding, it seemed that public enthusiasm for supporting 

international causes locally had dried up.  

While views of the Rainbow Coalition as a vehicle for a national movement 

receded, the political and economic forces driving tensions within the organization 

between its members had not. In places like Berkeley, the divisions exacerbated within 

and around the Rainbow Coalition regarding left-liberal groups’ relationship to the 
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Examiner, February 26, 1993. 
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Democratic Party and questions about the importance of foreign policy issues in a period 

of expanding domestic poverty all came to bear on Urban Internationalist Coalitions that 

had promoted local-level foreign policy. After 1988, disputes within the Rainbow 

Coalition-supporting Berkeley Citizens Action frequently broke along left and liberal 

lines. Furthermore, in an era of expanded urban poverty fueled by gentrification and 

federal austerity politics, Berkeley’s local-level foreign policy became the subject of 

public ire, indicative of politicians’ distance from their community rather than that 

community’s own desires. When conflicts in Central America subsided, so too did the 

solidarity movements that had historically provided the public support for local-level 

foreign policy outside City Hall. As domestic poverty became ever-present in urban 

centers, some solidarity activists shifted to combat austerity locally. Others pursued 

singularly focused objectives that did not fit with the collaborative politics of Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions. Either way, local-level foreign policy lost some of its most 

vocal advocates. In 1993, Berkeley Citizens Action would split along liberal and left 

lines, with most of its prominent liberal leaving the organization. Berkeley Citizens 

Action would continue, but at a severely reduced scale. By 1994, Berkeley Citizens 

Action only had one member, Maudelle Shirek, on the City Council.205  

*** 

Throughout the 1980s, local-level foreign policy had relied on Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions of leftists and liberals, operating within city government and 

outside of it. The politics of Jesse Jackson’s 1984 presidential run, a campaign that knit 

together social democracy and antiracism at home with solidarity with national liberation 
 

205 Will Harper, “BCA Now: Wise Recruiting, Progressive Partnerships,” Berkeley Voice, March 
24, 1994.   
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movements abroad, had prompted Urban Internationalist Coalitions to view the Rainbow 

Coalition as a means of moving beyond the local-level and towards a more cohesive 

national movement. Yet, within the Rainbow Coalition, differing approaches on how to 

best relate to the Democratic Party and the need to confront domestic race and class 

disparities frayed local coalitions beyond repair. As disagreements within the Rainbow 

Coalition reflected the broader outcomes of neoliberalism’s political and economic 

prevalence, the issues that leftists and liberals confronted spilled outwards beyond 

Jackson’s organization.   

Between Jackson’s two presidential runs, Rainbow Coalition members butted 

heads over electoral strategy and the organization’s relationship to a Democratic Party 

moving to the political center. These disagreements caused activists to split into two 

factions—one favoring participation in the Democratic Party and the other pushing for an 

independent alternative. These were not entirely new debates for Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions. But, the stakes of building a national movement and winning the presidency 

once again brought these differences to the surface among groups of leftists and liberals 

that had previously been able to work together locally. As Rainbow Left organizers used 

the Rainbow Coalition to challenge centrist politicians, Rainbow Democrats, reliant on 

working relationships with those to their right, declined to offer their support.  

The rifts experienced within the Rainbow Coalition also reflected the economic 

impact of austerity politics. During the late 1980s, after years of the Reagan 

Administration’s defunding the United States’ social programs in favor of feeding the 

bloated defense budget, poverty expanded dramatically and intersected with America’s 

long history of racial disparities. As the poverty rate grew, the bulk of solidarity groups 
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like CISPES worried that involving the group in building a multi-issue movement like the 

Rainbow Coalition would be a step away from the organization’s goal of building a U.S. 

support base for the FMLN. CISPES opted to solely focus on El Salvador and gradually 

moved away from coalition work. Those solidarity activists who did join Rainbow found 

Central America to be treated as a second-tier issue within the organization. To many in 

the Rainbow Coalition, the issues that activists confronted in their own neighborhoods, 

such as racism, the lack of affordable housing, and a growing poverty rate, seemed more 

pressing. By the turn of the decade, connecting poverty and racism to U.S. intervention in 

Central America seemed more a distraction from the issue at hand than a means of 

expanding a movement.  

While neoliberalism’s politico-economic impact would be apparent in Jackson’s 

approach to his 1988 candidacy, it would also severely affect the longevity of Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions that supported his campaign. Some cities’ coalitions avoided 

this fate, but the Bay Area’s did not. Beginning in 1988, debates within the city’s 

governing Berkeley Citizens Action around foreign and domestic issues began to split 

along liberal and left lines. These schisms eventually led the group’s liberals to leave the 

organization in 1993. Furthermore, as conflicts in Central America ended, solidarity 

organizations experienced membership decline. Activists transitioned to focusing on 

domestic issues or eschewed coalition work. Ultimately, without a grassroots support 

base outside City Hall, local-level foreign policies appeared out of touch with the needs 

of a city possessing skyrocketing housing costs and increasing rates of homelessness. 

Both within and outside of the Rainbow Coalition, Urban Internationalist Coalitions 

remained focused on international issues. Yet, at the turn of the decade, there came a 
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moment when it appeared insufficient to simply link the city’s budget to that of 

international affairs. Amid increasing urban poverty wrought by a gutted welfare state, 

city residents demanded new focus on issues that they understood to be more sufficiently 

“local.” While it was the global that brought Urban Internationalist Coalitions together, it 

was the domestic that tore them apart. 
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CHAPTER 7: 
CONCLUSION: 

TOWARDS NEW URBAN INTERNATIONALIST COALITIONS  
 

In May 2021, as confrontation erupted again between the Israeli government and 

the Gaza-based, Palestinian group Hamas, Bernie Sanders, now a U.S. Senator and two-

time Presidential candidate, penned an op-ed for the New York Times. Sanders’ article 

spoke to what he saw as America’s long history of uncritical support for Israel and 

repeated glossing over of the plight of the Palestinians. “And why do we seem to take 

notice of the violence in Israel and Palestine only when rockets are falling on Israel . . . 

And why is the question never asked: What are the rights of the Palestinian people.”1 In 

asking these pressing questions, Bernie Sanders, who was raised Jewish and briefly lived 

on a socialist Israeli kibbutz, positioned himself on the side of a new cohort of liberals 

and leftists picking up where past Urban Internationalist Coalitions had left off—pushing 

for Palestinian self-determination.2 While some of Sanders’ supporters felt he had been 

soft on Israel in the past, his 2021 op-ed spoke to the same principles of Burlington’s 

Urban Internationalist Coalition that driven his 1980s activism. Much like his past 

critiques of U.S. military aid to El Salvador and espousals of support for Nicaraguan self-

 
1 Bernie Sanders, “Opinion: The U.S. Must Stop Being an Apologist for the Netanyahu 

Government,” New York Times, May 14, 2021.  
 

2 See “The Democrats and Israel,” New York Times’ The Daily, New York, NY: Podcast, 
February 19, 2019, last accessed April 5, 2022,  https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/19/podcasts/the-
daily/israel-democrats-ilhan-omar-rashida-tlaib.html?showTranscript=1. For notable, recent histories of 
U.S.-Israel/Palestine relations, see Seth Anziska, Preventing Palestine: A Political History from Camp 
David to Oslo (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2018); Paul Thomas Chamberlin, The Global 
Offensive: The United States, the Palestine Liberation Organization, and the Making of the Post-Cold War 
Order (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2012); Michael Fischbach, The Movement and the Middle 
East: How the Arab-Israeli Conflict Divided the American Left (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
2019); Michael Fischbach, Black Power and Palestine: Transnational Countries of Color (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 2018); Amy Kaplan, Our American Israel: The Story of an Entangled Alliance 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2018); Shaul Mitelpunkt, Israel in the American Mind: The 
Cultural Politics of U.S.-Israeli Relations, 1958–1988 (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 
2018).  
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determination, Sanders’ article featured both international solidarity and peace-dividend 

politics.3 As Sanders wrote, “In the Middle East, where we provide nearly $4 billion a 

year in aid to Israel, we can no longer be apologists for the right-wing Netanyahu 

government and its undemocratic and racist behavior . . . We must recognize that 

Palestinian rights matter. Palestinian lives matter.”4  

As Sanders recognized, his critique of U.S. military aid to Israel and support for 

Palestinian rights were ones broadly taken up by past members of Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions and a new generation of left-liberal activists. “At the same time,” he wrote, 

“we are seeing the rise of a new generation of activists who want to build societies based 

on human needs and political equality. We saw these activists in American streets last 

summer in the wake of the murder of George Floyd. We see them in Israel. We see them 

in the Palestinian territories.”5 The same week that Sanders’ op-ed appeared on 

newsstands, thousands of American activists of various faiths and ethnic backgrounds 

marched in cities like Philadelphia, New York, and San Francisco to protest Israel’s 

eleven-day bombing campaign of the blockaded Gaza Strip.6 In total, the exchange of 

 
3 On Sanders’ changing views on Israel-Palestine, see Mehdi Hasan, “Bernie Sanders Says 

Denying Aid Because of Hamas is ‘Part of an Effort to Dehumanize Palestinians’,” The Intercept, 
November 1, 2019, last accessed April 5, 2022, https://theintercept.com/2019/11/01/bernie-sanders-
palestine-aid-hamas/; Meagan Day and Micah Uetricht, Bigger Than Bernie: How We Can Win Democratic 
Socialism in Our Time (New York, NY: Verso Books, 2021), 27; Johnathan Tasini, ed., The Essential 
Bernie Sanders and His Vision for America (White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green Publishing, 2015), 
112–3.  
 

4 Sanders, “Opinion: The U.S. Must Stop Being an Apologist for the Netanyahu Government.” 
 

5 Ibid.  
 

6 “Thousands Rally in US in Support of Palestinians,” Al Jazeera, May 16, 2021, last accessed 
April 5, 2022, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/5/16/thousands-2.  
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U.S.-made bombs and primitive rockets killed 248 Palestinians and 12 Israelis.7 In cities 

like Los Angeles, the out-pouring of support for the Palestinians included the likes of 

Black Lives Matter activists, but also the city’s still-active CISPES chapter.8 In 

Dearborn, Michigan, Palestinian-American Michigan Congresswoman Rashida Tlaib, an 

admirer of past Urban Internationalist Coalitions in Detroit and the Bay Area, publicly 

confronted President Joe Biden and accused him of “enabling [the crisis] more” via U.S. 

military aid and his insistence on Israel’s “right to defend itself.”9 A few months later, in 

Sanders’ hometown of Burlington, Vermont, the City Council debated an unsuccessful 

resolution to a packed, passionate audience “express[ing] solidarity with the Palestinian 

people” and “endors[ing] the Palestinian-led Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions 

movement . . . ”10 “This is very much, you know, spirit-lifting to us,” remarked Gaza-

based, BDS activist Aya Alghazzawi in response to the widespread protests. “It really 
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does make us feel that we’re not alone and that our voice is being heard around the 

world.”11 In short, in mid-May 2021, when the cause of Palestinian solidarity gripped 

U.S. leftists and liberals nationwide, the footprints of past Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions were everywhere.    

Where We Have Been 

From the late 1960s to the early 1990s, leftists and liberals crafted powerful, local 

coalitions that continually used the platform of city politics to aid leftist revolution 

abroad and oppose the federal government’s slashing of city funding. As a region where 

Popular Front-era left-liberal collaboration remained comparatively constant through the 

Red Scares of the 1950s and early 1960s, the collaborative groupings that I call “Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions” initially emerged in the San Francisco Bay Area. From 1966 

to 1970, left-liberal electoral campaigns challenging sitting Democratic representatives 

interacted with the street-level, direct action campaigns of the era’s New Left, 

strengthening one another in the process.  

The issue that spoke to the interconnections between these movements better than 

any other was internationalism. These struggles took place at a moment of global 

rebellion, from student protest in Paris, Shanghai, Prague, and Mexico City to burgeoning 

socialist projects in Vietnam and Cuba. Local electoral and street-level protest imbibed 

this revolutionary spirit abroad and continually framed their own struggles as part of the 

larger global uprising that they read about and saw on the nightly news. The protests at 

San Francisco State and Berkeley’s “People’s Park” and the campaigns of Robert Scheer 

and Ron Dellums, all, at their core, remained organized around local issues. However, 
 

11 “Gaza with Aya Alghazzawi and Issam Adwan,” The Dig Radio, Providence, RI: Podcast, May 
18, 2021, last accessed April 5, 2022, https://www.thedigradio.com/podcast/gaza-with-aya-alghazzawi-
issam-adwan/.  
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these protests and electoral campaigns continually highlighted the global connections to 

the upheavals and social conditions that participants observed daily on college campuses 

and city streets. As leftists and liberals banded together amid the continuous political 

struggles of the period, they gradually crafted a new coalition capable of bringing 

together the two internationalist framings driving activists and local politicians’ global-

local connections: leftist international solidarity and liberal peace-dividend politics. In 

1970, as Ron Dellums won his race to become the East Bay Area’s Congressional 

Representative, he pulled together this disparate group of leftists and liberals to power his 

campaign. During the campaign, Dellums highlighted the interconnections between urban 

poverty and U.S. militarism in Southeast Asia and even travelled to Sweden where he 

met with Vietnamese communist groups. Compared to the demands of societal 

transformation that accompanied 1960s protest, Dellums’ win was a small victory. Yet, 

the young, Black Berkeley Councilmember’s election would have an outsized, symbolic 

importance to other young politicos considering running for public office.  

The end of the 1960s is too often treated as a declension period for the era’s social 

protest and collaboration among leftists and liberals. But, for the Bay Area’s Urban 

Internationalist Coalition, the turn of the decade served as a key turning point. The dawn 

of a new decade saw the initial Urban Internationalist Coalition drift away from simply 

connecting local struggles to global upheaval. As the 1970s began, leftists and liberals 

began to use local resources as a means of aiding global rebellions from afar. The early 

1970s saw two developments that taken together helped lay the foundations for the first 

attempts at crafting what this study refers to as “local-level foreign policy.” First, Ron 

Dellums’ example would help inspire a consolidation of the East Bay Area’s leftist and 
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liberal groups under the banner of the “April Coalition” for the purposes of electing four 

left-liberals to Berkeley’s City Council. The April Coalition would end up electing three 

of its candidates. Second, Ron Dellums’ electoral victory corresponded with an important 

shift in the United States’ military strategy towards the Vietnam War known as 

“Vietnamization.” As U.S. soldiers came home, replaced by South Vietnamese ground 

troops, the antiwar movement pivoted towards becoming a domestic support system that 

could assist those seen at the forefront of resisting U.S. imperialism abroad—the nascent 

U.S. GI movement and Vietnamese communists. Ultimately, the Bay Area’s Urban 

Internationalist Coalition approached Berkeley’s new left-liberal City Council as a means 

of working towards this end. During local-level foreign policy’s initial 1970s emergence, 

leftists and liberals helped push for and design resolutions seeking to provide refuge to 

GIs fleeing the draft and allocate city funding towards the rebuilding of North 

Vietnamese hospitals. Because these initiatives relied heavily on the city government to 

allocate city funding, early local-level foreign policies had minimal material impact. 

However, those advocating for the implementation of local-level foreign policy’s 

campaigns generated a great deal of publicity and thus revealed the City Council to be a 

fruitful platform for promoting organizing efforts around international issues. Though 

they had not yet perfected the tactic, activists and local politicians had created a new, 

accessible avenue of generating publicity and cultivating consciousness around global 

political struggles at a time when international issues began to connect less with peoples’ 

lives.    

Despite the United States’ rightward political lurch nationally, the period of the 

mid-1970s to the early 1980s saw the political conditions of numerous cities change to 
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the benefit of Urban Internationalist Coalitions. In this new era, the international struggle 

of the day would move from Vietnam to El Salvador. As the 1980s dawned, those 

demonstrating in solidarity with El Salvador’s newly consolidated revolutionary 

movement would be assisted by a new group of left-liberal, local politicians who did not 

see international issues outside their scope of influence. Some of these newly-elected 

politicians like Ken Cockrel, Bernie Sanders, and Gus Newport even openly identified as 

socialists while participating in the “reformist” sphere of electoral politics. New, local 

officials’ category-defying political tendencies served as a testament to the type of 

ideological blending produced by the left-liberal collaboration of Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions. The period of local, left-liberals’ political rise also differed from the early 

1970s in that it manifested as one of downturn for the federal government’s city funding 

that had powered urban liberalisms of the past. In an unexpected turn of events, the 

atmosphere of gutted city budgets served as a collaborative one around U.S. military 

funding for El Salvador. Solidarity activists in groups like CISPES found newly elected 

local politicians to be suitable political comrades who shared their distaste for the Reagan 

Administration’s bloated military budget and its relationship to America’s defunded, 

domestic social safety net. In cities like San Francisco, Detroit, Burlington, and others, 

CISPES activists collaborated with local officials to advocate on behalf of El Salvador’s 

revolutionary movement and dispute the ever-building austerity politics of the Reagan 

Administration. By promoting ballot measures and City Council resolutions, Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions bolstered CISPES’ political raison d’etre of providing political 

support to El Salvador’s FMLN from within the United States. The tactic of inserting El 

Salvador into the discourse of local politics served an excuse for solidarity activists to 
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discuss the country’s civil war with their neighbors and, eventually, supporting the 

FMLN. Ballot initiatives and Council Resolutions helped expand CISPES’ ranks in 

numerous cities. Though activists tested similar tactics during the Vietnam War, using 

local, ballot measures as a means of base-building for the purposes of international 

solidarity grew into a key means of resisting the Reagan Administration’s militarism. 

Residents voted on ballot measures addressing a wide-range of global issues in hundreds 

of cities during the 1980s.12  

 The well-organized Urban Internationalist Coalition of the Bay Area would take 

local-level foreign policy further when solidarity activists and city officials created a 

sister city relationship between Berkeley and a village located in the FMLN-controlled, 

zones of popular control known as San Antonio Los Ranchos. Berkeley’s sister city—an 

effort powered by community fundraising rather than city funding—set a powerful 

precedent for using an apolitical, city government mechanism for the explicit purpose of 

political solidarity. The sister city made the type of integration of solidarity politics into 

local affairs that ballot measures helped introduce permanent. The city’s relationship to 

San Antonio Los Ranchos served as a resource for residents to learn about, and 

financially assist, the collectively organized societies being built in the FMLN’s zones of 

popular control. Throughout the 1980s, the Urban Internationalist Coalition used 

Berkeley’s sister city to fundraise and cultivate the political consciousness of city 

residents around El Salvador according to the wishes and concerns of those living in the 

zones of popular control. The city’s arrangement allowed Berkeley’s Mayor Gus 

Newport and a rotating cast of local residents the chance to visit northern Chalatenango’s 

 
12 George Katsiaficas, The Imagination of the New Left: A Global Analysis of 1968 (Boston, MA: 

South End Press, 1987), 185. 
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zone of popular control and witness the brutalities of the Salvadoran military there. 

Following Berkeley’s example, a number of other municipalities including Cambridge, 

Madison, and Baltimore established similar relationships with Salvadoran rebel 

communities. The burgeoning network of U.S.-El Salvador sister cities would play an 

important role in not only promoting the aims of the solidarity movement, but supporting 

El Salvador’s revolution from afar. Organizing from a standpoint of political support 

rather than charity, Urban Internationalist Coalitions aided Salvadoran activists in their 

ongoing effort to build and rebuild alternative governing structures in El Salvador’s 

northern Chalatenango region.  

 If El Salvador served as the international cause that served to solidify Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions’ cohorts and strategies, it was the issue of Nicaragua that 

allowed local-level foreign policy to spread to a wider audience. In a country like 

Nicaragua with a leadership friendly to U.S. leftists and liberals, travel to the country was 

comparatively easier than El Salvador and, in fact, actively encouraged by the Sandinista 

government. Unlike in El Salvador, local-level foreign policies around Nicaragua resulted 

out of thousands of activists travelling to the country on trips and returning to their home 

cities. As organizers of these so-called “brigades” had planned, participants came home, 

discussed their experiences with friends and family, and became energized to resist the 

Contra War in their home cities. As it happened, local-level foreign policies like U.S.-

Nicaragua sister cities and further city-based delegations to the country sprouted up in 

nearly ninety different cities as a means of accomplishing this end. Yet, as Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions’ tactics grew in popularity, some cities adopted different 

means of framing their local-level foreign policy projects. Ultimately, cities’ respective 
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approaches to local-level foreign policy corresponded more with their particular urban 

environment rather than a wholesale collective strategy. While some cities’ local-level 

foreign policies around Nicaragua framed their efforts as openly political or in sympathy 

with the Sandinistas’ reforms, others in cities like Madison and New Haven framed their 

activism as apolitical, humanitarian gestures. Organizing around Nicaragua allowed 

Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ tactics of local-level foreign policy to grow to new 

levels of influence. But, it also revealed some of its shortcomings. The strength of using 

the City Council as a platform for Urban Internationalist Coalitions could vary depending 

on the political climate of that city. U.S.-Nicaragua sister city relationships provided a 

great deal of important material aid sorely needed in Nicaraguan cities due to the Reagan 

Administration’s 1985 economic embargo. However, the varied political cultures of the 

respective cities that established U.S.-Nicaragua sister cities prevented projects from 

mounting a collective response to the U.S.-backed Contra War.   

Urban Internationalist Coalitions were unable to mount a collective response to 

the Contra War using local-level foreign policies. But, simultaneously, many leftists and 

liberals involved themselves in a more explicitly national effort that mirrored Urban 

Internationalist Coalition politics—Jesse Jackson’s two 1980s presidential candidacies 

and his Rainbow Coalition organization. Jackson’s presidential contests saw Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions confront the politico-economic impacts of neoliberalism that 

included an increasingly centrist Democratic Party and the heightened prevalence of 

urban poverty. In the process, the increased scale and stakes of a presidential campaign 

exacerbated tensions between the various segments of the Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions around these key issues. Liberals and leftists clashed around political strategy 
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and their relationship to the national Democratic Party. Solidarity activists who began to 

organize with the Rainbow Coalition found that the foreign policy issues that had 

attracted them to Jackson’s campaign were rapidly becoming second-tier in light of the 

expanding poverty of the Reagan years.  

Ultimately, these rifts between leftists and liberals around political strategy and 

the question of international solidarity’s importance in a period of increasing income 

disparity cascaded down to the local-level where they chewed at the ends of Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions. From the late 1980s to the early 1990s, Council debates both 

foreign and domestic in cities like Berkeley increasingly split along left and liberal lines. 

When coalition members proposed local-level foreign policy projects, they were often 

met with public ire rather than support. In a new era shaped by the Cold War’s 

conclusions, a centrist Democratic Party, and the heightened visibility of urban poverty, 

local-level foreign policy read as anachronistic to city constituents. The same gutting of 

city budgets that brought local politicians and activists together would later hinder Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions’ response to the federal government’s foreign policies. Yet, as 

chapter five shows, this development unfolded gradually over the course of a decade. By 

the early 1990s, public support for local-level foreign policies in city centers like the Bay 

Area and New York declined as urbanites demanded action on issues closer to home. 

Some local-level foreign policy projects would continue in smaller college towns like 

Madison and Burlington. But, even these cities would struggle for public support and 

visibility following the solidarity movement’s 1980s apex.13 Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions could not overcome the issues they confronted in the Rainbow Coalition—
 

13 Barbara Olson and Marc Rosenthal, “Sister City Programs Foster Understanding,” Capital 
Times, December 26, 2005.  
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Democrats’ embrace of the political center and the ever-building atmosphere of urban 

austerity—as the 1990s dawned.  

Where We Are Going   

In the decades following the Cold War’s end, the global conditions that once 

helped bring together Urban Internationalist Coalitions have decisively changed. Leftists 

and liberals have few international, leftist models that exert a widespread influence in 

shaping domestic struggles and create solidarity movements in its wake. Nor have left-

liberal politicians’ calls for peace-dividend politics following the collapse of the Soviet 

Union gained traction.14 While the United States continues to wage wars subject to left-

liberal opposition, the U.S.’ nemeses no longer possess the type of relatable, egalitarian 

aims that the FMLN, the Sandinistas, and others once did. In this post-Cold War era, 

much of left-liberal critiques of foreign engagement commonly consist of exposing the 

capitalist motives of preserving U.S. global hegemony, which—while well-founded—

remain of a different character than the hopeful portrayals of Vietnamese and Cuban 

struggles of earlier eras.15 Responding to this changing environment, some scholars like 

Mike Davis have pessimistically argued that the modern U.S. left and its liberal allies 

have abandoned internationalism altogether.16  

Urban Internationalist Coalitions and their local-level strategies may not be as 

prevalent today as in the 1980s. But, this is gradually changing. In recent years, a new 

generation of left-liberal politicians and grassroots activists have shown the ideas and 

 
14 Day and Uetricht, Bigger Than Bernie, 24.  

 
15 See Ronald Osborn, “Noam Chomsky and the Realist Tradition,” Review of International 

Studies 35, no. 2 (2009): 351–70.  
16 Mike Davis, “Thanatos Triumphant,” Sidecar, March 7, 2022, last accessed April 5, 2022, 

https://newleftreview.org/sidecar/posts/thanatos-triumphant.  
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tactics driving past left-liberal collaboration around foreign policy to still be relevant 

today—mainly around the issue of Palestinian self-determination. Collaborating both 

inside and outside the halls of government, modern-day activists and politicians have 

built on the examples of past Urban Internationalist Coalitions to support Palestinian 

rights under international law and work towards halting U.S. military aid to Israel.17 

Many have sought international connections with Palestinian activists via the nonviolent, 

Palestine-based Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) Movement.18 Palestinian 

statehood proved divisive when Urban Internationalist Coalitions initially voiced the 

issue following Jesse Jackson’s 1988 presidential campaign.19 However, in recent years, 

activists have continually raised the dire conditions of the blockaded Gaza Strip where 

residents and material goods’ movement is restricted and 97% of the area’s water is 

unsafe to drink.20 Organizers have also drawn attention to how the construction of Israeli 

settlements has steadily driven the appropriation of land and destruction of Palestinian 

property in the occupied West Bank.21 Due to the consistent advocacy on behalf of the 

Palestinian cause by left-liberal activists and lawmakers, American scrutiny of Israel’s 

 
17 Jacqueline Alemany and Karoun Demirjian, “Sen. Bernie Sanders to Introduce Resolution of 

Disapproval on $735 Million U.S. Arms Sale to Israel,” Washington Post, May 20, 2021.  
 

18 Omar Barghouti, Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions: The Global Struggle for Palestinian Rights 
(Chicago, IL: Haymarket Books, 2011), 4–5.  
 

19 Andrea Barron, “Referenda on the Palestinian Question in Four U.S. Cities,” Journal of 
Palestine Studies 18, no. 4 (1989): 71–2. 

20 “Water Crisis,” B’Tselm: The Israeli Information Center for Human Rights in the Occupied 
Territories, June 3, 2021, last accessed April 5, 2022, https://www.btselem.org/water#gaza; Barghouti, 
Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions, 39.  
 

21 “Israeli Settlements and International Law,” Amnesty International, 2022, last accessed April 5, 
2022, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2019/01/chapter-3-israeli-settlements-and-
international-law/; Ilan Pappe, The Biggest Prison on Earth: A History of the Occupied Territories 
(London: Oneworld Books, 2017), 208–12.  
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conservative government is becoming more commonplace.22 In exposing the plight of the 

Palestinian people, the influence of previous Urban Internationalist Coalitions is 

increasingly evident in these left-liberal activists and lawmakers’ efforts. 

 In recent years, a new group of left-liberal Congresswomen have risen to the 

highest levels of prominence within the Democratic Party. These newly minted 

politicians have given an Urban Internationalist Coalition-like critique of foreign policy 

its biggest electoral political platform perhaps since the presidential campaigns of Jesse 

Jackson. Politicians of the so-called “Squad” including Rashida Tlaib, Alexandria 

Ocasio-Cortez, and Ilhan Omar have explicitly cited former key players in local, Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions like Bernie Sanders and Ron Dellums’ political protégé 

Barbara Lee as important political role-models.23 Much like Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions before them, Ocasio-Cortez and Omar both frequently connect the military 

budget to the poverty of their districts and take controversial stands in favor of 

Palestinian national liberation and against military intervention in Latin America.24 “We 

only have empty pockets when it comes to the morally right things to do, but when it 

comes to tax cuts for billionaires and when it comes to unlimited war, we seem to be able 

 
22 Lisa Lerer and Jennifer Medina, “Tensions Among Democrats Grow Over Israel as the Left 

Defends Palestinians,” New York Times, May 15, 2021; Nicholas Fandos and Catie Edmondson, 
“Democrats, Growing More Skeptical of Israel, Pressure Biden,” New York Times, May 17, 2021.  
 

23 Ali, “What Rashida Tlaib Represents”; Day and Uetricht, Bigger Than Bernie, 53.  
24 Darragh Roche, “Full List of Representatives Who Voted Against Funding Israel’s Iron Dome,” 

Newsweek, September 24, 2021, last accessed April 5, 2022, https://www.newsweek.com/full-list-
representatives-voted-against-funding-israel-iron-dome-1632385; Mehdi Hasan, “Exclusive: Ilhan Omar 
Speaks Out on her Twitter Scandal, Anti-Semitism, and a Progressive Foreign Policy,” The Intercept, 
February 28, 2019, last accessed April 5, 2022, https://theintercept.com/2019/02/28/exclusive-ilhan-omar-
speaks-out-on-her-twitter-scandal-anti-semitism-and-a-progressive-foreign-policy/.  
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to invent that money very easily,” argues New York Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-

Cortez.25 

Michigan Congresswoman Rashida Tlaib perhaps best exemplifies the ongoing 

influence of Urban Internationalist Coalitions among this new generation of politicians. 

In a 2019 interview, Tlaib, a Detroit native, cited City Councilmember, World Peace 

Council member, and CISPES ally Maryann Mahaffey as an important influence on her 

political development. As Tlaib recalled in a 2019 interview, “I mean, I grew up learning 

about Grace Lee Boggs and [Detroit City Councilmember] Maryann Mahaffey and I 

mean, all these incredible women who led really huge fights not only [around] poverty, 

injustices in that way, but also even on world politics and . . . human rights.”26 The 

socialist, Palestinian-American politician told the New York Times that she often speaks 

about local Detroit issues and global ones in the occupied West Bank in interconnected 

terms: “I don’t separate them. Both places have what I call ‘othering’ politics, or feeling 

like government or systems are making us feel less than.”27 Tlaib’s 2019 denunciation of 

House Resolution 2740—a successful effort to implement the biggest military budget in 

U.S. History up to that point—could have easily been voiced by Gus Newport or Jesse 

Jackson. As she argued, “spending $733 billion on fighter jets and nuclear brings our 

communities no closer to the economic opportunity we all deserve . . . These are huge 

checks being written to Boeing and Lockheed Martin, when we should be cutting checks 

 
25 Quoted from Day and Uetricht, Bigger Than Bernie, 69.  

 
26 John Nichols, “Rashida Tlaib: There’s a ‘Real Human Impact of Doing Nothing’,” The Nation, 

June 11, 2019, last accessed April 5, 2022, https://www.thenation.com/podcast/politics/rashida-tlaib-next-
left/.  
 

27 Ali, “What Rashida Tlaib Represents.” 
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to everyday people struggling to make ends meet.”28 In addition to her peace-dividend 

politics, Tlaib consistently uses her platform to advocate for Palestinians’ right to return 

to their historic homelands, a single multiethnic, Middle Eastern state with equal, 

democratic rights for both Jews and Arabs, and solidarity with grassroots movements 

pushing for these ends.29 Much like past national figures connected to local, Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions such as Ron Dellums, Tlaib and her colleague Ilhan Omar 

remain publicly supportive of solidarity movements like BDS, as well as the growing 

Democratic Socialists of America (DSA).30 Speaking to the connections between 

electoral and grassroots activism around Palestine, Students for Justice in Palestine called 

the two’s elections “a new turf for Palestinian organizing.”31 Yet, these 

Congresswomen’s platform is only the tip of this internationalist iceberg. Tlaib and 

Omar’s public declarations of Palestinian solidarity are undoubtedly assisted by a 

growing protest movement that echoes their politics.32  

In recent years, city-based social movements have grown increasingly vocal in 

their opposition to Israel’s occupation. The ongoing resurgence of grassroots, left-liberal 

movements of the last ten years, represented in the likes of Occupy Wall Street and Black 

 
28 Rashida Tlaib, “Rep. Tlaib Statement on Voting Against Largest Military Budget in History,” 

Rashida Tlaib, June 20, 2019, last accessed April 5, 2022, https://tlaib.house.gov/media/press-releases/rep-
tlaib-s-statement-voting-against-largest-military-budget-history.  
 

29 Ali, “What Rashida Tlaib Represents.” 
 

30 Ibid.  
 

31 Farrah Mina, “National Students for Justice in Palestine Conference Hosted at UMN,” 
Minnesota Daily, November 4, 2019, last accessed April 5, 2022, 
https://mndaily.com/227646/news/acnsjpconference/.  

32 David Finkel, “The Assault on Rashida Tlaib,” Against the Current, November-December 
2021.  
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Lives Matter, have mostly focused on domestic issues like class inequality and racist 

police violence. Yet, much like the local struggles that brought together the Bay Area’s 

Urban Internationalist Coalition in the late 1960s, internationalism—in the form of 

Palestinian solidarity—has been a consistent feature of this unfolding period of protest. 

During the 2011 occupations of public space across the country, known as “Occupy Wall 

Street,” protesters in cities nationwide carried signs that read “Occupy Wall Street, not 

Palestine” and held informational events about Palestine in the city squares of Boston and 

Chicago.33 As the Palestine-based BDS National Committee communicated to U.S. 

Occupy protesters in 2011: “Our aspirations overlap; our struggles converge . . . We must 

unite in our common quest for freedoms, equal rights, social and economic justice, 

environmental sanity, and world peace.”34 Similarly, during the 2020 nation-wide wave 

of uprisings following the police murders of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, 

Palestinian and U.S. activists drew connections between Floyd’s death and that of Iyad 

Halek’s, an autistic Palestinian man killed by Israeli Border Police in Jerusalem days 

earlier.35 A mural of George Floyd painted by local artist Taqi Spateen now graces the 

Israeli Separation Wall in occupied Bethlehem.36 Much like events in the late 1960s, 

these repeated international linkages demonstrated by U.S. and Palestinian organizers 

 
33 Ben Lorber, “Occupy Wall Street, Not Palestine,” Palestine Chronicle, October 31, 2011, last 

accessed April 5, 2022, https://www.palestinechronicle.com/occupy-wall-street-not-palestine/.  
 

34 Palestinian BDS National Committee, “BNC Statement: Occupy Wall Street not Palestine!,” 
BDS Movement, October 14, 2011, last accessed April 5, 2022, https://bdsmovement.net/news/occupy-
wall-street-not-palestine.  

35 Khury Petersen-Smith, “Cops Here, Bombs There: Black-Palestinian Solidarity,” in Palestine: 
A Socialist Introduction, eds. Sumaya Awad and Brian Bean (Chicago, IL: Haymarket Books, 2020), 182.  
 

36 Yumna Patel, “Meet the Artist who Painted the George Floyd Mural on the Separation Wall,” 
Mondoweiss, June 11, 2020, last accessed April 5, 2022, https://mondoweiss.net/2020/06/meet-the-artist-
who-painted-the-george-floyd-mural-on-the-separation-wall/.  
 

https://www.palestinechronicle.com/occupy-wall-street-not-palestine/
https://bdsmovement.net/news/occupy-wall-street-not-palestine
https://bdsmovement.net/news/occupy-wall-street-not-palestine
https://mondoweiss.net/2020/06/meet-the-artist-who-painted-the-george-floyd-mural-on-the-separation-wall/
https://mondoweiss.net/2020/06/meet-the-artist-who-painted-the-george-floyd-mural-on-the-separation-wall/


318 

have pushed a new generation of leftists and liberals towards solidarity politics. It was 

these same activists, politicized by past Occupy and Black Lives Matter demonstrations, 

who showed up in the thousands in cities across the country protesting Israel’s mid-May 

2021 bombing of Gaza.37  

The prevalence of a more critical stance towards Israel among leftists and liberals 

has been increasingly evident at the City Council-level in recent years as well. Since the 

early 2000s, in cities across the United States, solidarity activists have used local politics 

as a means of advocating on behalf of Palestinian rights. These efforts have once again 

given foreign policy-making a presence in city government. Palestine solidarity activists 

have drawn on the past examples of local-level foreign policy tactics around South Africa 

and Central America. Amid the violence of Palestine’s Second Intifada, activists in 

Madison, Wisconsin created a sister city relationship between their municipality and the 

Gaza refugee camp Rafah.38 Madison’s past experience of aiding the FMLN’s zones of 

popular control and Sandinista Nicaragua directly informed organizers’ decision to 

partner with Rafah. “I think this sister city project is an important endeavor that is 

consistent with Madison’s progressive tradition. Madison already has established 

controversial relationships with other towns that in earlier days were considered by many 

to be inimical to the United States. For example, Arcatao is in a region of El Salvador 

that was largely controlled by the Marxist FMLN in the 1980s. Also, Managua was the 

 
37 Marya Hannun, “How Black Lives Matter Changed the American Conversation About Israel 

and Palestine,” Slate, May 14, 2021, last accessed April 5, 2022, https://slate.com/news-and-
politics/2021/05/black-lives-matter-israel-palestine.html; Will Bunch, “Did George Floyd Boost Support 
for Palestine?,” Philadelphia Inquirer, May 18, 2021.  
 

38 On the Second Intifada, see Julie Norman, The Second Palestinian Intifada: Civil Resistance 
(London: Routledge Press, 2010); Norman Finkelstein, Gaza: An Inquest into its Martyrdom (Oakland, 
CA: University of California Press, 2018), 8, 126.  
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seat of power for another Marxist movement, the Sandanistas [sic]. Although our 

erstwhile presidents shunned the FMLN and the Sandanistas [sic], and many Americans 

were suspicious of leftist movements, Madison residents bravely and presciently stepped 

forward to forge productive, enriching, and peaceful partnerships with Arcatao and 

Managua,” said one Madison resident amid debate surrounding the project.39 Madison’s 

Arcatao, El Salvador and Rafah, Palestine sister cities even shared organizational 

members.40 After Israeli bulldozers crushed local activist Rachel Corrie to death as she 

tried to prevent a Palestinian home from being demolished in Rafah, Olympia, 

Washington residents also formed a sister city with the refugee camp.41 Much like 

Berkeley’s 1988 attempt to create a partnership with Jabalya, Madison and Olympia’s 

proposed sister city resolutions again generated great controversy in the cities and failed 

to pass. Although, unlike in Berkeley, Madison and Olympia’s sister city projects 

continue to this day, without official city recognition, and work to raise local 

consciousness around the impacts of the Israeli occupation and fundraise for Gaza 

emergency relief projects. The projects also lead continual delegations to the Gaza 

Strip.42 Much like with past relations with El Salvador and Nicaragua, U.S.-Palestine 

sister cities have spread to other cities. Boulder, Colorado, Muscantine, Iowa, 

 
39 “Your Views: Madison-Rafah Sister City Project,” Wisconsin State Journal, May 23, 2004.  
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Sacramento, California, and Burlington, Vermont now all have municipally-recognized 

Palestinian sister cities.43  

 Despite the claims of detractors encouraging cities to remain focused on local 

issues, city residents have continually brought the issue of Israel’s occupation of 

Palestine to their municipality’s City Councils. In doing so, activists simultaneously 

espouse solidarity with Palestinian national liberation and critique government contracts 

and spending priorities. Amid ongoing protest in Palestine, local politicians and activists 

have repeatedly brought the issue of Israel’s occupation to the floor of City Councils in 

Richmond, California, Berkeley, Seattle, Ann Arbor, Portland, Oregon, Burlington, and 

Philadelphia.44 In New York City’s 2021 City Council races, the city’s DSA chapter 

asked candidates seeking their endorsement to pledge “not to travel [on trips funded by 

the Jewish Community Relations Council (JCRC)] to Israel if elected to City Council in 

 
43 “Sister Cities,” Cities for Palestine, 2016, last accessed April 5, 2022, 
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solidarity with Palestinians living under occupation.”45 When critics argued that conflict 

in the Middle East remained outside the New York’s City Council’s area of influence and 

accused the socialist group of anti-Semitism, DSA pointed to the ongoing prevalence of 

Councilmembers’ past participation in the anti-BDS JCRC’s trips to Israel. “While NYC 

city council members are regularly taken on an expenses-paid propaganda trip to Israel, 

millions of Palestinians are still denied the right to return to their homes,” DSA countered 

in favor of integrating the tactics of the Palestine solidarity movement into local 

politics.46  

 Activists have undoubtedly confronted obstacles in their efforts to implement 

local-level foreign policy initiatives around Palestine. However, the City Council’s 

continued place as a site of foreign policy-making shows the impact of Urban 

Internationalist Coalitions’ on modern organizers and their local government allies. In 

2018, the New Orleans Palestinian Solidarity Committee drafted a resolution calling on 

their city “to avoid contracting or investing in corporations whose practices violate 

human rights” that was later successfully adopted by the New Orleans City Council. 

“What we’re doing on the local level does have an impact on what happens on the 

national and international levels,” argued organizer Tabitha Mustafa.47 However, the City 

Council was forced to rescind its human rights resolution after objections from the Anti-
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Defamation League and the Jewish Federation of Greater New Orleans.48 Despite this 

unexpected outcome, New Orleanians have continued to advocate on behalf of 

Palestine.49 Much like Urban Internationalist Coalitions before them, these activists view 

local resources as a means of raising public consciousness around the occupation and 

ameliorating the impacts of U.S. military aid to Israel.50 Months later, in Durham, North 

Carolina, the City Council passed a resolution proposed by the Demilitarize! 

Durham2Palestine coalition that forbids “international exchanges with any country in 

which Durham [police] officers receive military-style training.”51 Durham organizers 

wrote the resolution to prevent Durham Police from participating in the U.S.-Israel police 

exchange programs that Chicago and St. Louis officers had undergone.52 As Beth Bruch 

of the city’s Jewish Voice for Peace chapter explained the resolution, “We saw these 

police exchanges with Israel as an opportunity to oppose militarization of police in 
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https://sign.moveon.org/petitions/declare-new-orleans-an-1.  
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https://scalawagmagazine.org/2021/05/israel-palestine-durham-police/. 
 

52 Alsous and Hanf, “How Durham, North Carolina Became the First US City to Ban Police 
Exchanges with Israel”; Khury Petersen-Smith, “Cops Here, Bombs There: Black-Palestinian Solidarity,” 
in Palestine: A Socialist Introduction, eds. Sumaya Awad and Brian Bean (Chicago, IL: Haymarket Books, 
2020), 182. 

https://theintercept.com/2018/01/26/new-orleans-city-council-resolution-bds/
https://sign.moveon.org/petitions/declare-new-orleans-an-1
https://scalawagmagazine.org/2021/05/israel-palestine-durham-police/


323 

Durham and to oppose brutality happening in Palestine.”53 The resolution holds to this 

day.54  

While the global context of the Cold War that previously helped bring together 

Urban Internationalist Coalition has faded, a new internationalist moment is emerging 

around Palestine. This new coalition has been both shaped by past Urban Internationalist 

Coalitions and furthered by use of its local-level foreign policy tactics. Elements of this 

pro-Palestinian partnership—appearing in the halls of Congress, city streets, and local 

government— might disagree on tactics or long-term solutions to the Israel-Palestine 

crisis. But, they remain united in their support for the Palestinian struggle and their 

contention that American politics and military funding play a crucial role in furthering 

the Israeli occupation. This new coalition stands by the idea that shifting American public 

opinion around Palestine has a major role to play in undoing the United States’ often 

uncritical support for the Israeli government.55 As this group continues to consolidate, 

activists repeatedly build on the past examples of Urban Internationalist Coalitions to 

raise local consciousness around Israel’s occupation and connect its intricacies to city 

residents’ lives.  

Palestine is often referred to as “the third rail” in American politics. Israel’s 

occupation is an issue so divisive that even reliable peace advocates like Barbara Lee 
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have, in the past, remained hesitant to address it.56 The continued controversies 

surrounding the Israel-Palestine crisis remain evident in the objections to the consistent 

attempts at local-level foreign policy efforts around Palestine. Yet, U.S. leftists and 

liberals’ support for Palestinian self-determination is also rapidly increasing. A May 2021 

Gallup poll confirmed a rising sympathy for Palestinian statehood among Democrats and 

younger adults. Democrats are more likely in any year since the beginning of Israel’s 

blockade on Gaza in 2007 to say, “the U.S. should put more pressure on Israel.”57 As of 

2022, 47% of liberals sympathized with the Palestinian cause, a higher percentage than 

any time in the last fourteen years.58 Forty-three percent of Jewish voters under forty 

consider Israeli treatment of Palestinians similar to racism in the United States.59 These 

statistics, plus the sizeable number of those openly identifying as pro-BDS socialists 

elected to electoral positions in recent years, signal fertile ground for the development of 

future Urban Internationalist Coalitions.60 As organizers of the past learned and those 

active today continue to demonstrate, the local-level is a fruitful environment for 

exposing city residents to new foreign policy ideas, the struggle of other peoples, and the 

connections that foreign struggles have to local peoples’ own lives. Local-level foreign 

policy provides an approachable way for residents to become involved in supporting 
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global struggles and to promote an awareness of the daily happenings in international 

epicenters of struggle that might not align with America’s geopolitical aims. When 

espoused and supported by those in powerful, municipal positions like City 

Councilmembers and Mayors, ideas considered fringe in Congress—such as leftist 

international solidarity and liberal peace-dividend politics—gain mainstream, political 

traction in local contexts. In base-building for a movement capable of shifting 

Americans’ opinions on Palestine and their government’s yearly $3.8 billion funding of 

Israeli military aid, leftists and liberals would do well to remember the examples of 

Urban Internationalist Coalitions’ ability to make foreign affairs visible and accessible to 

their neighbors.61 As Gus Newport argued when he first visited Gaza in 1988, “It is about 

time, if we are a principled people who believe in peaceful solutions, that we stand up.”62 
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