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Abstract

America Can Never Be Revolutionized Until Its Rext@naries Become Americanized:
The Peoples Bicentennial Commission and the UiStates Bicentennial, 1971-1976

The Peoples Bicentennial Commission was formed®ifiLllas an attempt to both
emphasize that the bicentennial celebrated anlaetwaution and to fight against the
commercialization of the celebration. A continoatbf the New Left of the 1960s, the
PBC sought to use America's radical tradition tonpote leftist economic goals, like
destroying the power of corporations. They scomhedsixties' New Left, as well as the
traditional Old Left's, rejection of American hisgaand patriotism. Instead, they felt that
"America can never be revolutionized until its rienmnaries become Americanized.” In
Americanizing their radicalism, they focused on Atmeerican Revolution and cast the
current day corporations and conservatives as 3 anieheir conception of its application
to the seventies. Using many of the same methbite sixties New Left, the Peoples
Bicentennial Commission was able to bring the Neift Into the seventies and provide a
viable alternative to the official bicentennial @etation and the commercialization of the

celebration.
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The 1970s are remembered in the American’s pullfor many things.
Disco. Star Wars. Watergate. Gasoline shorta@a® thing that rarely comes to mind
is the nation’s bicentennial celebration, despitefact that it was a major event whose
planning occurred over several years and costanglof dollars from the U. S. Treasury.
The 1970s were hardly a time for celebration forefica. It pulled out of a war that was
left unfinished, as well as had one of the worsineenic decades since the thirties and
the Great Depression. Jul{),41976 also came only six and a half years afteeetid of
the sixties, a decade that was full of strife anaflect for the nation.

A major factor in this strife and conflict duriniget 1960’s was the New Left. The
New Left was a movement of students, as well asntgformer students, that sought to
revitalize the left in American politics, particdiathrough “participatory democracy,” a
concept enunciated in the Students for a Democg&ataiety’s (SDS) Port Huron
Statement that was written in 1962. As the deqadgressed, SDS became increasingly
radical in its methods and rhetoric, eventuallyrépling into various smaller groups at
the end of the decade. Since SDS, which was ther miup in the New Left, did not
outlast the decade of the sixties, the New Lefiftien seen as being coterminous with the
decade, at least in regards to its influence. ddmise of SDS, however, did not lead to a
complete dissipation of radical activity. Many Néeftists or people inspired by the
New Left continued to fight for radical cause&Vhile feminism, environmentalism, and
gay liberation were among these radical causegalaeconomic changes to the

capitalistic system were also pursued in the 1970& United States bicentennial in

! While the (admittedly still nascent) historiogrgpif the New Left ignores this continuity, its
importance was not missed at the time. See: Eleame and Narda Zacchino, “Radicals of 1960s, Talay’
Jobholders,Los Angeles TimeSeptember 22, 1975.



1976 was used by the Peoples Bicentennial CommigBiBC) in an attempt to rally
people behind this economic goal that had sigmfitiaeage in the New and Old Left.

In a large, diverse nation such as the United St#te celebration of the nation’s
200" birthday was going to mean different things tdediént people. Not only did the
official celebration have to contend with appealio@nd satisfying various
constituencies, but it also had to deal with vagiateas of incompetency in its
management. The first official bicentennial grotiig American Revolution
Bicentennial Commission (ARBC), was set up by Cesgiin 1966 under the presidency
of Lyndon Johnsof. Johnson, however, paid little attention to theugrand it would
only fully become operational under his succesRahard Nixon, who filled it with
Republican Party contributofsAfter charges of inefficiency and politicizaticthe
group was reformed into the American RevolutioneBiennial Administration in 1974,
after which the focus moved from a central celabrato local celebrations. Even
though a switch in focus came with the change augs, the U. S. government’s view of
what was being celebrated by the bicentennial dicchange. As historian John Bodnar
explains, “acts of rebellion and dissent were eFjprteted by government officials and
some celebration planners in ways that actuallgrealzed loyalty to higher authority, a
message that explicitly favored the continuity cdgent structures over any form of
substantial change$.”

Along with this reframing of the American Revoluticn conservative terms also

came a commercialization of the bicentennial. Maearitycized it for being a “buy-

2 John BodnarRethinking America: Public Memory, Commemoratiod Batriotism in the
Twentieth CenturyPrinceton, New Jersey: Princeton University Pr&882), 229.

% Eugene L. Meyer, “The Big Birthday Bunglélhe Washington Pasluly 2, 1972.

* Bodnar,Rethinking America226-227.



centennial” rather than a bicentennial that propegtlected the United States’
revolutionary heritage. Companies promoted suoklywts as red, white, and blue lawn
chairs and similarly colored toilet seats. Theegoment organization may not have had
any control over some of this commercializatiort, ibgave its imprimatur to several
overtly commercial products such as Disneyland@isdey World’s celebration of the
bicentennial, which the government even announcéld State Department’s
auditorium®

The Peoples Bicentennial Commission was formeadagtampt to both
emphasize that the bicentennial celebrated anlaetaution and to fight against the
commercialization of the celebration. A continoatbdf the New Left of the 1960s, the
PBC sought to use America’s radical tradition torpote leftist economic goals, like
destroying the power of corporations. They scothedsixties’ New Left, as well as the
traditional Old Left’s, rejection of American higyoand patriotism. Instead, they felt that
“America can never be revolutionized until its rettmnaries become Americanized.”
In Americanizing their radicalism, they focusedtba American Revolution and cast the
current day corporations and conservatives as 3 aniéheir conception of its application
to the seventies. Using many of the same methbte sixties New Left, the Peoples
Bicentennial Commission was able to bring the Nait Into the seventies and provide a
viable alternative to the official bicentennial @etation and the commercialization of the

celebration.

® James T. Wooten, “Disney will Join in Bicentengii?dew York TimesFebruary 19, 1975. For a
list of what the American Revolution Bicentenniadrinistration supported, see: American Revolution
Bicentennial AdministratioriThe Bicentennial of the United States of Americ&imal Report to the
People vol. 2 (Washington D. C.: U. S. Government PrigtDffice, 1977).

® John Rossen, “Revolutionary Nationalism and theeAcan Left,” inHow to Commit Revolution
American Styleeds., Jeremy Rifkin and John Rossen (Secaucuws Jeisey: Lyle Stuart, Inc., 1973), 153.



With the winding down of the Vietham War in thelgdr970s, the left was faced
with the loss of one of their major organizing feea: antiwar activities. At the same
time, the New Left had lost much of its relevannd kegitimacy as it divided due to
internal disputes and ventured into committing maord more radical actions (such as
bombings). Both of these factors contributed ®fthrming of a new organization on the
left that looked to solve some of the issues tlaat dragged down the New Left and
hoped to be able to successfully promote socialifmthese ends, Michael Lerner and
Chip Marshall founded the New American Movement®70 and 1971. The New
American Movement was attempting to work toward a

democratic socialism, which was defined as a spciearacterized by economic,

racial, and sexual equality; by collective ownepséind democratic control of the

means of production; by the right to organize iredefent political parties and

independent trade unions, and by the freedom iteestry freedom of speech,

freedom to demonstrate, and freedom of the press.
Jeremy Rifkin, who would later go on to set up &atl the Peoples Bicentennial
Commission, was deeply involved with the initialetings of the New American
Movement. In fact, the Peoples Bicentennial Comsiaiswas first suggested within the
New American Movement framework. Rifkin arguedhe organization’s newspaper
that the New Left had to “discard its self-imposgebological isolation and begin to
reidentify with the revolutionary principles andieés of the American heritagé.”He
urged New American Movement chapters to estabioples Bicentennial

Commissions” to promote this goal; the bicentenaisd would “provide a unique forum

for mass media exposure” in promotion of their goal

" Arnold James Oliver, Jr., “American Socialist &gy in Transition: The New American
Movement and Electoral Politics, 1972-1982,” (Phdi3sertation, University of Colorado, 1983), 57.

8 “First National NAM Meeting, New American Movemertovember - December 1971.

® Jeremy Rifkin, “Bicentennial,New American Movemertovember - December 1971.



The New American Movement, however, did not chdogecus on the
bicentennial. This may have been a key factor 9drgmy Rifkin decided to start the
PBC independently. He also wanted to recover a&raothentic American populism and
was tired of the ideological rhetoric of the soisi@'® The New American Movement
was still mainly dealing within the leftist paradigwhile Rifkin was interested in
expanding into a much wider, popular audience.

The Peoples Bicentennial Commission would undalipteot have existed nor
achieved whatever success it had without JerengrRifRifkin not only founded the
group, but he was also the driving intellectuat&behind their program. Coming from
a relatively modest background, he was raised ersthuth Side of Chicago. He
attended the University of Pennsylvania’s Whartohd®l, where he earned a B. S. in
economics and was elected president of his gradpalass. He then earned his Masters
degree in international affairs at Tufts Universityl968. After serving a year as a
VISTA volunteer in East Harlem and Bedford Stuyvdshe became the National
Coordinator for the National Committee for a CitizzgCommission of Inquiry on U. S.
War Crimes in Vietnam, which was sponsored by swetbple as David Dellinger, Jane
Fonda, and Benjamin Spock and was involved in oeg@gnhearings on war crimes
committed by U. S. soldiers in Vietnar.Through this position, Rifkin would have had

contact with many of the key figures in the lefdamti-war movement.

10 Bjll Peltz, e-mail message to author, February2B®9.

X NEH Application, in Senate Committee on the Juadigi Subcommittee to Investigate the
Administration of the Internal Security Act and @thnternal Security Lawg,he Attempt to Steal the
Bicentennial: The Peoples Bicentennial Commisditearings Before the Subcommittee to Investigate the
Administration of the Internal Security Act and &tlnternal Security Laws of the Committee on the
Judiciary, United States Sena@%th Congress,*Isession, March 17 and 18, 1976, exhibit no. 16.
[Hereafter cited a¥he Attempt to Steal the Bicentenrfiabrings.]



As the Peoples Bicentennial Commission was inatcant stages, Rifkin
published an article in tHerogressivemagazine that expressed the need for a left that
embraced the American Revolutionary tradition &ditThe Red, White and Blue
LEFT.”*? This article clearly laid out Rifkin's messageusing patriotism to promote
leftist revolutionary goals by being able to realthat America’s ideology is both
revolutionary and reactionary at the same timeis Phogressivearticle explained to the
community on the left Rifkin’s reasoning behind Gmmbrace of patriotism. It is also
indicative of how the PBC was originally orientedich more specifically at the left,
whereas they later began to appeal to the politzahstream.

Around the time that “The Red, White and Blue LEWE&Ss published in the
ProgressiveRifkin officially founded the Peoples Bicentenni@mmission in 1971; it
was originally briefly called the Peoples Ameridaavolutionary Bi-Centennial
Commission, which emphasized it as an alternatuwae official American Revolution
Bicentennial Commissiof?. Soon after the establishment of the PBC, theyamed the
American Revolution Bicentennial Commission and deded under the Freedom of
Information Act to see seven transcripts of meeatitingit were held in private. The
ARBC was quite hesitant to provide access to th@secripts. Its general counsel
advised that the transcripts should be reviewédtdate” any material that was not

covered under the Freedom of Information Actwhich could be embarrassirig* The

12 Jeremy Rifkin, “The Red, White, and Blue LEFT}e ProgressiveNovember 1971, 14-21;
the article was also reprinted in Jeremy Rifkin dotin Rossen, edslpw To Commit Revolution
American StyléSecaucus, New Jersey: Lyle Stuart, Inc., 1972).

3 The “Peoples” in the PBC’s name was typically Egkby the group without an apostrophe,
although news reports typically inserted one. Mehased what appears to have been the group’s
preference. Likewise, they generally abbreviatedrtame as the PBC (without periods between the
letters) which | have also maintained

14 Emphasis added. Memorandum from Eugene J. Skenzeral Counsel, to Mr. LeVant,
Director, March 31, 1972, PGM 1-3: Peoples AmeriBavolution Bicentennial Commission (PARBC),



ARBC even went so far as to ask the Nixon White $¢3siopinion, where Leonard
Garment recommended being as forthcoming as pesaiial to possibly operate without
transcripts in the futur®.

The ARBC did let the PBC review some of the tramgsifrom the general
commission’s meetings at their office, although BB still was not satisfied that they
were not allowed to see all of the transcriptseyl persisted in wanting to see transcripts
from the executive committee, which the ARBC hathiweld wholesale, even making an
implicit threat to get the Justice Department ireal’® The ARBC eventually relented
on those files, only withholding several pages frame transcript’ The PBC had clearly
put themselves on the official bicentennial’s radéh these requests. The PBC was
able to obtain most of the transcripts they hadddkr. On the downside, they also had
been using the official bicentennial logo withoetmission and were told to cease and
desist from using it® It is doubtful that this was politically motivaten the ARBC's
part; they zealously defended their sole rightdprave its use by groups or
organizations, making groups from pen companig¢sdd.ancaster County Space
Education Association cease using it without pesinis.

The Peoples Bicentennial Commission made an eiggebsplash when it

provided leaked documents about the American RéeolBicentennial Commission to

Subject Files, 1969-1977 (SF 1969-1977), RecordbenDffice of the General Counsel (General Coynsel
Records of the American Revolution Bicentennial Agistration, Record Group 452 (RG 452), National
Archives at College Park, College Park, MD (NACP).

15 Leonard Garment to Jack LaVant, April 3, 1972, B&R SF 1969-1977, General Counsel, RG
452, NACP.

' Deborah W. Lawrence, Peoples American RevolutipB&Centennial Commission, to Jack
Levant, May 2, 1972, PARBC, SF 1969-1977, GenemairSel; RG 452, NACP.

7 Jack Levant to Deborah W. Lawrence, May 19, 1PARBC, SF 1969-1977, General Counsel,
RG 452, NACP.

'8 Ipid.

19 See: LO 8: Unauthorized Use of Logo (1), (1), BIY, SF 1969-1977, General Counsel, RG
452, NACP.



the press in 1972. These documents, which, echbengentagon Papers released the
year before, were nicknamed the “Bicentennial Pap&rmed the basis of an article
coauthored by Rifkin in thBrogressiveas well as a three part series that ran on the
front-page of th&Vashington Posin three consecutive dasfs.In thePosts judgment,
these documents showed the “repeated attemptploitethe bicentennial both

politically and commercially?® The documents, which covered several hundredspage
revealed the role that politics and the promotibhusiness played in the planning within
the American Revolution Bicentennial Commission.

The publication of the documents focused increasedtiny on the Commission,
which thePostdescribed as seeming “to be wide open to a flogkaotfisan, commercial
and jingoistic interests, and at the same timeetlds the public, to dissident or critical
groups, and even to some appointed members obthenission itself.** The acting
commissioner of the official Commission derided Bwstfor publishing the documents
out of context, as well as admitted that he hdudspect” Rifkin who was his “candidate
for most successful press agent of the y&arh the director of the ARBC's view, the
Progressivdelt that the bicentennial “should be a time fog £xpiation of guilt, for the
wearing of hairshirts, and for national apologizafgur sins.?* The revelations that

came out of the “Bicentennial Papers” severely learthe credibility of the American

2 Jeremy Rifkin and Edwin Knoll, “The Greatest ShowEarth,”Progressive September 1972;
Eugene L. Meyer, “Bicentennial Commission: Deeplydlved in Politics,"Washington PostAugust 14,
1972; Eugene L. Meyer, “Red, White, Blue — and€arEWashington PostAugust 14, 1972; Eugene L.
Meyer, “Diluting the Spirit of '76: Bicentennial &hs Avoid the ControversialyVashington PostAugust
16, 1972.

2L Eugene L. Myer, “Bicentennial Commission: Deeplydlved in Politics.”

22 «More on the Bicentennial Commissio/ashington Postugust 21, 1972.

% Hugh A. Hall, “Bicentennial Commission Director $§g@nds,"Washington Postugust 21,
1972.

24 |_etter from David J. Mahoney to all ARBC MembeBgptember 1, 1972, LEG1: House
Judiciary Committee Investigation of ARBC (Heari@gnceled), SF 1969-1977, General Counsel; RG
452, NACP.



Revolution Bicentennial Commission; it focused negaattention on the agency which
ultimately helped lead to the reorganization ofgbgernment’s bicentennial agency into
the American Revolution Bicentennial Administration

The same day that tiRostpublished its last article on the “Bicentenniap®wes,”
the Peoples Bicentennial Commission received at gifei7,210 from the National
Endowment of the Humanities to study the lives ofkers during the Revolutionary
War?® After the PBC started participating in demonstra, this initial grant would be a
major controversy for their conservative oppositidtowever, the American Revolution
Bicentennial Commission actually supported the RBfpiplication, including mailing a
supportive letter to the NEH, even after the PB@ foeiced them open up their meeting
minutes?® The PBC’s stated intention was to use the 10dmaelserie€yewitness
Accounts of the American Revolutimncompile packets of quotations, as well as to
“rekindle the positive humanist traditions of Aneariamong young people.” It is unclear
whether or not this research on workers in the Reesmary War was ever actually
performed by the PBC, although each of the PBCHipations reveals intense study of
the Revolutionary War period. Despite the latecguagainst the awarding of the grant,
the PBC did not fill out the application fraudulgnthe only misrepresentation that
appears on the application is that Jeremy Riflatet the National Committee for a
Citizen’s Commission of Inquiry on U. S. War CrimasV/ietnam as simply the Citizen’s
Commission of Inquiry, which he (over)generalizedadpublic interest research group

concerned with American policy in Asi&”

% Margaret Pala, “5 in Area Are Given Humanities @sg’ Washington PostAugust 17, 1972.

% Martha Jane Shay to Armen Tashdinian, June 3®,1i8The Attempt to Steal the Bicentennial
hearings, exhibit no. 17.

2" NEH Grant Application, iThe Attempt to Steal the Bicentenriehrings.



The Peoples Bicentennial Commission, at its vegiftning, did receive money
from the government; the bulk of the funding foe ABC, however, would come from
different sources. In order to fund its approxietat300,000 budget a year, the PBC
relied on small contributions from members, as w&elfunds from small foundations and
Stewart Mott, “the General Motors heir and sugatdyeto the left.” The bulk of the
money for the group, though, came from the royaitiem the multiple books they had
written and which were published by BantdmThe contracts for the books were written
so that all of the royalties went to the PBC rathan the individual authors who
collaborated on the. The PBC was able to stretch its budget becassesbook
contracts show, the members who were employed yeeneg, committed activists who
worked for salaries that were “ridiculously low’oand $65 to $80 a weéR. A large
chunk of the money was spent on their big mediatsver putting out publications, not
on living extravagantly.

Before the PBC got involved in things that were tadical for most foundations
(such as agitating for fundamental economic charigin, who was called “the best
P.R. man in [D.C.]” was able to receive fundingifréoundations by allegedly telling
them that the bicentennial could be another Mc@ekita without their financial help, at
which point “those rich liberals lap[ped] it upt”Even though the press seemed to be

amazed at how much money the PBC raised, the PBtthoed to need more money for

% Robert Reinhold, “Radical Group Presses New Bizemil View,”New York Timeslanuary
18, 1976.

2 Ted Howard, interview by Author, Takoma Park, Milach 3, 2009.

30 Bill Peltz, e-mail message to author, January2269.

31 Emma E. Pullen, “A ‘Revolutionary’ View of Bicentaial,” Los Angeles Time®ctober 28,
1975; Robert Reinhold, “Radical Group Presses Na&rennial View;” Bob Arneback, “Expose of an
Expose: Confessions of the Bicentennial CommisSipy,” Washington PosMarch 18, 1973. Arneback
was the person who leaked the ARBC materials t¢*8B€. He later joined the PBC before having a
falling out with Rifkin, and he was not shy abodttting that he “craved swift revenge.” The quote
about rich liberals is attributed to Jeremy Rifkiyn Arneback.
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its plans. The PBC had planned to hold a “Conti@leBongress” on the economy in
1975 or 1976, but ended up postponing it and tipgar@ntly canceling it due to lack of
funds and personn®. The PBC also lost funds on distributing materialthe different
chapters; they were sending out $10,000 of mateaah month and only receiving
$4,000 back in payment from the chapters. They started to demand that the chapters
pre-pay for materials before they were s&nt.

The different chapters unfortunately were not ig hetter financial shape than
the National Office. The lowa City Peoples Bicemti@al Commission was devastated
when the director of the Center of Peace and &uatithe University of lowa (which it
had been affiliated with) absconded with the Céstmoney and left unpaid bilfé. The
Madison, Wisconsin chapter was broke by March 187after the bicentennial Forth of
July had passed, the head of the Madison officeadéake a job with the landlord for the
office lamenting, “OH, what people of good inteng éorced into by the capitalist§®
The National Office, having its own issues with ragnwas not in any position to help
out chapters financially.

Furthermore, the relationship between the Nati@fate and the different
chapters was based on a large degree of auton®he/National Office actively
encouraged local chapters to form, but they didcoatrol the activities of the local
chapters. The National Office would put togethexds of materials and ship them off to

places wanting to establish PBC chapters, as wéilaaing phone conversations relating

32 etter from John C. Stauber, circa July 1975, MadiPeople’s Bicentennial Commission,
Records, 1974-1976, State Historical Society ofdatisin, Madison. [Microfilm].

¥ Sheila Rollins, National Office of PBC to MadisBBC, February 24, 1975, Madison Peoples
Bicentennial Commission records.

34 Jim Jacobsen, lowa City PBC to John [Stauber]ated] Madison Peoples Bicentennial
Commission records.

% Office Log, March 11, 1976, Madison Peoples Bieanial Commission records.

% Office Log, August 11, 1976, Madison Peoples Bieanial Commission records.
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public awareness and advertising stratedfieshe PBC, however, simply did not have
the staff to do much more than that. The PBC cdigdeminate its ideology as well as
its methods, but it could give fairly little conteesupport to groups that were started.
The PBC did have coordinators for specific areat s1s the Midwest, but they were
more traveling speakers who would attempt to stteuinterest on different college
campuses and in different areas than organizeesugedheir ability to follow up was
limited.>®

This autonomy worked in the PBC'’s favor. It allahgroups that had existed
previously to join in on the bicentennial festiggiby joining the PBC. It also
encouraged the different branches to decide whatinvportant in their community and
to put the PBC’s methods into use. For exampke|dbal PBC in Rhode Island protested
against a hike in gas increases, while the Mad#®@ joined an anti-motorcycle helmet
law protest in Wisconsift. These specific issues were not issues that ttierfé PBC
was particularly interested in, but they cleartyfithin the overall ideology of the PBC.
They also may have increased local support foPBE€ chapters by making them more
relevant to local concerns.

The autonomy of the different chapters was a teguhe internal dynamics and
structure of the Peoples Bicentennial Commissibm.oughout its existence, the
National Office of the PBC consisted of a smalledive of committed activists which
never exceeded twenty people (about half of whiehewot based in Washington D. C.)
despite the national reach of the program. Thegwenerally young, although most

were no longer college students. Although JereifkirRfounded the group and had the

3" Bob Leonard, interview by author, Blacksburg, \F&bruary 26, 2009.
3 Bill Peltz, e-mail message to author, February22®9.
% Common Sens&No. 3 (1975), 4Common SenséNo. 1 (1976), 7.
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overarching vision for the PBC, the group functid@s a democracy. Issues were raised
within the group and they were discussed until@seasus was forméd. Still, Rifkin

was first among equals in the discussion, and didenot think that something would not
work, it would not happeft: While Rifkin brought many of the overarching ideato

the PBC, the group would have not achieved theessas that it had without the support
his ideas received from his fellow members. Hes#&d at producing the ideas and
publicity strategy rather than actually organizingpich fell to the co-director Ted

Howard and David Helvarg, among oth&rsRifkin also was the public face of the PBC;
initially almost every comment in the media is qebfrom Rifkin.

In a way, this media focus on Rifkin gave him mgckater leadership status in
the media’s portrayal than it did within the grouphe group itself was aware of this
fact. John Stauber, a staff member in the Midwestgnized that the media focused on
Rifkin both because “Jeremy [Rifkin] is so sweefdtovable, and because the press
looks for individuals.** While the PBC had many different people who gepeeches in
support of their mission, the press generally @ugted Rifkin until much closer to the
bicentennial. Then, the PBC began to be repredentie press by Ted Howard, the co-
director, slightly more often.

Even as chapters and support for the Peoples Riceiai Commission spread
throughout the country, the PBC’s organizationdlsivere unproven since it had
publicized its cause and relied on local initiatiedorm chapters rather than directly

organizing them. The bicentennial of the Bostoa Party in 1973 would give the PBC

40| _eonard, interview.

“1 Howard, interview.

2 Howard, interview.

3 John Stauber to PBC National Staff, May 27, 19adison Peoples Bicentennial Commission
records.
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the opportunity to show their skills at organizesgwell as highlight the issues that they
felt were important. The protest at the Boston Pagy celebration would show to the
official bicentennial that they could plan protet$tat could not only be disruptive but
also were pointed critiques of America and caystali

The official Boston Tea Party celebration consisiea supposed “reproduction”
built and owned by the Salada Tea Co. of one offiree ships that tea was thrown off of
and into the Boston harbor. On the December 163 1the bicentennial of the Tea Party,
thirty men dressed up as colonials threw emptyesraf tea (in order not to pollute the
harbor) into the water below. Even though the edeew a crowd of 20,000, it was not
the auspicious celebration that some would havedhop start the nation’s bicentennial.
It was criticized for being “contrived” and “artifial” and for being a “pseudo-event” that
“rang very hollow.** While the official event was deemed insufficieytsome, the
American Revolution Bicentennial Administration atted in its final report that “the
determination to protest that provoked the origifed Party was not absent at the official
reenactment.” They, however, also made a poithetliversity of groups that were
there, including the Church of Scientology andEfigabled American Veteraris.

Along with these groups, the Peoples Bicenterfda@hmission was there in force
and drew the most attention. The PBC focused artltvmgs during the Boston Tea
Party celebration: President Richard Nixon andatherisis. Nixon was in the midst of
Watergate by this time, and although the PBC didonganize directly for impeachment,

its members expressly supported the goal. In dadExmpoon Nixon, the PBC built a

*4 Stephen Isaacs, “Boston Tea Party Restaged: Qpehi@ientennial Gala Contrived, Artificial,”
Washington PosDecember 17, 1973.

5 American Revolution Bicentennial Administratiofhe Bicentennial of the United States of
America: A Final Report to the Peopheol. 1 (Washington D. C.: U. S. Government PrigtDffice,
1977), 106 & 107.
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huge paper-mache head of him wearing a crown thatsurrounded by the logos of ol
companies; in this way, they not only linked NixorKing George Il of the American
Revolution but also to the oil companies. Bob Ladnwho was in charge of the PBC’s
theater group, wore the head of Nixon as the PBtimea through Boston to the dock
where the ship was. As they marched through tleetst of Boston, the Nixon head was
pelted unmercifully by rotten vegetables that tB&€Fhad earlier collected from the local
farmer's market and distributed to the crotfd.

The PBC had also managed to clandestinely lefleeraof a warehouse next to
the dock where the reenactment took place. Tha bigfore the celebration, they
secretly wheeled in a giant sound system. Dutegofficial celebration, they cranked
up the music in the warehouse and blasted therdeffédirplane’s “Volunteers,” which
caused confusion as the people at the celebratexhtd figure out where the music was
coming from. They had also barricaded the waredogs no one could get in and turn
the music off*’

After the official celebration was finished dumpitinggir empty boxes of tea into
the harbor, the PBC stormed the boat and threwyembpbarrels into the harbor to
protest the oil crisis, or as the PBC labelechiéythad a Boston Oil Part§. The exact
message behind the protest may have been a bithg bther than being anti-Nixon and
anti-oil companies, but the PBC largely succeedeahat it set out to do, which was

create a spectacle. Like some of the events tbhatdreventually follow, the PBC was

“8 Leonard, interview.
*"Howard, interview.
“8 Stephen Isaacs, “Boston Tea Party Restaged.”
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aiming to create “media events” to get publicity fleeir cause, and according to the co-
director, the Boston Tea Party protest generatetiaf interest in the groufy.

The protest in Boston for the bicentennial of Tiea Party keenly linked the
frustration of the Americans over oil and oil coms to the Tea Party’s protest against
the East India Company. The PBC, however, hadambbut a complete economic view
or program, other than a vague anti-corporationsags. They sought to remedy this
situation through the publication a manifesto &diCommon Sense,1f which laid out
their plans for continuing the American Revoluttorbring the nation “economic
democracy.” This “economic democracy” would reméwreericans from the control of
the corporations and give them a greater stakeeimécisions that affected their
economic future.

From their economic viewpoint, the Peoples Bieanial Commission saw the
corporations as having far too much power. Thea@tions were “the most important
governing institution[s] in our lives’* They effectively turned humans into automatons
and only looked out for their own good. Corporatidiave “issued a death sentence
against the individual human spirfé” While this anti-corporation rhetoric was not
especially new, it had increasing appeal due tetmmomic crisis during the 1970s,

including to people who did not generally consittemselves leftists® According to

9 Howard, interview.

* Peoples Bicentennial Commissi@pmmon Sense |I: The Case Against Corporate Tyranny
(New York: Bantam Books, 1975).

*!bid, 10.

°2bid, 45.

M. P. H., letter to the editoommon Sens® No. 3 (1975), 8; Mike LaVelle, “Will True
Patriots Step Forward?” Blue-Collar Viewshicago TribuneJuly 1, 1975.
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the PBC, the reason behind the economy’s receasidmnflation was that “the United
States ha[d] become like a giant company towin.”

The solution that the Peoples Bicentennial Comiamsgroposed, while perhaps
making “common sense” to them, was quite radicdlravolutionary (although it was
not a new idea but had been debated among thielgfeéars). They rejected such
reforms as trust busting or profit sharing. Indtdhey proposed to create a participatory
economic democracy. Rejecting any half-measuhney, were calling for a “transfer of
economic power” by “replacing the small stockhotgelite, the bankers, the speculators
and the executives with employee-controlled comgmand an employee run
economy.® In a democratic economy, the workers would ovendbmpanies that they
worked for, depending on the company’s size. &by industries of the nation, the
government would actually own the physical plant, Wwould not run the company;
instead the workers would run the company, whigegbvernment leased the physical
plant to then?® While the government ownership of companies wadaddk to many
people like socialism, the corporation would remaithe open marketplace, so the
government would not control what was made and muwh?’

The Peoples Bicentennial Commission was offeringdécal plan to restructure
the economy. Even though it did not catch on whthpublic, it still made enough of an
impact in the public arena that President Geraldi &b a press conference was asked a

guestion about “economic democracy.” Ford, howeseaded the issue by giving his

>4 peoples Bicentennial Commissi@@pmmon Sense, W5.

5 Randy Barber, “The Unfinished Revolutio§ommon Sensg No. 1 (1976), 9.

% Jeremy Rifkin, “Economic Democracy,” 49-50 [Unpisbed manuscript], Madison People’s
Bicentennial Commission records. This appearsta preliminary draft of what would become: Jeremy
Rifkin, Own Your Own Job: Economic Democracy for WorkingeAcans(New York: Bantam Books,
1977).

" Joel W. Makower, “Power on the Potomac: Revolufi®ié Style,"Washingtoniar{April
1976, 69.
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own definition of economic democracy, which he san@¢ans that we have an
opportunity in our economic system for an individieemake his way up the ladder on
the economic scal€® The reporter apparently did not bother to filtkéFan on the PBC'’s
definition, although it is obvious that Ford woluldve rejected any such idea.

This new found emphasis on “economic democrac)g tha focus of the Peoples
Bicentennial Commission’s biggest protest that tplaice at Concord, Massachusetts in
1975 on the two-hundredth anniversary of the “Stedrd ‘round The World.” The rally
was an all-night rally, in honor of Paul Revere'glmght ride, which attracted up to
45,000 people according to the PBC (ew York Timeput the number at either 20,000
or 30,000 which is still quite a turnout, as wedlthe largest “hostile demonstration” that
President Ford had seen up to that seen at that) pdiThe protest was very much
informed by the sixties, in that it mixed the pickil and the cultural. The cultural side of
the protest included performances by musiciansitithided Pete Seeger, Arlo Guthrie,
Phil Ochs, Holly Near, and Utah Phillips, each trargger to leftist caus€8 Michael
Wadleigh, who had filmed the documentary on Woadstbandled the staging of the
musical act§!

Unlike Woodstock where the cultural overwhelmeel plolitical (most famously

when Abbie Hoffman’s appeal to the concert for Whianther John Sinclair was cut

%8 Peoples Bicentennial Commission 12/75 — 6/76, Jarsh's Bicentennial Subject Files
compiled 1974 — 1976, John Marsh Files (Ford Adstiation) 1974-1977, box 70, GRF 0067, Gerald R.
Ford Presidential Library, Ann Arbor, MI.

9445,000 Patriots Gather at PBC Rally for EconoB@&mocracy,"Common Sens&No. 2
(1975), 9; John Kifner, “160,000 Mark Two 1775 Begt Concord Protesters Jeer Foidgw York Times
April 20, 1975; J. Anthony Lukas, “Who Owns 1776®w York Timedvay 18, 1975; Philip Shabecoff,
“Reconciliation Plea,New York TimesApril 20, 1975.

69445,000 Patriots Gather at PBC Rally for EconoB@mocracy,”"Common SensNo. 2
(1975), 9.

®. Howard, interview.
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short by Pete Townsen&)the Peoples Bicentennial Commission’s Concordastot
managed to have music as well as a high amountdlical content or, as Jeremy Rifkin
put it, “revolutionary oratory®® The speakers included Barry Commoner, Richard
Chavez from the United Farm Workers and George Wkiidbel-laureate in Medicine
and anti-war activist, as well as actors readingtaions from the original founding
fathers®® While most of the speakers focused on the AmerRavolution and the call
for “economic democracy,” Don Tormey, who was agamizer for the United Electrical
Workers, made explicit the protest’s connectiorhwiite Old Left, calling on the
inspiration of Joe Hill, Eugene Debs, Haymarketntéstead, Lawrence and LudI8i.
These are obvious touchstones in the history oL#imr movement and the left, in
general, but they never appeared in the Peopleniionial Commission’s materials.
Instead, they focus strictly on the revolutionaeyipd in talking about “economic
democracy.” The figures of the American Revolutéwa unimpeachably American,
whereas referencing these other figure and eveotddvhave limited the people that may
have been receptive to their message.

The leaders of the PBC read their “Declaration @frtomic Independence” in the
morning to the 25,000 people that still remainedrahe protest during the night. This
Declaration was modeled after the original Declarabf Independence and contained a

bill of particulars against the corporations, adl &g calling for the establishment of a

62 James Peron&yoodstock: An Encyclopedia of the Music and Art Réiestport, Connecticut:
Greenwood Press, 2005), 128.

83 “Margot Hornblower, “Concord Faces an Invasiowashington Postpril 17, 1974.

64 445,000 Patriots Gather at PBC Rally for EconoB@mocracy,”"Common SensNo. 2
(1975), 9.

5 “They Spoke and Sang For Economic Democra@pimmon SenseNo. 2 (1975), 12.
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“democratic economy.” According to the PBC, a ¢cheent up after the reading was
finished, and the declaration was “unanimously’medd by the prote$®f.

The pinnacle of the Concord protest (at leastHerpress reporting on it) was
when the President Gerald Ford gave his schedplkegetch on the other side of the river
from the Peoples Bicentennial Commission’s prdfestnext morning. Ford, ironically
standing on the side of the river which the Britisad from (an irony that the PBC was
not shy in exploiting) gave a speech that, eveahatime, was considered “strangely
bellicose,” reminding Americans that “[ijn thesedtwenturies, the United States has
become a world power. From a newborn nation widmaships, American sea power
now ranges to the most distant shdte.”

As Ford’s words trickled across the river to the(Potest, the protestors
“erupted in boos” and posed a “real challenge’h®speech® A few protestors
attempted to cross the river and get to the siderevRord was. The Coast Guard and
police made sure that no one made it to the Pressidéhough one protester got within a
hundred feet, before he was “beaten into the muh&yolicemen.” Close to 1,000
protesters waded into the river and continued tbgst on a small peninsula, after the
President had leff Like the Boston Tea Party protest, the Concoadgst showed that
the PBC could bring a large group of protestergtiogr to promote their goals.

While the Peoples Bicentennial Commission reveidtieir success at Concord,

their actions came under scrutiny by the pressitexéent that had been previously

% “New Patriots Unanimously Adopt Declaration of Boanic IndependenceCommon Sensg;
No. 2 (1975), 18.

67J. Anthony Lukas, “Who Owns 1776Rew York TimesMay 18, 1975.

% Howard, interview.

%9 J. Anthony Lukas, “Who Owns 1776®Rew York TimesMay 18, 1975; John Kifner, “160,000
Mark Two 1775 Battles,New York TimesApril 20, 1975.
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unfamiliar to them. Instead of focusing on theifodl content of the protest, the press
focused much more on the cultural aspects. Alnmstriably, the protest was noted
more for its beer cans rather than its speechesoréling to thaVall Street Journal
“[b]ly midnight, when a People’s Bicentennial Comsnis speech and concert program
started, many of those in attendance were too doukug-dazed to care.” They also
guoted a PBC marshal as saying that “[m]ost optaple here don’t care about
anything. They just want more entertainmefft.While there was undoubtedly drinking
and some drug usage occurring at the rally (everidtmer co-director of the PBC
admits that it “was a pretty wild scene”), the presade this behavior the story rather
than the very political speeches that were givahtha political actions that were
taken’! By ignoring those political moments, the press ahle to portray this political
protest as simply “a rumble by a bunch of juvedi¢inquents out for a good timé&”
The Peoples Bicentennial Commission, however, wasimaware of the press’
portrayal. John Stauber, a staff member in Madi¥disconsin, wrote to the National
Office that the Concord protest reporting portrageem as “young, irresponsible,
hedonistic, hypocritical, with no significant megsaxcept ‘America stinks’ (sound
familiar?)” He insists that the PBC has “to bublkstimage, and be careful not to play

into it.””® The downfall of the New Left and the negativeedéypes that was associated

° David Gumpert and Liz Roman Gallese, “Battle oh€ard, 1975: A Celebration Turns Into
Weekend Test of Endurancéyall Street JournalApril 21, 1975.

™ In Ted Howard’s view, “[ijn those kinds of thinghe press generally likes to sort of dumb it
down.” Howard, interview.

"2 Howard Flieger, “Listen, My Children-,'U. S. News & World Repomay 12, 1975, 19.

3 John Stauber to PBC National Staff, May 27, 194dison People’s Bicentennial Commission
records. Stauber, in a letter to the Madison P&tpsrters, also stated that the TV coverage of the
Concord protest “probably won us only the suppbthe National Tavern League.” Letter from John C.
Stauber, circa July 1975, Madison People’s Bicamtdmecords.
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with it helped to determine how the Peoples Bicemitd Commission fashioned and
portrayed themselves in the media.

The press not only ignored the political momehtg,they also failed to mention
a part of the Concord protest that represented &g of the PBC’s plan: a sunrise
church servicé* The Peoples Bicentennial Commission really attechfo incorporate
religion into their program in a way that had beempletely rejected by other leftist
groups. The PBC worked with the Ecumenical Tas&d@n the Religious Observance
of the Nation’s Bicentennial, staffed by the Naab&ouncil of Churches, to produce a
pamphlet on religion and the American Revolutiotitexd “The Light in the Steeple,”
which reached 65,000 church@s.

PBC bicentennial material was used in churchesutiirout the country. Bill
Peltz, the Midwest Coordinator, was a strong prembiof the religious aspect, in
particular producing a set of bicentennial Bibladis that centered on the concept of
Jubilee with a theologically conservative friefidNeedless to say, the PBC was not
embraced by all churches. The Church League ofrisaehided the National Council
of Churches by saying that it was “quite embarrag$or the presumed church of
CHRIST to get its sermon material from a revoluéignconcern [the PBC] that connives
at the destruction of our form of government andat institutions, including all

churches worthy of the name and morality basederecalogue’ This criticism,

" Mark Cohen, “America: 200 and Still Revoltingyaily lowan May 1, 1975, in Madison
Peoples Bicentennial Commission records.

S “Growing Controversy Over the Bicentennial: TwoeMis,”U. S. News & World Repomiarch
24,1975, 35-37.

% peltz, e-mail message, January 26, 2009.

""Emphasis in original. National Church Leaghiews and View38 No. 9 (September 1975), 5,
in Rifkin, Jeremy, Name Files [2Series), Senate Internal Security Subcommitteepiis of The
Committee on the Judiciary And Related Committ&es;ords of the United States Senate, Record Group
46, National Archives, Washington D. C.
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however, was not focused on the religious contétitematerial but rather on the PBC’s
ultimate goals. By engaging religion, the PBC \waxking to expand the people that
they reached and introduce them to their view a¥ tkmfix American society.

With the Boston Tea Party and Concord protesesP#oples Bicentennial
Commission clearly showed that they were usingohysas a way to organize a
movement. The actual history of the American Retioh is something that the PBC
dived into and really tried to widen the publicisaxeness of the history. The PBC
produced lavishly illustrated packets that werenttisstributed to libraries and schools
(even their enemies admitted that they “look[eki [something American Heritage
might have done”}® These historical writings that the PBC produaeclied on what
they called the “radical-humanist aspect of Ameribistory.”® Samuel Adams and
Thomas Paine were their main heroes of their AraarRRevolution. George Washington
and John Adams are close to being ignored in titefature, while Alexander Hamilton
and his “authoritarian beliefs” were actually disggged and lumped in with H. L. Hunt,
Jay Gould, and John D. Rockefeller in the PBC’stipaon of villains™®

The PBC published a quote boalqice of the American Revolutiomhere they
took the “most radical quotes from our foundindh&as and mothers” and divided them
into sections such as economic democracy, womegtissy and minority rights, which

clearly showed how they were attempting to applgtgs from the Revolutionary period

8 Francis M. WatsoriThe Attempt to Steal the Bicentenriiahrings, 24.

The People’s Bicentennial Commission, “Communitp@s and the Peoples Bicentennial,”
The Tory’s Program/The Patriot’'s Program: The Bitemial Era, 1972t976 (Waterloo, Wisconsin:
Artcraft Press, 1972), 38. in Liberal/Left Archivaludies Papers, 1965-1988, MS2096, Box 4 Folder 5,
Special Collections Research Center, George Watshirigniversity, Washington D. C.

8 peoples Bicentennial Commissigxmerica’s Birthday: A Planning and Activity Guide f
Citizens’ Participation During the Bicentennial YegNew York: Simon and Schuster, 1974), 13.
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to their struggle today. The PBC was not trying to put forth academic sidf the
American Revolution, although their information wheroughly researched. Instead,
they were using history on behalf of a radicahastieffort by asserting that the
American Revolution, in fact, was a revolution ard simply a “War for
Independence®® Needless to say, the PBC'’s view of history wascked. Even a
historian who agreed with their analysis in regarthe overwhelming power of
multinational corporations, UCLA’s Gary Nash, falat “[tjhe PBC plays fast and loose
with history.”*

While it may have played “fast and loose” withtbry, the Peoples Bicentennial
Commission did sincerely attempt to make histolguwant to the mass of citizens. They
felt that history had become too academicized huod,ttoo separate from the popular
public. The PBC accused academic historians dbpamg “a kind of prefrontal
lobotomy on the general public and remov[ing] assabtial part of our historical
awareness® They scorned “objectivity” in history and promdtéat amateur historians
could do as good of a job as professional histeriarhey called it “making history from
the bottom up — a process whereby we all becontertaias and come to understand the
importance of each individual to the developmertiisfsociety.®

Even with the criticism that the PBC received freame professional historians

and their focus on amateur history, the PBC was tbattract the support of some

81 peoples Bicentennial Commissidfoices of the American Revolutidew York: Bantam
Books, 1974); Howard, interview.

8 Howard, interview.

8 Margot Hornblower, “76 Group Seeks New ‘Tory’ Qtlrow,” Washington Pos®pril 11,
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prominent historians. For example, Philip Fonarirdluential labor historian, gave
some speeches for theth.By far, the most historical credibility was leéntthe PBC
through the support of American Revolution historgand Bancroft award-winner Page
Smith. Smith was actually listed as the staffdrisin for the Peoples Bicentennial
Commission. In this function, he contributed detscto the PBC’s magazir@mmon
Senseabout such topics as African-Americans in the AoariRevolution and labor in
the American Revolution. His name gave the PB@eebility in their use of history.
It does not appear that he was actually involveainin of the PBC'’s protests or other
actions. Instead, he produced a two volume botiexhA People’s History of the
American Revolutiothat was 1,899 pages and encompassed two voftimaile this
book was not explicitly linked to the PBC, its pightion and the extent of his interaction
with the PBC shows that he clearly did not feék INash, that they were doing a
disservice to history.

Although the publicity that the Peoples Bicenteh@iammission gained after the
Concord protest was not entirely positive, theixtmaajor action would bring the
public’s attention back to them in a far more pesitight. In order to ascertain the
mood of the American public, Jeremy Rifkin camenth the idea to conduct a public
opinion poll. In order to give the poll legitimaaye PBC contracted with Peter Hart,
who was relatively young and had just started s polling company a few years

before. The questions, written by Jeremy Rifkid ded Howard with help from Hart,

8 Howard, interview; “Philip S. Foner to Speak inditon,” October 30, 1976, in Madison
Peoples Bicentennial records.
87 page SmithA People’s History of the American Revolutipfew York: McGraw-Hill, 1976).
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were administered to 1,209 people the week of 25Jy1975 at a cost to the PBC of
$14,400%® They were stunned by the results. Accordindnét, the poll showed that:

Thirteen years after the fledgling student movenmesied a challenge to restore

democratic principles to American society [in trertfHuron statement], a

majority of the American people are now voicingittaproval by calling for a

participatory democratic economy — employee owmatla@ntrolled companies

operating in a market economy; consumers represemd¢he boards of
companies operating out of the local community; pmblic ownership of all
natural resource$.
The Peoples Bicentennial Commission symbolicallysehLabor Day to release the
results of the poll and the press generally lethwie PBC's interpretation that it showed
that people wanted economic change. The PBC, henwplayed down significant parts
of the poll, as well as gave too much weight teeotbarts, to show that the public
generally agreed with their aim$.

The Peoples Bicentennial Commission’s poll didvefimstration with the
economy and the current economic system. For ebeanimpa time of great inflation, the
poll showed that 84% of people gave business atwegating when it came to “keeping
down the cost of living” and 75% gave a negatiwengato business for “preventing
unemployment and recessiorts. The poll also did find that 50% of people feke th
PBC’s major solution, employee owned and controtleshpanies, would improve the
economy, and only 14% thought that it would maledg¢bonomy worse. Two-thirds of

the people surveyed did also favor working for explyee-owned company, although

only 8% favored working for a government-owned camp A major finding of

8 Douglas Watson, “37% Think U.S. Is In Declingyashington PostAugust 31, 1975.

8 Jeremy Rifkin and Ted Howard, “Novos Ordo Seclor(fine New Order of the Ages Now
Begins)”Common Sens& No. 3 (1975), 1.

% For a conservative critique of the poll, see: ‘flets Bicentennial Group Hides Real Poll
Results,"Human EventsSeptember 13, 1975, 4-5.

L All poll results are drawn from: “Complete HartlPResults,”"Common Sensg No. 3 (1975),
16-17. The poll was also published with a muctagmedemographic breakdown in: Ritkidyn Your
Own Job 107-177.
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economic dissatisfaction with the poll was that 4d®people favor making “major”
changes, while 37% favor “minor” changes and 178&ugjint that the economy would
straighten itself out.

This last finding shows some of the issues thatiom the poll that the Peoples
Bicentennial Commission did not address. Firgdjdtnot define what “major” changes
are; they could want significantlgssgovernment interaction in the economy not more.
Second, the majority of the people still wantedenior no changes, yet the PBC plan
clearly would have been a major change. The pgldiginion on government ownership
of environmental resources, which was one of theetthings that the PBC declared to
show the public’s readiness for participatory ecoitodemocracy, also shows where the
PBC was trying to spin something that is neutrddest into a positive. Forty-four
percent of Americans believed that public ownersifipatural resources would do more
good than harm, but 42% felt that it would do mioaem than good. Even if this
difference was not within in the sampling errosstitl is hardly a ringing endorsement of
government ownership of resources. The public aijgeed, 58% to 31%, that union
gains were too large, which hardly bodes well fgr@up coming from the left side of the
political spectrum.

While the Peoples Bicentennial Commission obviptrééd to spin the results of
the opinion poll to emphasize certain aspects, teetainly cannot be faulted for this
practice. Any company or group that initiates 8 would attempt to do the same thing.
The results would have certainly been surprisinthnéoPBC, especially the amount of
people who supported employee-controlled companrtasust have been reassuring to

have polling data that showed that a large groudnoéricans supported one of their
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main goals. The disgust at the economy as a wdsstainly could not have been
surprising, though. The economy was not doing,ve&ltl a person would have been
foolish not to think that some change might be ededrl'he poll was also administered at
“the height of the gloom” of an economic recessiwhen people are more likely to be
open to economic chang¥s.

At the same time that they decided to embark erptiblic opinion poll, the
Peoples Bicentennial Commission also decided tangetved with the 1976 presidential
race. The PBC’s interest in the presidential rhogyever, was not confined to
supporting a specific candidate. In fact, whilengoof the candidates were more
agreeable to them than others, they refused to &agkingle candidate and instead
promoted their concept of economic democracy dutiegcampaign. Calling their
efforts the Common Sense Campaign for a Demodeatimomy, they focused on the
primary states of Wisconsin and New Hampshire whisgg implemented strategies
which had previously worked for them, including tise of guerilla theater and public
polling.

The Hart poll had shown the Peoples Bicentennoeh@ission the public
relations value of polling. The National Offica,fact, came to see such promise in this
sort of economic polling that they recommended #aath individual branch attempt to
conduct their own poll with the help of a local weisity®® Such polls were conducted in
New Hampshire and Wisconsin during the primarias, ldoth showed similar results to

the nationwide Hart Poll. The poll taken in Newnk{zshire by the Luis L. Granados

2 David R. Francis, “Capitalism: The Challenge toe¥luman NeedsChristian Science
Monitor, April 19, 1977.

% Peoples Bicentennial Commission, National OfftoeMadison Peoples Bicentennial
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Associates demonstrated that 54% of the New Hamgsbters thought that the
Republicans and Democrats should promote self-neghamployee owned business,
while 75% felt that the parties still would rf8t.Not only did the poll support the PBC’s
economic beliefs, but it also revealed that, inggah the voters felt that the Presidential
candidates were not convincing the voters on g@nomic beliefs. Only 23% of the
voters felt that one of the candidates “made seasdhe economy, while 61% thought
that the candidates were not addressing the reabetic issues of the natidn. This poll
again furnished the PBC with the hard data to stgheir position that the citizens
wanted an economic change in the country.

The Common Sense campaign was much more tharcmbhion polls. The
Peoples Bicentennial Commission also focused aassgpots approach to interjecting
their economic goals into the presidential campaugfril976. PBC members and
volunteers dogged the candidates and repeateddg dskthe candidates’ positions on
their proposal of “economic democracy.” They nolydocused on the two major
Republican candidates, Ford and Reagan, but oRdheocrats, as well. While the
Democrats were obviously much more closer ideokdlyi¢o the PBC than the
Republicans, they still disappointed the PBC by arffering general attacks on
“monopolistic industry and privileged interests’dafailing to get to what the PBC saw as
the root of the problem: “the corporate structutech has destroyed free enterprise and
allows a few [people] to control our economic awditizal destiny.®® The two

Democrats that came closest to the PBC'’s visiore Wweed Harris and Morris Udall.

% “New Hampshire Sends a Messagégmmon Sensk No. 1 (1976): 2.
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Harris, however, was a fringe candidate at best,#aall, while liked by at least some in
the PBC, failed to support their solution for a @ematically controlled economy saying

that it “would mean tearing up the Constitution aegtroying the concept of private

07

property.
The two candidates for the Republican nominatitmesident Ford and Ronald
Reagan, provided a much starker relief for the RsoBicentennial Commission.
According to the PBC, Ford and Reagan would hdiatiynit that big business even
existed, much less that it has immense power anttad@ver our society.” For them,
“[blig government is the Grinch that stole ChrissfjaBig business is the tooth fairy®”
In both New Hampshire and Wisconsin, Reagan wagcpharly the target of the PBC.
In New Hampshire, the PBC, in the words of New York Times'infiltrate[d]” the
guestion periods to ask questions (“mannerly hagKlias thelimescalled it) that were
critical of him. They also carried a banner ttatiSRonald Reagan Is the Candidate of
Big Business,” although the “message did not apfmedrsplease the candidate or his
staff.”®® The PBC also burned an effigy of Ford to probéstiink with big business*®
The Common Sense campaign in Wisconsin ended wsedof more than
“mannerly heckling” when it protested an appeardnc®onald Reagan. At an
appearance by Reagan in Oshkosh to open his Wiscoarspaign, the PBC was blamed

when eggs were thrown at Readh The PBC steadfastly denied the charges and
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instead answered that it “deplore[d] the egg thngyias well as the “[m]edia’s
scrambled distortions of what did take plat®.”

The Reagan egg-throwing incident did spark soreegpcoverage of the Peoples
Bicentennial Commission’s protests during the pries as a whole, however, the PBC
was largely unsuccessful at making multinationapoocations an issue during the 1976
Presidential campaign. While Jeremy Rifkin hogdeat t[w]hen Senator Windbag shows
up at Oscar Meyer’s plant gate, if we’'ve done emowgrk, someone will ask Senator
Windbag if he doesn’t think the workers could rbe tompany,” their Common Sense
campaign failed to get much substantive coverageaher was just treated as an
oddity 1

The Peoples Bicentennial Commission simply didhae the funds to support a
grassroots campaign that could have been succeksfab the presidential primaries.
Bill Peltz, the Midwest coordinator, lived with aned a half-a-dozen or so male
volunteers on a deserted floor of a factory thatdmted to conserve funds during the
Wisconsin campaigt! The PBC was not under any illusions about “ecdoom
democracy” becoming the main issue in the 197aielez Dan Newman, a PBC
fieldworker, expected the Common Sense Campaigntorify the groundwork to enact
fundamental economic change next time, rather thaimg an election yedf® Jon

Stauber, who was a coordinator in Wisconsin, peiitelihood of a candidate

12| etter from John C. Stauber to Editor, Januaryl®¥6, Madison People’s Bicentennial
Commission records.

193«Group to Tackle Corporate Giantdyews-HeraldMarshfield, W1), November 12, 1975, in
Madison People’s Bicentennial Commission recordé;F2ltz, e-mail message, February 26, 2009.

104 Bjll Peltz, e-mail message, February 26, 2009.

195 Marty Racine, “Common Sense Campaign: Economic @eaty, Wisconsin Key State for
PBC,” The Bugle Americarlanuary 28, 1976, 24-25.
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supporting economic democracy as 1,000 ¥ 2With election coverage often focused
on the horse-race aspect of political races,nbissurprising that a group trying to
interject an issue into the primaries was loshmshuffle. Although there was some
initial discussion about the Common Sense campaxtgnding to primaries other than
New Hampshire and Wisconsin, it does not appeailieaNational Office was involved
in any other primaries.

Even though the Peoples Bicentennial Commissiagveé able to attract much
press attention to the subject of corporationsndutine primary season, its next publicity
stunt, Campaign Corporate Exposure, would hit tBB€ Rith almost unanimous
criticism from the mainstream press. For Camp&igrporate Exposure, which was
planned to mark the bicentennial of the publisohgdam Smith’swealth of Nations
the PBC sent letters to the wives and secretafiteed-ortune 500 companies about
corporate corruption. One thousand wives recearedudio cassette which told them
about the rash of corporate malfeasance and aBkadtb start a discussion with their
husbands about corporate corruption. The PBCu@tbup the audio tapes with letters
to 8,000 corporate wives informing them about coapmcorruptiort®” During National
Secretaries Week (which started on April 19, 19%&,PBC mailed letters to 10,000
secretaries offering a $25,000 reward for infororathat led to the conviction and
imprisonment of a CEO of a Fortune 500 comp&fyThe PBC received publicity by

mailing the offer to 13,000 journalists as well.

1961 etter from John Stauber, circa July 1975, MadiBenple’s Bicentennial Commission
records.

197 Margot Hornblower, 76 Group Seeks New ‘Tory’ Qtlerow,” Washington Postpril 11,
1976.

198 Marylin Bender, “Staff Informers Offered RewardNew York TimesApril 12, 1976.
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The condemnation of these letters was swift. Féeples Bicentennial
Commission received replies from wives that wesec@director Ted Howard described
it, “written on obviously expensive, grainy, engedvstationery with expletives that I've
only seen on a men’s room wall telling us what ttfeught of our idea’®® According
to the PBC, around eighty percent of the responses negative and twenty percent
positive, although the positive letters surely donbt have showed the same intensity as
the letters from the wives denouncing the Campalgwed. One enraged wife
answered: “How dare you inflict your insidious idea the sanctity of my home? How
dare you presume on my relationship with my hushhatlis a private affair?*® The
responses of secretaries to the offer apparerdinali worry the press as much, although
one executive secretary wrote into ieicago Tribunecalling the scheme a “Hitlerian
doctrine of spying on peers and associat&s.”

The newspapers themselves did not simply let thipients of the letters
condemn Campaign Corporate Exposure, criticiziegsittheme both implicitly in the
stories and explicitly in editorials. In the stsiabout the letters, the papers called it a
“tattletale offer” as well as noted the “patronigitone” of the audio tape that was mailed
to the wives*? Editorially, theChicago Tribuneargued that the PBC offered rewards to
“squealers.” They also thought that while eradigatorruption was an important goal,
“[i]f there is any corruption in this picture, & corruption by the PBC of the principles of

free enterprise which we are supposedly observintis bicentennial®*® This could

199 Margaret A. Kilgore, “Tattletale Offer Yields Fldaf Indignant Replies,Los Angeles Times
May 5, 1976.

10 Bender, “Staff Informers Offered Reward”

" Hanne Chris Harmann, letter to the edi@®hjcago TribuneApril 28, 1976.

12 kilgore, “Tattletale Offer Yields Flood of IndignaReplies”; Margot Hornblower, “76 Group
Seeks New ‘Tory’ Overthrow,Washington PostApril 11, 1976.

13«Calling all squealers,Chicago TribuneApril 28, 1976.
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certainly be expected from the conservaiivibung but theNew York Timewas even
harsher than th&€ribune TheTimes which had previously reported favorably on the
PBC,now saw the PBC as a “pseudo-liberal organizatioat] has now stooped to that
oldest of totalitarian subversions — the organiahmternal spy systems in family,
business or community.” Furthermore, “the P.B.& how totally destroyed whatever
credibility it had left as social critic of the Rintennial. Which is too bad, as there’s
plenty left to criticize.** Ann Landers even got into the act. In respontiing letter
soliciting her views on Campaign Corporate Expossine stated that it “smell[ed] like a
barrel of lost herring,” and she was “[d]isgustét?.”

While the media’s criticism was so dedicated ®ittea of informing and reward
money as being reminiscent of the Gestapo, thel®e&icentennial Commission did
have defenders and did a decent job of defendmoftiering for a reward for
information. In Chicago, Peter Collins from WDA&& responded to thibunés
editorial by pointing out that both the informatisought, as well as the methods, were
not markedly different than what the Justice deparit should do. Collins was not a
diehard supporter of PBC, viewing the concept abteomic democracy” as “highly
impractical in the United States,” although he sh&vvalue in attempting to get business
to respond to more than its self intere4t.

The PBC itself was not silent in regards to theshariticism made against the
campaign. Rifkin, in response to thenes pointed out that banks offer cash rewards for
robbers, and they were only doing the same thinghi® criminals who might run the

banks. He also pointed out that anyone who coadealch criminal information anyway

H4«Bjcentennial Follies,New York TimesMay 6, 1976.
15 Ann LandersWashington PosiAugust 12, 1976.
1% peter B. Collins, letter to the edit@hicago TribuneMay 6, 1976.
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could be charged as an accomplice. Not conterglyngy point out the absurdity of
calling informing “totalitarian subversions,” Rifkialso pointed out that since “[t]he
Timesis big business, run by big-business executivitg,’'PBC understood why they
were so upset over the offer (implying that ittbid close to homé):’

TheNew York Timeshould not have been so worried about the PB@és of
turning every secretary or wife into a spy. In #mel, no secretaries (wives were not
actually offered a reward or asked to inform) segppp with information that led to
them claiming the reward. On the other hand, Cagmp@orporate Exposure was not
entirely fruitless. The Center for the Social Actiof the United Church of Christ came
to the PBC, and they held a joint press conferenttedocuments that purportedly
showed that the Mobil Oil Company was selling oiRhodesia in violation of UN and
U. S. sanctions. At the press conference, JereifkinRinnounced that the Center for
Social Action would receive $10,000 as reward wlin other $15,000 coming after the
conviction, which they quickly declined® The Center for Social Action had received
the documents from Okhela, a clandestine orgaoizati South Africd™® The charges
were substantial enough to provoke a Treasury Deyeat investigation, but after 10-
months Mobil was cleared because the authentiigy of the documents could not be
established?®

Despite the lack of convictions or actual exposumneregards to Campaign

Corporate Exposure, the Peoples Bicentennial Cosiomsegarded it as, at least in

117 Jeremy Rifkin, letter to the editddew York TimesMlay 19, 1976.

18james C. Hyatt, “Radical Fireworks: AntibusinesseBtennial Group is Waging Public-
Relations Guerrilla War to Push Goalgyall Street Journalduly 1, 1976.

19 Michael C. Jensen, “U. S. Checking Mobil’s RoleRhodesia,’New York TimesAugust 2,
1976.

120\william H. Jones, “Treasury Clears Mobil of ChasgeNashington PosMay 24, 1977.
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some ways, a success. They thought that “it dakewan unprecedented public dialogue
around the question of crime in the suites andsthge of business ethics in generat.”
The issue also was not necessarily to convict a;GEOPBC did not have the money in
the bank to pay the reward. Although they thought they could have come up with the
money, it certainly would have not have been easwfgroup that was not that flush
with cash'*

Instead, the offer was another public-relationcte. While the
announcement did in fact receive a lot of attentibalso, unfortunately for them, was
overwhelmingly negative attention and perhapswdsdtever goodwill they had left with
the pres$?® Still, along with the Hart Poll and the CommomS$e campaign, Campaign
Corporate Exposure was an attempt to extend thesABE€past the bicentennidf’ A
group known as the Peoples Bicentennial Commissiimously had a dilemma once the
actual bicentennial pass&d. The increased focus on the corporate themegm@ssed to
strictly American Revolution motifs, was as an @ to shift the energy that the group
had built up with the bicentennial into a longestiag movement.

Even though the Peoples Bicentennial Commissiahatt@mpting to make the
transition into a post-bicentennial world, the attoicentennial on July'¥ 1976 should

have been a grand moment for the PBC. The PBGlneady shown that they were

121 Ted HowardThe P. B. C.: A Historyl971-1976, the Peoples Bicentennial Commission6197
1984, the Peoples Business Commisg§Washington D. C.: Peoples Bicentennial Commissi®T6), 59.

122 The Center for Social Action’s decline of the resvaf not prearrange, was certainly helpful to
the PBC. They certainly did not have money inlihak to actually cover the reward, although thejt“f
[they] could put the money together.” Howard, intew.

123 co-director Ted Howard admitted in 2009 that “h't#elieve that, in hindsight, we offered
rewards to turn their bosses in.” Howard, intemwie

124 Howard, interview.

12570 be fair, this problem would not have been smaagnt when they named the group, since at
that time, the bicentennial period was supposegbtantil 1983 (the end of the American Revolutibao)
Richard Nixon shortened it to run only until 1976.
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capable of drawing a large number of people togststfor the Boston Tea Party and the
anniversary of Lexington-Concord. As a result tbanned for a demonstration that
would overshadow both of those protests.

The bicentennial July”hwas ripe for spectacle; parts of the government,
however, were worried about spectacle of anothaa,Kerrorism. Senator Strom
Thurmond of South Carolina held a hearing of theae Internal Security Subcommittee
on this topic. The PBC, having already been thgetaof a report from this committee
(which will be discussed below) decided to appra&eh hearing in a satirical way. A
group of around sixty or seventy PBC members weethé hearing wearing tri-corner
hats, playing Yankee Doodle on kazoos, and recthegDeclaration of the Independence
until they were thrown odf® While the PBC effectively showed their contemptthe
hearing, the hearing itself was more focused oifferent July &' demonstration in
Philadelphia which brought together much more r@dicoups. A witness at the hearing
concluded that the PBC’s Washington protest wooldemceed the “rowdiness and
disruption” that occurred at the Concord protéstThe White House, having already
experienced a PBC protest at Concord, also kepyaron the protest; a copy of the
PBC'’s application for a permit to protest on thdiblzal Mall was sent to Jack Marsh,
the counselor to President Ford, although it waedthat they specifically would not get

involved!?®

126 «gtrife Likely on July 4, Senators ToldNew York Timeslune 19, 1976; Howard, interview.

127 pr, william R. Kinter in Senate Committee on thalitiary, Subcommittee to Investigate the
Administration of the Internal Security Act and @thnternal Security Lawd,hreats to the Peaceful
Observance of the Bicentenniblearing Before the Subcommittee to InvestigateAtrministration of the
Internal Security Act and other Internal Securigws of the Committee on the Judiciary, United State
Senate94th Congress, Second Session, June 18, 1976, 24.

128 Memo from Ted Marrs to Jack Marsh, December 1Z5]®eoples Bicentennial Commission
12/75 - 6/76, John Marsh's Bicentennial Subjeeas€Eibmpiled 1974 — 1976, John Marsh Files (Ford
Administration) 1974-1977, box 70, GRF 0067, GeRld-ord Presidential Library, Ann Arbor, MI.
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With their previous protest planning experienckibe them, the Peoples
Bicentennial Commission planned for a protest watld bring in 250,000. Continuing
with their non-typical (for the left) inclusion oéligion into their political program, the
day started off with an interfaith religious servihat focused on the biblical theme of
Jubilee at the Jefferson Memorial “beside the sibyrey waters of the Potomac River, as
the sun broke through cottony cloudé® After the service had ended, the protestors
marched to the east side of the mall, betweékantl 7' Streets Northwest, blocks from
the Capitol. In that space on the mall, the conghat had done the stage at Woodstock
had erected a huge stage, which was festoonedvatRBC'’s favorite “Don’t Tread on
Me” flag and other bannef&? On that stage appeared a who's who of speaketkdo
left and progressive movements, including Jane &ondm Hayden, Jonathan Kozol,
and Ruben “Hurricane” Carter, as well as the folksioian Peter Yarrow.

Despite the PBC’s hosting of the event, with sugltide array of speakers, the
messages were obviously not solely on the neettémmomic democracy.” For
example, Marion Barry, a District of Columbia collmeember, gave a speech in support
of blacks in South Africa. Like the autonomy gehto the different PBC branches, part
of the draw for the event was its mixture of speakeho appealed to a wide variety of
people. The “economic democracy” theme was stident, however, as the PBC gained
signatures for its “Declaration of Economic Indegence,” as well as gave speeches in

that vein.

129«Nationwide Bell-Ringing Planned By Bible GrouprfBicentennial, Washington Postluly 2,
1976; Stephen J. Lynton and Eugene L. Meyer, “HabPeotest Covers a Wide Range of Issues,”
Washington Postluly 5, 1976; Peoples Bicentennial Commissiomrtduncing: July % Inter-religious
service Jefferson Memorial, Washington, D. C.,” in StutdBrotest Collection, 1965-1980, MS2093, Box
1 Folder 9, Special Collections Research Centeoy@&eWashington University, Washington D. C.

130 3ohn Mathews and Jacqueline Bolder, “Peoples Rakiyvs 5,000; Stress On a New
America,” Washington StarJuly 5, 1976.
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Even though all of these elements should have owedior a successful protest,
the July &', 1976 protest ended the Peoples Bicentennial Cesioni's bicentennial
campaign with a comparative whimper rather thaarsgb Overall, only around 5,000
people showed up, not only well below what the Ri&@ hoped for but also even below
the numbers the National Park Service had preditagd beforé>! The protests in the
sixties still served as a reference point in judgime PBC’s July @A rally, and this
amount of people was far below many of the protéstsg the sixties. The rally itself
was said to look “like a central casting staginghef 1960s anti-war protest? While
the rally participants may have had the “look” lo¢ tSixties down, there was one
difference. The crowd was far “mellower” and lestser** This change in the tone of
the protests was again showing that it was a diffetime than the “turbulent” sixties.

Why did the protest on the bicentennial Fourtduf draw such a small crowd?
It had all of the makings of major protest. Th@ples Bicentennial Commission had
shown their ability to draw people to a less cdhyttacated place (Concord), and it was
filled with star speakers on the left. Yet, in #&, it fizzled. The primary reason for
such a small attendance was that there was anuthiest in Philadelphia that drew
attendance away from the PBC’s event. A groupedate July % Coalition that was a
combination of groups on the left including the Amoan Indian Movement and the
Prairie Fire Organizing Committee, the abovegroamd of the Weather Underground,

held this event in Philadelphia.

131 The Park Service had predicted about 20,000 peapieh they had even cut in half just days
before. Rifkin disputed the official tally sayitigat 25,000 people were there, which he admittesl wa
smaller than predicted by the PBC. John Matthémdians Ride Into Town to Tell Why It's No Happy
Birthday for Them,"Washington Staiduly 3, 1976; Lynton and Meyers, “Peaceful Pito@es/ers a Wide
Range of Issues”

132 John Matthews and Jacqueline Bolder, “Peoples/®athws 5,000; Stress on New America,”
Washington Starduly 5, 1976.

133 Lynton and Meyer, “Peaceful Protest Covers a \\Rdage of Issues.”
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Interestingly, one of the ways that the Julyobalition ended up attracting people
away from the main PBC rally was that it attradteel support of local PBC branches
over the main PBC rally. The Chicago branch, drth® more active local PBC
branches, dropped out of active support for th€ Drally and instead urged people to go
to Philadelphia, because the National PBC had tegjeite slogan “A Bicentennial
without Colonies” without, according to them, coltisig other PBCs3* The National
PBC did not necessarily disagree with this mességati-colonialism, but it was not
their focus. They had been organizing around tbenbennial for years, and this issue
about colonialism only appeared late in the plagmstages; they were not about to lose
the focus on “economic democracy” after all therges organizing around that issti.
The PBC was also still trying to appeal to a mudtiewaudience than the Jull 4
coalition; the issue of Puerto Rico and colonialisould not have had the same
popularity with mainstream America that it wouldveahad on the left.

Furthermore, the PBC, as individuals and as a gneap tired by the time the
Bicentennial actually rolled around. They had berganizing around this issue for four
years. By the time it actually arrived they hadaaxdted a lot of their resources, both
physical and financidf*® Despite focusing on the bicentennial, the PBGedngp
peaking before it even reached July of 1976.

The actual bicentennial rally turned out to bedfinting to the Peoples

Bicentennial Commission. The PBC, however, sotglcbntinue their fight for

134 etter from Chicago PBC, ifihreats to the Peaceful Observance of the Bicerdkril6. The
Madison PBC apparently did not have any issue thithexclusion of the colonial issue, since theyave
looking into chartering three Greyhound bussesottoghe D. C. PBC rally. Office log, June 23, 697
Madison People’s Bicentennial Commission records.

1% Howard, interview.

136 peltz, e-mail message, February 26, 2009.
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“economic democracy” past the bicentennial. Thaytioued to be in the public eye as
they fought against a series of Ad Council adventisnts that sought to explain the
United States economic system in what Jeremy Rdkscribed as from “almost a
chamber of commerce perspectivd’”Only NBC agreed to run the ads, while the Ad
Council decided to revise them in the ways that @B& ABC had asked them to, due to
the pressure of the PBE®

After the bicentennial, with its increased focusmti-corporate agitation, the
Peoples Bicentennial Commission changed its nartteet®eoples Business Commission
in late 1976, thus allowing it to keep the initials‘PBC.” The PBC continued to
advocate for various causes, eventually getting pnbtesting the patenting of genetic
material. Rifkin remained the leading force behine organization and in the early
1980s the Peoples Business Commission ceasedsto éxits place was an organization
called the Foundation on Economic Trends which speifically geared to supporting
Jeremy Rifkin’s work and research. Still, evenhitie name changes, the Peoples
Bicentennial Commission’s influence can still bersen the Foundation on Economic
Trends as Rifkin’s protestors in 1984 carried sitad read “Don’t Tread on My
Genes.**

As the Peoples Bicentennial Commission was inarghssuccessful in
spreading its message emphasizing the revoluticaspgcts of the American Revolution,

it became a target of criticism not only from thealitical right but also from their

137 Jack Egan, “Networks Balk At Ad Campaigiashington Postluly 23, 1976.

138 Nancy L. Ross, “Public Media Center Hits Econojstem Spots,Washington Post
September 21, 1976.

139 Christine Russell, “Activist Challenges Gene-Tifan&kesearch,Washington PosNovember
20, 1984.
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political left*° The right saw them as an outgrowth of the New &efl a group that
was set on remaking the United States in the innd@iba. The leftist opposition, on
the other hand, disliked the patriotism the PBCnsdth as well as its deviation from
standard leftist rhetoric. While the right crized the PBC as being part of the far-left,
the far-left criticized the PBC for straying froeftist principles. These conflicting
criticisms help to show how much the National PB&wattempting to forge a new way
to look at progressive politics.

While conservative criticism of the Peoples Biegmtial Commission had existed
since they had appeared in the public eye thronghdlease of the Bicentennial Papers,
it hit a fevered pitch in 1975 and 1976. Duringgl two years such conservative
luminaries as Ronald Reagan, James Kilpatrick th@dmerican Conservative Union
each attacked the PBC as an affront to Americatamdicentennial’’ The Senate
Subcommittee to Investigate the Administrationha internal Security Act also held a
hearing and published a report attacking the Pedpigentennial Commission.

In general, the conservative attacks on the PBQGawaard connecting the group
with the far-left and the New Left’s fetishizatioh Mao and other Communists.
Conservatives repeatedly labeled the PBC as “newdbta* or as straight-up
communists practically “urging the formation of Wers’ soviets.**®* When the right

was not focusing on the PBC'’s constructive progf@anwhat conservatives viewed as

140 This is not to say that the PBC was never crigidiby the political mainstream or political
moderates. As has been shown, particularly inrdesgi@ the Corporate Exposure Campaign, the
mainstream press was not shy about criticizing®B€. This criticism, however, was less consistast,
well as less ideologically oriented.

1“1 Ronald Reagan, “Your Taxes Help Fund PBC Radicilaman EventsOctober 11, 1975, 15;
James J. Kilpatrick, “Mr. Rifkind’s [sic] revolutip” Washington StarJuly 24, 1975. Max Friedmaihe
Meaning of the Bicentennial, Volume One: The PenBieentennial CommissidiVashington D. C.:
ACU Education and Research Institute, 1976).

142 FriedmanThe Meaning of the Bicentennidl.
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PBC'’s socialistic demand for “economic democraty¢’ PBC was also attacked for
attempting to “sow seeds of discord® Despite putting forward a constructive plan and
platform, their materials were accused of simpyynig to tear down the country or as
having “a destructive spirit toward '76%

The attacks from conservatives were not only enrtght-wing press. The
Peoples Bicentennial Commission also drew enoughtain to itself that it was
eventually the subject of a hearing by the Senabe@nmmittee to Investigate the
Administration of the Internal Security Act (abbiaed SISS) chaired by Mississippi
Senator James Eastlal{d. By this time, the SISS was a relic of the McCpretha and
would soon be shuttered for good, but not befovestigating the Peoples Bicentennial
Commission. Its hearing consisted of testimonynftavo self-proclaimed experts on the
Peoples Bicentennial Commission (they will be dssad below), without any rebuttal
from the PBC itself. In the end, the SISS’ repgarted the PBC as a “small group of
new-left political extremists whose pantheon ofijped! heroes include such Marxist
luminaries as Fidel Castro, Mao Tsetung, Che Gae\ard Regis Debray, and who seek
to exploit the meaning of the American Revolutionl & exploit the bicentennial

celebration in order to further their own revolméoy goals.**” Furthermore, when the

144«phout that Other Bicentennial Commissio®aul Harvey NewsMarch 23, 1976. This
commentary was included in the American RevoluBarentennial Administration Records, along with a
handwritten letter from the director, John WarnerRaul Harvey about the commentary complimenting
Harvey being “right on target with your commentarythe P.B.C.” Letter from John W. Warner to Paul
Harvey, April 5, 1976, Paul Harvey, General OffRecords 1974-1976, Records of the Office of the
Administrator, RG 452, NACP.

145 Clifford M. Michaels, “The People’s Bicentenniab@mission: A Destructive Spirit Toward
'76,” Nation’s Busines, July 1974, 65.

16 \While the SISS was the major report on the PBCoptiby the government, the PBC also was
denounced several times on the floor of congredsauatording to a former member, were tailed byh F
agent on at least one occasion. Leonard, intetview

147 Senate Committee on the Judiciary, Subcommittéeviestigate the Administration of the
Internal Security Act and Other Internal Securigmis, The Attempt to Steal the Bicentennial: Peoples
Bicentennial Commission: Report of the Subcommittéevestigate the Administration of the Internal
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PBC talked about “revolutionary nationalism,” théb8ommittee termed it
“doublespeak’ for what most people would call anGounist takeover™® The PBC
itself called it “an action-packed 30 pages thhtsind to keep the avid attention of
commie-haters all over America:®

Despite the fact that the PBC was not given a ahamcebut the charges against
them, as well as the fact that only one Senatost{&ad) was preseht’ the
Subcommittee’s report received a significant amanirttention in the press' The
PBC quickly responded to the charges made by t88 .SRifkin denounced the hearing
and report as “a real throwback to the height efNtcCarthy hysteria in this country?®
They also deemed Eastland’s attempt to “link P.Bvith every foreign revolution of the
last 50 years [as] too transparent to take segdd3t Not taking the report seriously
themselves, they also offered signed copies ofapert to PBC members for $10, thus
attempting to use the report in a satirical wayaise funds by advertising that “you, too,
can become a coconspirator in the theft of theonai200" birthday.>*

The other big charge made by SISS was relatedhio RossenThe Attempt to
Steal the Bicentennialaimed that John Rossen and not Jeremy Rifkinthasrue

founder of the PBC. This may seem like an uninmgodrtlaim since Rifkin was really

the driving force behind the PBC, but Rossen wasedmdy that the conservatives could

Security Act and Other Internal Security Laws & @ommittee on the Judiciary, United States Senate
94th Congress, second session, May 1976, 4.

% 1bid, 13.
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actually point to as being part of the “red terrdRossen had an immense track record on
the left, so that if they could tie the entire faton of the PBC to him, it would show
Communist influence in the group. Rossen had laemember of the Communist Party,
had served in the Abraham Lincoln brigade duriregS$panish Civil War, had been
involved with the Fair Play for Cuba committeewasdl as with SDS and its Weatherman
faction*® Although he had rejected Communism years befodehad focused on
promoting radicalism in an American context, hisyious associations would have
raised red flags even to some liberal AmericansssBn was actually a member of the
Peoples Bicentennial Commission and was extrenatiyeain the Chicago branch of the
group, but he wasn't involved in the national eks@iment or administration of the PBC,
although his promotion of radicalism in an Americamtext most likely strongly
influenced Rifkin.

The SISS report would not have been possible wittiee PBC having two
dedicated individuals keeping a close eye on wiet saw as their “subversive”
influence: Mary Walton and Francis Watson. MarylMawas a housewife and a
mother of two who was not only a “student of commomand all forms of totalitarian
socialism which include[d] Nazism and Fascism” badl also “worked for many years
on the problems of student radicalism and drug@bti§ The Peoples Bicentennial
Commission seems to have become a pet projectref&eshe tried to spread the

message about this “insidious” organizattdh.She had tried to relay information to the

135 For a timeline of his interesting life, see: MaigoCross Witty, “Life history studies of
committed lives. (Volumes I-1II)” (Ph.D. dissertati, Northwestern University, 1990), 901-905.

1% The Attempt to Steal the Bicentenriehrings, 39; “Peoples’s Bicentennial Group called
‘leftist’ in report,” Chicago TribuneMay 7, 1976.

15" Mary O. Walton to John W. Warner, April 9, 197®0ples Bicentennial Commission, General
Office Records 1974-1976, Records of the Officéhef Administrator, RG 452, NACP.

45



ARBA itself, but she just received a form lettesaer back. She viewed the PBC as
being more “in common philosophically with the moeialist Marxist architects of all
the world’s terror-ridden revolution$®® She also had pressed bookstores to move all of
the PBC'’s books into the political activism categor the store, apparently with some
success.

Along with Mrs. Walton, Francis Watson providee@ thformation that the SISS
used in their report of the Peoples Bicentenniah@assion. He was a former army
officer who had experience in propaganda and comsteggency. Similar to Mrs.
Walton, he also registered his disgust with the BB&tist origins. He, however, ties
the PBC to a much more violent political approgudiitical terrorism. The PBC’s
“propaganda,” is, to him, “the kind we have fourdorists using*®*® He is careful not
to claim the Peoples Bicentennial Commission aretists, themselves, but does say

that their actions “frequently fall just short eéfrorism],®°

which was hardly the case
at all. While some of the PBC’s protest can bd saihave been a little “rowdy,” they
were never anywhere near even the loosest defhritiderrorism.

While they right-wing critics did throw out sucérins as “insidious” or
“terrorism,” some of their complaints about the ples Bicentennial Commission
weren’t necessarily always that far off the mafihe language that the PBC used did
shift from being closer to the leftist paradignlaaguage that would appeal to a wider

audience. But, while they did still hold fairlydiaal beliefs, the right did not realize that

they were not the same as the New Left or the @Itl LThey were trying to disseminate

138 Mary O. Walton, “The People’s Bicentennial Comritiss’ Peoples Bicentennial Commission,
General Office Records 1974-1976, Records of tHe®bf the Administrator, RG 452, NACP.

139 Francis M. WatsorRolitical Terrorism: The Threat and Respor{¥¢ashington: Robert B.
Luce Co., Inc., 1976), 154.

199 |pid, 156.

46



their ideas by using America’s traditions. Perhidgsis what scared them. The PBC
was “encroaching on the right-wing’s emotional eefit®* which was patriotism and the
flag, and they were unsure about how to attack tbemstead reverted back to red-
baiting techniques.

This use of patriotic imagery was one of the majarcisms that the Peoples
Bicentennial Commission received from the left.eThdical American left in the
twentieth century, with important exceptions, tteshally has not used patriotism to
promote their ideas. The Old Left considered thedwes internationalists and looked
toward the Soviet Union for guidance, while the Nesft was fighting against the U. S.
government to end a war and ended up looking tohihe-world liberation struggles for
inspiration. Thus, the PBC’s unique type of pdisim and promoting American heroes
was anathema to some on the radical left. Whienoting the PBC in a small town in
Appalachia, one PBC organizer had a Old Leftisid#gethe PBC for having “so much
goddamn blue and white” on the American flag he easying, rather than the all red,
communist flag:®?

Andrew Kopkind, deemed by Newsweek a “counter-cnliy’*®* found that the
PBC'’s use of the comparison of the 1770s with §120% were “forced analogies at best”
since “there are enough ironic connections betwieenwo eras to fill any rhetorician’s
copybook.” Instead, he simply sees folly in trytoguse the American Revolution since
it is “as dormant as a dinosaur’s ed”Even though the PBC wasn'’t universally

supported on the radical left (which itself wastgudractious anyway), the bulk of the

161 _eonard, interview.

162 eonard, interview.

183 Tom Matthews, “Up-to-the-MinutemenNewsweekMay 19, 1975, 29.

184 Andrew Kopkind, “The Spirit of '76,New York Review of BogKday 15, 1975, 30
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criticism did in fact come from the conservativeto saw them as perverting American
history.

A small paper in Arizona described the PBC thiy:.wé he ‘people’ of the PBC
are on a par with or below those who steal frottelibld ladies, rape six-year old girls,
shoot officers in the back and profit from the misg of others in all sorts of ways,
including by getting them hooked on hard druf8.’For an activist group to get this sort
of attention, as well as vitriol, they were doirggreething correctly. The Peoples
Bicentennial Commission provided a foil and a datradie to the government’s official
plans. They worked to criticize the commercial@atof the bicentennial, as well as
remind the American citizens about their revolugr@st. Through the wide
dissemination of their materials, they were ablbring to many citizens a new
understanding of the American Revolution that feclsn its radical aspects. This
counter-narrative did not instill revolutionary ¥er in Americans, as the PBC may have
hoped, but it did provide an effective alternativehe official bicentennial’s celebration.
Even though their own bicentennial plans endedaghrg, the Peoples Bicentennial
Commission showed that with a little publicity sgva small core group of people could
counter the government’s plans.

The Peoples Bicentennial Commission also had @ranger goal, which was to
revitalize the left through the use of patriotisnddo implement “economic democracy.”
The nation obviously did not follow their lead, tag left kept withering away. The PBC,
though, shows that the New Left and its influenicerobt die with the 1960's. By
mobilizing around the bicentennial, the PBC wa®dblrally people around radical

leftist goals. In the end, though, with the comaagservative victories in the 1980s,

185 «“The PBC PerversionCasa Grande Dispat¢lBeptember 30, 1975.
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their influence was rather limited. They still sfed that there was an alternative for the
left to pursue during the seventies that workednify briefly. Like the actual

bicentennial, the PBC’s influence was fleeting atidbut forgotten today.
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