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THE BLACR ANTI-FASCIST
TRADITION: A FORUM

“I really believe that Spain is the turning point of
my life”: Antifascism from Los Angeles to the
World

Posted on May 30, 2026 by Javier Munoz

This blog is the sixth in our ongoing series on the “Black Antifascist Tradition.”

On the night of April 30, 2024, an alliance of Zionists, white nationalists, and neo-Nazis
attacked an anti-war student encampment at UCLA, where I teach and research. The mob
tried to silence protestors pressuring the University of California system to divest from
companies with ties to the Israeli military and who criticized the United States government
for supporting the Israeli war against Palestinians in Gaza. The extralegal assault led to
state-sanctioned violence when UCLA administrators called on officers from the Los Angeles
Police Department, Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department, and California Highway Patrol
to remove at least 200 student protesters. In the two months that followed, Chancellor Gene
Block created the Office of Campus Safety and spent nearly $12 million to crush political
dissent. The violent repression of free speech at UCLA was replicated around the world and
reminds us that the past decade of public discourse about fascism was wrong to assume it
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could only exist in Europe between 1918 and 1945.

The on-going struggle for divestment in contemporary Los Angeles demonstrates the limits
of imagining fascism to a political phenomenon from the first half of the twentieth century.
The assumption of geographical specificity was challenged from a one-bedroom apartment
in 1930s South Central LA. There, six Black Americans recognized a pervasive culture of
fascism whose unnecessarily narrow definition denied their own experience and reduced the
analytical rigor of the term. They joined the International Brigades—a military force
organized by the Communist International to allow civilians around the world to fight
fascism—to defend the democratically elected Spanish Republic against a right-wing coup
d’état led by General Francisco Franco on July 17, 1936. Frank Edward Alexander, Aaron
Bernard Johnson, Norman Lisberg, Alphaeus Danfourth Prowell, Otto Coleman Reeves, and
Virgil Rhetta were roommates, fellow members of the Young Communist League. They
traveled to Spain “armed with an unusually broad interpretation of fascism that included all
forms of racist and class oppression.”[1] Although Frank Alexander and Aaron Johnson
would be the only two to return, they understood their struggle against Jim Crow was tied to
a war for democracy abroad. In other words, the lives of these six Black men clarify the
nature of fascism and the makings of an antifascist.

In the early 1900s, everyday Black people in the United States understood that fascism was
racial and at the core of Western civilization. The militarism, authoritarianism, mob
violence, nostalgic nationalism, imperialism, and millenarianism radical scholar Cedric ].
Robinson used to describe fascism was held together by a logic that weaponized difference
to create a hierarchy and justify an unequal distribution of power.[2] Black Americans
recognized these features of fascism as they bore witness to white American and European
assaults on Black sovereignty in Haiti (1915) and Ethiopia (1935). It was on full display
within the Jim Crow system, which was less about racial separation than the systematic
subordination of Black people backed by the federal government. The concerted effort to
control every facet of Black life included white vigilante mob-violence in the form of
lynching that denied people habeas corpus, the franchise, and life itself. By the time of the
Scottsboro case in April 1931, where nine Black teenagers accused of raping two white
women were tried, convicted, and sentenced to death in the absence of evidence or access
to a lawyer, everyday Black people understood fascism was already on American shores.
Perhaps, since 1492.

For Prowell, antifascism was produced from a mixture of personal experience
with racial injustice in the United States and a formal education that would allow
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him to conclude: “War alone will break International Capitalism.”

From the West Coast of the United States, author Carey McWilliams studied the
development of agriculture in California and argued fascist methods of control made
industrial farming possible.

In Factories in the Field, McWilliams referred to California as a “colonial empire” where
large landholdings were established by the 1870s through careless state land policies,
corrupt officials, fraud, and extreme violence.[3] In turn, the concentration of massive farms
in the hands of the few required a cheap, disposable labor force composed of Chinese,
Japanese, Indian, Filipino, and Mexican workers. By 1935, the Associated Farmers of
California, Inc. had created a widespread card index file system identifying radicals,
distributed anti-labor bulletins/literature, campaigned for rural emergency-disaster and
anti-picketing ordinances to break strikes, and convinced local sheriffs to deputize vigilante
mobs to permanently curb farm labor unionization. Together, these methods constituted
what McWilliams called “Farm Fascism.” Farm Fascism would come to Los Angeles in April
1936 when 1,500 policemen, deputy sheriffs, and guards teargassed and beat up celery farm
strikers in Venice.[4] Factories in the Field demonstrates that racism is a moving concept
(racialization to lower labor costs). It is very likely that six politically engaged Black men in
South Central LA would have learned of fascism on California farms by 1936. As Cedric ]J.
Robinson claims, “There’s no possibility of really telling a Black story without telling other
peoples’ stories.”[5]

At the same time, the American story has also proven to be fertile ground for the growth of
Black antifascists. World War I (1914-1918) required recruiting Black workers to industrial
centers where they would become union organizers or soldiers who returned committed to
the struggle for Black rights. The rise in militancy would make Black nationalism compelling
and lead to the growth of organizations like the Universal Negro Improvement Association
(UNIA) and the African Blood Brotherhood (ABB). In 1929, the Great Depression would
result in a high Black unemployment rate that led folks to ride the rails in search of work
and encounter hoboes who talked about direct action and solidarity, principles associated
with International Workers of the World (IWW) membership. Others joined the Communist
Party USA (CPUSA) or CPUSA-affiliated organizations like unemployment councils to
advocate for downtrodden workers, prevent housing evictions, and fight for lower food
prices.
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One of those people was Alphaeus Prowell, whose antifascist politics and journey to the
Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) followed from his travels across the United States and a
commitment to education. Although little is known about his childhood, census records
indicate he was born in Missouri around 1905, the son of a Baptist preacher. Reverend John
W. Prowell’s profession took his family to Kansas, Illinois, and Colorado. In an undated letter
from Albacete, Spain, Alphaeus Prowell discussed the impact of racism when he described
Dallas, Texas, to be a place where “[t]here are no Negro Cops, mail carriers and only a few
Negro school teachers in inferior Jim Crow schools.”[6] By September 1923, he enrolled at
Oxnard Union High School as a sophomore, ran track at the University of Southern
California in 1926, and continued his studies at California Christian College (Chapman
University today) in 1930. In an interview, Frank Alexander recalled his old roommates by
stating, “all I could do was simply listen to them with awe because they knew so much about
history, they knew so much about, you know, everything that was going on day after
day.”[7] For Prowell, antifascism was produced from a mixture of personal experience with
racial injustice in the United States and a formal education that would allow him to
conclude: “War alone will break International Capitalism.”[8]

© LAWCHA. All Rights Reserved. | 4



LAWCHA

The Labor and Working-Class History Association

Alphaeus Prowell, senior class photo from California
Christian College yearbook, 1934. Credit: Dawn Rolland.

On August 14, 1937, Alphaeus Prowell sailed to Europe and war aboard the SS Champlain.
He likely would have landed in France and crossed the Pyrenees mountains by foot before
arriving at Albacete, Spain, for basic training. There, he became part of the 35,000
volunteers who joined the International Brigades, which included 2,800 Americans and
nearly 80 Black Americans. As part of the interracial military force in solidarity with
Spaniards fighting fascism, Prowell served in the observatory department (tracking enemy
movements) under the command of a Black man from New York City named Walter Garland.
On the battlefield alongside other antifascists from around the world, Prowell experienced a
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new world where he felt embraced by others and honed a commitment to interracial
solidarity as the most effective method to combat fascism. In a letter dated September 17,
1937, he wrote, “I too have now decided to devote the remainder of my life to the cause of
world revolution. I have learned much, and I have so much more to learn. I really believe
that Spain is the turning point of my life. I am really happy.”[9] He died in April 1938 as the
Lincoln Battalion retreated across the Ebro river in the face of General Francisco Franco’s
overwhelming military force.

For student protestors at UCLA, the violence they faced to engage in freedom of speech and
help end the war in Gaza has become a turning point in their lives. Their deep knowledge of
fascism was beaten into them by vigilante mobs and militarized police on-campus. Like
Black American volunteers who fought fascism during the Spanish Civil War, contemporary
protestors know that fascism is rooted in a way of being in the world and their freedom
bound to that of people on the other side of the planet. In light of California lawmakers
making $25 million in public education funding to the UC system contingent upon a new
framework to redefine and punish free speech, students have also learned about the
ideological core shared by fascism and liberalism. For those excluded from the promise of
human rights, liberal politicians in California punishing freedom of speech are complicit
with MAGA-types suppressing academic freedom in Florida. Similarly, the lawsuit filed by
the Department of Justice on May 26, 2026, against the University of California for violating
Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 is ironic. Despite doing everything possible to silence
antiwar protestors, the UC system was sued by an administration who cares less about
racial and national discrimination in higher education than rescinding grant payments and
trying to destroy access to higher education for everyone. Nonetheless, students will
continue to engage in struggle and draw inspiration from their political ancestors, especially
Black antifascists from South Central LA.
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