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Kent State! 
...and the lessons for today
Forty years ago, on May 4, 1970, four students at Kent State University were gunned down by the 
Ohio National Guard.  Days before, on April 30, the U.S. had begun the invasion of Cambodia in 
Southeast Asia.  This represented a major escalation in and expansion of the war in Vietnam and 
Southeast Asia.  At the same time, Bobby Seale, a leader of the Black Panther Party, faced trumped 
up murder charges in New Haven, Connecticut.  Thousands militantly protested against this outrage 
over the weekend of May 2-3. 

When the U.S. invaded Cambodia, students across the country poured into the streets and took over 
buildings in protest.  In the months before this escalation of the war, protest on Ohio campuses had 
been developing, as students mobilized against the war and joined this with a movement of Black 
students. The governor had called in the National Guard to Miami University at Ohio in response to 
a building takeover there that was brutally repressed by the local police, and then again he mobi-
lized the Guard at Kent State.  In the face of the Guard forbidding the demonstration against the 
invasion of Cambodia, the students defiantly went ahead.  Tear gas was fired. Students were pushed 
around. But still they refused to back down in the face of these attacks.  Then, the Guard fired into 
the crowd (61-67 rounds in the space of 13 seconds), killing four students and wounding nine oth-
ers, one paralyzed for life.  Then 10 days later, two students were murdered and 12 others were 
wounded at Jackson State University in Mississippi.

Why did the students resist? What were students thinking?  On campuses across the country (and 

more broadly in society), people were not thinking the war should be opposed because it was 
unnecessary, or detrimental, to U.S. national security interests. Students were not thinking that the 
financial cost of the war to Americans was too high.  Their thought was not that maybe the U.S. 
shouldn’t have gone into Vietnam to begin with, but since it did, it had to stay and “rebuild” the 
country.  People were not saying: “We think killing innocent civilians is probably wrong, but then 
again we are not there, so we can’t be sure.” And they were definitely not of a mind that the deter-
mination about whether the war in Vietnam was just should be left to the President and the U.S. 
generals, or any of the other assorted war criminals who were waging that war in the first place.

No, the leading edge of opposition to the Vietnam War—including among 
those tens of thousands of students who were at the forefront of resisting that 
war—was a clear and basic moral and political stand: the U.S. has no right 
whatsoever to be in Vietnam; it is visiting crimes against humanity on the 
people there, and we demand an immediate end to the war. Over years of resis-
tance, this movement had spread from more radical campuses, like Berkeley and Columbia, and was 
penetrating deep into what the U.S. calls its heartland.  On page 1 of The Report of the President’s 
Commission on Campus Unrest, it plainly stated: “The crisis on American campuses has no parallel in 
the history of the nation.  The crisis has roots in divisions of American society as deep as any since 
the Civil War.”

These were times of mass struggle and upheaval.  The movement against the war 
came together with the movement against racial oppression and for Black liberation—
all within the context of a much broader and sustained societal rebellion against 
oppressive relations and ideas. Defiance and a determination to fight for what was 
moral and just typified the resistance movements of that time.  There was a flowering 
of movements of youth, like the hippies, who were thoroughly alienated from the tra-
ditional norms of society and searching for alternatives.  And this brought them into 
increasing conflict with the powers-that-be and the system as a whole.

Distilled out of all this, a core emerged convinced of the need to fight for revolution. 
This was a core which opposed U.S. imperialism in an all round way—and drew the 
connections between the crimes of the imperialist system committed throughout the 
world and the crimes that this system committed in the U.S.  This core worked tire-
lessly to show that it was the capitalist-imperialist system based on the exploitation of 
the vast majority of people on this planet that was at the root of the oppression, the 
U.S. war in Southeast Asia, the oppression of Black, Latino, and other minorities, the 
oppression of women, and the many other horrors people were resisting. They did not 
see their interests as lying with the interests of U.S. capitalism (at home and abroad), 
nor did they act as though they had a stake in protecting and defending that system. 
Instead, this core brought to the broader thousands of students, who opposed injus-
tice and war and felt completely alienated from their government, the understanding 
that they system itself was the evil that needed to be done away with. And they 
fought with all their fiber to build the revolutionary movement with that goal in mind. 
Internationalist in their outlook, they were inspired by and supported revolutionary 
movements throughout the world. And they especially looked to China, which was a 

genuine socialist country at that time, led by Mao Tsetung.

All this set the stage for May 1970. When the U.S. army invaded Cambodia, 
which President Dick Nixon had promised NOT to do, broad swaths of society 
opposed to the war joined the movement.  And those who had been resist-
ing became all the more determined to stand up and put an end to this war.   

With the killing of the students at Kent State and Jackson 
State, about 4 million students at 1,350 universities, out-
raged by the murders, took to the streets in protest.* 
Campuses across the country shut down.  There was a leap in the situation, 
and many who had been sickened by the war—and the treatment of Black 
people in this society —but passive, sprang into action.  They confronted the 
forces of the state, refusing to back down in the face of this brutal repression. 
And began to look at things in new ways. For hundreds of thousands, the 
very legitimacy of the current order’s right to rule was called into question.  
The political polarization in society changed, seemingly overnight.  And 
within this outpouring of people across the country, the revolutionary core 
gained in strength... many, many people were radicalized and the target of 
the uncompromising protest became the system itself... the revolutionary 
movement, while still far from encompassing the majority in 
society, had the initiative in many ways.

*�Kenneth Heineman, Put Your Bodies Upon the Wheels: Student Revolt in the 
1960s, Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2001; page 176.

Kent State University, May 4, 1970.

The Leap in the Situation and the Movement for Revolution

Lessons for Today
On the 40th anniversary of the Kent State massacre, over a thousand people, 
including alumni from Kent, youth from colleges and high schools and many 
others rallied and marched to honor those who died and were wounded. 
Banners declared: “Long Live the Spirit of Kent and Jackson State!” and “Roots 
of Resistance, Continuing the Struggle.”  Veterans of the 1960s, Bobby Seale, 
Bernardine Dohrn and Mark Rudd—and Gerald Casale of DEVO—spoke 
together with those who had been there on May 4, 1970.  And the Kent State 
Truth Tribunal was convened by members of the families of the students 
killed that day.  Accounts and testimony from people who were there that 
day, family members and others was streamed live on Michael Moore’s web-
site and filmed by award-winning filmmaker Emily Kunstler.

Many who participated spoke to the horrors going on in the world today: the 
continuing wars the U.S. is waging in the Middle East, the disastrous oil spill 
in the Gulf of Mexico, the attacks on immigrants in Arizona.  Revolutionaries 
went into the crowd, distributing the Message and Call from the 
Revolutionary Communist Party: “The Revolution We Need... The Leadership 
We Have,” the May Day issue of Revolution (#200) and works by Bob Avakian. 

May 1970 was a time when students were NOT complacent, passive, and 
complicit but dared, even at the cost of very real sacrifice, to stand up against 
and resist the crimes of their government, and the system that government 
serves and enforces—and there are very important lessons from this inspir-
ing experience for today.  It is time, once again, for students—and many oth-
ers—to step up and join the movement we are building for 
revolution. 
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On the 40th anniversary of the Kent State massacre, over a thousand people, including alumni from Kent, youth 
from colleges and high schools and many others assembled at Kent State University.  

Photo top: Students distributing flowers with cards saying “Flowers Are Better Than Bullets—Allison Krause, April 
23,1951–May 4,1970.” In 1971, Barry Levine, who was Allison’s boyfriend, wrote a eulogy for Allison Krause in 
which he told of an encounter between Allison and a reluctant National Guardsman on the campus on May 3, 1970. 
He said that a Guardsman was disciplined by his superior officer for having a flower in the barrel of his gun, which 
the Guardsman said was a gift.  Allison yelled at the officer, “What’s the matter with peace? Flowers are better than 
bullets!” The next day, Allison was one of the four students killed by the National Guard.
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Above: U.S. soldier 
captured by  
Vietcong soldier 
during U.S. war  
on Vietnam.

Right:  
Black Panther rally 
in New Haven, CT, 

on May 1, 1970, 
during the trial there 

of Bobby Seale.  
Addressing the 
crowd is Abbie 

Hoffman, who was 
a major figure in the 

radical movements 
of the time.


