Rabble Rousers’ Guide to 

Hallowe’en - Samhain - Dia de los Muertos 
Most every child has fond memories of Hallowe’en – carving jack-o-lanterns, dressing up in ghoulish costumes, and going trick-or-treating.  Yet, this popular holiday has an even more radical heritage and revolutionary potential than most folks realize.  

Hallowe’en  - 

Originating in the British Isles, Hallowe’en was first brought to the U.S. by Irish refugees from the Potato Famine in the mid 19th century.  Trick or treating actually comes from the early wealth redistribution effort of these desperate immigrant children, who would seek handouts from the rich on Oct 31st and – if unsuccessful – retaliate with vandalism.  Such mischievous behavior hearkens back to the old Celtic nature spirits known as Sidhe.  Other names for Hallowe’en include All Hallows Eve, Hallowtide, Hallowmass, and just simply Hallows (“hallow” in old English means to “sanctify”).  The fact that Pope Gregory III moved All Saints Day from May 13th to Nov. 1st  is no accident – ruling elites were so scared by the pagan power of Hallowe’en that they needed a whole day devoted to cleansing their flock of its evil influence.  

Samhain – 

The real threat behind Hallowe’en is to be found in Samhain.  Pronounced “SAW –win” in Gaelic, this ancient Celtic holiday marked the end of the summer when crops were harvested and flocks were brought in from pastures.  Situated precisely between the Autumn Equinox and Winter Solstice, Oct. 31st was a date of great magical and spiritual power.  This was when the living communed with the dead and divining of the future occurred.  It was also a festive time for collective spirit - people would host feasts and leave extra food out for the ghosts, bob for apples or roast nuts to make predictions, and swap cakes containing good luck tokens or love charms.  Carved turnips (which became the “jack-o-lantern” pumpkins in the Americas) were illuminated to guide the way for the deceased, while communal bonfires welcomed them in from the cold.  Through mutual aid and unbridled play, people expressed their disdain for rulers of all sorts.  Of course, the powers-that-be simply detested all things Samhain.  The Puritans even went so far as to unleash their 17th c. wrath against nonconformists through the Salem Witch Trials.  Of course, witches still roam freely this time of year – and not just in Appalachia.

Dia de los Muertos – (Day of the Dead) - 
The powerful potential of Hallowe’en and Samhain also carries over into the Dia de los Muertos (Day of the Dead), which is celebrated in Latino/Latina communities throughout the Americas on Nov. 2nd (All Souls Day).  In contrast to the Christian “Hell,” indigenous peoples in much of the rest of the world believe in a pleasant afterlife where ancestors go to relax and recreate.  The resulting synergistic festival includes visits to graves and cemetaries, masked dancing, costume parades, large feasts with gift exchanges, and all sorts of boisterous skeletons (calaveras).  These calaveras often engage in mischievous anti-authoritarian behavior, as so well captured in the works of the Mexican artist Posada.  Far from being a morbid event, the Dia de los Muertos is really a vibrant celebration of life’s possibilities.  

Working Class Monstrosities 

Many of the “monsters” we now associate with Hallowe’en we’re actually spawned as bourgeois e nightmares long ago.  For instance, popular stories such as Shelly’s Frankenstein (1819) and Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) were interpreted as critiques of the industrial revolution, western colonialism, and social darwinism.  Capitalism was rightly seen by the poor huddled masses as preying upon them!  All the sorry creatures of this horrid system - indentured servants, refugees, immigrants, mole people, prostitutes, street urchins, riffraff – have since been invoked and demonized in their turn by elites eager to justify terrorism.  Popular 19th century dime novels depicted hairy gorilla-like anarchists, while known radicals were rounded up and photographed by police so that their skull shapes and facial features could be eugenically analyzed.  All this paranoia led to the awful specter of militant union activists swinging from the gallows in Chicago on Nov. 11, 1887 – the Haymarket Martyrs.

Hallowe’en Insurrection
Given that the masses aren’t asses, it wasn’t long before oppressed communities began to reclaim the legacy of Hallowe’en for their own.   Martin Luther choice the date to nail his challenge to theocracy on the church door.  Guy Fawkes may have botched his chance to blow up the British Parliament, but when the state tried to sanitize the day as one of “national thanksgiving” the more lumpen minded quickly reclaimed it, and now Guy Fawkes Day (Nov. 6th) has all the insurrectionary trappings of Samhaim.  New England colonists enjoyed burning effigies of the Stamp Man, the Pope, the Devil, and King George to celebrate Hallowe’en.  On Oct. 31st in 1939 destitute youth left their squalid “Hoovervilles” to smash over a thousand wealthy windows in Queens, NY.  Fearing anti-war sabotage, the Chicago City Council officially abolished Hallowe’en during WW II, renaming it “Conservation Day.”  Army trucks and police cars still found their tires deflated, though.  Modern day Detroit has become a bizarre tourist destination each Oct. 31st  as the urban poor use the cover of night to vent their anger through arson.  When queer activists politicized the annual Castro Street festival in 1994, the San Francisco riot cops descended en masse, arresting over a hundred radicalized revelers.

In 2002 an activist coalition in London called the Disobedients issued a challenge to the government and urged protesters to meet on Oct. 31st at 6 pm dressed in white outside the Houses of Parliament.  Their call in part read:

"We are all ghosts, phantoms of the periphery, the discarded, the dead of all wars. We are those who are invisible and voiceless, those who are ignored by the charade of 'democracy' which beats the drums of war that lead us without consent towards untold

destruction and global chaos.  But on Halloween, long known as mischief night, a time of change and transformation, the ghosts will take to the streets and become visible again. On that night everyone is invited to dress in white, disguised as ghosts, and converge on parliament, which we'll occupy in order to participate in a mass popular assembly. 

Through this act, we'll desert their 'democracy' and take back our voices, reclaiming direct control of our lives. We'll show that politics isn't made by the few but by the many, and we'll declare our disobedience publicly. On Halloween the ghosts will become

the 'disobedients'. We'll pledge to do everything in our power to stop the threatened

war on Iraq, by direct action and sabotaging the war effort.

Hundreds of thousands of us marched against the war last month, but traditional demonstrations alone won't stop the warmongers. In Britain, we're in the unique position of being able to stop a war from happening. The government is the major international backer of the US administration and, if it pulls out, the US will be completely isolated. We can force the British government to withdraw its support. We can stop the seemingly out-of-control juggernaut dead in its tracks."

This hidden radical history of Hallowe’en, Samhain, and the Day of the Dead should be an inspiration to everyone who is under the boot of the Man.  Why not “haunt” a horrid manifestation of corporate culture in your community?  Or how about playing “tricks” on greedy landlords, capitalists, and politicians?  The night is still yours – take it back!
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