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July 4, 1976: The “Rich Off Our Backs - July 4th Coalition” led a large national workers’
protest in Philadelphia on the date of the bicentennial of the United States, under the
slogan, “Get the Rich Off Our Backs!”
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It was July 4, 1976. My older brother and I left our home in Merion Station, took
the train into Center City and then walked north on Broad Street in the sweltering
heat to meet the crowd that had gathered to march in protest against the nation’s
“official Bicentennial Celebration.” I was 16 years old and had just finished my
sophomore year at Lower Merion High School. I was anxious to participate in
another march that defined opposition to injustice. A year earlier my brother and I
had joined a student anti-racist coalition that marched in support of protests
organized by Milton Street and the Street Vendors Union. The Street Vendors
Union, comprised of mostly Black small business owners, were protesting the
restrictions on selling their wares imposed by the City of Philadelphia and

sponsored by Center City department stores.

Following the protests during the summer of 1975, a coalition of groups formed to
counter the upcoming official Bicentennial Celebration. The coalition aimed to
present the truth of our nation’s history which is defined by racism and class
struggle. The “Rich Off Our Backs” coalition included workers, unions, students,
former anti-war activists, and progressive organizations. The coalition spent the
year planning a series of protests leading up to the Bicentennial which would
culminate in a large peaceful protest march on July 4, 1976. The march would
begin on North Broad Street and conclude at Norris Square Park. A second
peaceful protest planned for Fairmont Park offered the same peaceful celebratory

atmosphere.

By 1976, Mayor Frank Rizzo, the former Police Commissioner, had solidified the
reputation of the Philadelphia Police Department as a bastion of racism and
brutality. Leading up to the Bicenntennial Celebration, Rizzo had threatened to
crush the protest demonstrations as he requested 15,000 federal troops to occupy
Philadelphia during the week- long celebration. Although the request was denied,
Rizzo ordered Philadelphia Police officers to line the route of the march on July 4,

1976, in an effort to intimidate the peaceful marchers. With the remnants of the



anti-war and civil rights movements still smoldering, the economic and social
turmoil of the mid-70’s shifted focus as a movement challenging corporate power
on many fronts began to emerge. As the impact of oil crisis spurred inflation,
widespread discontent coupled with the post-Watergate suspicion of government,
generated a broad-based populist sentiment that spawned protest movements. The
July 4, 1976 “Rich Off Our Backs” march echoed the future and current political

reality of a corporate state run by oligarchs mimicking democratic governance.

Fifty years ago, that march manifested a very clear message to the City and the
country, that our nation’s democracy was threatened by undemocratic forces based
on class and that we better stand up and voice our opposition to save our

democracy.

As the crowd gathered and the temperatures continued to rise on that beautiful
summer day, the Vietnam Veterans Against the War took their position at the front
of the thousands of marchers that filled North Boad Street. Marching in a phalanx,
and wearing their green uniforms, many with cut-off sleeves, some carrying upside
down flags, the veterans warned the marchers to stay behind their phalanx as they
expressed their very real concern that the hundreds of Philadelphia Police officers,
ordered by Rizzo to line each side of the march during the route to Norris Square
Park, would brutalize anyone who stepped away from the protective shield created
by the veterans. The march began with thousands chanting, “We won’t fight
another rich man’s war,” and, “We’ve carried the rich for 200 years, let’s get them
off our backs.” As the march left Broad Street and entered the neighborhood the
police converged, kettling the protest by lining each side of the protesters as the
march proceeded. Soon after the police converged, leaving little room to stray from
the street, I witnessed several marchers leave the route only to be grabbed and then

beaten by Philadelphia Police Officers.

Undeterred by Rizzo’s show of force, thousands of marchers made it to Norris

Square Park for an afternoon of celebration filled with speeches, food and music.



All the while Philadelphia Police Officers, many in full riot gear, holding shields
and batons, surrounded the park. With police snipers on the rooftops of the row
houses that faced Norris Square, the celebratory atmosphere of protest gathering as
thousands of dissenting voices breathed life into the First Amendment and
demonstrated to a nation in turmoil that after 200 years our society could rely on
peaceful protest to manifest democracy, even in the face of police state

intimidation.

As the peaceful protest concluded, and the rain clouds moved in signaling an
ominous end to this wonderful celebration, one of the organizers took to the
makeshift stage and, through a bullhorn, announced that people should leave in
large groups as the word of police brutality leveled against several marchers earlier

in the day, had spread through the crowd.

Having witnessed police grab and beat several protesters who had stepped away
from the march, my brother and I were concerned for our safety. Quickly, we made
our way through the crowd to the edge of the park as police, intent on creating
chaos, began to randomly grab people leaving the park. As we arrived at the edge of
the park we spotted some folks on the back of a flatbed truck. The driver, a young
man in his twenties, told us to jump on. Scrambling onto the back of the truck with
several other protesters, we hoisted a banner we found on the ground which read,
“We carried the Rich for 200 Years, Let’s Get Them Off Our Backs.” The rain
began to pour as we pulled away from the park chanting and waving to our fellow
protesters walking in large groups. Eventually, we made our way back to North
Broad Street. For me, July 4, 1976, was a watershed moment as it offered me a
glimpse into the decades of brutalization suffered by black and brown communities
at the hands of Philadelphia police. This experience also helped fuel my life-long
commitment to combatting police brutality and prompted me to protest for the next
five decades as I participated in hundreds of peaceful protests as an activist, legal
observer, and eventually, as a lawyer representing hundreds of folks who have

courageously exercised their right to protest under the First Amendment.



Fifty years later, the ominous feeling generated by witnessing unchecked police
power has become a full-blown dystopic nightmare threatening our democracy on
every front. Criminalizing dissent has long been the playbook utilized by
tyrannical rulers to undermine democracy. While the military occupation of major
cities 1s the most serious threat to our freedom in decades, this strategy has been
utilized throughout history by governments in an attempt to silence opposition by
falsely labeling those engaged in peaceful protests as “criminals™ and “terrorists,”
and then prosecuting them for exercising their right to free speech. However, not
since the Palmer raids in the late teens and early 1920’s, whereby vocal opponents
of the capitalist system were rounded up, incarcerated and many deported, have we
witnessed the war on the First Amendment escalate as it has under the Trump

Administration.

Demonizing those who have expressed opposition to the rise of fascism and white
supremacy as demonstrated through federal prosecutions built largely on rights
protected under the First Amendment, is the next step in the authoritarian design.
Over the past eighteen months the Trump administration’s war on the First
Amendment has dangerously accelerated as the effort to crush political opposition

on the streets has moved into the courtrooms of this country.

Three prominent examples of this effort are reflected in the prosecution of the anti-
ICE protesters in different parts of the country. The Prairieland anti-ICE protesters
in Texas, recently sentenced to decades in prison, sentences that mirror those
imposed on convicted murders, to the indictments of anti-ICE demonstrators in
Los Angeles dismissed for prosecutorial misconduct, and the most recent
indictment of protesters in Minnesota, which reads like a government conspiracy to
undermine the First Amendment rights, whereby protesters were charged for
merely expressing ideas, are all designed to crush all opposition by suppressing and
chilling free speech. These illegal prosecutions pose the most immediate threat to

our democracy. Without the right to free speech, to assembly, association and to



expression, online and on television, our democracy will perish as the mechanisms
of the criminal justice system are used to eliminate all political opposition. Yes, the
war on dissent is here and the casualties encompass more than the courageous
individuals willing to stand up to an authoritarian regime, but include the very

foundation of our democratic life, the First Amendment.

Fifty years ago, I participated in a march in opposition to the 200th anniversary
celebration that would deny the truth of our brutal, racist and class-based history.
Fifty years ago, our democracy imbued by populist movements to challenge our
government controlled by powerful corporations, could still find fertile ground in
peaceful protest activity on every front. Today, the consolidation of the corporate
state appears complete as the institutions of government are utilized to extinguish
one of the pillars of our cherished freedoms, the right to express our opposition to
the rise of fascism through peaceful protest. The First Amendment can save
democracy, however, it is entirely up to us to see it through. Stand up, be heard,

march, demonstrate and celebrate our 250th year.

Paul J. Hetznecker is a criminal defense/civil rights lawyer in
Philadelphia. He teaches in the Criminal Justice Department of Arcadia
University. As part of his practice Mr. Hetznecker has represented
hundreds of protesters pro bono for almost forty years.

See below one of two banners from the “Rich Off Our Backs March” I held onto from July
4, 1976.
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