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Introduction

This issue of Radical America contains both historical and con-
temporary analyses of the working class and of the attempts of socialists
to organize within it. Jeremy Brecher’s article on the current state of
wage labor in the United States is a useful survey of the composition of
the working class, its housing patterns, and the changed working condi-
tions which have resulted from the interaction between capitalist of-
fensives and the countermeasures, both defensive and offensive, which
workers have taken against them. In particular, Brecher stresses the in-
formal, extra-union resistance by workers. He also analyzes the chang-
ing nature of community/workplace ties, noting the erosion of ethnic
divisions among white workers and signs of frequent on-the-job soli-
darity between blacks and whites.

It is also important to remember that large segments of the working
class are not in the wage labor force, particularly large proportions of
young and old people and women of all ages. Class-conscious militance
among the non-employed has usually lagged behind workplace activity,
but it is vital to attacking the capitalist system as a whole. It is especially
crucial in inflationary periods in which monopolies try to take back in
the marketplace what they may lose in wage struggles. It is with this
perspective that we are reprinting here Bruno Ramirez’s brief descrip-



tion of the “self-reduction” movement in Italy — a campaign of direct
action in reducing prices. Although this article describes struggles that
took place two years ago, the struggles are continuing. They marked an
important departure from both the traditional workplace battles in
general and the non-socialist consumer organizing found in the United
States. The Italian consumers’ movement is powerful and potentially
socialist because, unlike most consumers’ campaigns in the United
States, it is a solidly working-class movement. The success of “self-
reduction” in Italy seems to be based on a unity between these struggles
and workplace militance. This unity has many historical precedents in
both Europe and the United States. In mining and mill towns, for
example, where the domination of a single employer helped overcome
other divisions among the working class, community support for strikes
was often decisive. The mobilization of women through community
struggles that spoke to their needs as well as to those of (male) workers
added great strength to the working class. In addition, in its tactics —

people setting their own prices and paying the prices they themselves
determined to be just — the Italian consumers’ movement has substi-
tuted a proletarian, popular legality for bourgeois legality, an essentially
revolutionary conception.

In an historical article Roy Rosenzweig gives us a look at another
important example of non-workplace organizing: work with the un-
employed during the Depression. He has reconstructed this history from
material that has not been readily available previously, and in addition
has unearthed hard-to-find accounts of people’s actual activity in the
unemployed movements of the 1930’s. This history is particularly im-
portant precisely because more recent attempts at organizing the un-
employed have been short-lived and/or unsuccessful. Ironically, the
successes of the earlier movements of the unemployed help to account
for the lack of contemporary successes. Part of the purpose of the ex-
pansion of relief programs in the 1930’s was to undercut the effective
challenge of radical organizing among the unemployed, and the greater
availability of different forms of welfare and unemployment compensa-
tion have somewhat moderated the harshness of unemployment. In
fact, in many ways the present-day counterpart of the 1930’s struggles
Rosenzweig describes should be sought in community struggles over
housing, welfare, and other such issues rather than over unemployment
as such. The contemporary tenants’ movement, for instance, is in some
ways a more fitting descendant of the 1930’'s unemployed movement
than are the recent, generally unsuccessful efforts at organizing the un-
employed. Nevertheless, given the ills of the U.S. economy at this time,
unemployment will continue to be an important problem for the work-
ing class, and Rosenzweig provides some important insights into the
obstacles hindering successful organization of the unemployed.

While Rosenzweig’s article focuses on one episode in the history of
the U.S. Left and its attempts to organize working-class people, James
Weinstein’s recent widely-read book, Ambiguous Legacy, attempts to
make sense of that history for the entire 20th century. The task Wein-



stein sets for himself is an extremely important one, as Jim O'Brien
points out in his review, for the U.S. Left has in general been plagued by
ignorance of its own history. Weinstein has also made an important
contribution in pointing out the problems involved in mechanically
transposing the lessons of a revolution in one historical situation (for in-
stance, Russia) to attempts to organize a revolution in another (for in-
stance, the United States). Furthermore, he rightly criticizes the belief
that reform struggles wil automatically lead to self-conscious socialist
ones and stresses the important lessons embodied in the New Left. But
O’Brien also finds several serious weaknesses with the book. He criti-
cizes Weinstein’s failure to get inside the movements he describes, to
understand the difference between the motivations of the rank and file

task of getting the U.S. Left to learn from its history, but O’Brien differs
with him about what the lessons are to be learned.

As many of our readers are aware, during the past few months we
have been conducting a fund-raising drive. Due to the generosity of
many people, this drive has so far been quite successful and will serve as
the basis for a new-subscriber drive we are undertaking this summer and

The Radical America editors
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Is China’s ‘Revolutionary
Literature’ Really Literature?

We say Yes, emphatically, and
encourage you to find out why, by
reading the Special Issue: “Chinese
Revolutionary Literature”

¥t The first collection in English of Revolutionary short
stories and criticism, all in new translations.

W1deal for use in classes, and for those interested in the
culture of the People’s Republic.

Yr Over 120 pages, in two parts, with photos of major
Chinesewriters. Part I, on sale May 1; Part II after June 1;
each part, $2.00 postpaid.

W The first attempt to see China’s literature today, as the
Chinese themselves see it: simultaneously literary and
political.

¥ Bibliography for further reading.

Send $2.00 for each part to:. Bulletin, 604 Mission Street, Room
1003, San Francisco, CA 941085.
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Wage Labor in the U.S. Today

Jeremy Brecher
Tim Costello

In the summer of 1973, we took a trip around the country, ex-
cepting the South, talking with working people about their lives and
what they observed about the social world around them, Since that
time we have continued to conduct interviews in the New England
area, and to combine what we have learned from our discussions
with historical material and current data, While we had by no
means a statistically random sample, those we talked with repre-
sented a wide range of industries, occupations, and backgrounds,
with males and whites particularly heavily represented. Our main
focus was on work, but we tried to learn something about commu-~
nity life and the impact of economic conditions as well,

Our research was no doubt affected by who we were —a labor
historian and a teamster, both men, white, around thirty years old,
with little affection for the present organization of society. We
present the following description, not as any kind of definitive por-
trait, but rather as one contribution to a process of collective self-
discovery in which all of us who are the victims of the existing
structure of social relations have a part to play.

*(C) Copyright 1976 by Jeremy Brecher and Tim Costello



I. The Workforce

Over the past century, capitalism has moved from being the
dominant form of labor organization to being virtually the univer-
sal form in the United States, Small farmers are now only a few
per cent of the population, and the self-employed middle class is
of comparable size, Housekeeping and childcare remain primarily
the work of women in the home, but little other labor remains out-
side the sphere of exchange and money.,

About 75% of the employed population are blue-collar and low-
level white-collar workers; for the purposes of this article we will
consider them and their families the working class, A widespread
myth maintains that the “blue-collar” industrial workforce is rap-
idly diminishing, Actually, there are more blue-collar workers to-
day than ever before, Blue-collar workers form a larger part of
the male workforce today than in 1930, Blacks and the newer im-
migrant groups, such as Puerto Ricans and Chicanos, are concen-
trated in blue-collar occupations, The average educational level of
blue-collar workers has increased sharply since World War 11,
closing most of the gap between blue-collar and white-collar
workers,

The entire 20th century has seen a tremendous expansion of
white-collar employment, largely drawing on the labor pool of
women, Within the white-collar sphere there has been a separation
of upper- and lower-level white-collar workers, parallel in many
ways to the separation of masters and journeymen of an earlier
industrial era, Lower-level white-collar workers, such as clerical
and sales workers and office~machine -operators, ‘have had their
incomes move below blue-collar workers; lost their advantage in
health, pension, vacation, and other benefits; lost their traditional
job. security; had their jobs mechanized, and subject to time study
and other forms of “rationalization,” Their conditions are now far
closer to blue-collar workers than to higher-level professionals
and managers, This is in sharp contrast to the situation described,
for example, in the Lynds’ Middletown in the 1920’s, where the
great division was between the “working class” and a “business
class” which included virtually all white-collar workers, The low-
er white-collar categories are dominated by white women, though
blacks, especially black women, have begun to enter them in in-
creasing numbers, v

Despite the degradation of much white-collar labor, substantial
cultural differences remain between white- and blue-collar work-
ers, “Respectability” remains a more important value in the office
than in the shop. Interest in business advancement and orientation
toward a career is a potent force for male and some female white-
collar workers, and is cultivated by management’s advancement
hierarchies, Preoccupation with status remains a major theme
among white-collar workers, As actual conditions deteriorate, and



as white-collar workers are increasingly recruited from blue-col-
lar families, this orientation has declined somewhat, but more
slowly than one might have expected,

The workforce is very distinctly divided along raciallines, Black
workers remain overwhelmingly in a separate labor market, work-
ing for different firms, in different localities (generally central
cities), and within firms in special “Negro jobs.” Two decades of
civil-rights agitation have done far less to change the minority job
situation than brief periods of labor shortage during World Wars I
and II, Blacks and other racial minorities are disproportionately
employed in small firms in highly competitive sectors of the econ-
omy, marked by relatively low rates of profit, insecure employ-
ment, and low wages, They are also generally confined to jobs in
stagnating central cities. In the post-World War II move to the
suburbs of the more prosperous sections of the working class,
blacks were largely excluded., The heavy migration of blacks,
Puerto Ricans, and Chicanos to urban areas over the past two dec~
ades has mainly been to the very inner cities which whites were
leaving, Yet four-fifths of all new jobs in metropolitan areas from
1950 to 1970 were in the suburbs (where a large majority of white
union members now live). The official unemployment rate for
blacks remains double that of whites.

A basic change in the workforce has been the influx of married
women into the labor force, In 1940, 15% of married women were
in the labor force, Today, about 50% of married women are em-
ployed at some point during the course of the year, and until the
recesSion the figure was rising rapidly, Women are still concen-
trated in “women’s jobs,” More than 70% are clerical, nonhouse-
hold service, or low-paying operative and sales workers, This re-
sults primarily from discrimination against hiring women in other
occupations, The “income gap” — the percentage of male earnings
made by full-time women workers — deteriorated from 64% in the
mid-1950"s to 60% in 1970, These figures understate the real dif-
ference, since 60% of women do not hold jobs full-time or full-year.

11, The Structure of Work

Let us now turn to the work itself, The way work is organized is
a reflection, not so much of technology or “economic laws” as of a
continuing struggle between workers and employers over the pro-
duction process and its product, The employer, by employing,
brings workers into groups and gives them a common interest
against the employer, His problem under these conditions is to
motivate workers to work and to prevent workers from organizing
against him, Toward that end, employers develop strategies — at
times deliberately, at times simply by retaining what seems to
succeed and discarding what doesn’t — to make workers work,

At their origins, most industries experienced production con-



trolled by skilled workers, Management strategies since the late
19th century have aimed to break this power, often in the name of
“rationalization” or “scientific management.” Management strat-
egy in the 1970’s is based largely on the same elements that em-
ployers introduced following the destruction of the early industrial
pattern of control by skilled workers., The general management
goal is still to condition workers to pursue individual rather than
collective self-interest, while making the individual workers’ self-
interest appear identical with the employer’s.

A, Fear of loss of job remains at the core of labor discipline.
Despite unionism, most workers feel little reliable protection
against job loss, In actuality, firings are relatively rare, although
lesser disciplinary actions are common, The limit on the employ-
er’s exercise of this power seems to be the resistance and demor-
alization it creates among the remaining workers,

B. The basic pattern of centralized power and authority estab-
lished by early 20th century “rationalization” remains virtually
universal today, So does the deliberate fostering by management
of workers’ ignorance about the work — workers are forbidden to
explore their plants, to learn about production techniques, sched-
uling, long-range employer plans, and in many cases even what
shifts they will be working a few days or weeks hence.

In industries which matured before World War II, the traditional
pattern of non-working foremen responsible for direct supervision
of a small number of workers remains dominant, although foremen
are increasingly being recruited from college rather than from the
shop floor, Foremen are generally regarded by workers with a
mixture of pity, hatred, contempt, and sympathy — they are hated
as ‘the boss,” the immediate giver of orders, but also felt sorry
for as “the man in the middle” who gets it from both company and
workers,

Newer industries: have somewhat different patterns of supervi-
sion. In high-technology industries such as oil, the immediate
‘boss” is most often a scientist, technician, or professional, In
hospitals, the doctors and nurses often form lines of authority over
workers distinct from those of the hospital administration, giving
workers the kind of room for maneuver that drives scientific man-
agers bats, In offices, it is common to give some workers manage-
ment titles and responsibility to supervise other workers as well
as doing their own work, presumably to create an advancement hi-
erarchy and close supervision to counter the office worker’s ability
to look busy while not doing much, In small businesses, owner-
supervision of course continues, with all its traditional opportuni-
ties for paternalism and/or arbitrary meanness.

C. The advance of technology continues to improve the capacity
of machines to regulate human labor, This is particularly the case
in continuous-flow industries, where workers have no direct con-
trol over the pace of work short of downright sabotage, But it is
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increasingly true wherever new plants are built so that total pro-
duction can be planned to increase “productivity.” A good example
was the Lordstown plant, designed to squeeze out the last few re-
maining seconds in which an auto worker was not actually produc-
ing. The expanding use of machines to pace work is seen in the in-
creasing favor of managers toward “measured day work.” This is
a system in which work is paid at a flat hourly rate, and workers
have production norms set to the pace of machines and enforced by
close supervision, (However, it is important to keep in mind that
American industry has had great difficulty modernizing its produc-
tion plant, Fully automated equipment is very expensive. The
slowed rate of accumulation in a stagnating economy has led to a
general shortage of capital for modernization, and the slow rate of
growth and general instability of markets has made employers re-
luctant to make expensive investments, The advanced, high-pro-
ductivity factory is the exception, the classical pre-automation
model more the norm.) ,

Regulation of work by machine pacing has become far more im-
portant than previously in the office, The publications of the Amer-
ican Management Association are filled with advice on how to
“Taylorize” paperwork, Clocks and counters are on every new
business machine, and “word processing centers” maintain output
quotas indistinguishable from those in physical production,

The elimination of skilled industrial craftsmen by the building of
their skills into the machinery is now nearly complete, The last
hold-outs, such as the tool-and-die makers, are now finding their
jobs broken down by semi-automated machinery, though as usual
the general breakdown of skill tends to create a small elite of ex~
tremely-high skilled workers who do what the machines can’t do.
Most “skilled” jobs today can be learned fairly quickly. Indeed, the
classification is generally somewhat arbitrary — as many workers
who have been skipped over a number of grades to jobs supposedly
requiring years of experience can report, Of course any job can
require a lot of skill — especially to do it without killing yourself,
and knowing what to do when things go wrong — but this can apply
to supposedly “unskilled” jobs as well, Jobs which are “skilled” in
the old sense, and which provide their workers with the traditional
power of craftsmen. remain primarily in the construction trades,
and a few other isolated groups.

D. In most production work, the subdivision of jobs has now been
pushed to its practical limits, Attempts at further subdivision only
provoke worker resistance, in the forms of poor-quality work, high
turnover, uncooperativeness, sabotage, and strikes, On the whole,
it is an effective management technique not only for making work-
ers work during every available second, but also for convincing
them of their powerlessness — many workers feel that if they tried
to fight conditions, they could easily be replaced, making resis-
tance appear fruitless, The subdivision of jobs is of course the
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main cause of the “job boredom” which was widely and mistakenly
publicized as the basic cause of worker dissatisfaction in the early
1970’s. Equally overpublicized have been modest attempts by em-
ployers to deTaylorize to some extent through “job enlargement,”
Such plans are not profitable to introduce except in cases where
they substantially increase productivity; they are not widespread
and are not likely to become so, They can be used as a rhetorical
cover for speed-up, as they were at Lordstown, although they can
also alleviate some of the more brutal effects of scientific man-
agement, Mostly, however, they exemplify the ability of American
managerial publicists to recycle old ballyhoo.

E. Job and promotion hierarchies, one of the classic strategies
for dividing and “motivating” workers, remain widespread, with
some variations — hierarchies are marked in steel and utilities,
less so in auto, for example, Some of the touted “job enrichment”
plans are really based on establishing such hierarchies, These
hierarchies, which usually havg little basis in technology or skill
requirements, are central means of motivating and dividing work-
ers on the job, Not only do individuals compete for the better jobs,
but many of the conflicts between racial, sexual, and other groups
revolve around the “advancement” ladder. These usually take the
form of a struggle over seniority or job bidding. The job hierarchy
is of course also central in shaping the inequality of income and
status within society at large, While unions in many industries have
established the principle of promotion by seniority, our interviews
indicate that favoritism is more the rule than the exception —
“there’s advancement by seniority if all other things are equal, but
the company decides whether they're equal, Favoritism was one of
the main grievances which led to worker support for the CIO; its
significance as a grievance at present should not be underesti-
mated,

F. Form of payment has changed more than most other manage-
ment strategies since the days of Taylor, The distinction between
hourly and salaried workers remains strong, and backed by many
forms of apartheid, even as the actual gap between most white-
collar and blue-collar workers grows less and less, The use of
piece rates continues to decline, remaining primarily in backward
industries such as garment and packing, Management has never
been able to counter the workers’ ability to control the rates by
setting their own informal ceilings on output, Piece rates are now
seen by management as a last resort to be applied only in the ab-
sence of “good supervision.” Incentive plans and bonus systems
are still widespread, but are frequently “demoralized” — bonus
rates are set very low, so that everyone gets the bonus. Sometimes
they work so much to the workers’ benefit that workers demand
their extension —— as happened in the steel industry a few years
back, The general management trend, as we have noted, is toward
measured day work, with fat hourly wages and control by output
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norms, close supervision, and setting of machine speed,

III, Workers' Strategies

These employer strategies generate the basic conditions of work,
the institutions within which workers spend their days, Whatever
the nature of the productive activity, most workers face one or an-
other combination of these structures. In the end, most of these
tactics boil down to the carrot and the stick, but in a form that
makes them appear the inevitable product of technical and eco-
nomic necessity, Work is generally viewed in the fatalistic light of
death and taxes — something which cannot be fundamentally
changed, Consequently, thought and discussion about how work
might be performed differently is not widespread, Within the es-
tablished framework, however, workers have developed a number
of strategies for dealing with the power of employers over them.

One obvious possible tactic is to try to please or curry favor
with the employer — indeed, the adoption of this strategy by work-
ers is the objective of management’s pattern of rewards and pun-
ishments, We found this attitude to be normal among managers and
other groups with a genuine hope of “getting ahead,” but very rare
among workers, even relatively favored ones, In fact, the only pkace
we ran into it was among a minority of women in or from rural
areas, Far more common, especially among older workers, was
the approach of doing only what was necessary but avoiding sore
spots, keeping out of trouble, and learning to live around points of
irritation with management.

The most common resistance strategy might be described as the
use of guerrilla tactics — secret cooperation among workers while
avoiding overt confrontation with management. Such tactics are
used for a wide range of objectives : controlling the pace of work,
winning free time, making the job more interesting or pleasurable,
altering unsafe and uncomfortable conditions, undermining the au-
thority of the employer, improving pay and benefits, and sometimes
affecting the social results of the work itself, Tactics themselves
include: production-output ceilings set by workers’ consensus;
flexible deciding of how much to produce day by day; organized
slowdowns; sabotaging machinery; work evasion; job rotation and
division of work by the workers; government work (making things
for yourself on company time); inventory shrinkage, high-grading,
riding with the flag up, and other forms of quasi-theft; and an
almost unlimited number of irregular ways of making life on the
Job more interesting and satisfying, While such guerrilla tactics
are seen by sociologists, many radicals, and many workers as al-
most insignificant acts of individual frustration, they require at
the least a supportive milieu of social acceptance, They require
genuine group self-discipline in most cases, and sometimes a very
considerable amount of secret organization,
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The other strategy used by workers is outright confrontation,
usually based on the power to stop production, Short work stop-
pages, which were normal in the 1930’s and '40’s, are generally
frowned on by unions and are most common around safety issues
and in a few shops where they remain a continuing tradition, One-
day or one-shift walkouts are common in the auto industry, espe-
cially over extremes of temperature and similar grievances, Wild-
cat strikes over immediate work issues — firings, speed-up, safe-
ty, harassment, or almost anything else — occur sporadically in
most industries, although they are most common inthe coal mines,
Our impression is that wildcats were chronic during World War II,
occurred in large bursts in many industries during the immediate
post-War years, and declined thereafter until the mid-1960’s, They
then became more common, though never returning to earlier lev-
els, until the mid-1970’s, when (except in coal) they began to de-
cline. On the other hand, plant occupations — extremely rare since
the 1930’s —— have begun to reemerge here and there as a tactic —
notably in the Chrysler plants in 1973 and in a number of plants,
such as the Rheingold breweries in New York, threatened with
closing.

Several different kinds of factors seem to affect the strategies
workers choose, To some extent the choice reflects individual ex-
periences, values, and temperament — what managers perceive as
the “bell curve” of cooperative and resistant individual workers.
Behind these lie class strategies embodied in social values: the
strategy of individual advancement embodied in competitive striv-
ing vs, the strategy of solidarity embodied, for example, in the still
widespread repugnance at scabbing, crossing picket lines, etc., and
a general support for the struggles of other workers.

Even more important, however, seem to be the past experiences
of a particular work group, A new group — such as a newly-hired
shift at a plant — may be little more than a collection of uncon-
nected individuals, with no cooperative strategy. Where there is
high turnover or extreme isolation, this situation can be chronic.
More often, however, interaction, shared experiences, and realiza-
tion of common interests develop over time, creating a milieu in
which cooperative strategies can be attempted. The success or
failure of these then becomes part of the shared experience of the
group, both limiting and supporting future action, Social pressure
applied both to group members and particularly to new workers
turns the group itself into the key determinant of strategies.

Several factors outside the workplace also appear to affect
workers’ strategies on the job, There certainly seems to be a de-
crease in respect for authority and a decline in willing acceptance
of work and of the “work ethic,” especially among young people,
The onset of recession has had contradictory effects: on the one
hand, it generates greater caution about keeping one’s job; on the
other, it generates general discontent and rejection of the status
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quo, while promoting speed-up and general tightening-up by man-
agement which itself encourages resistance.

White-collar workers frequently have been regarded as less
militant on the job than blue-collar workers, Growing discontent
among white-collar workers was apparent in the late 1960’s, how-
ever, Lack of defenses against inflation further embittered white-
collar workers in the first half of the 1970’s, In some urban cen-
ters, the woman’s movement has brought the subordination of
women into question, especially among younger women. Where
white-collar movements have broken through in the past several
years, such as the Harper and Row strike in the New York publish-
ing industry, it seems to have been in good part the result of the
convergence of these two factors, On the other hand, divisions be-
tween workers of different status, and preoccupation with one’s
own status, are still powerful impediments to white-collar organi-
zation in most companies.

One of the surprising results of our interviews was the discovery
that racism does not appear to be a major factor impeding work-
ers’ resistance on the job. Both black and white workers in numer-
ous industries told us that, while social contact tends to go along
racial lines, resistance to management cuts completely across
race lines, and cooperation in fighting the employer is very strong.
Even in cities as notoriously racist as Detroit and Cleveland, sab-
otage, wildcat strikes, and the like normally involve black and white
workers side by side, White workers are also often outspoken in
their admiration for the solidarity of blacks in resistance to man-
agement at work, If there is a potential growing edge for racial
cooperation in the U,S,, this may well be it,

Traditionally, women have been viewed as less militant and ef-
fective in organizing on the job, either because they consider their
work temporary and secondary to their main role or because they
are used to accepting a subordinate position. But it has to be kept
in mind that most women workers are concentrated in occupations
with labor surplusses and no tradition of resistance on the job.
Where this is not the case, women appear to organize effectively
to control production rates, resist supervision, and organize the
job to meet their needs.

How widespread is worker resistance on the job today ? The
great diversity makes it hard to generalize, but it is fair to say on
the basis of our interviews: 1) places where people are so unor-
ganized that they will, for example, bust their asses on piece rates
without limit are exceptional, and limited to competitive, small-
firm, low-capital industries such as the garment industry, where
most workers are easily replaced and stay with the company a
short time, and where any substantial improvement in wages or
conditions would be likely to put the employer out of business;
2) most blue-collar workplaces have, at the least, general cooper-
ation in regulating the pace of work; and 3) greater initiatives for
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moré control of time and labor are very widespread, but normally
sporadic rather than continuous,
"

Usually quite distinct from this informal worker organization is
the formal bargaining agent for the workers, the union, Union.
agreements cover about 20% of all jobs, including the great major-
ity of those in large industrial enterprises and a growing percent-
age of public employees, Public employees in the past few years,
like industrial workers in the past, are winning union representa-
tion through a combination of their own struggles and the aid of -
politicians seeking their support. :

The separation of informal worker organization from unionism
has been a historical evolution, In the background of most unions
lies a period of militant struggle against employers, in which
workers identified the unions with themselves — although they may
have identified more with their own locals and felt some distrust
for the international, With recognition, the union leaderships
reached accommodation with the employers, This stage, which oc-
curred in the late 1930’s and early 1940’s for most contemporary
unions, often saw chronic conflict between the shop-steward level
and the local and international leadership, As unions normalized
relations with the companies, undertook “joint administration” of
“labor problems,” and established discipline over their own lower
levels, on-the-job worker organization and action grew increasing-
1y separate from all levels of the union,

Among workers today, loyalty and commitment to the union is
concentrated among older workers who have received very sub-
stantial benefits from unionism and who remember the “bad old
days” before unionization, Unions are also supported because they
give some degree of protection from the company, and because
conditions are generally superior in unionized workplaces, since
there is at least some recourse from the arbitrary authority of the
boss, Many lower-level union officials are personally liked and
respected, and many workers have received favors and services
from union officials, But the union is generally seen, at best, as a
source of such help, not as an embodiment of workers’ own activity
or will, There are partial exceptions to this picture, particularly
in craft unions where the union plays a large role in hiring or for
other reasons remains a live force,

Negative attitudes toward the union, particularly among younger
workers, are more widespread than even those as critical of union-
ism as ourselves would have supposed, It would be hard for us to
recount the number of times during our trip that we were told,
“l hate to say it, but [ guess I hate the union worse than I do the
company.” In many cases, such as many steel mills, the union is
hardly even a presence on the job-~—many workers never see a
griever or know a union official, Grievance procedures are gener-
ally slow and ineffective, in some cases backed up for years, Else-
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where, the union plays a central role in enforcing labor discipline,
preventing wildcats and other forms of direct action, even occa-
sionally timing jobs and forcing workers to meet production stand-
ards, Union support for the companies is notorious in many indus-
tries, including some with supposedly “progressive” unions; it is a
common statement in Detroit that “they couldn’t runthe auto indus-
try without the U,A,W,” The union is often experienced as a buffer
which prevents workers from taking action against the company,
While corruption seems to be relatively uncommon or taken in
stride, charges of favoritism against union officials are common
and bitter,

While unions are met by a devastating critique, the idea of soli-
darity among workers is still bound up with the idea of “theunion.”
While forms of informal organization exist separate from the union
as an institution, they are considered an expression of “unionism”
in a vaguely defined sense. This leads to the fascinating paradox of
militants who attack the union upand down in every statement being
referred to as “strong union men.,”

One highly-publicized development in unionism has been the
tendency toward giving up the right to strike, notably in the recent
steel-industry contracts., While the press hailed a new era of labor
peace, few unions can be expected to go this route; they would have
virtually no function could they not oppose management from time
to time, Less noticed but perhaps more significant is the develop-
ment of the official union strike as a way of managing discontent
and “rolling the steam out of workers’ discontent,” This was seen
most vividly — and admitted most frankly -——in the 1970 U,A.W,
strike, but is generally understood by union officials.

While unions have functioned within a rigid legal structure at
least since the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947, which carefully specified
the actions they could legally take, two recent legal developments
have turned them further into means for controlling labor for cap-
ital, The first, now in abeyance but bound to be reinstalled if in-
flation continues, is government wage control. The controls in-
stalled in the early 1970's were accepted and cooperated with by
the unions, despite the fact that workers’ real incomes were falling
as a result of inflation, These conditions also led to widespread
contract rejections and nationwide wildcat strikes in response to
union policy. The second legal development is the recent court rul-
ing that employers can be granted injunctions against unions whose
members engage in unauthorized strikes. Many United Mine Work-
ers locals now have fines totalling hundreds of thousands of dol-
lars against them for their members’ participation in wildcats.
This is forcing the U.M.W, to become even more direct an agent
of labor discipline than it was before. A similar evolution may be
expected if and when substantial unauthorized strike activity breaks
out in other industries, This appears to imply a return to the age
before the Norris-LaGuardia Act outlawed the use of injunctions
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against strikes and unions; today it can again be a crime not to
work.

Unions continue to play a role in dividing workers into compet-
ing groups. This is most clear in the traditional craft unions, which
have excluded women, blacks, and minorities from many of the
more favored occupations, But it is also true for the industrial
unions, which have accepted or encouraged discriminatory hiring
patterns and supported principles of seniority and advancement
that favor males, whites, and other established groups.

Within most unions there exist reform and rank-and-file cau-
cuses of one kind or another. They appeal both to workers who feel
the existing leadership is rotten and to aspiring union politicians
who would like to be in that leadership’s place, While from time
to time they may achieve enough support to overcome entrenched
union machines, in general workers regard them with considerable
cynicism. This is usually based on past experience —a good pro-
portion of today’s union bureaucrats were yesterday’s militant re-
formers. Reform movements in office face the same constraints
as the officials they replaced. For example, the Miners for De-
mocracy leadership, which came to power largely in reaction to
the cooperation of the UM.W, with the coal operators, has become
the major tool for opposing miners’ strikes over 1mmed1ate griev-
ances. It contributed greatly to the defeat of last autumn’s massive
walkout in West Virginia. Union administrations may turn over
somewhat more rapidly in the present period of economic discon-
tent than they have in the past, but this is unlikely to be the way
in which major changes in working-class organization develop. We
believe a more promising strategy lies in trying to develop the
informal organization of workers on the job beyond the limits of
unionism.

IV. The Impact of Hard Times

Real working-class incomes rose very substantially from the
end of the Great Depression to about 1965, as a result of relatively
full employment, unionization, and the increasing proportion of
working wives. Estimates of the increase range from 30% to 100%,
with the more realistic ones at the lower end of that scale. With
the general stagnation of accumulation in the world capitalist econ-
omy, real wages fell from 1965 to 1970, and, after a brief rebound,
decreased 9.5% in 1974 and early 1975 -—a loss which has yet to
be made up. The results have been the loss of luxuries, such as
boats, vacation homes, and second cars, for the upper working
class; loss of comfort and a return to penny-pinching for the main-
stream working class; and general impoverishment, nutritional de-
ficiency, and family disruption for the lower working class.

1974 saw the rise of mass unemployment, with furloughs, lay-
offs, and plant closings leading to the unemployment of roughly
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a quarter of the workforce at one time or another in the course of
1975. A large proportion of the rest have experienced short hours
and reduced incomes. At first this was seen as simply another
cyclical recession, Now, despite the current modest revival of
business activity, it is widely believed that we are at the beginning
of a long-continuing period of “hard times.”

A number of “cushions” have been widely touted as making un-
employment less devastating than in the 1930’s. They indeed have
replaced destitution with impoverishment. Unemployment insur-
ance averages $65 a week, one-half to one-third of the average
wage. Supplemental Unemployment Benefits (SUB’s) financed by
employers exist in only a few industries, and are inadequately
funded for conditions of mass unemployment — some SUB funds in
the auto industry 'simply ran out, Millions of “new entrants,” “re-
entrants,” “discouraged workers,” workers not covered, and long-
term unemployed receive no protection from either of these
sources. While there was a substantial expansion of welfare in the
1960’s, the fiscal crisis of the state has led to substantial “welfare
reform” — cutting of the rolls — at the very time that need has
increased,

There are also several “cushions” that existed in the 1930’s but
are lost today. In the Great Depression, consumer prices fell by
about one-third; food in particular was plentiful and very cheap.
Many workers still had relatives on the farm, to which they could
return during spells of unemployment. And it was far more possi-
ble than today to substitute more primitive technologies — wood
for oil, ice for refrigeration, local farmers for food chains — and
thereby survive at a lower cash level. How an urban area would
survive a full-scale depression today is not at all clear.

Workers’ action has been quite closely correlated with the eco-
nomic developments we have described. The years from 1948 to
the mid-1960’s saw a relative ebb of class struggle at work; much
. of what occurred was focused on questions of job security in.the
face of “automation,” and controversy over work rules, The new
wave of discontent that surfaced in the mid-1960’s was largely
focused on the workplace, with conflicts over safety, bosses’ au-
thority, and the like., By 1969-70, however, the cumulative effect
of inflation was substantial, and there was a big strike wave,
marked by the official electrical and auto workers’' strikes and
the wildcat teamsters’ and postal walkouts, Strike activity declined
in 1971-72, a period of low inflation when real wages tended to
rise. By early 1973, however, prices were rising sharply. The
mass response was the national meat boycott, unquestionably the
largest mass protest in American history, in which an estimated
25% of consumers participated, centered in families with incomes
around $10,000 to $12,000 a year,

With the continuing rapid inflation, compounded by the seemingly
trumped-up fuel shortage in the winter of 1973-74, there seemed

19



to be a general shift in attitude toward serious worry and anger.
This expressed itself first in the extraordinary nationwide highway
blockade conducted by independent owner-operators, a group with
some working-class and some small-business characteristics, and,
that summer, in the largest strike wave since 1946, This strike
wave was centered in small and medium-size workplaces, with the
emphasis on catching up to inflation through wage increases and,
particularly, cost-of-living escalators. Many of the strikes re-
sulted from rank-and-file contract rejections. Union officials also
reported a surge of interest in unionization among the unorganized.

This strike wave came up against the sharp increase in unem-
ployment that began in late 1974 and within half a year raised the
official unemployment rate to the highest level since the Great
Depression, This long unfamiliar situation requires a complete
reorientation of working-class strategies to be dealt with effect-
ively; such a reorientation has not yet occurred. (Exceptions in-
clude the development of solidarity, including sympathy strikes,
among municipal and state workers in response to layoffs, speed-
ups, and wage cuts, and the increasing frequency of workplace oc-
cupations.) While there is a much more general appreciation of the
social nature of unemployment today than in the early days of the
Great Depression, there appears at present to be much the same
sense of waiting “to see if something turns up.”

V. Workplace and Community

A fairly standard urban pattern structured working-class com-
munity life from the late 19th century through World War II. It
consisted of concentric circles with a central business district
surrounded by a circle of old, decaying buildings for immigrants
and other poor at the core, This was surrounded by another circle
of working-class housing : row houses, apartments, two- and three-
family dwellings, and small detached houses on postage stamps of
land, Beyond this was the middle-class housing of the suburbs,
itself segregated by income, The poor and mainstream working
class were largely clustered by nationality., Car ownership was
the exception, and public transportation was available and finan-
cially accessible,

The post - World War II boom decades superimposed on top of
this the pattern of urban organization with which we are all famil-
jar. The key change was the building of a wheel or grid of high-
speed highways. This was followed by the migration of industries,
jobs, and stores to the urban rim four-fifths of all new jobs in
metropolitan areas from 1950-1970 were in the suburbs, and more
than half of all retail business is now done in shopping centers,
mostly suburban, Only older, less dynamic, low-pay industries
remained in the central cities, while black migrants from the South
poured in to replace former impoverished groups.

In the post-War years, the more prosperous sections of the
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working class, overwhelmingly white, moved to the suburbs - 60%
of all AFL-CIO members, for example, live in the suburbs. This
move involved the loss of valued community roots, but for many
families it represented the most dramatic symbol of the general
improvement in living standards experienced in these years, The
new highways opened a vast job market to workers with cars —
as well as the experience of commuting 50 miles or more each
way. The decline of public transportation, which started in 1946
and continues today, simultaneously excluded carless inner-city
workers from the good labor market on the periphery.

Even before the current recession, a number of factors were
bringing the era of residential and environmental improvement
for the working class to an end, Housing construction turned down
in the 1960’s until it fell behind the rate at which older housing
stock deteriorated.

This was at the very time that the “baby boom” children born
after World War Il reached the age of family formation, Housing
and mortgage costs put home ownership out of reach to most young
working-class families. What residential construction continued
shifted to apartments, especially garden apartments, although even
they have now declined drastically. All this reversed the general
post-War trend toward single-family suburban home ownership.

At the same time, the once superior conditions of suburban life
began to deteriorate substantially. Poverty and even slum-ghettos
became widespread in inner suburbs, while suburban crime rates
increased several times faster than those in cities. A large pro-
portion of working-class suburbs have become in effect “outer
cities,” indistinguishable except by a somewhat larger lot size
from the regions of working-class housing of the pre - World War
II cities. The long-term increase in environmental pollution now
strikes the suburbs as well as the central cities. And the fiscal
crisis of the state is leading to a deterioration of community serv-
ices in urban and suburban areas alike. The general though un-
measurable sense that environmental conditions are deteriorating
contributes an unmeasurable amount to a general decline of com-
mitment to the status quo.

The restructuring of urban areas that followed World War II
had a major impact on working-class communities, One major
effect was to widen the gap between work and neighborhood. Neigh-
borhoods no longer have a concentration of people who work for
the same company or industry, while those who work side~by-side
are likely to come from dozens of communities scores of miles
apart, This definitely makes mutual support between community
and workplace struggles harder and less frequent.

Suburbanization — and the sheer passage of generations — has
led to a partial dissolution of ethnic clustering. There is both less
ethnic-based community 'solidarity and — more often overlooked —
a tremendous decrease in inter-ethnic conflict and hostility. Along
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with this appears to be the gradual creation of communities whose
main characteristic is that they are working-class communities,
and a gradual replacement of ethnic identification with a somewhat
vague working-class identification, The erosion of traditional forms
of ethnic-group self-protection and self-advancement (which often
meant in practice advancement for the middle-class leadership)
may be increasing the potential for class-based community move-
ments. Certainly most urban-community movements in recent
years — such as those against urban renewal and highway con-
struction — have generally cut across ethnic ties,

The most striking limitation on the residential homogenization
of the working class remains segregation along racial lines, which
has become more pronounced over recent decades as a result of
the influx of blacks to central cities and the migration of whites
to the suburbs.

The dispersion of the older urban population undoubtedly dis-
rupted the older networks which tied together working-class com-
munities, It would be a mistake, however, to assume that workers
are now “atomized.” The fact is that older communities arealways
breaking down, if only through death and migration; less visible is
the fact that new ties of neighbors, friends, co-workers, members
of organizations, and the like are always being born, What has
changed is that friendship networks, while not as densely packed
in any one neighborhood, are now far more extended, reaching
through whole metropolitan regions. (Again, the main limitation
appears to be that they do not generally cross racial lines,) The
extent to which these networks can be used for self-organization
when the desire for self-organization is there was seen in the 1973
meat boycott, which was organized without any national leadership
by tens of thousands of housewives getting on the phone and holding
kaffee-klatches with their friends and neighbors,

VI. The Shared Experience

The American working class was recruited largely from groups
of impoverished peasants and squeezed-out artisans whose past
experiences were marked by extreme poverty and insecurity, For
most of them, migration to urban America meant a great improve-
ment in conditions of life,’ Even if they faced a life of hard toil,
the opportunity to have a job and make a living was itself a big step
forward compared to their conditions before; the opportunity for
their kids to get an education and move up the social ladder was
likewise seen as a substantial upgrading. A steady job was defined
as a basic requirement for a good life,

The Great Depression left a heavy scar on the generation that
lived through it in large part because it shattered these expecta-
tions. It left many with a tradition of working-class militance, but
one oriented toward the effort to maintain economic security and
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a reasonable level of domestic comfort,

The two decades that followed World War II led, as we have seen,
to a very great improvement in incomes and living conditions for
most workers — often far beyond what those reared in the Depres-
sion expected for themselves. The quite natural result was what
Harvey Swados called “the conservative temper” of the American
working class in those years, a sense of support for the status quo
and its benefits,

The post-World War II generation that has flooded into the work-
force in the past decade took employment, education, and the ab-
sence of deprivation more or less for granted. They were more
aware of the cost than the gains of their parents’ generation’s sac-
rifices, They were told by the official media of the society that
they would be able to escape from the working class through edu-
cation, and most expected to do so. As a result, they developed a
higher range of aspirations than earlier generations; they wanted
time for personal pleasure and satisfaction, freedom from arbi-
trary authority, a clean, safe, esthetic environment, and work that
was interesting, creative, expressive, and self-directed. This gen-
eration, when they went to work, were widely and accurately re-
ported to be less tolerant of authority than older workers, and
more willing to risk their jobs through various forms of resist-
ance. Compared to older generations of militants, they tended to
use more individualistic forms of resistance, such as sabotage
and absenteeism, while being less well schooled in some of the
basic experiences of collective class struggle,

In the late 1960’s, as the “baby boom” generation flooded the
workplace and generational conflict was rife throughout the entire
society, the “generation gap” was a significant force in the work-
place. Indeed, the conflict between older and younger workers,
combining conflict of interests and conflict of cultural styles, was
the main polarization in many workplaces. In the years 1972-76,
however, this “gap” has greatly narrowed and there has been a
virtual reconciliation of the generations, This has resulted in part
simply from habituation, in part from the “greening” of the older
generation, in part from the lessening of generation-based conflict
in the society at large.

The current economic crisis began hitting younger workers first,
since they lacked the protection of seniority and had little power
within the unions. Their weak economic position was aggravated
by the demographic fact of their large numbers, The resultappears
to have been the spread of a value system and life style based on
an unwillingness to plan or sacrifice for the future; no resurgence
of the “work ethic” has yet appeared widespread among working-
class youth, There has also developed a large pool of young people
who have never worked regular jobs.,

A second major shift for this generation has been the decline of
the “education fetish.” The student movement of the 1960’s already
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debunked somewhat the glamor attached to “college jobs” by ex-
posing the fact that many of them, too, reduce their holders to
“cogs in the machine,” This was compounded in the early 1970’s
by the inability of college graduates to get jobs using their educa-
tion, By 1973 large numbers of college graduates were driving
taxis, working in factories, and generally facing working-class
conditions, Meanwhile, steeply rising education costs reversed the
trend toward ever-increasing rates of college attendance and
priced higher education out of reach of many working-class fami-
lies., Taken together, these factors mean that for a substantial
proportion of kids, education is no longer seen as an available road
of escape from the working class.

The Vietnam experience is another factor affecting the current
American working class. This is seen most directly among Viet-
nam veterans, who form a particularly alienated, oppressed, and
militant group, and who are known in particular for their resist-
ance to authority on the job. Within the working class as a whole,
published suryeys and our own impressions indicate that reflex
support for the state, for the military, and for foreign intervention
is greatly weakened.

Finally, there is unquestionably a great loss of commitment to
political parties, a rapidly deepening distrust and resentment of
all politicians, and a general alienation from the state and the en-
tire establishment, extending even to the most respected groups,
such as doctors., Organizers from left-wing groups appear to be
little less subject to this skepticism than others, although they
have had somewhat more success in involving themselves in work-
place struggles in the past two or three years than before. Dis-
content doesn’t seem to be moving toward support for one or an-
other political movement, but rather, at present, seems to be mov-
ing toward a deepening awareness of the conditions facing working
people themselves,

While there are exceptions to any generalizations that can be
made about the working class, there is one we would suggest in
conclusion. most current members of the working class have
shared expanding aspirations that make a steady job and income
inadequate definitions of a good life, and now face sharp deteriora-
tion of real incomes and general social conditions.

JEREMY BRECHER is an historian and the author of STRIKE!, a
study of U.S. labor history. TIM COSTELLO has worked as a
Teamster for eight years, as well as in a wide range of factory and
construction jobs. This article is based on a new book which they have
Just written, COMMON SENSE FOR HARD TIMES, which will be
sent to RADICAL AMERICA pamphlet subscribers this summer.
Copies may also be ordered from Common Sense; Institute Sfor Policy
Studies; 1901 Q Street, N.W.; Washington, D.C. 20009 ($3.95 per
copy, plus $.55 per order for postage and handling).
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We learned in SNCC
that you had to
construct your own
alternatives. On the
one hand, you held
out a vision of what
society ought to be,
and at the same time,
you tried to construct
a working model of
one aspect of what it
could be. We didn’t
just make the demand
for federally-subsidized
day-care; we went out
and set up a day-care
center in the town.

Continuing the tradition:

Julian Bond and SNCC recognized the importance of
southern struggles and coordinated action and study for
building an alternative America. Today, the Institute for
Southern Studies continues that tradition of social change.
— We provide back-up research for organizations working

on issues from energy to occupational health,

— We identify and analyze the corporations who control
50 much of our region and the nation.

— We compile oral histories of Southerners who have
struggled to build populist movements.

— We illuminate the cultural traditions which inspire South-
erners to respond creatively to powerful institutions.
For three years, the Institute has blended these features

in our quarterly, Southern Exposure. We combine investiga-

tive journalism, research reports, personality profiles, photo-
graphy and book reviews to produce what Julian Bond has

called “an invaluable resource for anyone concerned with
the South.”

Southern Exposure is a journal of hope and challenge.
Hope for a positive identity, for a spirit of kinship and
community, for people taking precedence over money. And
challenge to stereotypes old and new, to a national rootless-
ness, to a provincialism that ignores the rest of the world.

Julian Bond and the other founders of SNCC had a
vision of a South of liberation, of equality. The Institute for
Southern Studies and Southern Exposure maintain that
vision. Two decades later, the dream is the same.

Southern
EBExposure

a quarterly publication of the
Institute for Southern Studies

For a copy of Southern Exposure - including an ‘extensive interview with Julian Bond, and articles on women in the cotton
mills, blues singer Peg Leg Sam, battles with urban developers, mechanization of tobacco, union organizing in the southern
textile industry and the crafts of the Tennessee valley —send $2.50 to Southern Exposure, P.O. Box 230, Chape! Hill, N.C.

27514. Send $8 for a year's subscription,
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Rome to prevent its destruction.
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The Working-Class Struggle
Against the Crisis:

Self-Reduction
Of Prices in Italy

Bruno Ramirez

With an inflation rate of over 25%, widespread unemployment,
and increasing repression, Italy’s current economic crisis shows
how far capital is willing to push its attack against the living con-
ditions of the working class,

One of the distinct marks of this crisis — in Italy as well as in
other capitalist countries — is the extent to which class conflict
has widened, involving directly the area of social consumption, The
dramatic increase in the cost of living is in fact setting off a wave
of struggles dictated by the working class’ need to protect their
wage gains, and to ensure adequate access to essential goods and
services such as food, housing, utilities, and transportation, It is
no coincidence that — particularly in Italy — capital’s massive
move onto this terrain comes after a long cycle of factory strug-
gles which have yielded considerable gains in wages and working
conditions, It shows the coherence of capitalist strategy -—a co-
herence which has been forced to become explicit by the organized
resistance of wide sectors of the working class,

The practice of “self-reductlon"—i.e., the refusal to comply
with price increases of essential services — is an answer that has
emerged from this terrain of struggle, The character of this strug-
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gle raises important political questions for both capital and the
working class, How can this struggle be mediated and brought un-
der control? To what extent does the brunt of this struggle fall
primarily on one sector of the working class — i.e., housewives,
as the central protagonists in the area of social consumption ?

Self-reduction

Self-reduction is not an entirely new phenomenon in Italy, For
instance, at Magliana — one of Rome's largest working-class dis-
tricts — some two thousand families have been practicing self-
reduction for the past two years, cutting their monthly rent pay-
ments by 50%. And this is by no means an isolated case, What is
new is the way in which this practice has spread to other sectors
of essential social consumption, such as public transportation,
electricity, and home heating,

When viewed in the context of parallel practices — such as
squatting and organized mass appropriation of groceries from su-
permarkets — this struggle becomes more than merely a defensive
one, It becomes — as some militants have called it —a struggle
for the re-appropriation of social wealth produced by the working
class but unpaid by capital,

When on a Monday in August 1974 hundreds of commuting work-
ers found out that their bus fare from Pinerolo to Turin had been
increased by almost 309, few people would have predicted that
such a relatively insignificant event could provide the spark for a
new wave of struggles, To those commuters, the fare increase —
decided by the bus line during the two-week summer shutdowns —
sounded like an act of cowardly provocation, It took only a few days
to organize some action and mobilize the commuters travelling on
that line, The following Monday the plan of action was ready, Work-
ers set up tables near the Pinerolo bus terminal with signs all
around saying “Refuse the fare increases!” But more importantly,
they issued substitute weekly bus tickets, selling them at the old
price (tickets are normally bought by commuting workers on Mon-
days and entitle them to a week’s travel), The bus company re-
sponded by shutting down its operations, so hundreds of Pinerolo
workers that morning did not go to work, and continued their mo-
bilization, In the afternoon they sent a delegation to the Regional
Bureau of Transportation to demand that the old fares be rein-
stated, and that in the meantime the substitute bus tickets be ac-
cepted., After a few days of pressure, the Bureau ordered a sus-
pension of the new fares,

The spark had caught fire, Within a few days, similar events
were occurring throughout the heavily industrialized region around
Turin, On September 17, the Regional Authorities issued new
guidelines for interurban transportation fares applicable to the 106
private bus lines operating in the region — guidelines which sub-

28



stantially reduced the increases already enacted or proposed by
the bus lines,

The first round of self-reduction struggles had yielded its fruits.
The practice, however, was quickly spreading to other regions of
Italy, disseminating chaos in municipal and regional governments
and in the trade-union bureaucracies, By the end of September the
media networks were hysterically condemning this outbreak of
“civil disobedience,” and the Italian Communist Party was solemn-

ly reminding workers that the only valid method of struggle is the
strike,

The Electricity Bill

The next logical step for the workers was to apply this form of
struggle to other areas of social consumption, The electricity bill
figures high in the budget of most working-~class households, and
it is to this item that the struggle suddenly turned, One could hard-
ly think of a more politically explosive choice., For one thing, in
Italy the electricity industry is nationalized and adopts rates which
are applied throughout the whole country, The State would there-
fore become the direct target in a struggle whose potential for
generalization among the working class would be enormous, More-
over, popular sentiment against the state-controlled electricity
corporation (ENEL) was at a high point because of recent increases
in electricity bills at a time when the corporation had been caught
in a scandal involving the financing of political parties, ENEL’s
policy of granting reduced rates to industry as a form of subsidy
(roughly 25% compared to domestic-use rates) also added much
fuel to the fire, as it is viewed by many as a blatant act of dis-
crimination.

The initiative came again from the heavily industrialized areas
of Turin and Milan, The initial support given by local trade~-union
officials, or local union bodies (such as for instance the Turin La-
bour Council) was very instrumental in facilitating mobilization of
workers in factories, It made it possible to utilize the organiza-
tional apparatus of the workers’ councils for this purpose, espe-
cially once the councils’ executives had expressed their support of
the struggle, In most cases, the mobilization involved setting up
“self-reduction committees” whose task was to collect workers’
electricity bills and issue substitute bills, often bearing the stamp
of the unions, Workers would then enter the new amount, usually
cut by 50%, and pay the bill.

Self-reduction Committees
This mobilization, however, was not confined to factories, As

this practice spread throughout Italy, self-reduction committees
sprang up in urban neighborhoods as well as in small rural towns.,
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In some of the large urban districts the setting up of these com-
mittees was facilitated by the prior existence of neighborhood
committees with a long history of community struggies, Most of
these committees are made up of delegates, a few from each block
or apartment building, whose task is to mobilize their neighbors,
coordinate the activities of various buildings, and make links with
nearby neighborhoods and factories, The support given by ENEL
workers who often refused to enforce the company’s orders to dis-
connect electricity was also an important factor contributing to the
success of the struggle, Through this combination of factory and
neighborhood mobilizations, by the end of December tens of thou-
sands of electricity bills had been collected in each major Italian
city, Turin was at the head, with about 140,000 bills collected.

To a large extent the political significance of this wave of strug-
gles lies in the territorial link-up it is providing between factories
and neighborhoods, As a worker from Naples explained : “In Naples
in the past we have had experiences of self-reduction of water
bills, gas bills, and electricity bills; but they have always been re~
stricted to some building or some neighborhood, and have never
caught on in the factories or in the unions, But today the situation
looks quite different, and offers a great political potential,” (LOT~
TA CONTINUA, October 4, 1974, p. 2)

Speed-up in Housework

It is, however, in the neighborhoods that this mobilization is
having its most dramatic effect, because it is often interwoven with
other struggles such as squatting and self-reduction of rents.
Moreover, despite the fact that often factory workers have been
the spearhead of the mobilization, it is ultimately at the level of
the neighborhood that the brunt of the struggle has been borne, This
is where people have to face ENEL officers who come to either
collect the bills or disconnect the electricity, And this is where
they often have to confront the police and the fascist groups who
are sent to disrupt the mobilization, It is this dimension of the
struggle which has shown the crucial role of housewives as central
protagonists, Their role stems also from other considerations, If
there is one item of productive consumption which falls squarely
within the work of housewives, this is electricity, The increase in
the electricity bill amounts in effect either to a speed-up imposed
by the State on housewives, as it would force them to perform the
same amount of domestic services (cooking, washing, ironing,
cleaning, etc.) in a shorter time, or to an extension of their work-
ing day, as it would force them to do more work by hand.

It is obvious that capital’s attack at the level of productive con-
sumption stems from its difficulties in halting the wage increases
that workers have won in the factories, Although this attack is di-
rected against the working class as a whole, it tries to exploit the
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division of labor (factory labor versus domestic unwaged labor) on
which capitalism rests, by hitting a weaker sector of the class —
i.e., by squeezing more unpaid labor from housewives, To see the
central role of housewives in this wave of self-reduction struggles
as merely a show of solidarity toward factory struggles would be
clouding a very important class process with empty leftist rhet-
oric,

Their role as central protagonist can only be understood by the
fact that their material conditions of work are the immediate tar-
get of capital’s attack, and hence that this struggle is in a very
important sense their struggle against their increased exploita-
tion, Only after this point has been made clear can one talk about
solidarity.

In this light, the struggle to reduce substantially the monetary
cost of a family’s productive consumption has become very crucial
for the survival of many working-class households, This is partic-
ularly true in many large urban neighborhoods, such as in Rome
and Naples, where many people make their living through marginal
occupations (petty trade, black marketing, prostitution, etc,), The
fact that in most of these cases the wage relation between capital
and the male breadwinner is either non-existent or highly unstable
has produced a dynamic which escapes the trade unions’ mediating
mechanisms, This explains why in these cases the self-reduction
practice has exhibited a higher degree of autonomy both in its di-
rection and in its content, allowing housewives to exercise the
‘leadership which the terrain of these struggles confers on them,
It is important to note, for instance, that in many of these cases
the slogan was not “50% reduction” (the directive given by union
officials in factory mobilizations), but rather “let’s pay the rates
that bosses are charged” — which means a reduction of over 75%.

Factory/Neighborhood

The contrast between factory mobilizations and neighborhood
mobilizations can be better grasped when one looks at the strategy
pursued by the unions in order to control and channel the self-re-
duction struggles —a strategy which is reminiscent of the 1969
wave of factory strikes.

The initial outbreak of self-reduction struggles and the workers’
use of the workers’ councils (most of which are union-controlled)
forced union officials to take a position, Similarly, in many large
working-class neighborhoods, the Communist Party was confronted
with the situation of many party militants joining the self-reduction
struggles and often even using the local Party sections to help the
mobilization, But while the CP leadership did not take long to con-
demn this practice, calling it “divisive” and a “provocation” by a
few extraparliamentary groups, the situation was much more com-
plex for the trade-union leadership.
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There is no question that the role played by local union officials
— many of whom are members of other Marxist organizations —
was very instrumental in gaining the support of the various labor
bodies, especially in the Turin and Milan areas, But for many oth-
er union officials, the outbreak of self-reduction struggles was
viewed in the context of the increasing dissatisfaction among work-
ers with the unions’ obstructionism in the development of a broad
mobilization against the rising cost of living, This was clearly ex-
pressed by the Secretary of the Turin Labor Council: “,,, what is
at stake here is our relationship with the people; what is being
questioned is our ability to build an alternative, In these last
months the credibility of the unions has hit a low ebb, (...in order
to regain it) it is not enough to demand 50,000 or 100,000 liras for
the workers, we must instead come up with alternative political
solutions.” (L'ESPRESSO, September 29, 1974, p. 8)

When this “alternative solution” started rolling, it was again the
old-time Italian union politics, While the lower-level union leader-
ship in the main supported this new wave of militancy — being di-
rectly confronted by this new upsurge of struggles — the national
leadership was buying time, avoiding a clear-cut position, This
posture was largely dictated by the necessity to maintain the shaky
balance of alliances among the three national union federations,
which has repeatedly been threatened by the “ungovernability” of
the working class, and consequently by the state of crisis in which
all political parties are enmeshed,

The Government Falls

This wait-and-see strategy began to pay off when the Rumor
Government resigned in early October, setting off a long govern-
mental crisis which lasted throughout the rest of the month, The
absence of a cabinet at a time when the self-reduction movement
was quickly spreading throughout the country undoubtedly had the
effect of dramatizing the impact of this wave of struggles, It also
contributed to giving the unions — the only institution which could
conceivably control and manage the upsurge — the leverage neces-
sary to influence the formation of the new government, The politi-
cal formula which enabled the new Moro Government to take power
at the end of October is too complex to be discussed here, One es-
sential ingredient of the formula, however, was the support given
by the unions, on the condition that the Moro Government would
commit itself to a national re-negotiation of cost-of-living allow-
ances, A further condition was a revised schedule of electricity
rates, From now on, the autonomous and rank-and-file-controlled
development of the self-reduction struggles had to be stopped, The
logic of class mediation and the unions’ credibility vis-a-vis the
government demanded it,

During the long period of negotiations between the government
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andthe three national union federations — culminating’in the agree-
ment by the end of December — the impact of the unions’ new pol-
icy vis-a-vis the self-reduction movement became evident in the
factories, The overwhelming majority of workers '-councils execu-~
tives ordered a stop to the mobilization, This meant that workers
who wanted to continue the struggle had to do so in opposition to
these union bodies, The confrontation was often fierce, showing the
extent to which the unions cared more about their credibility with
the government than about their credibility with the workers, Atthe
ALFA SUD auto plant near Naples, for instance, the target of 2,500
reduced electricity bills was reached by bypassing the workers’
council, At the ITALSIDER steel plant, in Bagnoli, several work-
ers’-council executive members were forced to resign from office
because of their opposition to the mobilization,

Back to the Neighborhoods

Despite these and other successes scored by autonomous rank-
and-file forces in several factories throughout Italy, it was clear
that the self-reduction mobilization at the factory level had been
severely affected by the imperatives of trade-union politics, To a
large extent, therefore, the continuation of the struggle lay with
the neighborhood mobilizations, where the mediation of the unions
was proving unworkable, and with their ability to resist and coun-
ter the direct repressive attacks by the State,

The new agreement over a national COLA package, which in-
cludes revised rates for domestic electricity, has marked a sig-
nificant step forward in the process of the unions’ integration into
the capitalist state apparatus, The extension of their bargaining
functions into the politically explosive area of essential consump-
tion makes the unions a crucial partner in capitalist planning, Not
only do they co-manage the determination of wages and their dis-
tribution, they also co-manage the way wages are used in the area
of social consumption,

In retrospect, the unions’ course of action had other significant
implications in terms of the dynamics of the struggle, Their in-
volvement had the function of separating the initial autonomous
links between factory and neighborhood mobilizations and then at-
tempting to impose a new link “from above” by co-managing along
with the State the new electricity rates and their acceptance, This
illustrates clearly the crucial political importance of the unions in
the context of Italy’s economic and political crisis; they are the
only institution that can mediate between the worker as wage-earn-
er, and the worker as consumer of essential goods and services,
and thereby continue to conceal the exploitation of unwaged work-
ers — above all, housewives,



A Chapter Closes

The agreement, however, has merely closed another chapter of
this struggle. It has not put an end to the self-reduction practice,
which, particularly in the neighborhoods, has continued practically
unaffected by the trade-union/government politics, Nor has the
mobilization in the factories been brought to a complete halt, The
last few months or so, in fact, have witnessed a revival of the
struggle in an increasing number of factories, A motion to support
the struggle for the self-reduction of electricity approved at a
special meeting of 1,000 workers’ delegates from the Milan area
indicates the degree of resistance the unions may still encounter
among workers, In part this new upsurge stems from the workers’
reaction to the new electricity rates, which became effective in
January, The new rates are based on a graduated system, depending
on the level of consumption of each household, In effect, for a typi-
cal working-class family consuming an average of 450 kilowatt
hours per quarter, the new rates mean an increase of 33%,

Many feel this increase is certainly worth a struggle; particu-
larly the millions of housewives for whom a forced reduction in
the consumption of electricity means that all those domestic serv-
ices which normally are done through electrical appliances, will
now have to be done by hand,

If the present policy of Italian capitalism is to reduce levels of
consumption in order to patch up the current economic crisis, it
has become clear to what extent the burden of this political opera-
tion falls on the shoulders of housewives, It makes it possible to
squeeze from them huge new amounts of unpaid labor without seri-
ous inflationary consequences.

The present Italian crisis has shown with unusual sharpness the
importance of the home as a unit of production, and housewives as
protagonists of the struggle against capitalist planning in this
sphere,

BRUNO RAMIREZ, a militant and student of labor history, is an
editor of ZEROWORK, in whick this article, written in February
1975, first appeared.
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Organizing the Unemployed:

The Early Years of the
Great Depression, 1929-1933

Roy Rosenzwetg

The re-emergence of economic hard times in the 1970s raises
forcefully the issue of how the left can best respond to attacks on
working~class living standards, The best historical model we have
for such a response is the organizing that radicals did among the
unemployed in the early years of the Great Depression, Although
the two historical situations are obviously not exactly the same,
there is a great deal that we can learn from the experience of the
activists of the early ’30s, The fact that almost nothing has been
written about the unemployed groups of that period makes it worth-
while to piece together a general sketch of their activity and how
it evolved.

On March 7, 1930 President Herbert Hoover made his most de-
tailed economic statement of the four months following the Wall
Street Crash, “All the evidences,” Hoover declared, “indicate that
the worst effects of the crash upon unemployment will have passed
during the next sixty days.” (2) Although Hoover’s veneer of opti-
mism remained untarnished during his next three years in office,
unemployment mounted steadily, At the time of this very speech,
even according to moderately conservative government estimates,
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joblessness had already increased almost tenfold from 492,000 to
4,644,000, By the following March it had almost doubled again, and
before peaking in March 1933 it had practically doubled once more
to 15,071,000, (3)

Although virtually no industry or community escaped the scourge
of unemployment, the impact 'was not uniform, Autos, textiles, and
other durable-goods industries were particularly hard hit in the
early years of the Depression, Between March 1929 and August
1931 the payroll of the Ford Motor Company dropped from 128,142
to 37,000 persons, Even within industries and communities, unem-
ployment was selective, The poor, the unskilled, the young, and
the foreign born suffered disproportionately, Managerial employ-
ees suffered least, and whites did much better than blacks, The
unemployment rate for Harlem blacks, for example, was between
one and a half and three times that of the whites in New York City.
Yet, for all these variations, what was truly remarkable about ’30s
joblessness was its pervasiveness — one third of a nation was out
of work, (4)

How did these unprecedented millions of unemployed respond to
their plight in the early years of the Great Depression ? Although
many observers on both the right and the left expected them to
turn to radicalism, the jobless, of course, never composed the
shock troops of revolution, Still, it is a serious mistake to con~
clude on this basis, as did one historian, that “most of the unem-
Ployed meekly accepted their lot.” (5) The jobless employed a
number of spontaneous survival strategies such as informal and
formal cooperative movements, family and neighborhood networks
of assistance, individual and group looting of supermarkets, coal
bootlegging, determined searches for work, and innovative stretch-
ing of income. (6) At the same time, radical organizers helped
stimulate more formal and political jobless actions such as sit-ins
at relief stations, national and state hunger marches, demonstra-
tions at City Halls, and direct resistance to evictions, Organized
into a variety of groups under the leadership of several left-wing
organizations, the unemployed compiled an impressive record in
the early ’'30s, Not only did these radical organizations of the un-
employed stop evictions and raise relief payments, they also helped
to intensify the class consciousness of many of their members,

But we must be wary of exaggerating or romanticizing the past,
While no one would deny the heroism, energy, and imagination of
the radical leaders and rank-and-file militants active in the unem-
ployed movement, we must realize that their organizations consti-
tuted neither a revolutionary force nor even a truly mass move-
ment, The core, active membership of the unemployed movement —
perhaps 100,000 in 1933 — never included even one per cent of that
third of a nation that was out of work at the height of the Depres-
sion, While the radical unemployed movement often succeeded in
winning immediate concrete gains for the jobless on the local lev-
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el, it was much less successful in its efforts to create a revolu-
tionary movement based on the unemployed,

What were the barriers to the development of such a mass-
based, revolutionary unemployed movement? Were the radicals
themselves responsible, as many commentators of both the right
and the left have argued ? Or was the problem in external social,
economic, and political conditions that made a Jobless-based revo-
lutionary movement an Impossibility in the early '30s?

Passing judgment on the record of 1930s radicals is a difficult
and painful process for the present-day left, (7) The dismal record
of the American left in the last few years should make us distress-
ingly aware of our own failures and limitations as radical organ-
izers and strategists, Consequently, while judgments are inevitable,
they must be made with a consciousness of both the difficult con-
ditions faced by ’30s organizers and the limited range of options
open to them. This article, then, explores the experience of Com-
munists, Socialists, and Musteltes in organizing the unemployed
within the context of the external barriers that limited their suc-
cesses, It focuses pPrimarily, however, on the Communist Party’s
efforts, since in the Hoover years of the Depression it was both the
first to act and the strongest radical group. Moreover, the prob-
lems faced by the Communists were typical of those faced by other
groups trying to do the same kind of organizing,

COMMUNISTS AND THE UNEMPLOYED :
THE UNEMPLOYED COUNCILS

Organizationally, the Communist Party (CP) faced the Depres-
sion in a weakened state. The post-World War I Red Scare, the
political lethargy of the '208, and the expulsions of the Cannon and
Lovestone factions had reduced the Party to a mere 7500 members
at the start of the '30s, Moreover, the CP of 1930 did not represent
a cross-section of the American working class; rather, it was
dominated by foreign-born and urban workers, (8) Ideologically and
strategically, on the other hand, the Communists were uniquely
well prepared for the Depression, The Tenth Plenum of the Comin-
tern Executive Committee, meeting in Moscow in the summer of
1929, had proclaimed the “Third Period” of capitalist crisis and
Tevolutionary offensive, (9) In August 1929, while most Americans
were still celebrating Republican prosperity, the Communists were
in Cleveland organizing a new labor federation, the Trade Union
Unity League (TUUL), which included as one of its objectives “To
Set up Councils of Unemployed Workers, ” (10)

The Communists’ new Third Period line directed them to take
an aggressive approach to decaying American capitalism, As a
result, even before the Wall Street Crash, energetic young Com-
munist activists sought out the jobless on breadlines, at flop
houses, outside factory gates, in relief offices, and, most often, in
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their neighborhoods, With the coming of mass unemployment in
1930, organizational activity accelerated and organization of the
unemployed became a top priority for Communist activists, In
March 1930 the Party’s theoretical journal declared that “The tac-
tical key to the present state of class struggle is the fight against
unemployment,” (11) Organizational activities took very concrete
and visible forms. In Chicago, for example, Communists led, or-
ganized, or participated in 2,088 mass demonstrations in the first
five years of the Depression, (12) Not just mass demonstrations,
but also leafleting, personal contacts, and eviction protests were
used to build a core of local activists around whom to organize a
local unemployed council, Any issue of immediate concern to the
jobless was seen as a potential organizing tool, “The Councils,”
writes one historian, “did not consider any issue too small or un-
important to fight for : brooms for housewives in Seattle, milk for
a baby in Detroit, breaking down barriers against Negro relief in
St. Louls, coffee instead of cocoa for welfare recipients in New
York,...an anti-spaghetti crusade at a Minneapolis relief com-
missary.” (13)

The early successes of the Communist unemployed movement
grew directly out of the spontaneous discontent that was sweeping
through the urban unemployed, “So desperate were the unem-
ployed,” wrote two Chicago observers, “that protest was seething
through the disadvantaged neighborhoods of the city.” The Chicago
CP was unable to fulfill all the requests for organizational assis-
tance from protesting groups, (14) The Communist unemployed as-
sociations, usually known as Unemployed Councils, built on a co-
operative neighborhood solidarity that emerged in response to the
disorganization and inadequacy of local relief, Consequently, the
Communist Unemployed Councils were most effective when they
seized upon potent neighborhood issues, (15) Because of the un-
employed movement’s initial connection to the Trade Union Unity
League, Communist organizers were told to form unemployed
groups on a shop or factory basis, But, as unemployed leader Her-
bert Benjamin has recalled, “down below people weren’t concerned
with” these directives, They were *just concerned with finding any
means they could of acting,” (16) Most often this meant local, ad-
hoc neighborhood councils mobilized around specific grievances,

Out of this combination of aggressive organizing and spontaneous
discontent emerged a vital Communist-led unemployed movement
beginning in January and February 1930, These months saw demon-
strations of the unemployed in such places as New Britain, Con-
necticut; Passaic, New Jersey; Buffalo, New York; Pontiac, Michi-
gan; Detroit; Boston; Philadelphia; and New York City. (17) These
early stirrings climaxed dramatically on March 6, 1930, The Party
mobilized all its resources behind nationally coordinated demon-
strations on March 6, which it called International Unemployment
Day, Within the first month of the campaign the Party distributed
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over one million leaflets, Chicago Communists distributed 200,000
leaflets, 50,000 stickers, and 50,000 shop papers in the last few
days before the demonstration. (18) These energetic efforts paid
off, Throughout the United States huge numbers of unemployed
workers, many of whom had never before taken part in radical
demonstrations, took to the streets, Although precise figures are
impossible to arrive at now, the Communist Party at the time
claimed a nationwide mobilization of one and one-quarter million
people, (19)

The March 6 demonstrations awakened many to the existence of
mass unemployment and large-scale unrest in America, In Detroit,
where over 35,000 jobless workers had been mobilized by the Un-
employed Council, business leaders “were shocked by the emer-
gence of truly radical agitation, and by the support it received.”
Even local Communists were surprised by the size of the crowd.
(20) In many cases, government repression — a problem that was
to bedevil the unemployed movement throughout its history — came
immediately, The scene of carnage at the bloody Union Square
Demonstration in New York prompted even the NEW YORK TIMES
to strong description:

Hundreds of policemen and detectives, swinging night-
sticks, blackjacks and bare fists, rushed into the crowd,
hitting ,, ,all with whom they came in contact, chasing
many across the street and adjacent thoroughfares,,,.
A score of ‘men with bloody heads and faces sprawled over
the square with policemen pummeling them.

The blood spilled on March 6 was only the beginning, In the next
five months over 4,000 people were arrested at radical demonstra-
tions, The battle lines were drawn, (21)

Despite these repressive measures, the Unemployed Councils
blossomed in the period immediately following the March 6 demon-
strations. Unemployed workers around the country began consti-
tuting themselves as loosely-organized, neighborhood-oriented
councils of the unemployed. By mid-Summer Chicago had twelve
locals and Philadelphia seven., Minneapolis, Milwaukee, and Indi-
anapolis also had strong groups. (22)

Of particular significance was the emergence at this time of
interracial unemployed councils, As early as December 1929 Party
leader Earl Browder had stressed that the organization of black
workers had to be a top priority of the unemployed councils, The
March 6 demonstrations provided an opportunity to implement this
call, and throughout the country they attracted large numbers of
black participants, Black Communist leader Cyril Briggs felt that
March 6 revealed “the successful breaking down of the wall of
prejudice between white and Negro workers fostered by the em-
ployers and the substitution of working-class solidarity and frat-
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ernization,” Not all unemployed groups cut across racial lines, but
many, especially those in Southern cities like Chattanooga and At~
lanta, were the first interracial organizations in their areas. Even
in the North black and white solidarity threatened public officials,
“Here was something new,” black sociologists St, Clair Drake and
Horace Cayton have commented about the frightened reaction in
Chicago: “Negroes and whites together rioting against the forces
of law and order,” “The beginnings of a breaking down of barriers
between whites and Negroes,” unemployed leader Aurelia Johnson
has recalled, were among the central achievements of the unem-
ployed movement. (23)

In the spring of 1930 the CP made its first efforts at national
coordination of the unemployed movement, Out of a Preliminary
National Conference on Unemployment in New York at the end of
March and a Chicago Convention in early July emerged a new na-
tional organization — The Unemployed Councils of the U.S.A, Al-
though officially under Trade Union Unity League control, the Un-
employed Councils, in practice, remained a largely autonomous
neighborhood movement based on the anger and confusion of the
jobless, (24)

This local, ad-hoc quality was a strength, but also an important
weakness of the unemployed movement, Particularly in the early
years of the movement, large numbers of unemployed mobilized
around specific grievances or demonstrations, but rarely main-
tained a regular organizational connection, One Party official com-
plained in the fall of 1930 that “despite millions of leaflets and
hundreds of meetings, not to speak of the half-dozen demonstra-
tions in every city, organized unemployed councils are almost non-
existent,” Where there was a regular membership it was usually
dominated by CP members. (25) The problem of impermanence

Breadline, New York City
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plagued the unemployed movement throughout its history. Many
people drifted in and out of jobs in the '30s; they were not continu-
ously available for membership in an unemployed group, and this
led to a continual churning of membership. This churning had a
particularly severe effect on rank-and-file leadership, sinceit was
often the most talented and aggressive among the unemployed who
first secured re-employment. (26) (The Party itself also suffered
from this problem of membership instability, In 1930 six thousand
new members joined the CP, but actual membership rose only
about one thousand.) (27)

The Communist Party’s Third Period line, although it had helped
the Party anticipate the economic crisis, created additional prob-
lems for the unemployed movement, Its revolutionary anticipations
were too sanguine for the period, and thus inspired slogans and
demonstrations which either frightened or confused the rank-and-
file unemployed worker, Few unemployed saw the connection be-
tween their immediate need for relief and demonstrations against
the “Imperialist war danger,” slogans about Defense of the Chinese
Soviets, or even electoral campaigns for CP candidates, Nor was
it clear why Norman Thomas was being denounced as an “under-
cover” agent at the same time that he was speaking out against re-
pression of the unemployed movement, or why Socialists and Mus-
teites were regularly labeled “social fascists” and “tools of the
bosses.” (28) Such revolutionary posturing inevitably alienated un-
employed workers, especially outside of the big cities, Moreover,
it seriously handicapped efforts to recruit the jobless into the
radical movement. The use of terms like “rightist deviation”,
“agitprop”, and “theoretical levels” “invariably frighted.. off”
the average worker, observed Mauritz Hallgren, a NATION editor
sympathetic to the left, “These Communists,” a worker complained
to Louis Adamic, “thought Shamokin, Mount Carmel, and Shenan-
doah were just like Union Square.,” (29)

The Communist Party itself soon reached a similar conclusion.
In September 1930 CP leader Clarence Hathaway complained of the
Party’s tendency to raise issues of no immediate concern to the
jobless : “Crises, war,. contradictions, colonial revolts, defense of
the Soviet Union, etc. too often become merely a string of phrases
having no connection with the class struggle in a given locality,”
And two months later the Party’s Central Committee called for a
reorientation of the Unemployed Councils toward more direct work
among the unemployed and away from revolutionary sloganeering,
It also directed that the Councils should operate on two levels:
nationally, they would work for direct federal aid for relief and
unemployment insurance; locally, they would represent the unem-
ployed in their relations with relief authorities. (30)
~ This new “bread and butter” focus dominated the Councils on the
local level through 1933, and with some modifications for the rest
of the ’30s, Although they never again reached the level of nation-
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wide visibility achieved on March 6, 1930, the Councils success-
fully won limited concrete gains for the local unemployed. Partic-
ularly in the period 1931-33, when local relief efforts were disor-
ganized and woefully inadequate, the Councils were able to force
important concessions from the relief authorities through demon-
strations at relief offices, city halls, and state capitals, In Chicago,
for example, the Unemployed Councils on several occasions blocked
citywide relief cuts, (31)

Yet the real effectiveness of the Councils rested not on their
ability to occasionally force increased relief appropriations, but
on their capacity to resolve individual relief grievances, By 1932
the Chicago Unemployed Councils had already handled several
thousand individual cases, and in the process had helped establish
important precedents on adequacy and quality of relief. Moreover,
in many localities the Unemployed Councils successfully fought
relief discrimination and liberalized administrative thinking re-
garding the right of clients to complain, It was this function of the
Unemployed Councils as grievance representatives for the jobless
that constituted their greatest attraction to the rank-and-file un-
employed worker, A study of Cleveland Unemployed Council mem-
bers confirmed that individual relief grievances were most often
the “precipitating factor” in creating Unemployed Council mem-
bers, (32)

The prevention of evictions was another concrete service that
the Unemployed Councils performed for the jobless in the early
’30s. A variety of techniques came into play: blocking the sher-
iff’s entrance; returning the furniture; packing the courts to pres-
sure judges to stop evictions. As the Depression deepened in 1931
and 1932, eviction struggles occurred with increasing frequency.
In March 1931 Edmund Wilson reported that the Unemployed Coun-
cils had “practically stopped evictions” in Detroit, and that one
landlady had actually called the Unemployed Council to ask whether
she could evict her tenant yet, (33)

This new “bread and butter” focus implemented in the fall of
1930 proved particularly effective in black communities. Mark
Naison, in his recent study of Communists in Harlem, notes a shift
at that time from agitational work into practical organizational
activity, According to Naison, this policy, combined with the ag-
gressive leadership of a committed, interracial group of organ-
izers, helped the Harlem Unemployed Council “develop intoa mass
movement with solid roots in the community, one of the major
sources of Communist influence among the least privileged sec-
tors of Harlem’s population.” The two major tactics employed by
the Harlem Council were the relief-bureau sit-in and eviction re-
sistance, Unemployed Council sit-ins, demonstrations, and disrup-
tions at the home-relief bureaus sought — and sometimes won —
immediate relief for hard-hit Harlem residents, These eviction
struggles brought concrete results, not only in Harlem, but in other



urban black communities as well, When Chicago blacks received
eviction notices, “it was not unusual,” according to Cayton and
Drake, “for a mother to shout to the children, ‘Run quick and find
the Reds!’” These struggles persisted despite vicious police at-
tacks which led, for example, to the killing of three black eviction
protesters in August 1931, (34)

The Unemployed Councils aimed for direct approaches to the
immediate needs of the jobless. But, how direct? Soliciting food
donations for the hungry or, alternatively, seizing food from the
grocery store? The Councils briefly flirted with both of these
tactics, but ultimately rejected them. In early 1931 directives from
both the Comintern and the Trade Union Unity League urged that
the Councils set up relief kitchens and undertake direct food col-
lections, By July, however, the Party had reconsidered, and Brow-
der had denounced communal charity schemes as an “open right-
wing opportunist deviation.” But this new policy sometimes caused
problems on the local level, In Harlem, according to Naison’s
study, Council leaders concluded that the rejection of “spontaneous
efforts of rank-and-file Council members to collect food, money,
and ¢lothing for starving neighbors, or to cook communal meals
for the unemployed....had isolated the Harlem Council from many
sincere workers who saw no contradiction between taking a col-
lection for their neighbors and resisting an eviction or marching
on City Hall,” Consequently, by the fall of 1931 the Harlem Council
began to take up food collections, although such collections never
became a central focus of the Council’s work, (35)

Unemployed Council participation in food seizures similarly re-
flected both an ambivalence at the top and a tendency of some local
unemployed groups to set their own course in accordance with local
conditions, In the early '30s individual and group looting of super-
markets was not an isolated phenomenon, “Grown men, usually in
two’s and three’s, enter chain stores, order all the food they can
possibly carry, and then walk out without paying,” the NATION
reported from Detroit in the summer of 1932, Although most such
incidents took place outside of the organized unemployed move-
ment, Unemployed Councils in Toledo and Oklahoma City joined in
the food looting in early 1931, Such actions, however, frightened
not only authorities, but also some top Communist leaders. In the
summer of 1931 Browder condemned food seizures as “an effort
to substitute an idealistic, ‘heroic’ action to ‘inspire’ the masses,
in the place of the necessary Bolshevist organization and leader-
ship.” Unemployed Council leader Herbert Benjamin recalls that
“those of us who were politically more responsible” continually
advised against food riots, and he believes that more such rioting
would have occurred without the Unemployed Councils. “It seems
probable,” conclude two academic writers unsympathetic to the
left, “that the Communist Party exercised an important influence
in restricting the amount of violence against persons and property
during the depression.,” (36)
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While the CP helped to restrain the violence of the out-of-work,
it could do little to restrain police violence directed against the
jobless. As an examination of the dispatches of the FEDERATED
PRESS or even the NEW YORK TIMES shows, police violence
against unemployed demonstrators was almost a daily occurrence,
One of the most dramatic incidents came on March 7, 1932, when
the Detroit Unemployed Councils led 3,000 in a march on Henry
Ford’s River Rouge Plant in Dearborn to demand jobs, fuel, and
food. ThHe Dearborn police responded with bullets, By the end of
the day four marchers lay dead and over fifty had been seriously
wounded. (37) Such incidents were all too common in the ’30s.

The successes of the Unemployed Councils as a local pressure
organization between 1930 and 1933 were not equaled on the na-
tional level. The Unemployed Councils did not receive effective
national leadership until the fall of 1931, when Herbert Benjamin
was assigned by the CP to direct this work. Even then the national
office remained a “nominal sort of thing,” as Benjamin has re-
called, In fact Benjamin himself was the national organization —
he initially had no supporting staff, (38)

In the early '30s national Unemployed Council activity revolved
around petition drives for the CP’s unemployment-insurance bill
and two national hunger marches in December 1931 and December
1932, The marches did much to publicize the unemployed cause,
although neither was a dramatic success, The Communists limited
participation in the marches to elected representatives of local
Unemployed Councils, and as a result only 1600 marched in the
first and 3200 in the second. More importantly, the marches failed
to mobilize many jobless outside of those already in the Commu-
nist Party; over 70% of the 1932 hunger marchers, for example,
belonged to the Communist Party or the Young Communist Leagueys
(39)

The national organization of the Unemployed Councils streng-
thened and solidified in the years after 1933, Yet these same years
saw the loss of much of the vitality and spontaneity of the unem-
ployed movement, particularly on the local level, The local Coun-
cils settled down as a more orderly movement that sought to rep-
resent the unemployed in their dealings with relief authorities;
they became in many areas the bargaining agent for both relief
recipients and WPA workers. Large demonstrations of eviction
resistance occasionally flared up, but more often the unemployed
organizations quietly carried out their trade-union functions. In
1940 Irene Oppenheimer, a sociologist, noted that each year the
unemployed organizations tended to have fewer sit-ins, strikes,
and picket lines; she concluded that unemployed activity “has been
characterized by a gradual evolution from the position of a purely
conflict group to an organized and responsible relationship with
the authorities.” (40)
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Along with this decreasing activism on the local level came the
nationalization and unification of the unemployed movement. By
1936 the Workers’ Alliance of America, originally a federation of
Socialist unemployed groups, encompassed most of the Communist,
Musteite, and independent jobless leagues as well, Increasingly,
the Workers’ Alliance focused its attention on Washington (where
it had its headquarters), and it developed into a relatively effective
lobbying organization for national-relief and unemployment-insur-
ance measures, Basically, the Workers' Alliance accepted the
terms of the New Deal; it adopted the politics of the popular front
—a left-wing New Deal liberalism — and developed a close sym-~
biotic relationship with New Deal relief officials. In 1938, for ex-
ample, Workers’ Alliance locals campaigned actiirely for New Deal
candidates, Both nationally and locally the unemployed movement
after 1933 moved from insurgency to respectability. “The unor-
ganized unemployed,” wrote a SATURDAY EVENING POST re-
porter in 1938, “are no longer merely an undecorative and trouble-
some fringe on the body politic,” (41)

It was not just the Communists with their popular-front politics
who shifted their unemployed organizing into more *respectable”
channels in the late ’30s. Other unemployed groups led by Social~
ists and Musteites also made that transition. An examination of the
organizing efforts of these groups before the New Deal shows how
their tactics evolved in a way similar to those of the CP,

SOCIALISTS AND THE UNEMPLOYED

That the Socialists formulated their basic approach to the prob-
lem of unemployment six months before the Wall Street Crash, and
retained that approach unaltered for three more years, testifies
to the unimaginative way many Socialists initially confronted the
gravest crisis of 20th Century capitalism, In May 1929 the National
Executive Committee of the Socialist Party (SP) urged local Party
branches to form “Emergency Conferences on Unemployment,” not
as mass pressure organizations of the unemployed, but rather as
lobbying agencies for three traditional Socialist demands : unem-
ployment insurance, old-age pensions, and abolition of child labor.
Throughout the early '30s most Socialist activity on behalf of the
jobless continued to emphasize traditional Socialist propagandizing
and disdained direct organization of the unemployed. (42)

Why this inertia on the part of the party of Debs ? Whereas the
Third Period line of the CP predisposed it to respond aggressively
to the Great Depression, the political conditions within jhe SP led
it initially to offer traditional Socialist panaceas rather than ag-
gressive organizing. The American Socialist Party had declined
precipitously in the 1920s, with membership plummeting from
105,000 in 1919 to less than 8,000 in 1928, Those who had stuck it
out during the lean years of the '20s no longer had any immediate
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expectations of a Socialist victory. These so-called Old Guard
Socialists — often over 60, foreign born, and closely tied to the
trade unions — believed that Socialist propaganda and educational
activities would lead inevitably and gradually to Socialism -— but
only in the long run, (43) In the meantime, campaigns to organize
the unemployed were perceived as unnecessary diversions which
would “take time away from Socialist propaganda,” Anyway, the
Old Guard felt that the unemployed were too unstablé and hetero-
geneous to make good Party members, They condemned, as one
critic observed, “any ‘backdoor’ entrance into Party membership
by way of ‘mass struggle’ rather than rigorous intellectual edu-
cation.” (44)

Only with the entrance into the Socialist Party of a newer gen-
eration of young, college-educated, and native-born members did
the SP begin to abandon its passive approach to the unemployed
question, Starting with the 1928 Norman Thomas Presidential cam-
paign, and accelerating after the onset of the Depression, the SP
benefited from a rapid influx of young, activist Socialists, who
clamored impatiently for “Socialism in Our Time.” Many also be-
longed to the League for Industrial Democracy (LID), a Socialist
Party offshoot which appealed largely to college students, profes-
sionals, and white-collar workers. Prior to the Depression the
LID had devoted most of its energies to educational activities, but
from 1931 on its members often took a leading role in helping to
organize the jobless, (45) By far the LID’s most impressive
achievement was the Chicago Workers' Committee on Unemploy-
ment, which by mid-1932 had organized 25,000 jobless into over
60 locals. (46) Inspired by the Chicago success, LID members in
Baltimore initiated the People’s Unemployment League, which had
about 20 locals and 7,000 to 12,000 members, (47)

While many LID members were out aggressively organizing the
unemployed, the Socialist Party was just beginning to stir out of
the bog of lethargy. A combination of factors — the growing power
of the younger activists with the Party, the fear of Communist
domination of the unemployed, and the increasingly grave economic
gituation — pushed the SP’s National Executive Committee, in Feb-
ruary 1932, to finally endorse the idea of direct organization of
the jobless. (48) Yet, while the National Office of the SP provided
some programmatic and organizational guidance to local Party
branches interested in organizing the jobless, the success or fail-
ure of most efforts rested largely on the local initiative of both
Socialists and the unemployed. The real growth of Socialist influ-
ence among the unemployed did not come until the beginning of the
New Deal, and in some ways was tied to that development. In the
mid-1930’s the Socialist unemployed groups provided the impetus
for the nationalization and centralization of the unemployed move-
ment under the Workers’ Alliance. (49)

Both the LID and Socialist unemployed groups tended to employ
the same techniques as the Communist Unemployed Councils —
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acting as grievance representatives at relief stations, fighting
evictions, and holding demonstrations and parades to urge higher
relief appropriations, On the whole, however, Socialists tended to
use confrontations and disruptions less than the Communists, They
often tried to intercede with relief authorities to get money for a
family threatened with eviction rather than trying to block it bodi-
ly. This moderation often gave the Socialist organizations a cer-
tain respectability the Communists lacked, “We were not a pariah
organization,” one leader of the Baltimore People’s Unemployment
League (PUL) recently recalled, To a much greater degree than
the Communists, the Socialist unemployed groups subordinated
Socialist ideology to the quest for fulfillment of the immediate
economic needs of the jobless, “We were so busy with local prob-
lems,” remembers another organizer of the PUL, that “indoctrina-
tion” of members in “Socialist principles” was often neglected. (50)

MUSTEITES AND THE UNEMPLOYED
THE UNEMPLOYED LEAGUES

When Socialist organizing of the unemployed finally got under-
way in the early years of the New Deal, it tended to mirror both
the organizing approach and constituency of the Communist Unem-~
ployed Councils, But the third major radical movement of unem-
ployed workers, that led by the followers of A,J, Muste, the Dutch
Reformed Minister turned labor educator and organizer, differed
in organizing methods and support, (51)

Beginning around 1932, the Musteites sought to transform their
propaganda and educational organization — the Conference on Pro-
gressive Labor Action — into an independent working~class center
competitive with the AFL, CP, and SP, The unemployed offered a
possible power base for this transformation, and in 1932 the Mus-
teites began organizing Unemployed Leagues. The Musteites, like
the Communists and Socialists, met with their greatest success
when they pitched their efforts toward the bread-and-butter needs
of the unemployed. But to this immediate~-needs focus they added
their own, unique “American Approach” —an effort to identify
their Unemployed Leagues with popular patriotic symbols such as
the Rattlesnake Flag and the slogan “Don’t Tread on Me.” This ap-
proach made the Musteites somewhat more tolerant and flexible in
dealing with existing non-political unemployed groups than the
Communists or Socialists., They worked closely and successfuily
with jobless self-help groups — organizations devised by the un-
employed to meet their needs through barter and exchange of labor
for produce and fuel, While other unem'ployed groups stigmatized
self help as “collective picking in garbage cans,” the Musteites
initially condoned this approach, calling it “a cement.,,.to keep the
organization together,,., that would push the members into fur-
ther action.,” (52)
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This flexibility and Americanism paid off : the Musteites were
able to attract more native-born and less-politicized members,
and to build a following in areas that the Communists and Social-
ists were unable to penetrate, From the small industrial and min-
ing towns of Ohio, the steel mills of Pittsburgh, the coal fields of
Eastern Pennsylvania and West Virginia, and the textile mills of
North Carolina, thousands of unemployed enlisted under their ban-
ners, While the CP Unemployed Councils in Ohio were confined to
the cities and towns with large immigrant populations, like Youngs-
town, the Musteite Leagues found support in much smaller and
more rural towns, (53)

The attractiveness of patriotic rhetoric for many Depression
unemployed is further evidenced by the success of the Washington
marches of Father James Cox and the Bonus Expeditionary Force.
In January 1932 Father Cox, a round-faced, spectacled Pittsburgh
radio priest active in the labor movement, led 15,000 unemployed
from the Pittsburgh area to Washington to present their demands
for immediate relief, (54) The following summer the famous Bonus
March gathered over 20,000 jobless World War I veterans in the
capital, (55)

Why were these marches able to attract many who were immune
to the appeals of radical unemployed groups ? One important rea-
son was that the radicals had to recruit the jobless in the face of
well-ingrained cultural assumptions that identified radical activity
with anti-Americanism, alienism, and deviance. E. Wight Bakke,
a Yale economist who made an extremely careful and sensitive
study of the New Haven unemployed, found that “the identification
of all radical ideas with Russia is all but universal.” In New Haven,
at least, these patriotic and anti-communist cultural assumptions
militated against the success of radical groups. (56) Father Cox
and the Bonus Marchers, like the Musteites to a lesser degre?,
played effectively on this patriotism and anti-Communism, CoXx's
March was, in part, a reaction against the Communist Hunger
March of 1931, In explaining his march, Cox said:

Some weeks ago I read of the invasion of Washington by a
Communistic groupof marchers waving the red flag, sing-
ing the Internationale and demanding all sorts of fantastic
things. This is repugnant to me, and I so stated casually
over the radio, I remarked that, while | condemned these
demonstrations, I believed a body of real American citi-
zens should go to Washington and protest against unem-
ployment conditions which exist in the United States today.

This Americanist rhetoric carried through Cox’s entire march,
His followers arrived in Washington singing the Star Spangled Ban-
ner and waving American flags; they concluded their visit at the
Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, (57) The Bonus Marchers also ma-
nipulated patriotic symbols to cultivate an image of respectabili-
ty. (58)
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on hunger march. This is a still from the film “Union

Chicago stockyards workers

Maids.”
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This patriotic posturing apparently enabled Cox and the Bonus
Army to attract followers who disdained the radical unemployed
movements, Most workers were used to frequent periods of job-
lessness, but small entrepreneurs and white-collar workers were
not, In the ’30s, for the first time, unemployment was an experi-
ence shared by both the middle and working classes; but, it was
the middle-class unemployed who experienced the greatest shock
and attitude changes as a result of the Depression, (59) Hence,
although these middle-class jobless were important potential sup-
porters for '30s protests, they were unlikely to join avowedly
radical groups like the Unemployed Councils, The Bonus Army and
Father Cox, with their patriotic rhetoric, could and did mobilize
the middle-class unemployed, According to one recent historian,
the “vast majority” of the Bonus Marchers were “middle-aged and
middle~class — small businessmen, skilled tradesmen, white-col-
lar workers, with a sprinkling of professionals, such as teachers,
lawyers, and dentists.” (60) Although little is known about Father
Cox’s marchers, his financial backing came from the small store
owners of the Allegheny County Retail Merchants Association, (61)

Although to a lesser degree, the Musteites shared with Cox and
the Bonus Army the ability to attract more middle-class, native-
born, and “Middle American” unemployed. Yet, the Musteites’
Americanist rhetoric also brought its problems, At the Unemployed
League’s first national convention, held in Columbus, Ohio on July
4, 1933, the Musteites had to quell a revolt led by a “Stars and
Stripes” faction over the Musteites’ failure to open the Convention
with a prayer and the National Anthem, In the long run, much of
this native American and small-town support evaporated as the
Musteites became more and more revolutionary in their gradual
movement toward Trotskyism, and as the New Deal liberalism of
Franklin Roosevelt competed for the allegiance of the out-of-
work. (62) :

CONCLUSIONS

We see, then, that between 1929 and 1933 the three main radical
unemployed movements varied in ideological assumptions, organ-
izing personnel, geographic bases, and organizing strategies, Yet
they shared some common achievements, First, they resolved the
immediate individual grievances of their members with particular
success : they won relief adjustments, blocked evictions, and re-
connected the gasand electric for thousands of unemployed, Second,
on a collective level, the unemployed organizations helped create
pressure not only for higher levels of relief and larger relief ap-
propriations, but also for more equitable and less degrading ad-
ministrative procedures at relief stations. And, third, they were
the first groups in the '30s to propagandize and agitate openly and
actively for unemployment insurance, Although there were a num-
ber of elements involved, such as the pressure on FDR from Huey
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Long, their agitation did help to pave the way for the Social Secu-
rity Act of 1935, which included provisions for unemployment in-
surance, The battle for unemployment insurance had a long history
going back to the early 20th Centyry, but the radical unemployed
movement can be credited with helping to revive it as a serious
issue in the Great Depression, (63) The psychological impact of
the unemployed movement should, similarly, not be minimized,
Jobless workers became convinced that their condition was not
their own fault, that larger economic forces had thrown them out
of work,

Perhaps most importantly, the unemployed movement helped
raise the political and social consciousness of the thousands of
workers who passed through its ranks, For many the unemployed
movement was their first experience in any sort of mass pressure
organization, and through this affiliation many learned the power
of organization as a weapon, Sam Brugos, a leader of a Cleveland
Unemployed Council, had no contact with radicalism or trade un-
ionism prior to the Depression, Yet, he told an interviewer of his
determination to “join a union and organize a strike” as soon as he
found a job. (64) Obviously many jobless workers did just that in
the late '30s, Many leaders of the CIO came directly out of the un-
employed movement, and it appears that many in the rank and file
had similar training. “It was a period of great schooling,” black
Communist leader William Patterson recalled. (65) Schooling not
only in organizational techniques, but also in interracial coopera-
tion, The greatest educational achievement of the Baltimore Peo-
ple’s Unemployment League, according to one of its founders, was
“getting white men and women to work with and under Negro men
and women.” (66)

These were substantial and significant achievements, particu-
larly from the perspective of the rank-and-file jobless worker,
To the extent that the unemployed movement fostered trade-union
consciousness and helped break down barriers between black and
white workers, it contributed importantly to the strength of the
American working class, Yet, to state the obvious, neither this
gain nor the more tangible improvements in living ‘conditions won
by the unemployed movement were accompanied by the creation of
a mass revolutionary . movement of the unemployed, To return,
then, to the question raised at the outset: Was this limitation the
product of mistakes internal to the radical movement, or was it
determined by broader external forces ?

The comparative experience of Communists, Socialists, and
Musteites in organizing the unemployed suggests that the basic
limitations on the '30s unemployed movement lay outside the left,
The Socialists and Musteites, in their efforts among the jobless,
offered variations on the basic Communist theme, but neither
achieved markedly better results, Being less prone to the use of
confrontation politics, the Socialists could sometimes attract less
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politicized workers or win a more respectful hearing from author-
ities, But, there was a political price to this approach, As one top
leader of the People’s Unemployment League wrote to Norman
Thomas : the “loyalty of the members...is to the league and its
leaders and not in any sense to the SP.” (67) The aggressive grass-
roots organizing and the “American Approach” of the Musteites
offers a contrasting strategy to that of both Communists and So-
cialists, Yet, there were problems here as well, The Musteites’
Americanist rhetoric attracted many workers who were indifferent
to the Communists and Socialists, but some of these workers soon
lost interest in the Musteites when they realized that the radicals’
patriotism did not run very deep, Moreover, as a relatively small
left-wing sect built around one man, the Musteites were never able
to expand their movement beyond Ohio and Pennsylvania,

All of the radical unemployed groups suffered at one time or an-
other from opportunism, sectarianism, factionalism, dogmatism,
and mechanical party control of a mass movement, In particular,
one could easily criticize some of the programs and practices of
the Stalinized Communist Party of the '30s, Yet, Stalinism did not
permeate the unemployed movement, And, rank-and-file organizers
often ignored Party directives that were irrelevant to their con-
crete and practical organizing efforts, Indeed, in general, the or-
ganizers of the radical unemployed movement evidenced creative
and aggressive leadership on both the local and national levels.
While others merely talked about the “forgotten man,” these or-
ganizers actually did something.

In the end, the similar levels of success achieved by the varying
organizing approaches of the Communists, Socialists, and Muste-
ites suggest that no slight shift in the party line would have made
any fundamental difference. Hence, although an awareness of the
errors of the left organizers in the '30s may help to prevent their
repetition, to understand fully the limitations of the unemployed
movement it is necessary to examine the basic external factors
that shaped its history : the repressive response of the government
and the upper classes; the dominant ideological and cultural cur-
rents in 19308 America; and the composition and condition of the
jobless themselves,

The American upper classes were not about to passively accept
a jobless-led revolution, Virtually any signs of incipient rebellion
were met by swift and often violent repression, An American Civil
Liberties Union pamphlet, “What Rights for the Unemployed ? ”,
summarized the grim situation: “Bans against assembly, refusal
of permits to speak, the stationing of squads of police at relief
stations, attacks by the police on peaceful meetings, clubbings,
arrests, abuse of prisoners, infliction of maximum sentences,
prosecution for criminal syndicalism or conspiracy — these have
become in relation to the activities of the unemployed monotonous~
ly familiar,” Yet it was fear of repression, not repression itself,
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that deterred many jobless from supporting the radical unemployed
groups in the first place, Yale economist E, Wight Bakke learned
in talking to New Haven jobless that they had discovered in their
working days that radicalism was a “sure-fire demoter,” and they
“cannot forget it now,” (68)

But, the organizers of the radical unemployed movement con-
fronted more than just police batons and tear gas, They sought to
win the allegiance of the unemployed in the face of powerful ideo-
logical and cultural assumptions that militated against their suc-
cess, Although the Depression did much to erode working-class
faith in American capitalism, this breakdown had not led to a new
consciousness, at least by the early '30s., As the Lynds found in
Muncie, Indiana during the Depression, “fear, resentment, inse-
curity, and disillusionment were largely an individual experience
for each worker, and not a thing generalized by him into a ‘class’
experience,” (69) Workers had a culture of their own, of course,
which rejected many of the values of middle-class American soci-
ety. But many of the values of that very working-class culture —
patriotism, distrust of politics, and a frequent anti-radicalism —
also discouraged membership in radical unemployed groups, “In
the face of Communism,” Bakke found in talking to the New Haven
jobless, “the most insecure American workman becomes a hero
by defending American conditions.” (70)

Moreover, unemployed organizers had to try to mobilize an
American working class that was divided within itself along eth-
nic, racial, religious, and gecographic lines, Although occasionally
the shock of unemployment did break down racial and ethnic bar-
riers, the basic divisions remained, Homer Morris, an American
Friends Service Committee worker, described the persistence of
racial, national, religious, and family feuds in the impoverished
coal-mining camps of West Virginia and Kentucky. Similarly, one
New Haven worker blamed his unemployment on the “Jews in con-
trol who had no use for Italians,” (71) Among the Depression un-
employed the problems in developing class consciousness were
exacerbated by the presence of large numbers of jobless men and
women from middle-class backgrounds, Given this context, most
unemployed people in the early '30s did not come to see them-
selves as part of a common group united by their lack of work.

Finally, the jobless, as a group, were particularly difficult to or-
ganize for a number of reasons, As one ’'30s radical leader has
commented: “I don’t know of any task in the revolutionary move-
ment more discouraging and disheartening than the task of trying
to keep an unemployed organization...together,” (72) One prob-
lem was the continual churning of leadership and membership
caused by the impermanence of unemployment. Another was the
debilitating effects of unemployment : joblessness, for some, often
led to despair, apathy, and listlessness, rather than rebellion, (73)
Because of the persistence of the work ethic throughout the De-
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pression, (74) many of those without work began to see themselves
as worthless, Such men and women were more likely to withdraw
from society than to actively protest against it; the last thing they
wanted was to publicly identify themselves as “reliefers” by par-
ticipating in jobless associations, Finally, there was the battle for
survival itself: unemployed workers often were too absorbed in
their own personal struggles for food and housingto concern them-
selves with political action, Not only individualist efforts, but also
collective sharing and cooperation among kinship networks, neigh-
bors, and ethnic groups absorbed the full energies of many unem-
ployed workers. ‘

Given these formidable barriers — persistent and often violent
repression by government and business, the strength of cultural
values which inhibited jobless political activity especially of the
radical variety, and the inherent problems involved in basing a
revolutionary movement on the unemployed — it becomes clear
that the accomplishments of the '30s unemployed movement are
more notable than its failures, It remains a significant example of
a locally-based, grass~-roots organization under radical leadership
that worked creatively and militantly to meet the concrete, imme-
diate needs of the unemployed.
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ERRATUM

We regret that we forgot to mention in the last issue that Anne
Bobroff's article, “The Bolsheviks and Working Women, 1905-20,” was
a condensation and revision of an article previously published in
SOVIET STUDIES.
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The Ambiguous Legacy
| Jim O'Brien

The present-day American Left has not been able to come to
grips with its own historical traditions. Left-wing memoirs and the
fragmented writings of academic authors give us scattered in-
sights, but little systematic discussion of our history and its mean-
ing. In this analytical vacuumi, James Weinstein's new book, AM-
BIGUOUS LEGACY: THE LEFT IN AMERICAN POLITICS, should
be gratefully welcomed. There are serious problems with the book,
but to dismiss it out of hand would be to sabotage a badly-needed
debate, The book’s chief failings arise from Weinstein's somewhat
mechanical notion of making socialism a “public issue” and his
much-too-broad definition of the working class, Even with its
weaknesses, the book is the most sweeping and creative attempt
that anyone has yet made at interpreting our past in the light of the
events of the 1960s and '70s,

Weinstein’s argument is worth summarizing at some length be-
fore getting into an assessment of its strengths and weaknesses,
AMBIGUOUS LEGACY is an interpretive essay on the pre-World
War [ Socialist Party, the Communist Party through the 1950s, and

*James Weinstein, AMBIGUOUS LEGACY : THE LEFT IN AMERICAN POLI-
TICS, New York: New Viewpoints, 1975; d = 179 pages, $4.95 paper.

63



the New Left. The Communist Party gets the most space. The
book’s central theme is that since the splintering of the Socialist
Party around 1919 the Left has failed to make socialism a public
issue in the U.S. Blindness to the ways in which capitalism has
been changing (and especially to the role of liberal reforms in that
process) has caused the Left to assume that socialist conscious-
ness would more or less automatically arise in the course of
struggles over concrete limited goals, He says this approach has
constituted a form of “syndicalism,” or “militant interest-group
activity,” in which the ultimate goal of a socialist society is ob-
scured to the point of effectively disappearing.

As in earlier writings, Weinstein’s fairly brief treatment of the

old Socialist Party in this book depicts the SP in the days of Eu-"'

gene V, Debs as having been in robust health, The party “opposed
the capitalists where they functioned together as a class — that is,
in government bodies on municipal, state, and federal levels” and
elected over a thousand candidates to office on socialist platforms.
The SP had 120,000 dues-paying members at its peak, had a flour-
ishing press, and enjoyed a wide influence in trade unions, The
party made socialism a public issue, within the unions and in elec-
toral politics, and recruited successfully on that issue. Although
Weinstein says the Socialists were slow to recognize the emer-
gence of corporate liberalism as a strategy for stabilizing the cap-
italist system, he basically holds their political strategy out as a
model that could usefully have been applied in later decades, He
argues that the chief reasons for the SP’s demise after World War
I were external rather than internal: government repression dur-
ing the war, the war’s shattering of many people’s belief in hu-
manity’s steady march toward socialism, and the new Third Inter-
national’s call for insurrection in the advanced capitalist West
following the Russian Revolution, Formation of the Communist and
Communist Labor parties (later merged into the Communist Party)
in 1919 was a misguided attempt to heed the Comintern’s appeal
rather than a response to shortcomings in the Socialist Party.

Nevertheless, over the course of the 1920s, Weinstein says that
the Communist Party’s association with the Soviet Union gave it a
hegemony on the Left that made it all but impossible for other
groups to compete successfully with it, By the onset of the Great
Depression of the 1930s the CP was the dominant force on the
American Left, and it remained so until the 1960s.

By the time of the Depression, in response to the increasing
centralization of power in the Soviet CP and the Comintern, the
American party had reached a highly elaborated “vanguard” form
of centralized organization, Weinstein argues that this was to prove
a serious barrier to the party’s serving as a revolutionary force
in the U.S. The specific form of Lenin’s party, he claims, was
shaped by the peculiar conditions (semi-feudalism, autocracy,
a tiny and largely illiterate working class) existing in the Czarist
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Empire. In the 1920s the elements of democracy in the Soviet party
steadily diminished, But even the vanguard party as Lenin con-
ceived it, Weinstein argues, would have been wrong for the U,S.
“The form of a revolutionary party should follow from its histori-
cal function, The function of a revolutionary party in the United
States is to unite an increasingly diversified and stratified work-
ing class —one that is a large majority of the population — around
the need for socialism.” By copying the Soviet model, he says, “the
American party guaranteed that socialist consciousness would re-
main the property of a small, and isolated, elite.”

The CP’s vision of socialism, which it proclaimed publicly dur-~
ing the early 1930s and kept in the background after that, was also
copied from the USSR, Weinstein summarizes William Z. Foster’s
TOWARD SOVIET AMERICA (1932) to illustrate the CP’s hope that
American workers would somehow be attracted to the “example”
of working and living conditions in the USSR, then in the early
stages of its industrialization, Weinstein points out that Soviet
workers not only were far poorer than American workers even in
the Depression, but lacked even the limited democratic rights of
the U,S, A real “dictatorship of the proletariat”in an industrialized
country, Weinstein says, would have to be the exercise of power by
the great majority of the population which belongs to the working
class, “Small wonder,” he argues, “that the Communists did not
succeed In making their vision of socialism widely popular, that
they could not make the question of socialism versus capitalism a
genuine public issue during the years that they did openly espouse
a socialist politics,” :

Whatever the CP’s vision of socialism, Weinstein argués that
the party had only the most threadbare strategic notions of how to
achieve it, Foster’s scenario in 1932 was that American workers
“will carry out a militant policy now in defense of their daily in-
terests and, finally, following the example of the Russian workers,
they will abolish capitalism and establish Socialism.” (1) Or as the
party’s 1936 convention put it, “a strong and consistent fight for
democratic rights under conditions of decaying capitalism must
ultimately lead the American people to the choice of a socialist
path,” (2) Both during the CP’s ultra-militant “Third Period” of
the early "30s and the Popular Front period that followed, the party
acted as though the struggle for concrete limited goals would more
or less automatically radicalize the people who took part in the
struggle, Thus, in the early ’30s the party tried to nourish revolu-
tionary dual unions through the Trade Union Unity League, After
an interlude of returning to the mainstream American Federation
of Labor, the party and its militants played a vital role in building
many of the new CIO unions in the late *30s. Both in their dual un-
ions and in the CIO, Weinstein says, the party acted as though there
were something inherently revolutionary about militant industrial
unions. Thus, in the process of helping to build the new industrial
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unions of the CIO, Weinstein argues that the Communists sub-
merged their politics to the point of facilitating the channeling of
the unions’ political energies into the Democratic Party.

Weinstein argues that the Comintern’s policy of trying to build
anti-fascist “popular fronts” heightened the party’s tendency to
avoid an attack on capitalism as such, In the U.S,, unlike Europe,
the most important ruling-class response to the capitalist crisis
was reform rather than a move toward fascism, Thus the “popular
front” against fascism in the U,S, meant support for the New Deal
and therefore subordination to a strong segment of the capitalist
class, This subordination was most marked, of course, during the
years of the American-Soviet alliance in World War II. But even
with the onset of the Cold War in the late 1940s, Weinstein sees a
basic continuity in CP policy. “The Popular Front had been an alli-
ance of Communists with liberals in power, The postwar policy
was an alliance with anti-cold-war liberals out of power. The
second was better than the first, but in both cases the ideology of
the alliance was liberal.”

In Weinstein’s analysis, the CP’s tendency to submerge its poli-
tics was increased rather than reduced by the party’s stress on
industrial workers as the “key sector” to be organized, This stress
made it easier to support liberal politicians as long as they were
pro-union, More broadly, “To think about socialism and a socialist
movement as if it were simply concerned with workers’ control
over immediate goods production encouraged a lack of concern
about other aspects of society, about the need for a socialist poli-
tics in other spheres of social life.” The party’s policy “led to an
emphasis on the industrial workers as.a vanguard class that was
strategically placed to shut society down, and to an underemphasis
of the proletariat as a universal class that has within it the ability
to run society,” The result, once again, was an avoidance of the
need to win the working class to the idea that it could run society.

In his account of the student movement of the 1960s, which fo-
cuses primarily on Students for a Democratic Society, Weinstein
finds that the New Left — for all its eagerness to repudiate the
Communist and Socialist past — repeated several of the Communist
Party’'s failings in a new form, The New Left’s radicalization, he
says, tended to take the form of an intensified militancy in behalf
of objectives that were not inherently radical. Just as Communist
activity in the 1930s had often been turned to the benefit of New
Deal Democrats, so SDS’s militancy against the war helped to cre-
ate a student base for the McCarthy and Kennedy anti-war cam-
paigns of 1968, There was the same avoidance of explicitly social-
ist politics in SDS’s approach as in the CP’s, Similarly, the CP’s
old emphasis on a “key sector” that would be crucial for revolu-
tion was repeated in inconsistent ways by the New Left, Variously
its leaders looked to students, the poor, blacks, or young people as
the force that would lead the way, Almost entirely missing was a



sense that college students were being prepared for proletarian-
ized white-collar jobs, and that the student movement was poten-
tially part of a movement of the whole working class for social-
ism, (Weinstein praises the “new working class” theory of the
late-middle '60s as a start in that direction, though he notes that
defenders of the theory sometimes fell into thinking of college-
educated workers as the revolutionary force.) In the absence of
such an understanding, the New Left lacked the self-confidence to
hold onto its own values, notably its radical notion of democracy
and its sense of the non-economic aspects of life under capitalism.

These are roughly the lines of Weinstein’s argument, How use-
ful a book it is depends on the kind of discussion it provokes, Here
I will try to indicate some of the ways in which I feel the book con-
tributes to an understanding of Left politics in the 20th Century
U.S.,, and some of the ways in which its history and conclusions
seem inadequate,

Among the strong points of the book, Weinstein’s depicting of
the problems involved in transposing the Soviet model of revolu-
tion to an advanced industrial country is especially welcome. Time
and again he shows how the Communist Party’s close identification
with the USSR, which helped give the party hegemony on the Left,
simultaneously reduced the CP’s ability to carry out a program
suited to the assertion of working-class power in the U.S. Today,
when old texts and: heroes are being uncritically exhumed, Wein-
stein’s warning that a country with a working-class majority is
different from one that was perhaps five per cent working-class
is very timely. He rightly refuses to make the leap of faith re-
quired of those who say that rule by an elite with a “proletarian
outlook” is the same as the actual exercise of power by the work-
ing class.

Likewise, there is much to be learned from his insistence that
reforms have to be understood against the background of the evo-
lution of corporate capitalism, There has been a recurrent ten-
dency on the Left to regard certain types of reforms — particu-
larly the recognition of trade unions — as inherently anti-capital-
ist. Yet as history has shown, capitalism is a flexible system which
can often profit from the regularization brought by government
“intervention” and by collective bargaining, The reality of trade
unionism is expressed by Weinstein this way ¢

Precisely because a union’s function is to defend the in-
terests of workers as workers it must operate within cap-
italist social relations., It must accept the wage system,
work within it, and get the best possible deal for the work-
ers at any given moment. Thus the union itself cannot be
the basis of revolutionary consciousness. To the degree
that it functions as a union — that is, settles for wage in-
creases, improves conditions, signs contracts and as-
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sumes responsibility for their enforcement — the union
cannot by itself be revolutionary., And, as the IWW dis-
covered, to the degree that a union does not function this
way, it does not become a stable or powerful organization
— it is not recognized and is bitterly opposed by corpo-
rations and the state,

It is not the struggle for limited gains that Weinstein criticizes,
but the belief that this struggle in and of itself will lead to a self-
conscious socialist movement, Whatever the limitations of his own
program for bringing about such a movement, his analysis of the
difficulties that Left groups have had in dealing with reforms is
helpful.

A third strong point of the book is its insistence that the New
Left and the women’s movement raised issues which were never
fully comprehended in the old Communist notions of revolution,
Weinstein takes very seriously the idea that socialism to be at-
tractive as a goal must involve a much greater degree of real de-
mocracy than presently exists, and that it has to promise a greater
degree of individual self-fulfillment, The extent to which campus-
derived groups are now taking up authoritarianforms of organiza-
tion and morality (including a rejection of feminism as petit-bour-
geois and a belief that homosexuals “can’t be communists”) is
astonishing, It is as though the erosion of the Catholic Church’s
hold on major portions of the working class had created a vacuum
which “revolutionary” groups are rushing to fill, Against this back=-
ground, Weinstein’s recognition of the positive aspects of the fer-
ment of the 1960s is refreshing,

In probing for weaknesses in this book, the easiest starting point
is its historical flatness., Weinstein does not get inside the move-
ments he is writing about, does not give a sense of their variety
and complexity, does not try to gauge how their rank-and-file par-
ticipants viewed the work they were doing. The result is a retro-
spective judgment on the Communist Party and the New Left, mi-
nus a concrete sense of why they took the courses they did. For all
his rejection of a vanguard-party model for the U.S., Weinstein’s
historical approach seems to assume that the “line” taken by a
leadership canhave an extraordinary effect on the course of events,
Yet the experience of SDS within the student movement was just
the opposite. SDS grew on campuses to the extent that radicalized
students could use it as a vehicle for collective expression and
activity, Whenever SDS as a national organization tried to act as
anything like a central committee of the student movement, it
failed; when it tried too hard, it disintegrated. Obviously the ex-
perience of the CP in the 1930s was not exactly parallel, But the
party’s high turnover in membership, and the way in which its
activists often modified their organizing tactics to fit local situa-
tions, suggest to me that the CP leadership’s ability to control



events was fairly limited. I suspect that the tens of thousands of
working-class militants who were part of the CP for part or all of
the ’30s were there because they found the party (at least for a
while) a vehicle for advancing working-class power, Had the CP
been more visible, its vulnerability to red-baiting may well have
made it a much less suitable instrument for that purpose. At least
that is the way these militants may have felt; there is no way of
telling from this book, because Weinstein doesn’t go into that sort
of question,

A second criticism, which relates to the present as well as the
past, is that an alternative strategy for making socialism a public
issue is never fleshed out. The one element of such a strategy that
is clear from the book is the fielding of socialist slates in elec-
tions, But the problems encountered in these campaigns are not
dealt with, It is unclear, for example, how much a party (Weinstein
assumes that a party is desirable without arguing for it) operating
along the lines he suggests would differ from the Socialist Work-
ers Party, During each of its campaigns the SWP whips out Eugene
Debs’s plea, “It is better to vote for what you want and not get it
than to vote for what you don’t want and get it,” and gets nowhere.
While the SWP tends to feature far-reaching “transitionaldemands”
which cannot be granted under capitalism, rather than calling di-
rectly for socialism, it is still an unmistakable anti-capitalist
presence on the ballot; and its vote totals do not inspire enthusiasm
for the electoral tactic, That is entirely aside from such questions
as the remoteness of governmental decision-making from elections
in the U.,S., and the histarical tendency of the Socialist and Com-
munist electoral parties of western Europe to accommodate more
and more to the workings of capitalism.

Another weakness of the book is that Weinstein is too quick to
lump reform struggles together and to give them the label “inter-
est-group activity” if they do not involve explicitly socialist rhet-
oric, There are all kinds of reforms and all kinds of ways of work-
ing for them. In general, the nature of a particular reform struggle
— whether it aims at increasing working-~class power, whether it
tends to break down racial or sexual stratification in the working
class, whether it tends to increase working-class self-confidence
-—1is more important than the enunciation of explicitly socialist
politics, This is all the more true in that the term “socialism”
can often be used to blur class lines rather than sharpening them,
Throughout the book Weinstein seems to place too much stress on
persuading people of the virtuesof socialism, and not nearly enough
on the need to create in_action a working-class solidarity which
would make socialism seem plausible. As will be noted below,
Weinstein’s own use of class categories is fuzzy in a way that lends
itself to an ambiguous notion of what socialism would actually be.

In analyzing the student revolt of the 1960s, Weinstein implies
that it was centered among students who were headed for jobs that



would make them part of the working class, He talks of the “ap-
proaching proletarianization” faced by students at Berkeley and
other prestigious schools, and he talks about the “massive social
transformation that had converted college-educated labor from a
narrow elite —as in pre- World War II days — into a substantial,
technically and administratively skilled sector of the corporate
work force.” This is part and parcel of Weinstein’s apparent read-
iness to make “the working class” a catch-all social description
for everyone whose income is derived from wages or salaries
rather than profit, Such a broad definition blurs class distinctions
which it is crucial to make. In the first place, people who occupy
supervisory positions in business or government, even if they are
employees rather than owners, share a common bond. Their inter-
ests may not be inextricably bound up with the continued rule of
the corporate capitalists, but the kinds of privileged positions they
hold are certainly linked to the continuation of some form of bu-
reaucratic and hierarchical rule. In a different way, highly edu-
cated professionals (doctors, lawyers, college-level teachers, ar-
chitects, psychologists, scientists) have to be considered as an-
other separate social stratum. Their prestige and advanced edu-
cation, together with the autonomy and the chance for creativity
that their jobs typically provide, set them apart from the working
class. The differences between salaried and self-employed pro-
fessionals are far less important than the traits that mark pro-
fessionals as a distinctive social group.

Most college graduates, to be sure, are headed for jobs that can
be considered working-class: high-school and elementary-school
teachers, social workers, nurses, technicians, and some kinds of
salespeople, not to speak of those who end up as “overqualified”
clerical or blue-collar workers. But the student movement of the
‘60s was strongest at the minority of schools whose graduates were
headed for professional and managerial jobs, It started among stu-
dents who were very disproportionately from professional class
backgrounds or who planned professional careers, and such people
were always the organizational backbone of the movement. With
very few exceptions (San Francisco State, Kent State, and a number
of Southern black schools), those colleges which primarily trained
people for teaching and other white-collar working-class jobs were
relatively untouched by the movement. When Weinstein says that
the New Left should have seen itself as potentially part of a broad
working-class movement, he puts an impossible burden on the New
Left. For all its strengths, it was not based on the working class
or any segment of it,

This may seem like historical quibbling, but it also gets us back
to a central question about Weinstein’s alternative to the “syndi-
calist” tradition of the Left., Even if the sort of party that he calls
for could become more than a small utopian sect, the probable
content of its politics is not very appealing, With his broad defi-
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nition of the working class, and his insistence that the Left not
seek out “key sectors”, it seems likely that such a party would
fall under the natural leadership of its most articulate and organi-
zationally skilled members, who would almost certainly be from
professional or even managerial backgrounds. Even if it were to
develop a mass following, there is no reason to believe that it
would behave differently from the European parties which have the
word Socialist in their titles,

In the end, the indirect criticisms made by Weinstein’s book are
more enduring than the direct ones. He has made a number of im-
plicit but telling points against two different tendencies that have
had revivals in recent years, The first is a kind of neo-populism
in which the left-wing politics of the organizers are carefully hid-
den on the assumption that a struggle for reforms has its own
built-in dynamic of radicalization. The other is 2 primitive Lenin-
ism based on a wholly romanticized and unhistorical picture of
Soviet history and the Communist International. Weinstein has not,
however, given us a reliable alternative history of the 20th Century
American Left. He fails to do this because his history is written
too much from the outside and leaves us wondering why the acti-
vists who belonged to the Communist Party and the New Left made
the choices they did, By making the somewhat nebulous notion of
“socialist consciousness” such a central standard in judging their
activity, he gives a distorted picture of what they actually accom-
plished, Most importantly, the way in which he uses that standard
to evaluate the past shows that there are serious inadequacies in
his implied course of action for the present, The difficult problems
of helping to build working-class self-assertion and unity could not
have been solved in the past-— and cannot be solved now — by an
approach which says that nearly everyone is in the working class
and that the main task is to convince them that socialism would be
a good thing,

For all its faults, the book should be widely read. As a critical
analysis of the American Left’s historical experience, free from
the blinders of sectarian self-justification and of liberal or right-
wing anti-communism, it can serve as a good starting point for
discussion. It should not be ignored, any more than it should be
accepted wholly at face value,

1. Quoted from TOWARD SOVIET AMERICA, p. 212.

2. Quoted from Earl Browder, THE PEOPLE’S FRONT (New York, 1938), p.
113.

JIM O'BRIEN, an editor of RADICAL AMERICA, is a printer and
general staff member at the New England Free Press.
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Letters

(Editors’ Note: Although we are publishing a longer letter in this
issue, we would like to encourage our readers to send us brief
(maximum: 1000 words) responses to our articles and comments on
important political issues for publication in this section. We will print
as many as we can of those which seem of general interest to our
readers.)

To the editors of Radical America:

We strongly commend Alband, Rees, and Woodmansee for undertaking a task
generally shunned by the American left — concrete analysis of conditions within the
U.S. military and a description of the nature and breadth of the soldiers movement as
it exists today. We can't recall when we last read an article which so thoroughly and
artfully discusses the American military from a left perspective.

The crux of our difference with the authors is contained in a question which they
pose in the article: “Might not that (reform) fight simply speed up the military’s own
modernizing efforts?. . .(and) make the military run more efficiently(?).”

First of all, the authors' suggestion that the existing GI movement can be neatly
divided into two wings is a dubious thesis. That the vanguard element exists cannot be
questioned but we don’t think that the other tendency can properly be considered a
“reform” element. It would be more accurate to describe these “non-agitators” as a
pacifist tendency which, although it offers case-help and tailor-made solutions, actually
shares the vanguardists’ concern with the military’s mission. More important, they
enjoy virtually no mass appeal.

To be sure, the potential for a mass-organized reform movement does exist within
the armed forces today, as is amply documented by the authors. But the extent to
which it can be influenced by a group or tendency with an “independant political
perspective” at this juncture is certainly an open question. In effect we are saying that
while social, economic, and cultural struggles within the military cannot be artificially
separated, there comes a point in a new soldier’s career when he or she must make an
accommodation to the specific nature of their job. How this choice is made produces
career soldiers who are concerned with job-related issues, on one hand, and those who
chafe under the authoritarian and backward “social” relations which persist in the
“new” military, on the other. This latter group tends to return to civilian life convinced
that military life — regardless of its economic inducements — is not for them.

The transformation of military institutions under VOLAR is still not complete.
Certain structural change at the base has been made, accompanied by a clever cam-
paign to change the military's “image.” But, as Rees, et al, point out in convincing
detail, there is a significant lag in the military’s ability to reform its repressive legal
system to accommodate many of the changed cultural values in the larger society. So
soldiering is a job and then again, it is more than that. In this we all agree.
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It is in the context of this analysis that we argue there are essentially two constit-
uencies within the “new” military. The dissident element can still be appealed to on the
basis of political propaganda from activists outside the military who want to challenge
the military mission and “gum up the works.” But the tentative probes of the AFGE,
whether they ultimately proceed or not, constitute a recognition that objective condi-
tions for military service have undergone major change. When one contrasts the
potential power of a mass organization of soldier-workers with the combined impact of
even ten thousand dissident acts, there is no question whick contains the possibility of
seriously challenging the military hierarchy on all fronts; from job conditions to mis-
sion. The fact that GIs are not currently aware of in whose interests the military
mission is presently defined is not an argument against organizing GIs around issues
with which they are aroused, namely conditions of employment. We will go further and
assert that only a mass organization of soldiers, fully conscious of its identity and duty
as a class, possesses the social power to directly counter the deployment of America's
military might. A union is a necessary first step in the evolution of such an organi-
zation.

If the AFGE goes ahead with its drive, we say work (in a principled fashion) with
it. If they stall, we say work to get it going again. The existence of a bona fide trade
union within the context of an autocratic and hierarchical organization like the U.S.
military is inherently progressive. Every aspect of daily union activity — free speech,
assembly, petitioning, printing, picketing, bargaining as equals with the boss, etc.,
would constitute direct blows against the arbitrary discipline and isolation upon which
the American military thrives. If commanders are compelled to bargain and negotiate
with their troops on a basis of parity (as equals) then an important shift in traditional
relationships within the military will have taken place. It is not just for nostalgia that
the command clings tenaciously to every prerogative of the “chain of command” and to
a system of military justice which it openly regards as a tool of “good order and
discipline”.

It is not likely that such a union would be democratic or led by the rank and file,
despite our best efforts. But, rank and file caucuses working through a non-cooptible
trade union program could begin to concretely work toward the day when the U.S.
military could be neutralized or dismantled under conditions of socialist revolution.

Michael Uhl

Tod Ensign

ATOM, Inc. (Alternatives
to Militarism)

May 21, 1976

Radical America
To Michael Uhl and Tod Ensign:

Yes, we believe you're right to bring our attention to bear on the American
Federation of Government Employees’ pending soldiers union drive. The Vietnam-era
GI movement and the post-ceasefire restructuring of the form and function of the
armed forces have created the preconditions for such a union. Not only is this the trend
in the armed forces of several European countries. But even the most respected
establishment military sociologist, Morris Janowitz, believes it to be the wave of the
future here as well. In a statement to the Defense Manpower Commission in July 1976,
he remarked, “In my opinion, the present emphasis on ‘economic man’ and rigid costs
accounting will, of course, in a very short number of years lead to unionization of the
armed forces, both officers and enlisted men.” Janowitz's opinion is confirmed by the.
military's more far-sighted, yet conservative members and supporters.

If the AFGE agrees at its September conference to go ahead with the drive, we
agree, work with it. If the drive stalls, yes, work to get it going. Yet we come to the
same conclusions for different reasons. We do not share your view that “the existence
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of a bona fide trade union in the context of an autocratic and hierarchical organization
like the U.S. military is inherently progressive.” Because we believe that a soldiers
union will be established sometime in the next five years, our intent is to encourage
the birth of the union precisely when the AFGE faces the most opposition from the
Department of Defense and the Congress. It is under these conditions that lower-
ranking enlisted men and women would be more inclined to view the union as an
instrument in their fights with the command. If the Pentagon makes an enemy of the
AFGE, incorporating grievance procedures into the chain of command, and thereby
turning the union into their own instrument for integrating dissent into proper
channels. Unfortunately, too many bona fide trade unions today serve just this pur-
pose.

The dynamism and creativity of the movement of soldiers and their wives since
the ceasefire has stemmed in part from their direct confrontation with the chain of
command. In the most lively of these confrontations, soldiers and their wives have
produced organizations of their own which stood apart from and opposed to the
command. It is precisely this form of autonomous soldiers organization which the union
drive might help create.

Conversely, the movement in the ranks is likely to be the only force capable of
compelling the union to defend soldiers’ economic, legal and civil rights within the
limits of trade unionism as we know it. If left to its own devices, the AFGE, according
to its own candid announcements, will not infringe on the command's power to deter-
mine the conditions of work. It intends to act solely as a lobby for soldiers to win
favorable pay and benefits packages from their employer, Congress. The career sol-
diers you speak of are the least likely layer to push the union beyond issues of compen-
sation, although they are most likely to be at the core of any union drive. In addition,
no society-wide movement exists now which could affect the outcome. The trade union
movement, particularly the AFL-CIO of which the AFGE is a member union, is not
-known for its willingness to challenge the military. And the left has exercised almost
no mass influence among GIs since the ceasefire over three years ago.

A soldiers union will prove to be combative and democratic only if the lower
ranking troops are strong in numbers and organization. And that strength, in turn,
depends on the breadth of horizontal organization of GIs in the lower ranks — a type of
organization a union drive might stimulate. In the absence of either a vertically
integrated union of soldiers of all enlisted ranks, or of a horizontal organization of
soldiers in the lower ranks, the development of both will be substantially weakened.

You're probably right that just about any soldiers union will compel the military
to formally grant more legal, political and civil rights to soldiers. Of course, we'd
champion such a move. Qur concern — which explains our hardnosed orientation
toward the lower ranks — is that a soldiers movement exists which is both willing and
able to exercise those rights. Out intent is to make sure that the movement in the
ranks has the right, the power, and the desire to continue the struggle against the
command. If the union drive establishes the right to struggle while stripping soldiers
of the power or desire to do so, the GI movement will be the real loser.

Linda Alband

Steve Rees

Dennni Woodmansee
May 25, 1976

To Radical America:

We were pleased to see Jean Tepperman’s article “Organizing Office Workers",
and agree that socialists have often overlooked this important unorganized sector. Her
article provided a general overview of the nature of clerical work today: she describes
both its importance to the functioning of the capitalist economy and the organization of
the work process itself.

Our response is two-fold: first a brief criticism of Tepperman's treatment of
racism which we see as the major weakness of the article; and second, a longer section,
which is our attempt to illustrate how the obstacles to union organizing Tepperman
talks about in her article manifest themselves in an actual union drive, and some impli-
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cations we draw from it. We are not spending more time on our major criticism of
Tepperman since we feel that it is important to share experiences and lessons drawn
from our work in the Bay Area. Racism was not the major reason for the failure of the
drive in which we were most closely involved (Western States Banking Association —
Mastercharge, where some of us were on the support committee). The most decisive
factor in this failure was the relationship of the Organizing Committee to the union and
management; and the relationship of the union to management. Thus this is our focus.

RACISM

We believe racism to be the primary division within the working class today. By
not focusing on this division specifically (all the divisions among workers are equated
in her article: backbiting, company favoritism, age and race barriers), what emerges
from the article overall is a sense of reality that fits more the experiences of white
office workers than those who are Third World. Tepperman says: “Discrimination by
companies adds (our emphasis) to racial segregation among workers”. But it is precise-
ly this systematic discrimination against Third World people in the relations of pro-
duction (i.e. the labor process and the labor market) and the easier access of whites to
jobs and promotions which is at the root of “racial segregation among workers.” It is
primarily this systematic discrimination that produces hostility and misunderstanding
among office workers, rather than the “social conditions” or “lack of communication” as
Tepperman suggests. These actual differences, and the fear that without these differ-
ences they would be worse off, often keeps white workers from seeing their common
interests with Third World people.

Our reading of U.S. history has convinced us that the working class as a whole (in-
cluding the white working class) has been the most successful in'its struggles when it
has not allowed itself to be weakened by ethnic and racial division. Nevertheless, the
white working class has often objectively allied with the white ruling class instead of
their Third World brethren. In doing so they have undermined their own struggles and
condemned Third World people to the most extreme forms of exploitation and oppres-
sion. By not directly confronting racism, the basis for building trust and a unity based
on common interest is impossible.

The implication this has for organizing office workers is the necessity to attack
this division between workers head on by raising demands that challenge racism, de-
mands that incorporate the needs of the most oppressed sector of the working class.
(An example of which would be across-the-board wage increases which decrease the
differences in wages among workers rather than percentage increases which only
serve to widen the gap). We do not want to imply that there is an easy and simple
formula for struggling against racism. What we are trying to say, and what Tepper-
man'’s article does not, is that in all our work the attack on this division must be seen as.
central.

WESTERN STATES BANKING ASSOCIATION - MASTERCHARGE - AN ORGAN-
IZING ATTEMPT

Conditions

Western States Banking Association (WSBA/Mastercharge) does all the proces-
sing for the Mastercharge credit system. Merchants are signed up by individual banks
to use the system; any bank that subscribes to WSBA can issue credit cards to its de-
positers. The work done at WSBA is primarily data processing, billing and verification
of credit. Much of the work is organized in assembly line fashion; there are 3 shifts
running around the clock and an individual worker completes only 1 stage of the work
process. The bargaining unit was composed of 566 workers, whose monthly pay ranged
from a low of $400 to a high of $750 — the average pay being $5600. Eighty-five percent
of the bargaining unit was Third World, with a majority of Filipinos. Fifty-one percent
were women. A lot of students were employed by WSBA and the turnover was high.

Pay increases and promotions come less frequently to racial and national minori-
ties. There are daily instances of racist harrassment and discrimination. One example
was a case where a supervisory position was open and a black woman applied for the
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job. She was subject to an interrogation by the department manager and two super-
visors, a procedure none of the white applicants were required to endure. In the end,
she did not even get the job.

The Drive Itself

Against this background, a WSBA organizing drive began in the fall of 1974. (To our
knowledge, this was the second attempt to unionize at WSBA; a couple of years earlier
there had been an unsuccessful drive). The initiators of this drive were all Third World
and were representative of the racial and national minorities at WSBA. Throughout
the drive the Organizing Committee was composed of a majority of Third World
people. They chose Local 250 of the Service Employees International Union (S.E.L.U.)
to represent them.

Previously they had hooked up with Local 3 of the Office and Professional
Employees International Union (0.P.E.I.U.). But the bureaucrats of OPEIU thought
they were too militant and pulled out. The WSBA folks then attempted an independent
drive but after 3 weeks they realized that they lacked sufficient funds to carry it out.
Through contacts with Union Wage (Women’s Alliance to Gain Equality), they were
put in touch with a woman organizer from SEIU Local 400 (public sector workers). The
organizer, Maxine Jenkins, was interested in seeing an independent office workers
local of SEIU form. She, however, was tied up with issues involving public workers and
sent the Organizing Committee to Local 250 of SEIU which was interested in
organizing at WSBA. The Organizing Committee then began to meet with an organizer
from that local.

/After only one month of passing out cards, the Organizing Committee was able to
collect the number they required. They filed with 260 signed cards out of a bargaining
unit of 556. Four hundred and fifty people voted in the final election — the union lost by
about 3 to 1. (Three hundred and twenty-six voted no; to one hundred and twenty-
five yes.) Obviously some of the previous support for the union had been eroded.

The Organizing Committee summed up its major error as insufficient contact with
the workers. They did not have enough people or contacts in the many departments
and on the shifts; and it was extremely difficult to find time when people could come to
meetings. One result of this effort was the Committee's lack of knowledge of their fel-
low workers’ feelings about unions or the extent of their support for the drive itself,
Another result was their inability to be responsive to people’s questions, fears and
sentiments.

Throughout the drive, management used a variety of tactics to try and defeat the
union. Four meetings were held in which workers were told about the many benefits
they received from the company. Management consistently attacked unions in general
and Local 250 in particular. They told their employees that unions were not interested
in the workers, they just wanted their dues, and that the company understood
employees’ needs better than a union, and certainly better than a hospital workers
union. Management also utilized scare tactics by claiming that a successful union drive
would increase production costs, causing the banks giving WSBA business to pull out,
and the company to fold. It is impossible to know the exact effects of these tactics.
They all contributed to the lack of support for the union; and underlined the necessity
for close and constant contact between the Organizing Committee and the workers,
and the need to prepare people before hand for management'’s tactics.

The Organizing Committee misassessed workers' attitudes towards unions. A
large number of people did not trust unions. They were skeptical about the advantages
of unions and saw them as another authoritarian, bureaucratic structure which would
not significantly improve their working conditions. After a meeting with the union
representative, a woman commented that she felt the same as after a meeting with
management! Management's anti-union propaganda fed into these fears and Local
250's practice during the drive confirmed them. In the first place, the union offered
only economic benefits. Propaganda they put out dealt primarily with material bene-
fits which the company was largely able to counteract by alluding to a 10% cost of
living increase they all would get in the summer. They did little regarding grievance
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procedure and on-the-job problems. Nothing was raised around the racism rampant in
the hiring and promotion policies. They were often careless and unreliable in their
work. Leaflets were always late and meetings often cancelled. The union representa-
tive’s method of fighting management was to engage in a great deal of back and forth
name calling and slandering — tactics which did nothing to educate the workers about
WSBA and only served to alienate them. The union also published an inaccurate wage
scale undermining their credibility with workers and confirming the idea that the
union did not know a lot about their situation.

From the beginning of the drive, Local 250 fought the Organizing Committee
tooth and nail for control of the drive. The union tried as much as possible to keep the
Organizing Committee, and thus all the workers, ignorant about the day-to-day
activities. Decisions were made without the Organizing Committee and they were
often not told when a leaflet was coming out and what the content would be. Leaflets
written by the Organizing Committee were edited by the union and whole sections
were deleted. The union representative avoided the Organizing Committee; often he
was not in when members of the Committee called and phone calls were rarely
returned. The main way he was reached was by letter.

On two occasions the union negotiated with management behind the backs of the
Organizing Committee with disastrous results for the drive. The first time, the union
agreed to postpone the election in exchange for a list of all the workers in the company.
The outcome was that the election was not held at a time when enthusiasm was at a
high point but at a later date when support and activity had subsided. Adding insult to
injury, the union then never made this list available to the Organizing Committee or
used it themselves.

The second incident dealt with part-time workers. Part-time workers at WSBA
had previously lost their benefits. The issue of getting them back was key in the drive
and had mobilized a lot of support for the union. One and a half months before the
election the union signed an agreement which waived its right to file suit against the
company if the company reinstated part-time benefits. Therefore WSBA immediately
reinstated part-time benefits and undercut one of the Organizing Committee’s major
issues.

In retrospect, the Organizing Committee believes that the day-to-day energy that
went into fighting the union prevented them from doing much of the contact, educa-
tion and propaganda that was needed. One result of this was that they failed to raise
issues and demands that particularly addressed the specific oppression and harrass-
ment of racial and national minorities. Contact with Third World people who initially
participated in the drive was not followed up on when they no longer showed up.
Therefore the Organizing Committee did not know what the key issues were of the
workers at WSBA and thus did not directly speak to them in the drive. Also, the
Organizing Committee thought that in order to win the drive, it was necessary to talk
primarily about the advantages of a union. But they now understand this as an error
and see the importance of speaking openly from the get-go about the contradictions
and problems of unions — that even though unions are defensive organizations of the
class to protect basic workers’ rights, and to bargain for a better sale of our labor
power, they at the same time serve to control and curb the militaney of the labor force
and protect the status quo. Therefore they are only a beginning in the struggle.

Summary

Our indirect experience with WSBA took our previously conceived ideas about
unions out of the realm of theory and grounded them in reality. As they exist today
unions at best provide economic benefits and job security; at worst they serve to regu-
late and discipline the working class, preventing militant struggle which threatens to
effect any change, reinforcing the apathy and powerlessness people feel.

At this point it is unclear whether or not unions can be transformed into mass
organizations which fight in the interests of the entire working class (which includes
fighting against the special oppression of Third World people and women) and to what
extent new forms of mass workers’ organizations will have to be built. But we believe
union organizing among office workers to be a pre-condition for the development of
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further forms of struggle. Unions can provide some economic gains and protection for
on-the-job struggles in a sector where wages and working conditions are extremely
poor. Hopefully, union organizing will begin to break down the myth of office work as a
“professional white collar” job; helping clericals to develop an identification with other
kinds of workers. Also union organizing as compared to legalistic activities (i.e.
affirmative action) makes more clearly the distinction between workers as a class and
management; union organizing is the collective action of workers against management
as opposed to individual struggle.

Seeing union organizing as only the first step in the development of a workers'
movement has certain implications for socialists. First of all, participation by the most
number of people has to be a conscious goal from the start of any organizing campaign.
To develop this, we must choose unions that are the most democratic where rank and
file control will be most possible. In some cases this might mean forming independent
unions. Secondly, WSBA was a confirmation of the importance for us as organizers and
revolutionaries to have trust in the people we work with, to address ourselves to
people’s concerns and questions honestly. We have the tendency to develop our own
analysis of situations and not to change when reality tells us something different.
Thirdly, since the task of union organizing is long and arduous, there is the danger for
socialists to lose sight of our larger goals and fall into the trap of narrow trade
unionism. We need to learn how to raise issues, demands and analysis in a way that
begins to challenge capitalism within the context of our work in mass organizations.

Presently workers at WSBA are again actively organizing and have already
begun to correct their previous mistakes. They have carefully investigated the prac-
tice of various unions as a basis for making their decision. They are making individual
contacts with workers, seeking out people’s feedback and concerns and are open about
addressing the realities of unions. The Organizing Committee is not limiting itself to
bread and butter issues. They have been fighting two firings due to race and sex dis-
crimination using leaflets and a petition. Due to the large response on the petition,
management was forced to rehire the one woman. The WSBA Organizing Committee
felt that this was, therefore, only a partial victory and is not giving up this struggle
“until the policy is changed to the workers’ satisfaction and the other person is back on
the job”.

Hopefully this third attempt to unionize will be successful and serve as inspiration
and guidance for further unionizing among office workers.

In struggle,
Office Workers Base Committee of the
NORTHERN CALIFORNIA ALLIANCE*

*The Northern California Alliance is a newly formed mass revolutionary socialist
organization in the Bay Area.
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BECOME AN RA PAMPHLET SUBSCRIBER:

Radical America’s special pamphlet subscription is designed to make
new pamphlets from the left presses in the US and Europe available to
our readers.

In the past year our pamphlet mailings have included the following
titles:

Winter, 1974

Mark Naison, Rent Strikes in New York, from New England Free Press; H.
Hanegbi, et. al., The Class Nature of Israel, from the Middle East

Research and Information Project; Fredy Perlman, Essay on Commodity

Fetishism, from NEFP; and A Guide to Working Class History, a selected,

annotated list of readings, recordings and films on workers’ history in

the US and Canada, also from NEFP.

Spring, 1975

Critique (#4): A Journal of Soviet Studies and Socialist Theory, from
Glasgow; the first issue of Network: Voice of the UAW Militants, from
Detroit; a special labor issue of Philippines Information Bulletin; and
the suppressed monograph by Noam Chomsky and Edward S. Herman,
Counter-Revolutionary Violence: Bloodbaths in Fact and Propaganda,
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Summer, 1975

Portugal: A Blaze of Freedom, from Big Flame (Britain); Unions and
Hospitals: A Working Paper, by Transfusion (Boston); Taxi at the Cross-
roads: Which Way to Turn?, from the Taxi Rank and File Coalition (New
York); and the first issue of Cultural Correspondence, edited by Paul
Buhle and Dave Wagner.

Autumn, 1975

Southern Populism and Black Labor, by Vince Copeland; Lip and the
Self-Managed Counter-Revolution, by Black and Red; The IWW in
Canada, by George Jewell; and an issue of Theaters, with Marxism and
Popular Culture, by Paul Buhle.

Spring, 1976
Radical Perspectives on the Economic Crisis of Monopoly Capitalism,

by the Union for Radical Political Economics; and Angola: The Struggle
for Liberation, by the International Socialists.
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Ann D. Gordon, Mari Jo Buhle, and Nancy Schrom Dye: Women in
American Society: An Historical Contribution ($1.00). New edition (1976)
with the introductory section revised.

Steve Babson and Nancy Brigham: What’s Happening to Our Jobs?
($1.45). Dlustrated analysis of the American economy today, stressing
problems that face working class people.

Martin Glaberman: Be His Payment High or Low: The American Working
Class of the Sixties (50¢). New edition, including a retrospective view
of Walter Reuther.

Russell Jacoby: Stalin, Marxism-Leninism and the Left (75¢). One part
of this pamphlet, the chapter on Stalin and the Chinese Revolution, was
printed in the May-June 1976 Radical America. Other chapters include dia-
lectical materialism, Lenin’s last years, and the Comintern under Stalin.

Evelyn Alloy: Working Women’s Music: Songs and Struggles of Women in
the Cotton Mills, Textile Plants, and Needle Trades ($2.50). With music for
singing and playing.

RADICAL AMERICA articles reprinted and distributed by the Free Press,
in addition to Women in American Society, include Harold Baron: The
Demand for Black Labor (75¢); Jim Green and Allen Hunter: Racism and
Busing in Boston (50¢); Nick Thorkelson and Jim O’Brien: An Underhand-
ed History of the USA ($1.00); and more than a dozen others.
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