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INTRODUCTION

Carl Boggs’ essay on ‘‘Gramsci and Eurocommunism’’ addresses itself to the use and
misuse of one of the most important Marxist thinkers of our century. A supporter and inter-
preter of the factory council movement in Italy during the First World War, and then a
founder and leader of the Italian Communist Party, Antonio Gramsci has attained almost
mythic status as a leading theoretician of the revolutionary transformation of advanced
industrial societies. Yet like other thinkers in the history of Marxism, including Marx
himself, the meaning or application of Gramsci’s analysis of Italian society to the present is
hotly contested.

Gramsci’s writings have not fared well at the hands of the Italian Communist Party.
Characterizing the development of Italian communism since the 1930s as a return to the
social democracy of the pre-war era, Boggs shows that the PCI has appropriated Gramsci to
justify policies which were strikingly similar to those which he opposed half a century ago.
The interest in the PCI in doing this is obviously to enable them to claim an unbroken
lineage between the revolutionary policies of the Party’s founder and the evolutionary and
class-collaborationist policies of the Party’s leaders today. That the PCI would want to
reinforce its revolutionary legitimacy — particularly in an era when it is attacked from the
left for being reformist as well as from the right for being Stalinist — is understandable; and
Boggs’ essay is an excellent case study of the ways in which contemporary political concerns
transform and domesticate the very meaning of a body of revolutionary ideas. Boggs goes
on to show, however, that there is more to this transformation than a misuse of sources and
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texts, and an illegitimate defense of the policies
of the current leadership of the PCI. Because of
the influence and prestige of Eurocommunism,
particularly the Italian party, in the United
States, the transformation of Gramsci into an
evolutionary socialist has helped to lend a false
“revolutionary’’ legitimacy to social demo-
cratic strategies, as well as to partially deprive
us of the insights that remain timely and useful
in attempting to build a revolutionary
movement in the United States today.

The “‘social democratization’’ of Gramsci is
ironic, for Boggs shows that there is no doubt
about the revolutionary aim of Gramsci’s
thought. Like Lenin, Gramsci had little use for
the mechanical ‘marxism’ that dominated the
European (and American) socialist movement
prior to the Russian Revolution. Not ‘‘objec-
tive conditions’’, but an active, struggling
working class would end the misery of
capitalism and establish the new order. In pursuit
of this goal, Gramsci analyzed the obstacles to
revolutionary mobilization that were both
specific to Italy — such as the importance of
Catholicism or the backwardness of the rural
South — as well as problems of a more general
nature, such as parliamentarism, or the hold
which bourgeois ideology and culture has on
the working class. This latter problem, which
Gramsci called ‘‘bourgeois hegemony,”’
emphasized the importance of struggling in the
intellectual and cultural, as well as the
economic, spheres, and pointed towards a re-
definition of the ‘‘struggle for socialism”’ by
showing that bourgeois civilization had to be
overthrown in its totality, and that a mere
change in the ownership of the means of
production or a military ‘‘seizing of state
power’’ were only part of the process of socialist
transformation.

As revolutionaries suffer from the ‘‘trans-
formation’’ of Gramsci into an ‘‘evolutionary
socialist’’ by social democratic forces, it is the

loss of timely and useful insights for the build-
ing of a revolutionary movement in the U.S.
today that is most acutely felt. Similar lessons
abound in the history of ‘‘self-help’” in this
country. With a history that has included mis-
understanding by the left, cooptation by the
state and occasional manipulation by the right,
the self help movement in this country remains
a clear reflection of the limits and abuses of the
bourgeois state. As Ann Withorn’s article con-
cludes, it is an area that holds many insights
and possibilities for left activity and influence.
As we approach the worst economic hard times
in this country since the Depression, it is clear
that much of the work that falls within the
realm of self-help will suffer from the budget-
cutting necessary to maintain the military-
industrial priorities of capital. As ‘‘Last hired,
first fired”’ epitomized the attack on the social
gains of the ’60’s in the workplace, ‘‘Last
funded, first cutback’’ is the current fate of
service and self-help efforts across the nation.

Ironically, it was during the Depression era
that self-help reached its most widespread, mili-
tant and politicized stage. Evolving from the
mutual aid associations of the 19th century,
self-help surfaced as unemployed councils and
the organizations of urban poor and small
farmers that fought for the provision of basic
social necessities in the ’30’s. As the Welfare
State arose to meet the demands of the self-help
movement, the focus shifted and now presently
centers around issues of emotional support and
struggle against the institutional alienation now
prevalent.

While the focus of much self-help has
changed, the essential dynamic of collective
action and shared empowerment remains. The
act of helping oneself and others in a group
provides such power that continues to eclipse
both professional ‘helpers’ and the passive
reception of aid for those who experienced it.
The added awareness that it is the ‘helped,’
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rather than the helper or the state, who can best
shape and evaluate the form of assistance, is a
further strength. When those feelings of em-
powerment and strength are informed by a real-
ization that bourgeois institutions are not
natural and that people are not stuck, power-
less, in a permanent slot, politicization results.
As history has revealed, this politicization does
not by itself lead to revolutionary action.

A critical question for self-help, thus, is its
relation to revolutionary social change. To
assume a progressive character, it has to be tied
to a radical political movement. This type of
self-help then grows out of a political context,
with the movement as the carrier of the politics.
The clearest recent examples are the various
self-help activities (around rape, consciousness
raising, battered women and self-defense)
developing from the feminist movement. Grow-
ing from the movement’s understanding of the
pervasiveness of sexual oppression in capitalist
patriarchy, these groups represent both a
challenge to the existing system, whose prob-
lems they confront, and a prefigurative vision
of a new (socialist) society.

Often, when large social or political move-
ments subside, structures like self-help usually
continue. Carrying on without a movement to
inform it and raise the necessary questions,
opens the path to negative transformations.
Cooptation and the duplication of capitalist
relations replace a revolutionary or progressive
character. Lois Ahrens’ account of the Austin
(Texas) Battered Women’s Center, is one
example.

Ahrens’ article demonstrates how certain
weaknesses in the movement that led to the
establishment of the center allowed liberals to
be able to control its operation and ultimate
direction. The women who established the
center were not informed by a politics that
made them aware of the hegemony of the
liberal feminist movement, and their reproduc-

tion of capitalist forms of organization, which
led to the depoliticized, service-orientation of
the center. Some participants were only able to
assess what happened in retrospect.

Viewing the present capitalist economic crisis
in the United States, and the accompanying rise
of the right, we can’t help but wonder about the
future of self-help. In that context, we can only
speculate on its ability to withstand the height-
ening of sex, race and class divisions that are
currently evident in attacks on the ERA, affir-
mative action and even minimal social service.
Will the state seek to pass on to self-help groups
more and more of the services it will be
reducing? Will these services subsume the
psychological and emotional support groups
that abound now? Will the assumption of
certain services as a basic right transform into
resistance when they are removed or deferred?
Can self-help groups then reflect and con-
solidate that -anger?

The tasks for socialists in the self-help and
service sectors — continuing to encourage self
empowerment and meeting survival needs
while, in Gramsci’s words, stripping away the
mask of bourgeois democracy — are clear but
far from simple. Under present conditions there
has been great difficulty in avoiding liberalism.
This takes its clearest form in the suppression
of questions of race, class and sex in favor of
bourgeois solutions. It rears its ugly head when
capitalist culture begins to be reflected, not
challenged, in specific situations like the Texas
shelter. We need only look to the experiences of
the ’30°s for further precedents.

While the self-help formations of the Depres-
sion era benefitted from the input of the Com-
munist Party and other groups for political
direction, they also were aided by the extensive
family and community networks that gave
emotional and psychological sustenance to the
fight for material provisions. Those networks
do not exist on such a scale today. Even closer,
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the creation of an alternative cultural space that
arose from the women’s movement of the *60’s
and ’70’s is now being challenged. We need to
critically assess our program for replacing the
institutional ‘‘fathers’’ the movement of the
*30’s sought as a remedy to the social ills of that
period. The parameters of the struggle may be
different. The need is just as urgent.

In this vein, we’re pleased to include some
excerpts of articles on the battered women’s
movement by a Boston-area activist, Renae
Scott. She has worked with Transition House, a
local shelter, and an area-wide network of
battered women’s groups. As the Combahee
River Collective (Nov.-Dec. 1979 Radical
America) deepened the questions for the
movement against violence against women,
Scott’s addressing of the issues of racism,
mothering and culture within the shelter move-
ment provide some needed critical reflections.

Rounding out this issue is Ros Feldberg’s

analysis of the organizing of clerical workers
during the first three decades of this century.
Feldberg’s piece continues a discussion of the
clerical sector (see Margery Davies, ‘“Women’s
Place is at the Typewriter,”” RA July-August
1974; Mary Bularzik, ‘‘Sexual Harassment at
the Workplace,’’ July-August 1978) that we are
planning to address in the next few issues of
Radical America.

CORRECTION
In our last issue, we neglected to say that Linda
Powell’s review of Black Macho and the Myth
of the Superwoman was a revised and expanded
version of her review in Conditions Five: The
Black Women'’s Issue.







GRAMSCI AND
EUROCOMMUNISM

Carl Boggs

Perhaps no twentieth century theorist has contributed more to the revitalization of Marxism
in the advanced capitalist countries than Antonio Gramsci.* In some circles, Gramsci has
emerged as the architect of a new strategy for socialist transformation in the industrialized
societies. Whatever the validity of this claim, and despite the very amorphous and often dis-
organized character of his writings, Gramsci’s own commitment seems clear: from begin-
ning to end, from his early journalistic essays through the factory council articles in Ordine
Nuovo to the Communist party writings and the Prison Notebooks, he stressed the
immediacy and urgency of revolutionary struggle. Gramsci’s thought was more or less con-
sistently directed toward the aim of constructing new organizational forms and social
institutions-that could embody the totality of socialist authority relations, production, and
culture — whether in the councils as ‘‘nucleus of the new state’” or in the mass party as
instrument of popular insurgency.

*Born in Sardegna in 1891, Gramsci moved to Turin in 1911 and, while still a university student, became involved in Socialist
party politics. For nearly a decade, he contributed (as both editor and writer) to most of the important PSI periodicals and
newspapers, emerging as one of the party’s leading intellectuals. Disenchanted with the moderate reformism of the PSI leader-
ship, in 1919 Gramsci helped to start the Ordine Nuovo (New Order) movement and journal,-which was rooted in the factory
council movement in Turin. With the council failures of 1920, Gramsci put his energies into founding the Italian Communist
party at Livorno in early 1921. During his PCI years (1921-26), Gramsci served as a delegate to the Comintern in Moscow
(1922-23), was elected as a PCI deputy to parliament (1923-26), and took over the party leadership after the arrest of his rival
Amadeo Bordiga in 1924, In late 1926, with the consolidation of Mussolini’s fascist regime, Gramsci’s parliamentary immu-
nity was suspended and he was arrested, tried for ‘‘sabotage against the ltalian state’’ (in 1928), and spent the final eleven years
of his life in several ltalian prisons. Between 1928 and 1935 Gramsci wrote a collection of essays and notes (most of which were
finally translated into English in 1971) which came to be known as the Prison Notebooks. Gramsci died in April, 1937.

-~
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Yet the fate of Gramscian Marxism has not
always been very consistent with its origins; the
very amorphousness of his intellectual style has
encouraged a surprisingly diverse range of
interpretations of the theory, including some
which appear to conflict dramatically with both
the substance and guiding motivation of Gram-
sci’s prolific work. The recent appropriation of
Gramsci by the leading ‘‘Eurocommunist”’
strategists in the Italian, French, and Spanish
Communist parties is the most important
example of such a conflicting and distorted
interpretation. Seizing on Gramsci’s theoretical
legacy, his immense appeal to European intel-
lectuals, his ‘‘open,” ‘‘creative,”” and ‘‘West-
ern’’ Marxism, and his status within the inter-
national Communist movement (in part the re-
sult of his long incarceration in Mussoini’s pris-
ons), Eurocommunism has sought to depict
him as the inventor of the ‘‘democratic road to
socialism’’ — that is, of a peaceful, gradualist
strategy rooted primarily in electoral, parlia-
mentary, and trade-union struggles leading,
presumably, to a far-reaching internal trans-
formation (or ‘‘democratization’’) of the bour-
geois state apparatus. Within this schema,
Gramsci is viewed as the architect of a tradition
that extends through Palmiro Togliatti and
present-day Eurocommunist innovators such as
Enrico Berlinguer, Santiago Carrillo, and
Georges Marchais.

This appropriation of Gramsci by Euro-
communism and social democrats, however,
rests upon a mystification of the actual histori-
cal and theoretical record. Gramsci’s early role
in the founding of the Italian Communist party
— and in the formation of its political strategy
— has been grossly distorted. More important,
Gramscian revolutionary concepts — for
example, ‘‘ideological hegemony,”” ‘‘social
bloc,”” ‘‘war of position,”” and ‘‘democratic
transformation’” — have been taken over by
Eurocommunist leaders, integrated into a

limited, moderate, social-democratic frame-
work, and thus robbed of their initial meaning
as a guide to revolutionary praxis. This process
has gone far beyond the normal redefinition of
themes and concepts that is always a part of the
theoretical renewal necessary to meet new social
conditions. The fate of Gramsci at the hands of
Eurocommunism more closely parallels the fate
of Marx within the Second International or
Lenin within the development of the Soviet
Union. In each case, revolutionary theory and
vision served to legitimate a politics that ulti-
mately subverted the meaning and intent of the
original theory and vision.

THE POLITICS OF EUROCOMMUNISM

While the term ‘‘Eurocommunism’ goes
back only to 1975, with its initial formal procla-
mations in the joint Berlinguer-Carrillo state-
ment of March 1977, the theory underlying it
has much earlier origins. As the postwar
strategy of Communist parties, these origins
can be situated in the years 1944-47, when
Togliatti outlined the theory of structural
reformism (the famous vig Italiana) that would
shape PCI politics after 1956. Thus, insofar as
recent Eurocommunist departures contain any
real novelty, it is in their codification of long-
standing world-views, strategies, and practices;
in their openly systematic elaboration of Togli-
attian Marxism rather than in any fundamen-
tally new vision of the transition to socialism.
Moreover, to the extent this version of the
““‘democratic road’’ owes a theoretical debt to
classic Marxist writings, it is not to the “‘found-
ing father” personified in Gramsci, but to
Eduard Bernstein’s ‘‘evolutionary socialism.”
But the PCI leadership today, anxious to dis-
avow the imagery of social democracy, em-
braces Gramsci while distancing itself (at least
symbolically) from the heritage of the Second
International.

The fundamental premise of the Eurocom-
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munist model is that the complexity of ad-
vanced capitalism requires a conception of
socialist transformation that transcends both
classical Leninism and social democracy. The
former is transcended by abandoning insurrec-
tionary politics and the ‘‘dictatorship of the
proletariat,”” the latter by rejecting the
Kautskian theory of cataclysmic crisis and
economic collapse as the basis of revolutionary
rupture. The new strategy anticipates a pro-
longed struggle for hegemony in which
““democratization of the state’’ takes place as
gradually and peacefully as possible, with no
sudden or qualitative break, under conditions
of relative institutional stability. It envisages no
dramatic sweeping away of the old order, no
frontal assault on bourgeois political institu-
tions. It is characterized by several proposed
strategies: the utilization of bourgeois demo-
cratic forms and structures as the primary
means of achieving a power transfer and dis-
mantling capitalism; the reform of these
structures through a broadening of their par-
ticipatory character (a kind of Gramscian ‘‘war
of position’’ defined in institutional terms); an
alliance politics that attaches great significance
to an expanding ‘‘middle strata’’ of civil serv-
ants, professionals, technicians, etc., and
points toward a ‘social bloc” of progressive
forces opposed to the monopolies; a commit-
ment to the preservation of ideological diver-
sity, constitutional rights, and political
pluralism beyond the transitional period and
into socialism itself; a rejection of vanguardism
and the monolithic concept of the party; the
goal of a professionalized civil service that
would undermine parasitic and narrow interest-
group influences; and massive expansion of
public investment and social services in a way
that would gradually subvert the hegemony of
corporate interests.

A major defining characteristic of Eurocom-
munist strategy is a revised Marxist theory of

the state and the role of the party. Leninism
assumes that the bourgeois state rests above all
on coercion, that it functions essentially as an
agency of class domination; revolutionary
politics is thus directed against the state and
toward the “‘seizure of power’’ by a vanguard-
ist party. The Eurocommunists, on the other
hand, insist that the political structures of
advanced capitalism are in fact quite complex
and contradictory, their strength resting more
upon ideological and cultural consensus than

“upon force. Bourgeois democracy, accordingly,

cannot be reduced to a simple mechanism of
class domination; it is in part the outgrowth of
mass struggles that gained social and political
successes in opposition to the bourgeoisie.
There is no monolithic system controlled by a
single class. Since the bourgeois state appara-
tuses are a vital, if not decisive, arena of class
conflict, they must be viewed as a partially
autonomous sphere that can be utilized by left-
ist opposition as effectively as by the ruling
class.

Following their interpretations of Gramsci,
Eurocommunist leaders and theorists point to a
shifting of ideological and social blocs within
the state — a changing equilibrium of class
forces rooted in an expanding socialist con-
sensus. The transition is viewed as an infinite
series of steps toward democratization, in
which the party is not expected to become the
socialist state but functions as a mediator
between the state and masses.'! As Carrillo has
suggested, with each shift in the old class equi-
librium (as expressed, for example, in the
demise of Francoism in Spain and the growing
fragility of Christian Democracy in Italy) the
Left finds new space within which to insert it-
self and ‘‘turn around the ideological appara-
tus’’ against the hegemony of monopoly capi-
tal.? With each stage of democratization, with
each advance of the Left within bourgeois insti-
tutions, the crisis of legitimacy and of state
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power mounts; in contrast to the orthodox
“‘before’ and “‘after’ model, Eurocom-
munism thus presupposes an evolutionary
transformation in which bourgeois democracy
shades gradually into socialist democracy. The
guiding premise here is that late capitalist
societies will experience prolonged periods of
relative economic and institutional stability
even in the midst of production and legitima-
tion crises. Carrillo is emphatic that ‘‘economic
and political catastrophe’ is difficult to
imagine today in the developed countries.?

In Italy, the PCI’s postwar strategic evolu-
tion, and the theoretical ‘‘renewal’’ that ac-
companied it, has sought a ‘‘Gramscian’’ form
of legitimation. Berlinguer, since his ascent to
the position of party Secretary-General, has
never tired of stressing the PCI’s Gramscian
origins and strategy — a self-concept that seems
most appropriate to Italian traditions and the
peculiar conditions of Western European
capitalism. Party leaders, in their visits to
foreign countries, advertise the PCI’s demo-
cratic-road strategy as a continuous develop-
ment from Gramsci to Togliatti to Berlinguer.*

PCI efforts to imprint Gramsci’s stamp on
the democratic-road model have stressed all the
guiding motifs of Gramscian Marxism: ‘‘hegem-
ony,”” ‘‘social bloc,” ‘‘war of position,’’ and
‘‘organic intellectuals.”” For Pietro Ingrao,
Gramsci was the originator of the ‘‘war of posi-
tion’’ strategy that emphasizes ideological prep-
aration and social struggle as a prelude to the
conquest of power, and counters Lenin’s ‘‘seiz-
ure of the Winter Palace’’ with a gradual build-
up toward socialist hegemony within the politi-
cal framework of bourgeois society.* For Paolo
Bufalini, the PCI has been steadily advancing
toward hegemony through its participation in
local and national government, made possible
by its successful (electoral) mobilization of a
““new historical bloc’’ — the very strategy out-
lined by Gramsci. Indeed, ‘‘never has Gramsci

been so relevant today, never have his thought
and teachings been so alive.”” More specifically,
“The road to the formation of our party’s
strategy — the national democratic road to
socialism — was opened by Gramsci... [He]
laid the groundwork, and began the elaboration
of this strategy with the contribution of many
other militants... with the contribution of
Togliatti.”’s

The theoretical equation of Gramsci and
Eurocommunism, as reflected in the work of
Carrillo and others, is not limited to Italian
interpretations. This image of Gramsci also
looms large, for example, in the Spanish,
French, Japanese, and Australian parties. Car-
rillo’s Eurocommunism and the State, probably
more than anything else, argues this presumed
relationship. Carrillo views structural
reformism as a struggle to democratize the
existing state apparatus — to overturn capitalist
domination by using, instead of fighting
against, bourgeois political structures — a
struggle made possible by the weakening of
bourgeois power in the Mediterranean.’
Carrillo, as leader of the Spanish Communist
party that only recently emerged from forty
years of fascist dictatorship and underground
struggle, finds in the Eurocommunist vision
*‘the idea of a new political formation [which]
is linked with that of the hegemony of the bloc
of forces and culture in society.”” The result
would be a confederation of political parties
and social organizations that would carry out
the democratic road on a consensual basis.®

The tendency to see in Gramsci the main
inspiration of Eurocommunist strategy is
shared by diverse theorists and observers, from
“left”’ Eurocommunists like Fernando Claudin
to American commentators like Max Gordon.
In Claudin’s view, the democratic road flows
logically out of the ‘‘war of position”’ strategy,
which is grounded in Gramsci’s original analy-
sis of the European capitalist state. He suggests
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that ““From 1934 onwards Togliatti readopted
the Gramscian analysis, modified by gradual-
ism and tacticism characteristic of his own
vision.”’ This laid the basis for a working class
ascent to hegemony within the confines of
capitalism and representative democracy.’ Gor-
don stresses the importance of Gramsci’s influ-
ence on the PCI’s break with ¢‘Bolshevik ortho-
doxy’’ and the Soviet model of political organi-
zation, for what Gramsci bequeathed was a
“legacy hostile to the substitution of dogma for
analysis of reality in the application of the
classics of revolutionary socialism.’’'° Here, as
elsewhere, the Gramscian connection is pre-
sented in quite general and impressionistic
terms, embellished with frequent references to
“hegemony,”” ‘‘bloc,”” and ‘‘democracy,’”’ but
lacking much real assessment of the original
theory.

GRAMSCIAN STRATEGY AND
BOURGEOIS DEMOCRACY

Had Gramsci not been one of the founders
and early leaders of Italian communism, it is
unlikely that his theoretical legacy would have
been so enthusiastically harnessed to the con-
temporary politics of Eurocommunism. For, as
I shall emphasize, Gramsci’s thought was in
fact consistently and even harshly antagonistic
to those themes, strategies, and objectives that
characterize the democratic road: electoralism,
economistic trade unionism, antimonopoly
bloc, political evolutionism, and internal trans-
formation of the bourgeois state. From the
early years (including the factory council phase)
through the formation of the PCI and into the
final period of incarceration and the Prison
Notebooks, Gramsci — whatever his switches
of emphasis — insisted that the transition to
socialism required the sweeping overthrow of
bourgeois political institutions, meaning a
fundamental break with the entire capitalist
system and the construction of a new, revolu-
tionary form of authority. Changing obstacles

Editorial board and staff of Ordine Nuovo; Gramsci in
lower right.

and methods of struggle might necessitate a
reformulation of tactics, but this strategic
objective always remained in focus. For
Gramsci, the main task — whether in condi-
tions of crisis or stability — was creation of an
independent proletarian culture and network of
institutions.

In his early writings, Gramsci had already
developed a powerful critique of the way in
which electoral-parliamentary activity and
trade unionism had comé to dominate the
politics of the Socialist party, which thus
became immobilized and incapable of carrying
out anticapitalist struggles. The difficulty was
that the party system, unions, and parliament
had evolved mainly on the terrain of bourgeois
democracy and that, while such structures
could be used for limited, tactical mass strug-
gles, they could never become instruments for
advancing revolutionary goals; however
“neutral’’ they appeared, they normally func-
tioned to legitimate bourgeois power and
interests. From Gramsci’s perspective (that of
the revolutionary Left within the Socialist
party), the abysmal failure of the party and
the unions was marked by an internal decline of
popular commitment and spirit.!'

R e

1



Gramsci characterized the pre-1920 Socialist
party as an inactive ‘‘conglomeration of par-
ties.”” Incapable of taking the initiative, it
altered and shifted its colors to satisfy the
requirements of vote-getting and institutional
bargaining. Never a principled abstentionist in
the fashion of his political opponent Amadeo
Bordiga (who completely rejected all forms of
parliamentary activity), Gramsci argued that
socialist involvement in electoral politics made
sense only insofar as it forced the bourgeoisie to
reveal its ‘‘fraudulent commitment to democ-
racy,”’ provoked an authoritarian response,
and thereby opened the door to crisis and mass
upheaval.'? The goal was to immobilize parlia-
ment by ‘‘stripping the democratic mask away
from the ambivalent face of the bourgeois dic-
tatorship and reveal it in all its horrible and
repugnant ugliness.”” Gramsci refered to the
‘““parliamentary circus”” — a bogus public
sphere designed to delude the masses into
believing that real change can only be achieved
through electoral and reformist action — out-
side of which and against which revolutionary
politics must ultimately be directed.'’ Likewise,
“‘trade union action, within its own sphere and
using its own methods, stands revealed as being
utterly incapable of overthrowing capitalist
society; it stands revealed as being incapable of
leading the proletariat to its emancipation...”’'*
From a standpoint typical of his Ordine Nuovo
essays, Gramsci argued: ‘‘Trade unionism
stands revealed as nothing other than a form of
capitalist society, not a potential successor to
that society. It organizes workers not as pro-
ducers, but as wage-earners, i.e., as creatures of
the capitalist, private property regime, selling
their commodity labor.”’ In the end, he felt, the
unions reproduced narrow self-interest, com-
modification, and individualism instead of
revolutionary solidarity.'* Moreover, in the
case of both parties and trade unions, their
increasingly bureaucratic structures produced
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Factory occupation, September, 1920,

an alienated politics remote from the self-
activity of the popular strata.

This critique involved not only an attack on
the specific Italian institutions and processes
that Gramsci closely observed in his own prac-
tice, but a more comprehensive rejection of
bourgeois democracy as a significant realm of
political struggle. Writing at a time of massive
popular upheavals and revolutionary optimism,
Gramsci insisted that these forms were part of
the bourgeois totality that had to be tran-
scended. Thus: ¢“. .. the revolutionary process
can only be identified with a spontaneous
movement of the working masses brought
about by the clash of contradictions inherent in
the social system characterized by the regime of
capitalist property. Caught in the pincers of
capitalist conflicts and threatened by
condemnation without appeal to the loss of
civil and intellectual rights, the masses break
with the forms of bourgeois democracy and
leave behind them the legality of the bourgeois
constitution.’’'* Gramsci added that the social-
ist movement should ‘‘ceaselessly spread the
conviction that the current problems of indus-
trial and agricultural economy can be resolved
only outside parliament, against parliament, by
the workers’ state.”’'” With each advance of the
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movement, of popular mobilization within
local workplaces and communities, the old
structures would lose their credibility (and legi-
timacy) while increasingly taking on the charac-
ter of ‘‘empty shells.”

Gramsci contended that a fallacy of all
previous Marxist schemas had been ‘‘the ac-
ceptance of historical reality produced by
capitalist initiative,”” which meant preoccupa-
tion with the existing state as something to be
seized or transformed. A new approach to
politics and authority was needed: ‘“We are per-
suaded, after the experience of the Russian,
Hungarian, and German revolutions, that the
socialist state cannot emerge within the institu-
tions of the capitalist state, but is a funda-
mentally new creation in relation to them, if not
in relation to the history of the proletariat.”’'*
Not the conguest of power, but a process of
revolutionary development rooted in everyday
proletarian life and culminating in new forms,
was the basic premise of Gramsci’s Ordine
Nuovo theory.

Given the strategic bankruptcy of bourgeois
institutions, Gramsci looked for inspiration to
the syndicalist tradition. He wrote that ‘. . .the
solution to the pressing problems of the current
period can be found only in a strictly prole-
tarian center of power’’ — namely, the factory
councils (which had already sprung up in Turin
and elsewhere) and popular assemblies, or
‘“‘soviets,”” which were expected to mushroom
Russian-style as the movement progressed.'’
The councils and soviets, as organs of direct,
grassroots democracy, would be the nucleus of
an unfolding revolutionary state which —
counterposed to the centralized bourgeois state
apparatus — could give expression to the his-
toric emancipatory principles of workers’ con-
trol and self-government. As structures created
by the workers themselves at the point of pro-
duction, they would broaden the scope of
democracy and channel popular revolt against

the established political mechanisms.?® The
local organs, moreover, would expand the very
definition of the ‘‘political,”” opening up more
space for psychological involvement in the
revolutionary process: ‘‘The existence of the
councils gives the workers direct responsibility
for production, leads them to improve their
work, institutes a conscious and voluntary
discipline, and creates the psychology of the
producer, the creator of history.”’?!

GRAMSCI AND THE RISE OF ITALIAN
COMMUNISM

With the paralysis of the Socialist party in the
midst of crisis, and following the collapse of the
council movement in 1920, Gramsci and the
Ordine Nuovo group became leading forces in
molding the new Communist party. The politics
of the PCI — and of Gramsci as well — was
shaped by the Bolshevik Revolution, the Com-
intern, and by what was understood as Lenin-
ism. While agreeing with the concept of a disci-
plined revolutionary party, Gramsci’s ‘‘Lenin-
ism’’ was less vanguardist than some Italian
tendencies in that it continued to stress the role
of “‘national-popular’’ formations such as the
councils and the newly-formed workers’ and
peasants’ committees. And while Gramsci’s
own approach was less insurrectionary during
1921-26 than in the preceding years, he re-
mained as uncompromisingly hostile to bour-
geois political institutions as ever. Thus, where-
as local democratic structures received less
attention in Gramsci’s PCI writings, the search
for a ‘‘prefigurative” synthesis of party and
councils was still evident. Finally, although the
rise of fascism sharply influenced PCI priorities
during this period (especially after 1924, when
leadership shifted to the Ordine Nuovo
faction), Gramsci still focused on the immedi-
acy of socialist objectives. What ‘‘united
front”’ tactics meant for Gramsci, in contrast to
the Popular Front approach later adopted by
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Togliatti, was a process of mass mobilization
fusing antifascist and anticapitalist struggles,
directed not only against the Mussolini regime,
but against bourgeois domination in general.

The real significance of the early PCI pres-
ence in Italian society, as Gramsci saw it, was
its embodiment of a revolutionary identity.
Through the Communist party, the working
class was able, for the first time, to break
decisively with bourgeois political traditions
and with the ‘‘bourgeois parliamentary state’’;
the PCI opened up the possibility of an ‘‘auton-
omous’’ socialist development within a ‘‘new
state system.’’?? The party’s historic goal —
even if not always effectively advanced in the
early years — was to create the basis of socialist
democracy out of the ashes of bourgeois
democracy, to assist in the ‘‘explosion of new
democratic institutions’’ that would ‘‘counter-
pose themselves to parliament and replace it.”’??
Gramsci argued, in typical fashion for this
period, that ‘‘it is a necessary precondition for
revolution that the complete dissolution of
parliamentary democracy should occur in
Italy.”’** Breaking with bourgeois traditions
also meant a critical (though by no means un-
ambiguous) approach to the unions, which
Gramsci viewed as a ‘‘source of bourgeois
ideology and capitalist discipline.”” Here he
attacked the PCI’s initial tendency to remove
itself completely from trade union struggles in
the name of *‘purity.”’ Gramsci pushed a
strategy of building revolutionary groups
within the factories, around the councils and
committees, that could split these forms away
from the union hierarchy and ‘‘enlarge the
sphere of activity.’’?*

Later, even after the consolidation of fascist
power, Gramsci returned to the earlier themes
of workers’ control and revolutionary democ-
racy. He argued that revolution was still on the
agenda, no matter how loudly the Socialists
called for an essentially defensive posture to

combat fascism. The PCI’s line was ‘‘opposed
as much to constitutional opposition as it is to
fascism — even if the constitutional opposition
upholds a programme of freedom and order
which would be preferable to fascism’s one of
violence and arbitrary power.”’?¢ In Gramsci’s
estimation, the strength of fascism was illusory;
it had created nothing more than a false
national integration, leaving the regime vul-
nerable to new crises and renewed cycles of
mass mobilization. Anticipating a massive
democratic upsurge against Mussolini’s rule,
Gramsci hardly considered a scenario based
upon long-term political stability.

In the ““Lyon’s Theses,’’ a strategic and pro-
grammatic document written for the PCI’s
Third Congress in January 1926, Gramsci set
out to translate Marxism and Leninism into the
language of Italian history and politics. His
guiding principle was the ‘‘democratizing’’ of
Leninist strategy to fit the more complex con-
ditions of European capitalism; the revolution-
ary party was still indispensable, but the actual
conquest of power would have to be grounded
more in popular movements and ideological
consensus than was the case in Russia. From
this premise, Gramsci argued that socialist
transformation would have to move beyond the
limits of both vanguardism (which stressed a
rapid insurrectionary seizure of power and rigid
organizational formulas) and social-democratic
reformism (which looked to an internal restruc-
turing of the bourgeois state).?’” While the
“Lyon’s Theses’’ is sometimes cited as the
PCI’s initial departure along the democratic
road (possibly because Togliatti had a hand in
authoring it), such an interpretation confuses
Gramsci’s focus on collective participation as
an element of socialist democracy with a stra-
tegic commitment to bourgeois democratic
institutions. On this issue Gramsci did not
waiver: the fundamental task of the PCI was
‘‘to organize and unify the industrial and rural
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proletariat for the revolution and the founda-
tion of the workers’ state,”’ placing ‘‘before the
proletariat and its allies the problem of insur-
rection against the bourgeois state...’’?®

These themes were carried forward and theo-
retically elaborated in the Prison Notebooks.
Removed for the first time from daily political
involvement, the victim of fascist repression,
Gramsci put forth a more pronounced ‘‘Jaco-
bin’’ or Leninist Marxism. Despite his obses-
sion with antifascist struggle (or perhaps
because of it), Gramsci devoted great attention
to the problems of revolutionary identity, the
transformative role of the party, and the direc-
tive function of intellectuals. At the same time,
he revised his view of fascism: not only was the
regime itself more stable than he had predicted,
but its diffuse reactionary ideology corre-
sponded to certain widespread elements already
present in mass consciousness. Thus, while
Gramsci continued to stress revolutionary goals
— the objective conditions for beginning the
transition to socialism presumably being just as
ripe as ever — he adopted a long-term perspec-
tive. The “‘forced integration”’ of fascism made
immediate popular insurrection less likely. This
produced Gramsci’s well-known turn toward
the ‘‘subjective’’ dimension in the Prison Note-
books, where the concerns of philosophical
renewal, praxis, mass consciousness, ideologi-
cal hegemony, and the role of intellectuals gave
new depth and complexity to his theory of the
party and of the transition.

The concept of ‘‘hegemony’ enabled
Gramsci to advance beyond Lenin’s narrow
and one-sided vanguardism. From Gramsci’s
viewpoint, what orthodox Marxism lacked was
an understanding of the often subtle but pene-
trating forms of ideological control and
manipulation that served (along with
repression) to bolster all bourgeois institutions.
The idea of hegemony filled this void by calling
attention to the role of various world-views or
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French pamphlet protesting Gramsci’s imprisonment, 1933.

“‘organizing principles”’ (made up of belief
systems, values, myths, habits, etc.) in repro-
ducing capitalist society, not only within the
spheres of the state and production but through
the educational system, media and culture,
religion, the family, and everyday life. To the
extent that prevailing ideologies are internalized
by the general population, they took on the
character of ‘‘common sense.”” This was the
source of Gramsci’s dual perspective, which
corresponded to his famous categories ‘‘war of
movement’’ and ‘‘war of position,”’ and which
can be roughly translated into the two broad
phases of socialist politics — insurrectionary
struggle for power and (what necessarily pre-
cedes it) the subversion of ideological
hegemony. For any movement to succeed it
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would have to become ‘‘counter-hegemonic.”’
It would have to undermine bourgeois domi-
nation in every sphere of civil society — social
and authority relations, production, culture,
and education — before ‘‘frontal assaults’’ on
the state could be effective. The destruction of
the old institutions was seen by Gramsci as a
single phase in the long-term historical modifi-
cation of social forces that occurs ‘‘underneath
the surface’’ of formal bourgeois structures.”

Counter-hegemonic politics would thus be
conducted against rather than through the
existing state, by mobilizing a ‘‘social bloc’’ or
‘“‘revolutionary historical bloc.”” Gramsci used
the term ‘‘bloc”’ to refer to the historical syn-
thesis of popular movements, defined by their
ideological homogeneity and concrete political
expression rather than by sociological cate-
gories. It suggested the building of popular
alliances that transcend a rigid class basis and
coalesce around common psychological re-
sponses — for example, nationalism, anti-
clericalism, regionalism, and ethnic identity.
While nonsocialist in many cases, such appeals
could serve as radicalizing catalysts at par-
ticular historical moments, linking up diverse
strata (e.g., workers and peasants) in a counter-
hegemonic movement. Gramsci’s concept of
“‘bloc’’ therefore signified far more than simple
alliances, elite coalitions, or loose configura-
tions of political groups constructed for the
purpose of winning new positions within the
bourgeois state. On the contrary, it reflected a
process of mass revolutionary mobilization that
could lead to an entirely new system of social
and authority relations.

The force of Gramsci’s theory and strategy
derived in great measure from the expanding
role of ideological and cultural forces in
advanced capitalism. Insofar as the
“Leninism’’ of the prison writings assimilated
Gramsci’s earlier commitment to popular strug-
gles and workers’ control, he ended up with a

more dialectical conception of the transition
than Lenin, one rooted in a complex, organic
relationship between the ‘‘global’’ and local
element, between party and councils, between
the process of destroying the old state and that
of generating a new one in its place. Thus,
Gramsci not only shared Lenin’s concept of
revolutionary identity and a total break with
bourgeois institutions; his dualistic model in
fact went much farther than the statist premises
of Bolshevik strategy by linking politics with
everyday life, the goal of social and cultural
renewal, and the task of constructing a new
democratic socialist state.*

THE EUROCOMMUNIST ROAD:
GRAMSCI OR BERNSTEIN?

We finally arrive at the Eurocommunist
fabrication of a semiofficial and instrumental-
ized Gramsci that, while appealing to contem-
porary proponents of the democratic road,
bears little resemblance to Gramsci’s original
theory. Basic Gramscian concepts have been
systematically misappropriated and distorted
by Eurocommunist strategists. Ideas have been
translated into a strategic framework that has
emptied them of revolutionary content. While
this phenomenon is hardly new within the
Marxist tradition, what makes the attempt to
legitimate structural reformism in Gramscian
imagery different is the extent to which it has
been successful. After all, the language appears
to be the same, and Gramsci was one of the
founders (and martyrs) of Italian communism.

The PCI’s postwar adoption of the ‘‘war of
position”” — a guiding tenet of Eurocom-
munism — perhaps best reflects this process of
linguistic mystification. For Gramsci, as we
have seen, the war of position was actually only
one side of a dualistic strategy that also
incorporated the ‘‘war of movement’’: whereas
the former referred to the long, organic phase
of ideological-cultural struggle and transforma-
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tion of civil society, the latter involved the
political-military struggle for institutional
power. Gramsci’s conception is thus based first
on a reconstruction of everyday life (conscious-
ness, social and authority relations, culture,
etc.) and second on the overturning of old
structural barriers within a scenario of crisis,
class polarization, and popular upheavals. The
Eurocommunists have completely jettisoned
this second dimension — the war of movement
— and in the process have abandoned the very
possibility of rupture, or revolutionary break,
that has always been central to Marxism. Thus,
whereas democratic road theorists anticipate
economic crisis, it is not of a catastrophic sort
leading to intense class struggle and popular
mobilization; whereas they see a legitimation
crisis, it is not fundamental or explosive enough
to provoke an attack on the bourgeois state. As
Henri Weber has noted, Eurocommunism in
effect denies the possibility of a revolutionary
situation in advanced capitalism.*'

Moreover, the war of position itself has been
radically redefined by the Eurocommunists.
Instead of broadening the terrain of struggle
within civil society to incorporate new arenas of
social life and popular struggles as the basis of a
counter-hegemonic formation strong enough to
produce a real shift in the balance of class
forces, it has effectively narrowed it to the
bourgeois political-institutional realm. Thus
the PCl, for example, has pursued the via
Italiana (and more recently the ‘‘historic com-
promise’’) with the aim of expanding the space
for maneuver within parliamentary democracy
and inserting the party into the administration
of bourgeois power — in other words, as a
means of securing new ‘‘positions of strength’
within structures that have little organic con-
nection with everyday social existence. And the
PCI, owing to its electoral successes, has made
great advances in this direction. Yet it has con-
sistently failed to present an alternative to

capitalist society or to utilize its power in favor
of the many popular, ‘‘emergent’’ movements
that have appeared in Italy since the mid-1960s
(e.g., feminist, ecology, youth, and rank-and-
file working-class movements).

Gramsci’s concepts of ‘‘hegemony’” and
‘“‘social bloc’” have met the same fate. In its
earlier Gramscian usage, hegemony reflected
the ideological side of bourgeois domination; to
contest successfully for power the working class
would have to counter the system of hegemony
with its own elaborate world-view or ‘‘inte-
grated culture’” — that is, with its own counter-
hegemonic mobilization. Again, it is this coun-
ter-hegemonic dimension, involving above all
the qualitative struggle for new social and
authority relations, that is missing from the
Eurocommunist vision. ‘‘Hegemony”’ is there-
by reduced to a rationale for a pluralistic, non-
coercive politics (compatible with the ‘‘peaceful
transition’’) or a minimalist strategy that entails
winning influence within the logic of bourgeois
democracy. Its revolutionary meaning dis-
appears from sight. Similarly, Gramsci’s notion
of “‘social bloc,”” or ‘‘revolutionary historical
bloc,”’ was tied to an emergent formation — a
unique congruence of social forces that emerges
through counter-hegemonic struggles — that
gained its first institutional expression at the
grassroots level. The PCI’s frontism trans-
formed this schema of popular mobilization
into an ‘‘alliance strategy” grounded in elec-
toral-parliamentary politics, elite coalitions,
and a version of antimonopoly bloc that
extends to sectors of the bourgeoisie itself.
Eurocommunism has inherited this mechanis-
tic, elitist definition of “‘bloc.””??

Finally, the Eurocommunist parties — what-
ever their pretenses of charting the first truly
democratic path to socialism — today embrace
what Gramsci would have found a false com-
mitment to ‘‘democratization.”” For Gramsci,
“democracy’’ meant proletarian or socialist

#

17



“

.

Gramsci toward the end of his life.

democracy built around movements for
workers’ control and direct self-government. It
necessitated a break with bourgeois institu-
tions, and the development of new local struc-
tures of power such as councils, signifying the
birth of a qualitatively different kind of politics
and state power. Gramsci contended that with
advancing capitalism, parliamentary forms
would become virtually impotent, enfeebled by
the encroachments of the authoritarian state.
The Eurocommunist version of democratic
transformation, with its roots in Togliatti’s
theory of structural reforms, seeks to extend
and perfect bourgeois democracy through
broadened participation, curtailment of
monopoly power, professionalization of the
civil service, and ‘‘decentralization’’ (more
power to local government). It assumes that by
winning significant economic and social re-

forms, and by helping to diffuse a participatory
ethic, the left can whittle away at the inequali-
ties of power and privilege without having to
abandon civil liberties and the multi-party
system.

The problem with this strategy of democ-
ratization is that, despite its apparently ‘“‘pro-
gressive”’ or ‘‘advanced’’ character, and despite
its positive departure from Leninist centralism,
it remains confined to the boundaries of bour-
geois pluralism. Having rejected the Soviet
model, it has failed to develop a conception of
socialist democracy that challenges the logic of
alienated politics (the indirect, detached nature
of involvement), statism, and the social division
of labor. Concretely, the Eurocommunist pre-
occupation with the goal of an internally re-
formed state ignores the role of collective
organs of struggle — workers’ and community
assemblies, action committees, and grassroots
movements of feminists, students and others —
in shaping a more comprehensive democratic
and socialist transformation. In failing to con-
front the problem of how to generate new
modes of political life, of how to arrive at a
different relationship between political struc-
tures and mass activity, Eurocommunism has
resisted coming to grips with the real corporate-
bureaucratic impediments to democratization.*

In the end, we find an ‘“‘innovative” strategy
that invokes the mystique and political lan-
guage of Gramsci, but which has little in com-
mon with the actual historical Gramsci. Today,
Eurocommunist theorists emphatically deny the
““actuality of revolution’’ and the possibility of
insurrection, social struggle, and popular con-
trol over the economy and state as ‘‘utopian’’
and even dangerously ‘‘adventurist.”’ While
they still formally cling to anticapitalist, social-
ist programs, such claims are destined to
become abstract as they grow more and more
removed from the methods and strategies —
and the vision — necessary to achieve them.
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This separation of goals from strategy, inherent
in a linear, organic evolutionism that restricts
socialist transformation to bourgeois institu-
tions and negates the theory of ‘‘rupture,”” was
the essence of classical social democracy — and
a major source of its difficult fate. Not Gramsci,
then, but Bernstein emerges as the first creative
theoretical genius behind the Eurocommunist
dream of a democratic road.

CONCLUSION

The systematic distortion and misappropria-
tion of Gramsci by the Eurocommunists poses
issues that go far beyond the destiny of
Gramsci’s Marxism or even of the Communist
parties themselves. It is not a matter of pre-
serving the integrity or purity of one theorist’s
contributions, nor of clinging to the memory of
a revolutionary period that has long since
vanished. Nor need we prove that Gramsci’s
political vision and analysis were in the long run
correct, much less that they ought to be directly
applied to the present context in the advanced
countries.

At issue is something entirely different: the
potential impact of strengthening social-demo-
cratic currents in Western Europe and the U.S.
on the future development of socialist and pro-
gressive movements. Insofar as social-demo-
cratic perspectives have become dominant —
even fashionable — within the Left in a number
of countries, the pressures favoring a narrow
pragmatism seem insurmountable. On the other
hand, such pressures tend to limit the kinds of
questions that can be asked; they restrict the
scope and possibility of revolutionary vision,
language, and commitments. On the other
hand, these pressures reinforce already strong
tendencies which insist that social transforma-
tion can amount to little more than securing
limited reforms within the existing political
framework. Eurocommunism is situated square-
ly within this evolving strategic world-view,

however much it protests against those who
have anticipated its eclipse as a revolutionary
force. And much like earlier phases of social-
democratization, it is being defended and justi-
fied in the name of past revolutionary symbols
and images that have been emptied of political
content. Why this should be true is not difficult
to understand. All strategies of social change
require some form of theoretical legitimation.
Just as the legacies of Marx and Lenin have
been employed to justify bureaucratic central-
ism in the Soviet Union and elsewhere, within
Eurocommunism the heroic stature of Gramsci
is invoked to rationalize what amounts to a re-
cycling of the very social democracy that
Gramsci himself so strongly detested and
opposed.

In Southern Europe and the U.S. sectors of
the Left have seized upon Gramsci’s concepts
of ideological struggle, democracy, mass par-
ticipation, political alliances, etc., as an anti-
dote to Leninist vanguardism, the dictatorship
of the proletariat, and the Soviet model of the
single-party state. Guided by the simplistic
assumption that the only strategic choice is
between an outmoded Leninism and a modern,
“realistic’’ structural reformism, this approach
inevitably associates the legacy of Gramsci with
the vision of a harmonious, linear, parlia-
mentary road to socialism. While it pays lip
service to typically Gramscian themes — the
transformation of social relations, culture, and
everyday life — it fails to explain how these
goals can be achieved without simultaneously
creating the institutional basis of a new demo-
cratic state, without pressing the aims of social
struggle. Hence, in the midst of economic and
political crisis, we find the contemporary
social-democratic currents absorbed within a
bourgeois logic: for Eurocommunism this can
only mean a retreat into the politics of
austerity, law and order, and bureaucratic in-
fluence, while for similar forces in the U.S. —
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where no mass socialist movement exists — it
means integration into the orbit of the Demo-
cratic Party.

APPENDIX: TOGLIATTI AND THE
ORIGINS OF “EUROCOMMUNISM”’
Although efforts to pinpoint the theoretical
and strategic origins of Eurocommunism are
bound to be arbitrary, a good case can be made
for the period beginning in the mid-1930s. This
is when the PCI, under the guidance of the
Comintern and the leadership of Togliatti, first
adopted Popular Front tactics. Indeed, Togliat-
ti, along with Dimitrov, helped formulate this
policy at the Seventh Comintern Congress in
1935. In a complete turnaround from the con-
frontational politics of the ‘‘third period,’’ the
frontist approach looked to broad alliances of
antifascist forces working mainly through elec-
toral-parliamentary and trade-union activity as
a means of defending bourgeois democracy and
strengthening the international position of the
Soviet Union against the challenge of Mussolini
and Hitler. ‘““Frontism’’ came to be identified
with the defensive struggle against fascism, not
a revolutionary struggle against capitalism and
for socialism. In the late 1930s, Togliatti (in
Moscow) argued for frontist tactics in a series
of articles published in the party journal Stato
Operaio; with the PCI leadership either under-
ground or in exile, it was prepared to accept the
Comintern-Togliatti line.** In July 1941, the
PCI stated that its objectives were to overthrow
the fascist regime, reestablish constitutional
freedoms, form a popular government, and
arrest the fascist hierarchs. This reflected a dra-
matic shift from the PCI’s Fourth Congress at
Dusseldorf in 1930, where Togliatti called for
an insurrection of the Italian people against
fascism, the destruction of fascism and capital-
ism by revolutionary methods, and the estab-
lishment of soviets and a dictatorship of the
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proletariat.>?*

An important Comintern figure for eighteen
years, Togliatti internalized the outlook of the
Soviet leadership — its perception of world
politics, its sense of priorities, and its strategic
and tactical orientation. His attachment to the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union was un-
qualified. Togliatti’s influence encouraged the
development of frontist attitudes among PCI
leaders that carried over into the Resistance and
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postwar years. Hence the real consequences of
the Popular Front would not be feit until the
mid-1940s and later, when short-range tactics
(for the overthrow of fascism) were built into
an institutionalized long-term strategy that
became known as the democratic road to social-
ism. By 1944-45, the war and the partisan
mobilization generated new revolutionary op-
portunities: the power structure was in sham-
bles, councils and local structures had prolif-
erated in northern and central Italy, and the
PCI had grown into a thriving ‘‘national-popu-
lar”’ party. But such revolutionary opportuni-
ties were never pursued. Togliatti, on his return
from Moscow in 1944, steered the party toward
a frontist and defensive ‘‘new course’’ strategy;
the PCI spurned insurrection, turned away
from local democratic forms, induced the
partisans to surrender their arms, and moved
toward collaboration with bourgeois parties
around the immediate goals of ‘‘reconstruc-
tion,”’ enacting a Republican constitution, and
building a government of ‘‘national unity.”’
The PCI entered every Italian cabinet between
April 1944 and May 1947, hoping to solidify
institutionally its attempt to create a broad anti-
fascist coalition.

The PCD’s close attachment to the Soviet
Union during those years was reinforced by the
Soviet role in defeating Germany and by the
common struggle against fascism. Yet Stalin’s
aims were far removed from those of ‘‘prole-
tarian internationalism’’; they were primarily
to secure a sphere of control in eastern Europe
and maintain stability elsewhere so that the
USSR could rebuild its own society. A revolu-
tion in Italy (or elsewhere in Europe) would dis-
rupt these prospects by forcing a Soviet conflict
with the Allies. Therefore a frontist policy that
defined fascism rather than capitalism as the
target of struggle and emphasized moderate,
electoral tactics was functional to Soviet inter-
ests but disruptive for socialist movements in

Western Europe. It may well be that such
tactics also corresponded perfectly to the Soviet
premise of ‘‘capitalist stabilization’’ and the
decline of the proletariat as a revolutionary
agency in the advanced capitalist countries.*
Whatever the explanation, the PCI did operate
as an instrument of postwar stabilization.

Togliatti’s genius — both in his party leader-
ship and his theoretical capacity — resided in
his shrewd application of Resistance themes
and Gramscian concepts, within a frontist
orientation, to the challenges and pressures of
the postwar situation. For example, Togliatti
soon appropriated Gramsci’s ideas of ‘‘nation-
al-popular’’ struggle, ‘‘social bloc,”” and vying
for ideological hegemony, but translated them
into a framework of elite alliances, electoral
mobilization, and structural reform of the
bourgeois state: the Gramscian vision of revo-
lutionary transformation was jettisoned. The
‘“‘party of a new type’’ envisaged by Togliatti
was a mass-based, national formation, but one
that would struggle for an ‘‘expanded democ-
racy’’ within the political institutions of the
nascent Italian republic. Togliatti’s famous edi-
torials in Rinascita during the late 1940s and
early 1950s hammered away at this departure
from pre-1935 PCI strategy, while legitimating
it in explicitly Gramscian (and even Leninist)
terms. Of course the Comintern’s Popular
Front was conceived in a strictly tactical
maneuver, and this was surely the definition
given it by the PCIl during and immediately
after the Resistance. In retrospect, however,
frontism can be understood as the genesis of the
via Italiana, as institutionalized tactics that
evolved into the PCI’s contemporary demo-
cratic road strategy.

Only after 1956, however, with the Soviet de-
Stalinization campaign and Togliatti’s affirma-
tion of a ‘‘polycentric’” world Communism,
could the PCI launch the via Italiana in earnest.
Togliatti began to outline theoretically the
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premises of a political strategy within and
through the bourgeois democratic state; the
state apparatus would not have to be destroyed
by the working class and replaced by new prole-
tarian forms, but could be internally reformed
and democratized in the process of building
socialism. Togliatti noted the *‘‘complexity’’
and the increasingly popular character of the
modern parliamentary system, and concluded
that state power could be gradually trans-
formed from a mechanism of capitalist domi-
nation into a sphere of open contestation where
elements of socialism could be introduced. In
PCI parlance, the idea of a ‘‘secular, non-
ideological’’ state would supplant the out-
moded Marxist concept of an ‘‘instrumental’’
state.>” Thus, with each electoral gain, with
each new reform, with each new institutional
position conquered, the PCI — in alliance with
other ‘‘democratic’’ antimonopoly forces —
could set in motion a power shift away from
corporate power and toward socialism. It
could, in the language of Gramscian strategy,
hope to achieve ‘‘hegemony’’ within institu-
tions that were no longer dominated by a single
class. And since the boundary separating state
and civil society in ‘‘neo-capitalism’’ was more
diffuse than ever, bourgeois political structures
were more vulnerable to incursions of all
sorts.>®

These were the strategic premises — linked to
an evolutionary, peaceful, and more or less
stable transitional process routed through a re-
constituted bourgeois state — that paved the
way to the ‘““Eurocommunism’’ of Berlinguer,
Carrillo, and Marchais a decade after
Togliatti’s death. Although possessing no real
theoretical originality, Eurocommunism — like
the via Italiana before it — represents a unique
amalgam of traditional social democratic,
frontist, and neo-Marxist currents. It reflects
not the extension of Gramsci, for whom the
democratic roat was nothing but a massive

deception, but his misappropriation for clearly
nonrevolutionary objectives. As we have seen,
the reintroduction of Gramscian concepts
barely conceals an underlying strategic content
that actually recalls Bernstein rather than
Gramsci; for the PCI, the historical and theo-
retical d_eterminants of the present strategy go
back to 1944, or even 1935, but no earlier.
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HELPING OURSELVES

The Limits and Potential of Self Help

Ann Withorn

Self help has emerged as a widely acclaimed ‘‘major thrust’’ of the eighties. Popular
magazines, The New York Times and the federal government have all recognized the
potential of the “‘self help movement’’ to influence human service policies and programs.
Hundreds of thousands of self help groups now exist across the country. Some are affiliated
with nation-wide organizations while others are more isolated local efforts where people join
together to help themselves cope with and cure a wide range of human problems. Ideolog-
ically they range from the conservative piety of an Alcoholics Anonymous to the radical
feminism of feminist ‘‘self-health’’ activities.'

Is this activity simply an extension of the self-absorption of the seventies? Is it a retreat
into individual solutions and a ploy to keep people from demanding what they need from the
state? Or does it reflect a growing, healthy skepticism of professionals and the welfare state
bureaucracy? Could it be a sign of a potentially important rise in commitment to popular
democracy? What, indeed, is the proper response of socialists and feminists to this growing
phenomenon?

These questions are of some importance to the Left in the United States. The simple
magnitude of current self help activity, especially among working class people, calls upon us
to have, at least, an analysis Of its political implications and an understanding of its appeal.
Further, the experience of feminist self help suggests that there may be ways to combine
selected self help activity with a broader socialist and feminist strategy. At its best, self help
may even serve as one way to formulate a left politics which is more grounded in the daily
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experience of working class life and which
thereby helps define socialism more broadly
than the economistic formulations which so
often characterize it. In addition, an under-
standing of the power of self help as a means
for individual change may also go farther in
comprehending the fundamental inadequacies
of the social services provided by the modern
welfare state.

WHAT IS SELF HELP?

The nature of self help itself gives rise to the
contradictory questions raised above. Self help
is the effort of people to come together in
groups in order to resolve mutual individual
needs. Today this activity consists of indi-
viduals sharing concerns about personal,
emotional, health or family problems. Some-
times community or ethnic groups which
organize to improve their neighborhoods or
social situations also call themselves self-help
groups. The major reasons for defining an
activity as self help are that it involves group
activity and meetings of the people with the
problem, not outside experts or professionals,
and that the main means by which difficulties
are addressed are mutual sharing, support,
advice-giving and the pooling of group
resources and information. Members benefit as
much from the sharing of their problems and
the process of helping others as they do from
the advice and resources provided by others. In
most cases there is a strong ethic of group
solidarity, so that individual members become
concerned about the progress of other group
members as well as in their own “‘cure’’.

Within this broad common definition, how-
ever, there is wide variety in focus and emphasis
for self help groups. At one end of the spectrum
are the politically aware feminist self help
efforts, in health care, rape crisis, battered
women shelters and other service areas. Here
self help is self-conscious, empowering demo-

cratic effort where women help each other and
often provide an analysis and an example from
which to criticize and make feminist demands
on the system. At the other end are groups
which focus on the specific problem only, like
AA, other ‘““anonymous’ groups or disease
victim groups, with self help used only as a
means for coping with a problem, not an alter-
native model for society or even service
delivery. In between are groups which have
selected self help as a means to help themselves
but which also come to draw from the process
ways to suggest broader changes, often in the
social services system and sometimes in the
whole social system. While all share key aspects
of self help and all may teach certain critical
lessons about the importance of social networks
and group solidarity, their differences are
crucial and need to be understood and eval-
uated as a part of any Left critique of self help.

HISTORICAL ROOTS OF SELF HELP
Some of the comforts and supports now pro-
vided by self-conscious self help groups have
always been available. Prior to industrial devel-
opment village and family networks were the
primary means by which people helped each
other survive the economic, health and other
social difficulties associated with a hard life. As
industrial disruption made such supports less
accessible early nineteenth century workers
began to band together in new forms of
“‘mutual aid’’ organizations composed of indi-
vidual craft workers or, in America especially,
of groups of ethnically homogeneous workers.
These early groups formed to provide for the
basic economic and social needs not available
from employers, the state, the church or geo-
graphic community. Meager resources were
pooled to provide burial and family insurance,
limited food, clothing and economic support in
times of ill health, disability and family crisis.
In Britain and the U.S., the emergence of these
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“‘burial societies’’, ‘‘workingmen’s aid’’ associ-
ations, ‘‘friendly societies’’ and immigrant aid
associations reflected constant efforts by
workers to help each other and help themselves
to cope with the health and social problems
associated with capitalist development. The
remaining records of such groups show a grow-
ing sense of collective responsibility within the
groups and the gradual creation of social net-
works which performed wider social functions
than only the insurance of economic survival.?

It is easy to admire these self-consious
workers’ efforts, like that of Workmen’s
Circle, to form ‘‘an organization that could
come to their assistance in terms of need, and
especially in case of sickness, that would pro-
vide them and their families with plots and
decent burials in case of death and extend some
measure of help to their surviving dependents,
that would, finally, afford them congenial fel-
lowships and thereby lessen the loneliness of
their lives in a strange land.’’? It is important,
however, to avoid romanticizing this early self
help activity. Some groups were controlled by
the more conservative and established elements
in the craft or community who kept the groups
from gaining a more broad ‘‘class’’ identifica-
tion. Others served as a base from which to dis-
trust or ignore, rather than identify with, the

needs of other workers not in the same craft or
ethnic group. And, at best, these early groups
could only provide the most minimal assistance
to their members, still leaving them with major
social disadvantages. Of course, in times when
public aid was extremely punitive and largely
non-existent even such limited efforts were
crucial to the survival and strength of workers
and their families. But they were also, perhaps,
the only means of survival. Self help was the
only help available. It was not developed as a
better, more humane, alternative means of sup-
port; originally it was the only means of sup-
port. This is a crucial difference between early
self help and current efforts.

Exactly these limits to early self help efforts
were what led early unions and socialists in
Britain to agitate for greater public responsi-
bility for social needs. In response to this pres-
sure, the British government began to assume,
however poorly and unfairly, many of the
health and welfare functions of the self help
groups. Unions too developed more bureau-
cratic, but also more extensive, services which
met the immediate service needs addressed by
the self help groups. The type of care provided
by the unions and the government was, how-
ever, generally hierarchical and routinized, not
imbued at all with the principles of democratic
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sharing and mutual dependence which had also
characterized early self help efforts. (Here we
see the trade-off which continues into today
when small-scale self help efforts are assumed
by large public bureaucracies. The service
aspects are made more widely available but the
mutual aid features are replaced by expertise
and bureaucratic priorities.)

In the U.S. the recognition, however grudg-
ing, of public responsibility for human needs
did not take place until much later, and always
in a more limited way. Instead the capitalists,
the trade unions and the mainstream leadership
of the emerging social work profession united
in their arguments that public services might
weaken individual initiative and independence.
While these forces did not especially appreciate
the democratic social roots of self help they did
support the ideal that the needy should ‘‘help
themselves’’ without looking to public budgets
for support. The work ethic, the Horatio Alger
ideology and the lack of a broad-based socialist
or labor party meant that the very success of
worker and Black self help efforts was used to
deny the necessity of broader public responsi-
bility for major social needs. Self help became a
conservative term, an end in itself, which was
invoked to keep workers and minority groups
from demanding social assistance. The price of
democratic self support became limited
material rewards, which were seen as noble and
a part of the American tradition of individual
effort. Samuel Gompers was a leader in this
popularization of a highly conservative under-
standing of self help:

Doing for people what they can and ought to
do for themselves is a dangerous experiment.
In the last analysis the welfare of workers
depends upon their own initiative.*

Given such a climate many socialists and
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radical blacks grew to be skeptical of self help.
They could see the limited material results of
asking the poorest workers and black people to
care for themselves in their communities, what-
ever the psychological benefits of local control
or mutual aid. Most evolved a strategy of
making demands on the state for services and
support and then always agitating for more
control and input into what was provided.
While socialists, communists and black mili-
tants of the 1920’s and 1930’s did not totally
oppose self help strategies, they did generally
view them as a limited tactic.

The Unemployment Councils and Leagues of
the 1930’s did support numerous self help
activities: clothing exchanges, rent supports,
housing and food assistance, transportation
help, etc. These groups also organized and
made demands on local welfare authorities,
however, and never viewed self help as an end
in itself — as did certain less political self help
groups which arose during the early depression
years. Communist-led organizations particu-
larly were critical of their members for falling
into work which was ‘‘only’’ self help. Their
internal press supported its use only when it
accomplished two goals: 1) identifying and
developing local activists and providing them
with meaningful local work and 2) providing a
base for making political demands on the
emerging public welfare system. Otherwise the
party never explicitly valued self help as a form
of organization, even though it supported cer-
tain self help-type efforts for its own members
— camps, child care groups, even therapy
groups. For non-party members the basic criti-
cism remained: that self help efforts necessarily
avoided class struggles and confrontations with
the enemy unless highly limited in scope and
directed toward more ‘‘political’’ work by dedi-
cated party members.
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SELF HELP AS A SERVICE ACTIVITY

There is an interesting parallel to these atti-
tudes in the professional developments of the
period. Just as the more conservative trade
unionists and black leadership supported self
help as a means for worker and community
independence, so did the more conservative
doctors, lawyers and social workers who
worked in the private sector. The private health
and welfare establishment saw individual and
group change coming out of self help activities.
More liberal professionals argued that this
strategy abandoned the poor and they, there-
fore, allied with leftists in demanding more
public programs. They argued that it was
unrealistic to expect the victims of society to
help themselves and that outside intervention
— from expert professionals funded by the
government — was the only reasonable hope
for change. These liberal social workers and
medical experts gained power in federal and
state programs throughout the 1930’s and 40’s,
so that by the 1950’s the public health and
welfare establishment had become as critical of
self help as a service strategy as leftists were of
it as political tactic.

Self help came into its own as a service
activity during the 1930’s and 40’s, in spite (or
perhaps because) of increasing professional
hostility. As the private and public insurance
and welfare establishments grew, self help
changed form, moving from group provision of
welfare insurance and burial services to a
process of social supports for dealing with a
range of personal, family and emotional prob-
lems. The process of self help became impor-
tant not for itself, as a model and base for
democratic self-support, but as a means to
achieve personal goals for change or to come to
terms with unavoidable difficulties.

The poverty of the Depression gave rise to
many self help service projects. Food, clothing
and housing exchanges developed, European

refugees and internal immigrants organized
mutual aid groups. Most important, however,
was the birth of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA)
in 1935; it has served as a primary model for
self help service activities since its inception. It
was founded by a pair of mid-western doctors
who found little help in the medical, social
work or psychiatric professionals and who
began to develop a behavior oriented, religious-
ly imbued, program of group support and pres-
sure for alcoholics. The model consisted of ad-
mitting the power of one’s problem and draw-
ing help from fellow alcoholics, as well as from
a ‘“‘higher power’’, in order to learn to stop
drinking. This was to be done by developing a
network of fellow alcoholics, by attending fre-
quent — even daily — meetings where discus-
sions take place about personal experiences
with alcohol and where the goal of sobriety is to
be achieved ‘‘one day at a time’’. Drawing
upon such basic, simple principles AA grew
rapidly, reaching 400,000 by 1947 and currently
involving more than 700,000 alcoholics a year.

It is easy for socialists and professionals to
criticize Alcoholics Anonymous. Its religious
pietism is fundamentalist and limiting. Despite
its proclaimed organizational refusal to take
federal money or political positions, its vet-
erans have increasingly designed and defined
alcoholism services across the country in har-
mony with AA principles. These programs
often exclude women and those who have not
“hit bottom”’ with their drinking, as well as
intellectuals or more educated middle class
people less comfortable with the somewhat sim-
plistic ““Twelve Steps’’. Yet AA does appear to
have a higher success rate than other forms of
professional help with the complex problems
associated with alcoholism. It does attract a
largely working-class population who have little
recourse to private services. It also offers alco-
holics the experience of a non-drinking com-
munity where they can learn to like themselves
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better, admit to their problems, trust others and
begin to rebuild their lives. One feminist alco-
holism counselor summed up its limitations:

AA cannot be everything, especially for
women. It can be conservative and rigid. But
Jor many wemen AA is all there is. It’s free.
It’s non-judgmental but it pushes them to
stop drinking. It offers the companionship
and support of others who have been through
the same things. It gives people hope to go
on...

I’'m not saying there couldn’t be something
better, more political, less religious. But on
the other hand you have to realize how diffi-
cult and complex a “‘drinking problem’’ is. It
takes incredible energy, patience and forti-
tude to cope with alcoholics. Maybe only
other alcoholics can. And this is an organiza-
tion they have created which works better
than a lot of other things. So what we try to
do is supplement AA for women with a more
Jeminist analysis and content, day care serv-
ices and so forth. The whole process of get-
ting yourself together and stopping drinking
is too fragile a thing for us to undermine AA.

Other self help services have formed using
the Anonymous model, where the focus is on
the problem faced and the process of mutual
help and support is valued as an effective means
to that end, not as a goal in itself. Gamblers
Anonymous, Overeaters Anonymous, Parents
Anonymous (for people who have abused their
children) are only three of the dozens of groups
which are modelled closely on AA and attempt
to help people admit that they have a problem
and get help from others in the same situation
to overcome it. All groups rely on *‘recovering’’
victims to help others, a helping role which is
often a major form of continuing improvement
for the old time members. Although some
groups make greater use of professionals than

others, in all peers assume primary roles and
outside social networks often grow out of such
groups which provide people with a wide range
of supports. While there is no hard data, such
anonymous groups (most of which, except AA,
have been founded since the mid-fifties) seem
to attract a largely white, working-class popu-
lation and create strong loyalties among those
helped.

Since the 1940’s other services which use self
help as a major means of helping people cope
with or resolve personal difficulties have
emerged. Many drug programs have used self
help activities to create ‘‘alternative communi-
ties’” characterized by mutual disclosure, sup-
port and pressure. Since the 1940’s (and mush-
rooming in the 1970’s) there has been a steady
increase in health-oriented self help programs
for the families of victims of cancer and other
diseases, and for the victims themselves. Stroke
victims, cancer victims, heart disease patients,
parents of children with.Down’s Syndrome (to
name only a few of thousands) have come
together to discuss their feelings, reactions and
symptoms and to help each other emotionally.
While these programs are often supported by
the medical system they frequently come to
share vocal and strong criticisms of profes-
sionalism and professional care.

The social welfare and medical establish-
ments have reacted to all this increasing self
help activity with different types of responses.
Sometimes groups have been criticized (often
during the initial phases) for “‘resisting pro-
fessional treatment’’ or for avoiding reality.
The more critical the groups become of the
quality of professional care (a component of
almost all self help groups, no matter what their
origins) the more they are resisted by doctors
and social workers. However, until this hap-
pens they are often supported by professionals
as another form of service, especially for people
with ““difficult”” problems, i.e. those problems
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like alcoholism, drug abuse, ‘‘incurable”
cancer, senility and other afflictions not amen-
able to conventional intervention. Indeed, the
federal government has become enamoured
with self help approaches, providing funds for
certain efforts and even identifying the exist-
ence of a ‘“‘continuum of care”’ including self
help at one end and full institutional care at the
other, all of which will require some form of
public support and monitoring.

As with AA, it is easy to criticize. Most of
these self help service efforts can be legitimately
viewed as methods by which the established
medical, mental health and social work profes-
sions get people to provide services to them-
selves which the professionals won’t or can’t
provide. Cheap care and an avoidance of public
responsibility may be obvious. Yet leftists
working in these fields also have supported self
help services, in recognition of the limits of pro-
fessional care and in order to support the crea-
tion of a stronger, less fearful consumer con-
sciousness, among clients or victims of prob-
lems as varied as alcoholism, drug abuse,
cancer and chronic disease. In addition, many
members of such self help service groups find
them much more helpful and acceptable forms
of care than other, more professional, services.
Such groups may provide release and support
which come from sharing and comraderie.
These results cannot be disregarded, especially
for people who felt desperately alone before the
experience. A working class veteran of AA,
Overeaters Anonomyous and Smoke Enders re-
flected similarly on what self help meant to her:

Self help groups really help. They make you
Jfeel like you are not alone with yourself or
your problem. You share with others and
find out you are not the only one who smokes
in the shower or bakes two pies for your fam-
ily and eats one before anyone comes home.
I’'m not sure how it works, but somehow you

feel like trying again.

My sister had, in fact, a daughter that
died. She had always laughed at me for my
“‘groups’’, but after that happened she
Jjoined one herself. She just couldn’t handle it
alone, feeling so guilty and not knowing any-
one with the same problem. That’s what self
help means to me.

Particularly important to many people in self
help groups is the opportunity to help others
with similar problems. The experience of doing
this can be powerful and strengthening, espe-
cially for people who have only felt like victims
before.

In short, as a form of social service, self help
groups have proven themselves to be helpful
and empowering to many, despite their poten-
tial use as a vehicle for providing cheaper serv-
ices to unwanted clients. As one aspect of the
general social services system, self help services
seem a secure and welcome addition. The ques-
tion remains, however, whether this increased
self help activity has any underlying impact for
the left. For such discussions we must look to
recent efforts of the women’s movement.

THE IMPORTANCE OF FEMINIST
SELF HELP

If it weren’t for the development of feminist
self help, especially in health, we might be less
interested in the whole question of whether self
help can be a serious part of a socialist strategy.
Self help would be seen as merely a social serv-
ice with little broader political impact. But the
impressive efforts of women around the coun-
try to take self help seriously as a healthy form
of relationship between women and to wed this
with feminist analysis may suggest a more
general model for reuniting self help with
political practice.

Self help has been a central part of most
feminist service work, which has, in turn, been

M
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a major area of the feminist movement. Since
the late sixties, when women’s liberation groups
developed ‘‘consciousness-raising’’, the model
of women sharing and helping other women has
been a basic feminist strategy. Feminist his-
torians looked back and found self help equiva-
lents throughout the history of women — who
have formed strong self helping women’s net-
works within the family, neighborhoods and
community as a means for basic survival and
emotional support.

Out of this history and an emerging under-
standing that ‘‘the personal is political’’ femi-
nists were able to take the process of self help
more seriously, to value the experience of work-
ing and sharing together in itself, as well as to
appreciate the quality of the product of such
work. Women were compelled, then, to be
more self-conscious in their self help aproaches
and to proclaim them as central to feminist
goals. In “‘Jane’’, an early underground Chi-
cago-based abortion clinic, for example,
women developed models of abortion care
which included sharing all processes and proce-
dures, discussion of feelings and the trading of
mutual experiences among the women abor-
tion-workers and the women seeking abortions.
Their approach became standard in many femi-
nist services. Qur Bodies Our Selves, the classic
women’s self health care book offered profes-
sional information mixed with personal experi-
ences and has been used as a basis for women’s
health groups across the country. It too has
helped to establish the notion of self help —
mutual sharing of feelings, information and
skills — as a basic tenet of feminist activity.?

As feminist services became a major ap-
proach of the women’s movement — including
everything from women’s multi-purpose cen-
ters, to day care, health and nutrition services,
rape and battered women’s programs — self
help came along as standard feminist practice.
The meaning varied, however. In some places it

simply meant collective decision-making by
staff and a sharing of feelings and information
with women who come for service. It was seen
as a natural outgrowth of ideas of sisterhood
and feminist theory. In the feminist health
clinics, however, feminist self help has been
most fully defined, has become in Elizabeth
Somers words ‘‘both a philosophy and a prac-
tice through which we become active creators of
our destinies.’’*

Since the early seventies, feminist clinics have
insisted on education and group involvement of
all who came to the clinics. This was viewed as
an important antidote to the standard medical
model of doctor as god and patient as grateful
recipient of his care. Health care workers
forged different relationships with women who
came for care and also began to explore and
share a growing criticism of the medical
“‘knowledge’’ about women’s bodies. The most
self-conscious programs, the Feminist
Women’s Health Centers, led in developing
clear guidelines for self help in health care
which included pelvic self examinations, group
examinations and discussions. They shared an
explicit philosophy that self help is more than,
and different from, the traditional ‘‘delivery”’
of service:

Self help is not being simply service oriented
...we do not want to be middle women be-
tween the MD’s and the patients. We want to
show women how to do it themselves... We
do not examine women. We show women
how to examine themselves... We neither
sell nor give away self help... we share it.
(Detroit Women's Clinic, 1974)

Feminist self help in health care and other
service areas developed in conjunction with the
broader feminist movement. Knowledge of the
inadequacies and brutality of male dominated
medicine came along with a heightened aware-
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ness of the prevalence of rape and women-
battering. The system-supporting aspects of all
medical and welfare care forced women into
developing new models and into looking to
each other for information and support. The
early successes of many groups in raising the
consciousness of women who came for ‘‘serv-
ice”> was heartening and sustaining. Sustained
practice meant that feminists have been able to
put the principles of self help to the test, to
explore the need for structure and specializa-
tion within a self help framework, to discover
the complexities of many health and emotional
problems and to determine when professional
help may, indeed, be necessary.

All this learning and growth has not been
without costs, however. Health centers, par-
ticularly, have suffered intense bureaucratic
harassment from the medical profession which
has been anxious to protect its right to control
who practices medicine. Most self help pro-
grams have suffered from funding problems of
a similar sort. The medical and social welfare
establishments demand ‘legitimacy’’ before
they provide money — through third party pay-
ments (Medicaid, private insurance) or direct
service contracts. They require, at the very
least, a professional ‘‘cover’’ for most alterna-
tive services and often refuse funding until
bureaucratic, hierarchical structures are actual-
ly in place. Some battered women’s shelters
originally received money, in light of favorable
publicity, with minimal hassles, but as time
passed welfare agencies pressed to fund a
“range’’ of services (i.e., non-feminist pro-
grams), with more familiar, professional ap-
proaches. In addition, inflation and cut backs
have also limited the amount of money avail-
able.

The problems have not been all external
either. The time and emotional demands of
most self help services have made it hard for
most groups to sustain staff, much less to do

the continual political education necessary to
make the self help offered truly feminist in con-
tent. Women with professional aspirations and
a lack of feminist values have been drawn to
self help efforts. Their pressure can push
already overextended feminists to leave rather
than fight creeping bureaucracy, ‘‘efficiency’’
and professionalization in their midst. When
this happens the mutual aid, democratic and
sharing aspects of the service fade as surely as
they do when public bureaucracies directly take
over. .

When such problems are coupled with cur-
rent general decline in a broad-based feminist
movement, they become even more difficult to
endure and struggle with. Even in wel-func-
tioning self help projects women feel more iso-
lated and less sure of what it all means, as
expressed by a women’s health worker in 1979:

After we finally got our license then we had
all this paperwork to do all the time. The
women’s community seemed less interested
because we weren’t in crisis anymore. The
women who wanted to work in the center are
more interested in health care than feminism.
It just seems to take more effort to be femi-
nist these days, to raise political issues in the
groups or work meetings. We’re still trying
and do OK but I guess it’s a lot harder than it
used to be.

Feminist services, then, have not totally
solved old problems with self help. They have
shown that it is possible for participation in self
help to be an effective means for political
growth and development. Especially the health
services have shown us that self help may often
be an intrinsically better model of care and
may, thereby, offer an immediate and personal
way for people to understand what is wrong
with public and private health and welfare serv-
ices. All have shown the natural links between a

—
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democratic feminist movement and the process
of self help. Women who have participated in
such programs talk about themselves as ‘‘per-
manently changed. I don’t think I can ever
accept without criticism the old authoritarian
models again.”’ But over time the pressures to
provide services on a large scale, with adequate
funding, work against the ability to work in a
self help manner. Is it reasonable to assume
that we could really provide feminist self help
services to all the battered women who need
them, for example? And if it is not, we are
always stuck with the limits of even the most ef-
fective self help efforts — that the harder we
work and the better we function, the greater the
demand and the more impossible it is to meet.

PROBLEMS AND POTENTIAL OF
SELF HELP

Given all this, how should leftists respond to
the likelihood that self help services are likely to
continue to grow and re-form in the future?
The current momentum and recognition of
existing programs seems unstoppable and will
probably be even more appealing to administra-
tors wishing to support an image of continued
service provision in times of real cut backs. An
increasingly popular answer to anyone with a
problem will predictably be: ‘“Join, or form, a
self help group.”’ ‘

Should more socialists join with feminists in
sponsoring overtly political ‘‘dual self help
activities’’? Can we join with existing self help
programs and ‘‘work from within”’, seeing
them as working class organizations needing a
left presence in order to achieve a progressive
potential? Or should we remain outside the
whole effort (except perhaps for pure feminist
services) and provide only a critically correct
analysis of the hopeless ‘‘mass phenomenon’’?

These questions are only partly facetious. As
advanced capitalism lurches along services and
the service economy will become more impor-

tant. Self help services may play an increasingly
important role in this. On the hopeful side, self
help activity has the potential to become a base
from which people can criticize, demand and
affect the nature of the service system in a posi-
ive way and out of which progressive workers
and clients can form meaningful alliances. On
the negative side, self help services may help to
provide an opportunity for another profes-
sional cover-up. See, we have a humane system.
We even let people take care of each other,
after they are near death or incapacitated by
emotional and personal problems.

The problem, assuming these options, be-
comes one of how to assist self help efforts in
achieving their potential as a base for criticism
and change rather than providing tacit reaffir-
mation of professional hegemony and the cap-
italist welfare state.

In promoting the potential of self help we
cannot, however, ignore certain limits which
may be built into the activity. First, we cannot
deny that the nature of self help, and the
enormity of the difficulties which bring people
to it, often emphasize only the personal dimen-
sions of people’s problems. Even if the social
components of problems are admitted, as they
are in feminist and some other self help efforts,
the stress remains on how the victim can
change, rather than on the implications for
broader social action. There can even be a new
form of victim blaming which takes place in self
help: ‘““We are so fucked up only we can help
each other.”” Admittedly this is an aspect of all
psychological services, but the self help model,
with emphasis on social support and reci-
procity, may serve to mask the individualistic
approach more. It also may make it harder for
people to move on to other activities because
the self help group may form the only support
system people know (AA has a strong history of
this; people become professional alcoholics,
still centered in the group and their problem,
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long after drinking has ceased to define their
lives). For self help activity to lead to broader
criticism of the social service system or the
whole of society, these tendencies must be
recognized and alternatives made available, at
least to those who can make use of them.
Second, even with self help set in a broader
context, the questions of scope and relationship
to the state will still affect us. Self help activity
is probably only a limited service tactic which,
while it can form a base for criticizing and pres-
suring the larger system, can never fully replace
the professional, bureaucratized services, at
least under capitalism. This is a more difficult
proposition to accept in practice than it sounds
in theory. We get sucked in, we want to ‘‘save
the world” and it is difficult to remember the
political analysis which tells us that the prob-
lems we face are generated by social forces
beyond our immediate control. It is hard, as
those involved in self help often admit, to have

36

to push the state to provide services which we
know will be inferior to what we can do
through self help (but on a limited scale). All
this leads to burnout and frustration, especially
when broader movements are not active enough
to help us keep our activity in perspective.
Finally, there are some philosophical prob-
lems associated with self help, which are similar
to those surrounding many populist efforts.
Many self help groups, especially including
feminist activities, become so skeptical of
organization and expertise that they become
almost mystical and anti-intellectual. While the
class origins of current organizations and
expertise may lead to this, as an overall
approach it becomes self-defeating. In the
process of self help, some people become ‘‘ex-
perts’’ in the problem; must they then leave the
group? Or groups tend to ‘‘reinvent the wheel’’,
perpetually relearning everything about prob-
lems from a feminist, working class, consumer
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or black perspective. While Barbara Ehren-
reich’s and Deidre English’s suggestion that we
“‘take what we want of the technology without
buying the ideology’’ sounds good, the full
criticism of all professionalism which is
inherent in healthy self help may make this
difficult.’

Furthermore, we still have to fight rampant
specialization in self help groups. Granted,
DES daughters have different needs from mas-
tectomy patients and from ex-mental patients,
but to be effective, self help concerns will need
to be linked together in broader analysis of
processes and problems. All this must be ac-
complished while recognizing that people in im-
mediate pain may resent any deviation from
their immediate problems.

These are serious drawbacks, not to be ig-
nored. Yet current circumstances suggest that
leftists should, still, become involved in many
facets of self help. We have the accumulated
experience of feminist self help to guide us
away from some of the worst pitfalls. We have
the undeniable broad public interest in self help
to provide a responsive climate for our efforts.
Finally, and most importantly, we have a
national social and economic situation which
may make self help once again a necessity for
survival. Inflation and creeping recession have
already made daily living more tenuous and
pressured. The Proposition 13 approach to
social services will make professional supports
less available, subject to more competition
among those deserving service and more
bureaucratization and formalities before serv-
ices can be delivered. Given such a set of fac-
tors, it is not unreasonable for leftists to sup-
port and initiate self help efforts as both a
broad base for criticism and change in the
social service system as well as favorable set-
tings for people to become exposed to socialist
and feminist ideas and practice.

The primary base for our involvement in self

help groups can be personal. As feminists and
socialists most of us experience problems in our
lives as women, men, parents, children, lovers,
survivors, drinkers, procrastinators, shy peo-
ple, fat people, lonely people. Joining or start-
ing a self help group can help us as people, not
just as activists with an agenda. This has been a
major source of strength within the women’s
movement. Women have helped each other and
been helped themselves with some real personal
and political issues in their lives. The sharing
and loss of isolation which comes from self help
activity are real and can provide us with tan-
gible energy and strength. (This is not to say
that we cannot foster the creation of self help
groups other than those we join. We can; the
history of the battered women’s groups proves
this, but it won’t hurt if we get some self help
t00.)

Because self help groups deal with problems
which always contain a political as well as per-
sonal component, our political perspectives can
be a real asset to such activity. All self help
groups contain an implicit criticism of the
bureaucratic and professional services. We can
play an honest role in bringing this anger and
criticism to the surface. Our perspective on why
social programs and experts fail may directly
help members of the group to stop blaming
themselves for whatever problem they have and
speed up the development of a social critique
within self help groups. It may also help indi-
vidual group members learn about socialism
and feminism in a grounded, not abstract, way.
As one woman — not a socialist — described,

I was always afraid of that stuff: socialism,
Jeminism. It sounded like violence and anger
and at least it meant big changes in the world
which were beyond me. Then I became in-
volved in a self help group here [at school]
where some of the women were feminists and
one was a socialist. They talked about social-
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ism and feminism as people helping each
other, as people trying to make a world
where we could relate to other people more
equally. That made sense to me and I started
getting interested.

Here the natural links between self help and
socialism/ feminism reemerge. At its best self
help provides exactly the kind of equal sharing,
helping and caring that we believe a socialist
society can embody. The participation in such
activity may help newcomers understand what
we are working toward and offer the collective
experience we all need if we are to continue to
think that socialism is indeed possible.

As self help groups grow in their criticism of
the health and social welfare system and in indi-
vidual receptivity to left ideas, socialists and
feminists can help to organize the new-found
understanding and anger into pressure groups
for change. We can also help groups make
alliances with service workers who do not see
themselves as elitist professionals but rather as
workers with a natural alliance to clients. An-
other way to foster such alliances is to foster
workplace self help groups in human service
agencies which take up a range of issues, help
build new networks, and draw parallels between
workplace situations and those of clients. In
other workplaces we might use self help groups
as another form of organizing which can
strengthen the connections and supports which
workers can provide each other on the job.

At a less personal level we can fight to pre-
serve the victories of feminist self help — espec-
ially the women'’s shelters and women’s clinics
and also oppose federal attempts to profession-
alize and control such services as a condition of
funding. Theoretically we might do some analy-
sis which helps us better understand the nature
of self help activity: How is self help activity
related to the populist trends and values in this
country? Can it actually serve as ‘‘prefigurative

L”LTL

) - E——
b §

Y - X

o uv " m: TAE
Sl T%TE!ONIQ

communism’’ and allow people to experience,
even briefly, the social relations which would
exist under socialism? How is it related to an-
archism or to the notion of ‘‘counter-hegem-
ony”’ discussed by Gramsci? Although removed
from the fray, such theoreticl pursuits could
help those engaged in self help better under-
stand the nature of their activity and perhaps
assist them in avoiding the frustration which so
often accompanies self help work.

Finally, at the least, as socialists and femi-
nists we need to view the impulse which brings
people to seek self help instead of professional
care as a healthy act which embodies the faith
in oneself and one’s comrades which is essential
if we are ever to have socialism. The left needs
to find ways of expressing support for this cur-
rent widespread energy and to help it grow.
Who knows, we might even find a little help for
ourselves in the process.

NOTES

1. There is a very large current literature on self help. The
leading figures in this area are Frank Riessmann and Alan
Gartner, who have written Self Help in the Human Services
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BATTERED WOMEN’S REFUGES

Feminist Cooperatives Vs.
Social Service Institutions

Lois Ahrens

Refuges for battered women, like rape crisis centers, seem to be undergoing a transforma-
tion throughout the United States from feminist, nonhierarchical, community-based
organizations to institutionalized social service agencies. The shelter in Austin, Texas
provides a typical example of this transformation. As someone who witnessed this process as
part of the original Coalition on Battered Women which formed in Austin, Texas in
November 1976, and later as one of the shelter’s two staff people first hired in May 1977, I
have had a long association with the Center, from planning to implementation stages. This
experience may help feminists working with battered women avoid the pitfalls we faced.

When we began in November 1976, we were a coalition of twenty women who represented
a feminist counseling collective, a women and alcoholism task force, a Chicano group,
nurses, social workers, grant writers, a women’s center, the local mental health agency, and
women who had themselves been battered or who had come from families where mothers or
sisters had been battered. We represented a diversity of agencies, ages, ethnicities, and
ideologies. Though our differences were abundant, our common goal kept us striving to
have everyone’s concerns heard. We spent hundreds of hours talking about what we wanted
the goals of the group to be because we felt that process to be crucial to creating a non-
bureaucratic organization. Through discussion it appeared that we all believed hierarchical
models are oppressive to all people, and have historically been especially so to minorities and
to women, in particular, battered women. Because of this conviction we believed that the
structure of refuges for women should be models for collective work. Each individual should

41



“

have her own area of expertise and that work
should be done in a collaborative manner. We
argued that this method would allow for
personal growth for staff members and also
serve as a model to women living in the Center
by showing that women can work together co-
operatively, without bosses.

Further, the group ostensibly agreed that
when we create bureaucracies each worker’s
role in the shelter becomes more specialized and
fragmented. Such specialization leads to indi-
vidual involvement in only one area and creates
a familiar syndrome. First, workers begin to
feel less responsibility and involvement with the
entire program. They begin to view work as a
‘job’, lacking political purpose. Second, the
individual worker feels less empowered and less
capable of working as peers with women who
come to the refuge. Women are transformed
into ‘clients’ to be routed from one desk or
department to another (and nowhere viewed as
complex individuals). In this scheme everyone
suffers and feminist hopes for new models of
support are dashed.

PHASE ONE: THE FORMATIVE STAGE

In the beginning, our group was singly-
focused, and functioned in a collective and
task-oriented fashion. At the time, there
seemed to be general agreement on issues such
as the value of a feminist perspective in the
shelter, the inclusion of lesbians as visible
members of the collective, and the need for
workers and residents in the shelter to share in
decision-making and leadership. We viewed
ourselves as a collective, and a very successful
one. Our Center opened in June 1977, funded
by county and private mental health funds.

PHASE TWO: SIGNIFICANT CHANGES
Soon after the shelter opened, the twenty

coalition members agreed to form a twelve-

member Coordinating Committee. The coali-
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tion agreed that a smaller number of women
was needed to meet more frequently to direct
the actual workings of the new Center. They
elected twelve of their group according to how
much time and energy each could devote to a
Coordinating Committee. Three different
things began to happen at that point. First, two
of the Committee members became paid staff
people. Staff was working approximately
eighty hours a week and therefore had greater
and greater knowledge of the shelter opera-
tions. Other Coordinating Committee members
began to feel threatened by this shift and
started treating the staff as ‘paid help’. Simul-
taneously, many Coordinating Committee
members chose not to work directly in the
shelter. A division grew between members with
day-to-day knowledge of shelter happenings
and those who became more divorced from the
daily realities faced by paid and nonpaid staff.
Secondly, many of the original Coalition
members who identified themselves as radical
feminists became involved in other projects
instead of continuing with the Center. They felt
they had worked to establish the shelter, but
were not interested in committing time to its
daily operation. This created a definite tilt in
ideological perspective on the Coordinating
Committee and a significant lessening of sup-
port for the few remaining radical feminists.
Third, the Center for Battered Women began
its own process of incorporating as a nonprofit,
tax-exempt organization.

PHASE THREE: BOARD DEVELOPMENT

Until that point we operated under the tax-
exempt status of the Austin Women’s Center.
Six months after the Austin Center for Battered
Women began its own incorporation process,
elections were held to choose a board of direc-
tors. Unfortunately, the first board was not
representative of the community. Ballots were
sent to those on the mailing list and to all those
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who had participated in volunteer training.
Individuals who merely ‘‘expressed interest in
the issue of battered women’’ composed one
part of the electorate. Women volunteered to
run for directors. This loose system allowed
board members to be selected who had had no
previous contact with the Center or whose
knowledge of the Center was only through
friends of the incumbent board members.
Volunteers in the shelter were already working
overtime, and most could not be convinced of
the necessity of volunteer representation on the
board. The majority of volunteers had had little
or no previous experience as volunteers or as
board members, since they were former bat-
tered women who were divorced, working full-
time jobs, and caring for their children. Most
felt their primary interest was in working direct-
ly with battered women in the shelter, not in
serving on a board.

This vague and unrepresentative election
allowed for board members to be elected who
represented no community or group, making
them respousioic or responsive to no one but
themselves. This problem grew when two
minority women (both volunteers with a com-
munity base), feeling overlooked and mis-
understood, resigned from the board. The

board, rather than address the issues raised by
their resignations or call new elections, replaced
them by appointing two personal friends, an
Anglo male lawyer and an Anglo woman.

The staff viewed this as a consolidation of
power by the board, and challenged the ap-
pointment rather than election of new board
members. The staff protested a number of
issues. First, no attempt was made to fill the
vacancies with other Black and Chicano women
involved with the shelter. Second, the board
was not addressing the issues the two women
had raised. Third, there had been no precedent
for having men on the board. The staff indi-
cated to the board that it was essential for them
to examine their own racism and the Center’s
credibility in the Black and Chicano communi-
ties. Further, we were concerned that the
replacement board members had no ties to the
daily operation of the shelter. The board
responded to our concerns by sending letters to
the ex-board members thanking them for their
past work. Both women continued to work in
the Center.

Further, staff recommendations that all
board members participate minimally in the
eighteen-hour volunteer training was turned
down. Board members were elected and served
without prior knowledge of the Coalition’s
original plan for the working of the shelter. The
board/staff division became sharper as fewer
board members maintained contact with bat-
tered women at the shelter. This division and
the fact that the more strongly feminist women
had already left the original group and so did
not run for the board, helped to solidify the
more professional, liberal feminist block on the
board. This segregation of board members
from the program paved the way for what was
to come.

_
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PHASE FOUR: ADMINISTRATION AND
STAFF

During this time the Center was growing in
the scope of services and programming it offered
women and children. The number of staff
began to expand from the original two. In July
1977 we hired the first full-time counselor, and
by October five staff people funded by CETA
were hired. During the same month the board
decided that the Center needed an administra-
tor who would report to and make contact with
the funding agencies, keep track of the
finances, and oversee the Center’s administra-
tion. An administrator was hired in November
and the staff of eight women was divided into
two work groups: those involved in funding,
administration, and the running of the house,
and those who came into direct contact with the
women and children using the services of the
Center. The latter came to be known as direct
services or program staff. The direct services
staff consisted of myself as director, two coun-
selors, a childcare worker, and a lawyer/advo-
cate. It became clear to those of us in services
that the administrator’s principal concern and
involvement was the board. We, on the other
hand, were concentrating on providing good
services, training large numbers of volunteers,
and expanding our funding, and felt that this
focus would speak for the validity of the
internal structure of the shelter.

The administrator never had been a battered
woman, nor had she been through the volunteer
training. She had little or no contract with
women residing at the Center. In response to
her approach, two groups developed. One
camp, composed of the direct services staff and
a large number of volunteers, was collectivist
and feminist; the other, made up of the board
and administrator, placed greater value on
those with credentials and on a hierarchical
structure. Under the influence of the adminis-
trator, the board of the Center for Battered

Women was beginning to push for one director.
The stated rationale for this was that other
agencies would be better able to work with an
organizational structure similar to their own,
and that funding sources would be reluctant to
grant funds to any group with an ‘alternative’
form of organization. This seemed at the least
ironic, since all the funding we had received
prior to this organizational change had been
granted because or our demonstration of the
direct relationship between a nonhierarchical
structure and the power issues of violence
against women. We had argued that the Center
should provide a mode of cooperative, nonhier-
archical work, and that the one-up, one-down
model was counterproductive in working to
change women’s (and especially battered
women’s) lives. Nonetheless, in February 1978,
the board voted to make the administrator the
director.

PHASE FIVE: DISINTEGRATION

The first step was to demote and render
powerless the staff who had been instrumental
in formulating the original program and poli-
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cies — in this case, the direct service staff. This
was accomplished by rewriting job descriptions
into jobs containing very specific and frag-
mented functions. Policy-making power went
completely to the director. Staff meetings
became little more than lectures by the director,
allowing no avenue for staff input. I resigned.
Three weeks later the board, with guidance
from the director, fired one counselor, the
childcare worker, and the lawyer. Two of them
were dismissed for ‘insubordination’. The
Center was left with one counselor, who then
resigned, leaving none of the original direct
service staff. The task of ridding the Center of
the original staff was complete.

There were many reactions to this upheaval.
Upon resigning I wrote a letter to all volunteers
stating the reasons for my resignation and list-
ing the changes which I thought would be forth-
coming. Meetings with staff, a few residents
and as many as forty volunteers followed. In
these meetings volunteers challenged the right
of the board to make the changes. They dis-
cussed the composition of the board and the
resignations of its two volunteers. Volunteers
pressed for more representation on the board.
The CETA workers hired lawyers and began to
appeal their firing to the City of Austin. Ex-
staff and volunteers approached funding
sources, warning of changes in policy which
would have a detrimental effect on the pro-
gram. Volunteers and ex-staff began to
pressure the Women’s Center (which was still
the parent group) to exercise its authority over
the Center for Battered Women board. Joint
Women’s Center and CBW board meetings
were held, with as many as sixty people attend-
ing. However, the Women’s Center board
finally opted to not exercise its control, stating
that it had not entered into the internal
workings of the CBW board prior to this, and
would not do so now. Funding sources moni-
tored the events, but felt it was not wise to

intervene into intraorganizational disputes.
Many volunteers withdrew completely, feeling
the situation to be hopeless. The fired CETA
staff appeals dragged on for more than a year
and finally, after many hearings, the staff
decided that the issues had been lost and trivial-
ized in the process. ‘Winning’, they felt, would
mean nothing. They dropped their cases. The
board emerged stronger than ever. All the
opposition staff and volunteers were gone from
the Center.

PHASE SIX: DISCREDITING AND
MALIGNING

The next step was to find a way to discredit
the program and policies of the original staff.
The most expedient way of doing this was to let
it be known through the informal social service
network that the director and her allies had
prevented a lesbian (translated ‘man-hating’)
takeover. This was said despite the fact that
among the five staff and forty volunteers who
left the Center perhaps not more than five were
lesbian. With this one word — lesbian — no
other explanation became necessary. The
validity of the charge remained unquestioned
since none of the original staff or volunteers
remained. Other agencies willingly took the
shelter into the social service fold.

PHASE SEVEN: THE AFTERMATH

The following is a summary of events in the
Center since the transition from a collective to a
hierarchical structure. The progression toward
developing a model of a ‘professionalized’
social service institution divorced from the
community it was to service is evident.

The new leadership of the Center for Bat-
tered Women has said that it is very imnportant
to separate the issue of feminism and sexism
from that of battered women. With the new
federal emphasis on the nuclear family, the
Center chooses to look at battered women as a
‘family violence problem’, but refuses to con-
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sider the societal, cultural, and political impli-
cations of why women are the ones in the
family so often beaten. Soon after the original
staff people left the shelter, men began to be
trained and to serve as volunteers working
directly with the women in the house. In the
past, those who felt that men should not work
in the house as volunteers compromised with
those who felt that positive male role-models
are necessary. The result was that men were in-
cluded in regular volunteer training and re-
ceived additional training to work with children
in the house. Now, however, men are also
answering the telephone hot-line and staffing
the Center.

In the view of the founders of the Center, it is
not a good idea for men to work in a shelter for
battered women. Their presence can reinforce
old patterns for battered women. Male volun-
teers and/or staff can easily be cast (or cast
themselves) in the role of rescuer, encouraging
a dependent role. Just when they need to be
developing their own strengths, battered
women can focus their attention on a man as
the person most likely to solve their problems.
This helps to perpetuate a continued cycle of
dependence and inequality — two of the causes
of battering.

The Center for Battered Women has under-
gone the transformation to a social service
agency by becoming more and more removed
from its ‘client’ population. The feminist
ideology brought insights into programming
for battered women. This belief demanded that
staff and volunteers not make separations
between themselves and battered women. We
were able to integrate an understanding of the
oppression and violence against women with a
concern for the individual woman. This same
ideology created a shelter based on the opinion
that informal worker/resident relationships,
self-help and peer-support would be more
effective in fulfilling some of the immediate

needs of battered women than rigid, bureau-
cratic structures. For example, women now
living at the center must make an appointment
to see a counselor days ahead of time. In the
past, this type of interaction between the staff
and a woman could just as easily have taken
place at the kitchen table as in an appointed
time in a more formal office setting.

There is now a distancing of staff from
women who stay at the shelter. Direct service
people complement policy and procedures
made by an administrator and board which is
divorced from the group they are intending to
serve. Little room remains for the less formal,
more supportive sharing which was an original
goal.

PREVENTIVE MEASURES

There are some lessons from our experience
which may help insure that feminist-based
shelters remain places that are responsive to the
needs of battered women:

1. It is essential that women who organize
shelters have an identifiable feminist analysis,
which encompasses an understanding of the
ways in which that analysis affects services to
battered women. In addition, it is crucial that
this specific analysis be part of all board orien-
tations, volunteer training, and public educa-
tion. This policy is necessary in order to make
all who come in contact with the shelter under-
stand that feminist ideology is not a tangential
issue, but basic and essential. It will serve the
dual purpose of informing possible shelter par-
ticipants of the ideological basis of the
program, as well as continually placing the issue
of battered women in a feminist cultural and
political context.

2. The issue of lesbianism has lost none of its
volatility in recent years. Lesbians have con-
tinually taken part in all aspects of the women’s
movement, and the battered women’s move-
ment is no exception. It is therefore imperative
that each group or collective initially acknowl-
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edge lesbians as a valuable part of their organi-
zation as one way of eliminating lesbianism as a
negative issue. This can be accomplished by
publicly encouraging the active participation of
lesbians as staff, board, and volunteers. Fur-
ther, position papers outlining the ideological
framework of the shelter must include the
contribution of lesbians in all aspects of the
shelter program.

3. As feminists we realize how vital the in-
clusion of ex-battered women, working class,
minority women, and volunteers are in forming
a community-based governing board. Too
often, these women have little money, little
time, and little children! While their inclusion
may not guarantee the development of a femi-
nist analysis, it is a step toward keeping services
tied to needs.

4. Those of us who have worked developing
refuges for battered women know we cannot
exist in a service vacuum. In order for a shelter
to be effective, we must initiate and maintain
working relationships with the police, courts,
hospitals, welfare departments, and mental
health services. We must also, however, main-
tain our own organizational integrity. We can
work with the police or welfare, but we also
must retain enough freedom to be able to be an
effective and strong advocate for women who
are beaten. Links are vital, but we must be
cautious, and understand the tenuous line
between working with existing agencies and
being seduced by the ‘respectability’ and seem-
ing advantages these law enforcement and
social service agencies appear to offer, often at
the expense of the battered women. The
feminist stance and advocacy role must not be
diffused.

5. Feminist shelters must join other feminist
services and groups in providing a base of sup-
port for one another. The roles and functions
of each group may be different, but the shared
ideological base is of critical importance. This

alliance will provide an alternative to the tra-
ditional social service network. It is important
in terms of referrals, but even more vital
because it provides a constituency which can
understand the broader implications of the
shelter’s work. Indeed, should they be needed,
other groups can be political allies as well as
friends.

CONCLUSIONS

The lure of building powerful social service
fiefdoms is not gender-based. The shelter move-
ment will attract women (and men) who view
these services as stepping stones to personal
career goals. It is vital for us to recognize that
many in local, state or federal agencies will
more easily accept that which is already famil-
iar, those who do not threaten their own
beliefs. The community support needed to
maintain a feminist-based shelter for battered
women requires political sophistication. Self-
education, our own raised consciousness, and
good faith are not enough. Consensus decision-
making works only if everybody is playing by
and believes in the same rules. Our unhappy
experience shows that battered women’s shel-
ters committed to the full empowerment of
women will remain feminist in content and
approach only by constant discussion, analysis,
and vigilance.

LOIS AHRENS identifies herself as part of the
radical feminist movement. She was a founder
and is an active member of Womenspace, a
Jeminist action group and counselling collective
in Austin, Texas. She would like to hear Sfrom
people who have had experiences similar to
those described in her article; and she can be
contacted through RA.
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NOTES ON RACE,
MOTHERING, AND CULTURE
IN THE SHELTER MOVEMENT

Renae Scott

In our struggle to open shelters, to stay open
and to provide safety for battered women, we
constantly make choices that determine the
priorities of our projects. There is always one
more thing to do — a meeting, a crisis, a class
to help us learn how to run the shelter more ef-
fectively, and a wide variety of issues to deal
with.

In some shelters, people feel there is no need
to deal with race, race issues or racism. As a
Third World Woman 1 feel this is a mistake.
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Even if there were apparently no visible Third
World Women in your community, that is no
excuse. . .

Has adequate outreach been done to alert
Third World Women to your shelter? Has your
staff been sensitized around race issues and lan-
guage barriers? Racism takes various forms. It
could involve out and out remarks — about dif-
ferent kinds of foods, values and communities
— or something more subtle. And both are
devastating to the woman on the receiving end.
Racism can and does affect the running of shel-
ters. For example, when you define and develop
what you consider to be the most necessary
services to meet a battered woman’s most basic
needs, do you consider some bilingual staff
members to be a basic necessity?. ..

In our shelter, our biggest discussions have
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been around how different cultures view disci-
pline. .. The next biggest issue has been around
food... Do the surroundings — pictures,
books, magazines, etc., reflect other women’s
experiences? Do books reflect multi-racial chil-
dren — just as you would have them to be non-
sexist?. .. Have groups come in to do training
around Race? Deal with it now before you have
to — before it becomes a problem in your shel-
ter. ..

In Urban areas our battle is constant — never
being able to put it lower on the priority scale.
You may think, isn’t the life of a battered
woman overwhelming enough, leaving the bat-
tering situation? Do we have to put that on her
head too? I think yes. We in the shelters are
about cﬂange — changing each woman’s life —
and the world she will be in after leaving the
shelter will be different also. She may work for
the first time in her life, and Third World
women may work in the same workplace. It’s a
start to learn about other people’s lives, and at
some point women realize there is a common-
ality in their lives, i.e., leaving the battering sit-
uations, and support can be gotten from that
alone.

—from ‘‘Race and the Shelter Movement,’’ National
Communications Network for the elimination of violence
against women, 1978.

On many levels the role of mothers and
mothering has not been adequately addressed in
the women’s movement in general and in the
battered women’s movement in particular, and
ha been paid only lip service.

The role of mother is an overwhelming, awe-
some responsibility... If the movement is
about choices and choosing, choosing to be a
mother should be a role that the movement and
women in general respect and support. There
are various organizations and support groups
within the women’s movement that address
women’s health issues, going back to school,
assertiveness training, etc. But there are very

few if any support groups around raising chil-
dren and dealing with that stress of still trying
to be part of a movement. . .

The issue of mothering touches the shelter
movement on several levels. One is that there
are various philosophies in different shelters
concerning salaries. Should all staff people be
paid the same whether or not they have chil-
dren, and should mothers receive special bene-
fits? Does the shelter pay a living wage or are
the salaries prohibitive to mothers; in which
case, could supplements be provided to mothers
in the form of childcare or reimbursement for
childcare expenses?

The obstacles for a battered woman to over-
come are numerous. To add children to the list
may only add more. Be sensitive to a mother’s
needs. Landlords may not want to rent to
women with children. Help her fight that.
There’s also the question of her children miss-
ing school, and organizing tutoring in the shel-
ter. In addition, it is important to provide staff
with basic information about early childhood
development, to better equip the staff to deal
with mothers and children in stressful or crisis
situations.

If we are to have many different women
within the movement, we must realize that
issues concerning mothers and mothering must
be confronted and resolved by all those in-
volved.

—from ‘“‘Mothers and Mothering,”” NCN, 1979.

Shelters, especially those in the cities or close
to major cities, often house racial/ethnic
groups of women. This ‘‘melting pot” of
groups sometimes simmers near the blow-up
point and nowhere is this more evident than in
the kitchen. Women who were silently tolerat-
ing each other or separating within their own
racial/ethnic groups openly begin to reveal
their feelings.

The kitchen becomes a battleground of ethnic
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righteousness. Women wrinkle their noses in
disgust at each others’ food or outright refuse
to eat. The children sit watching and listening,
learning well the lessons of prejudice.

...The phrase, ‘‘If you can’t stand the heat
get out of the kitchen’’ is inappropriate for
shelters because the kitchen is where everything
happens. Women support each other, there
they cry with each other, there they prepare the
food and eat. It also gets very hot and heavy in
the kitchen.

Food is an issue that people can relate to
easily. It’s an emotional issue, and compounded
with women from different races and class
backgrounds can be a very explosive one. ..

... Now it’s my turn to cook. In my culture,
beans can be a soup, eaten alone or with other
dishes, but they must be seasoned, seasoned
with salt, pepper, maybe salt pork or bacon or
ham hocks. ‘“Ham hocks,’’ you say, ‘‘what are
those?’” How would most of you react to ham
hocks? Well, that’s the same way most women
react to them, too. They cither say that they’ve
never seen them or tasted them, or they refuse
to eat them, and the children often do the same.
If this is the way you eat, the attack on your
food becomes a personal attack. ..

Americans in general are spoiled. Many
people feel that ethnic foods are only to be
eaten in restaurants, rather than encouraging
their children and themselves to respect a cul-
ture different than theirs through food served
in the home. ..

...Shelter staff could begin dealing openly
with the situation, instead of ignoring racial/
ethnic tensions or lightly smoothing over bad
feelings. Staff people could use conversation at
dinner or some other forum such as support
groups or house meetings as an opportunity to
increase the women’s understanding of each
others’ differences, and to examine their own
attitudes and beliefs about other groups’ cus-
toms, behavior and style of living.

...Food symbolizes strongly held cultural
beliefs or reflect racial lifeways and getting
women to be open to not only trying different
foods, but more importantly, reassessing and
changing negative attitudes and feelings about
others, will be a slow process. ..

—from “‘Culture in the Kitchen,”” with Curdina Hill,
Aegis, 1979.

Passages excerpted from articles in Aegis, a
magazine on ending violence against women,
P.O. Box 21033, Washington, D.C. 20009.

RENAE SCOTT has worked with Casa Myrna
Vazquez and Transition House, two Boston-
area shelters for battered women, and has
written for Aegis, Sojourner and edited a
pamphlet on community outreach to Third
World women.

WE WILL NOT BE BEATEN
(38 Min., Black & White)

Women recount their experiences as battered
women and the difficulties in escaping their
situations in this powerful documentary.
Available for sale or rental from Transition
House Films, 120 Boylston St., #708, Boston
MA 02116 (617) 426-1912.
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fulfililment and community for a managed, power-based existence.
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“UNION FEVER”

Organizing Among Clerical Workers, 1900-1930

Roslyn L. Feldberg

““And now the typewriter girls of Montreal, Canada have the fever and are talking about
forming a union. Say, girls, don’t; take my advice and each of you find some nice young
man and form a union of two, for life; that’s the best form of union.’”

We do not know whether or not the ““typewriter girls” of Montreal took the editor’s
advice, but we do know that by the end of the 1920s, the ‘‘fever’’ was spent, leaving few
traces of labor unions among clerical workers. Despite numerous struggles and personal
sacrifices in the previous three decades, only one union, the Bookkeeper’s, Stenographer’s
and Accountant’s Local #12646 of New York, continued into the 1930s as an active, vital
union. Even as of 1977, only 8.2% of all clerical workers were unionized, and the proportion
among women was certainly lower still.? Although this article deals only with the period
1900-1930, many of the conditions which hindered unionization then continue to exist
today.

I. INTRODUCTION
How can we analyze this low level of unionization? It can be understood largely as a
consequence of the response to women clerical workers by their male ‘‘comrades’’ in the
labor movement. Men believed that this group of workers was ‘‘unorganizable,”” and
therefore not worth a great deal of effort to organize. This view not only prevented labor
from wholeheartedly supporting the organizing efforts which were made during this period,
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but it also formed the basis of most subsequent
relationships between labor unions and women
clerical workers.

Why were women clerical workers then seen
as unorganizable? The answer is that women
clerical workers were different from other
workers: they were white-collar, mostly white,
mostly native born, mostly young and single
and, most important, women; whereas other
workers were blue collar, often immigrant,
mostly married, and most important, male.
Union men saw these differences as a barrier to
organizing. First, they assumed that women
were less organizable because they were
women: their ‘traditional’ place in family life
and their expectations of wifehood and mother-
hood were thought to reduce their long term
interest in employment and, therefore, to re-
duce their interest in organizing. Second, at
that time clerical work was seen as relatively
good work for women, and it was assumed that
people (and especially women) with good jobs
would not organize, especially when they could
be easily replaced.? Third, clerical work, be-
cause it was white-collar and done in offices,
was not seen as ‘‘real work,’’ and clerical work-
ers were not seen as ‘‘real workers.’’ Only blue-
collar or manual workers were expected to
organize, while clerical workers were expected
to dissociate themselves from ‘‘real’’ workers
and from unions.

There was some truth to these assumptions.
The characteristics of women clerical workers
were as described. Clerical work was relatively
good work for women at that time,* and it did
represent a degree of upward mobility for
women who otherwise would have worked in
factories or in domestic service. Some clerical
workers probably did see themselves as separate
from and better than ‘‘workers.”” However, if
we accept this line of reasoning, we would not
expect to find any organizing among clerical
workers — and we do find some, even in the
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face of an indifferent and often hostile labor
movement. That finding suggests that the usual
explanations of the low level of unionization
among clerical workers do not tell the whole
story. This paper adds new information and
new analysis to that story.

The situation of women clerical workers in
the early 1900s has a new importance today.
Once again there are attempts to organize cler-
ical workers — again, often initiated and sup-
ported by women outside the major labor
unions — and again we hear prophesies that
clerical workers will not organize. These
prophesies reflect the same stereotypical
notions about women clerical workers preva-
lent at the turn of the century. Understanding
early organizing efforts, their strengths and
their defeats, may help us to avoid recreating
the conditions that contributed to their failure.

II. EARLY ATTEMPTS TO ORGANIZE
CLERICAL WORKERS

1. Organization before 1900

Interestingly, the first attempts to organize
clerical workers came at the time when women
were entering clerical occupations. The most
active organizing appears to have been among
stenographers — the group which, combined
with ‘‘typewriters,”’ was over 60% female be-
fore the turn of the century.

By 1890, stenographers in many states and
cities had joined together to form ‘‘associa-
tions.”” At least thirty-four associations made.
public reports of their meetings, and their state-
ments of purpose were similar. The Reading,
Pennsylvania Stenographers’ Association an-
nounced as its object: ‘‘to bind together all the
stenographers and typewriters for mutual im-
provement, sociability, unity and harmony of
feeling with a view to combine their efforts for
the maintenance of practical efficiency in the
stenographic professions.’’ Its membership was
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seventy-five, and of its fourteen officers, five
were women. An association in Chicago certi-
fied its members and assisted them in obtaining
positions. Several of the associations com-
mented on the need to maintain wage levels.

Formed in response to business conditions
that expanded opportunities in clerical work
and, at the same time, led to a mushrooming of
commercial colleges whose graduates threat-
ened to cheapen the field of stenography, these
early associations were essentially craft unions.
Individual (male) stenographers argued against
“‘public school masters ‘boosting’ hundreds of
other fellows [sic] up the same stump...”’ by
teaching shorthand in the schools®; and the
associations grew increasingly militant about
the need to control entry into their craft. In
1890, the Grand Chief Stenographer of the
Order of Railway and Transportation Stenog-
raphers wrote to the editor of the clerical trade
magazine informing him that the requirement
of ‘teaching shorthand to others’ had been
eliminated from the constitution of the Order.
‘‘Any person with any sense at all would not be
guilty of injuring his interests by increasing the
supply.’’¢

In the 1890s, unlike the previous decade,
there were no statements blaming women for
the difficulties facing stenographers, nor were
there calls for their exclusion from the field or
from the associations. Instead, an 1891 call for
a national association explicitly included pho-
nographers, typewriters and ‘‘all worthy mem-
bers of the professions.”’ The problem of low
wages was blamed on ‘‘incompetents who will
work for correspondingly low wages.”” The
source of these ‘‘incompetents’’ was alleged to
be the ‘‘three month schools.”” The failure to
blame women specifically suggests that by now
the job market was sexually segregated: that
women were entering new positions, not com-
Dpeting with men.

2. Sex Segregation in Clerical Occupations,

1900-1910

As more women entered the clerical occupa-
tions, more explicit patterns of sex segregation
were established. Most women entered the
newer occupations of stenography and type-
writing, while the traditional jobs of general
clerk and bookkeeper remained male strong-
holds.” However, even within stenography, sex-
based mechanisms of exclusion barred women
from the best-paying jobs, reserving these for
men. Overall, this pattern of sex segregation
kept women in the lower levels of the occupa-
tion, making them more vulnerable to
employers, more dependent on marriage, and
less likely to establish ties with those male
clerical workers who had had organizing ex-
perience.

The justifications for barring women varied
from their competence to their moral purity.
Managers for the railroads argued that women
did not understand the business as well as men
did. In 1902, the president of the Baltimore and
Ohio Railroad announced that no more women
would be hired as stenographers in the operat-
ing departments because he wanted “‘all clerks
to fit themselves for higher places. ..’’ and be-
lieved that women cannot “‘grasp the railroad
business in the way the men do.’’* A year later,
the Chicago and Northwestern Railroad an-
nounced that it had ‘‘nothing against women,
but that they stand in the way of regular pro-
motion among the rank and file.”’® Other rail-
roads were expected to adopt the same policy.

Saying that women ‘‘stand in the way of reg-
ular promotions’’ indicates that women were
not promoted. They were hired as stenog-
raphers at a particular level and were expected
to remain there until they left the organization.
Restricting the levels for which they were hired
guaranteed that there would be no opportuni-
ties for promotion for women stenographers on
the railroads. Although the brotherhoods of
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male railroad clerks had been organized for at
least a decade, they did not protest these limi-
tations.

Women stenographers were also being ex-
cluded from jobs in the courts. Here the ration-
ale was based on women’s moral purity and
propensity to marry. One writer argued that
women stenographers were ‘‘innocent’” and
should not be exposed to the harsh realities of
the courtroom, ‘‘an atmosphere of such dis-
tressing controversies,”” while the Nassau
County Clerk (New York) announced an end to
the hiring of ‘girl typewriters’’ because they
marry and leave their positions.'°

The more women entered the occupation, the
more rigid distinctions between men’s and
women’s positions became. Separate, non-com-
peting labor markets were institutionalized. In
the federal Civil Service, men’s stenographic
positions typically paid higher wages (3900 vs.
$600 per year) and offered more opportunities
for advancement than women’s positions. In

Typists and clerks at Metropolitan Life Insurance Co., 1897.

industry, too, men got preference. The Reming-
ton Typewriter Company employment bureaus
announced that over 2,000 requests for male
stenographers were refused in 1901 alone due to
insufficient supply.!' Women could not apply
for those jobs.

Everywhere the rationale was the same: the
“girl’’ would marry, or at least expect to
marry, and leave the job; therefore, there was
no point in permitting her to occupy a position
that could be held by a man, who would see it
as the basis of his future career. This logic
served to rationalize both paying women less
and reserving the best positions for men, a com-
bination of actions which, in turn, increased the
€conomic pressure on young women to marry.
In a crowded labor market, this combination
insured a changing but ample supply of low-
paid women clerical workers and of young
women eager to become wives. In addition, it
separated women into a distinct group within
the occupation. This very separateness served
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to keep women in their place. It cut them off
from craft traditions, as well as from the organ-
izational experience of the previously organized
male clerical workers, and thus made it more
difficult for women to organize or to gain con-
trol of entry into women’s jobs in the occu-
pation.

3. Women Begin to Organize, 1900-1930

In this context, women clerical workers
began to organize. They formed their own as-
sociations of stenographers, typewriters, book-
keepers, and other clerical occupations. Inter-
estingly, their first organizations were not labor
unions, but mutual benefit societies. In 1902,
600 girl stenographers from Toledo, Ohio, were
“‘seriously considering starting and maintaining
a restaurant in that city for their own use.”’!?
Pittsburgh stenographers ‘‘subscribed to the
stock of a cooperative lunchroom for female
stenographers and typewriters only,’’ no dish to
cost more than five cents. The common prob-
lems female stenographers and typewriters
faced were beginning to evoke a collective
response.

Soon women clerical workers turned their
attention to labor unions. In 1903, ‘‘stenog-
raphers and typewriters of a feminine persua-
sion’” formed a labor union in Worcester,
Massachusetts. 1904 saw delegates from office
locals in Washington, D.C., and Indianapolis
seated at the AFL national convention.'* In
that same year, typewriters in New York held a
“‘secret meeting’’ to discuss unionization. Fifty
men and women attended and agreed that type-
writers and stenographers of both sexes should
be admitted as members.'*

That 1904 attempt did not succeed. In 1908,
however, a new organization was formed which
included ‘‘the women stenographers, type-
writers and bookkeepers in Greater New
York.””'* This union, open only to women,
(under a local charter from the American Fed-

eration of Labor) was called the Bookkeepers
and Accountants Union No. 1 of New York.
The organizing campaign was headed by Helen
Marot, executive secretary of the Women’s
Trade Union League, and three assistants — all
members of the League. Principal purposes of
the union were regulating the hours of employ-
ment and improving the conditions of women
workers in offices. They chose as their slogan
“‘equal pay for equal work,”’ comparing them-
selves to hod carriers, whose work required less
skill but received more pay, and indicating that
they would struggle to defend this slogan. Miss
Marot explained: ‘““We have incorporated the
equal pay for equal work plan in the constitu-
tion of the union and we shall have no contro-
versy with the men on that account.’’!

It is not surprising that the first major cam-
paign to organize clerical workers took place
under the auspices of the Women’s Trade
Union League (WTUL), rather than an estab-
lished union. The unions were simply not
organizing women clerical workers. Male
industrial workers were their priority. If any
organization were to support organizing among
clerical workers, it would be the WTUL, which
held a unique place in the labor movement. It
was an organization of women, feminists and
unionists, which ‘‘attempted to serve as a link
between women workers and the labor move-
ment and as a focal point for unorganized
women interested in unionism.’’'” Its members,
drawn from both upper-class and working-class
women, sought to create an egalitarian organ-
ization. They aimed to introduce unionism to
unskilled and semiskilled women workers, and
to help these women build unions — while at
the same time maintaining connections to the
male-dominated labor movement which so
often ignored these women. With these aims, it
is not surprising that the WTUL supplied the
first known organizers to work with women
clerical workers.
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Soon after, women in other cities joined the
organizing effort. A Chicago local of the Ste-
nographers Union began in 1911 with 300
“girls.”” They aimed to have 10,000 members
within a year, to enforce a minimum wage of
$12/week with one year’s experience, and to
offer their members a free employment agency,
night school in ‘‘subjects bearing on their
work,”’ physical culture classes, free medical
service by women physicians, and an ‘‘out-of-
work’’ (unemployment) fund.'* The emphasis
on girls in the announcement, and on medical
care by women physicians, suggests a ‘‘women
only”’ organization. The list of demands hints
at their working conditions: an overcrowded
labor market, low wages, and problems with
unemployment. Inclusion of physical culture
classes may reflect an association with the set-
tlement house movement, as well as the Chi-
cago chapter of the WTUL.

By 1912, ‘“‘union fever’’ among clerical work-
ers had run up against some obstacles to organ-
izing. The founding of a new union for stenog-
raphers and typists in Kansas City gave organ-
izer Helen Marot an opportunity to argue that
this latest example was evidence that clerical
workers can and should organize.'* Marot
described the union’s founder, and its mem-
bers, as ‘‘exceptional women... They are, in
fact, so superior, that they can afford to belong
to a labor union, or anything else for that mat-
ter which seems good in itself... And that is
the lesson that our pretentious office workers
have to learn. We are just people, but people
with common interests so vital they will, if we
let them, break through all the petty social dis-
tinctions and place us alongside of real men and
women in touch with life.”” Marot saw in
women clerical workers a sense of social dis-
tinction that separated them from ‘‘real’’ work-
ing class men and women and prevented them
from recognizing their interests in unionization.
To her, this was a blindness clerical workers
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could ill afford.

Despite the problems Marot saw, the ‘‘fever”’
was not spent. Another new Stenographers and
Typists Union formed in St. Louis in 1912, and
the Chicago union, now working closely with
the WTUL, began a campaign to encourage
men as well as women to join. Even during
World War I, union activity continued. A new
Boston local Accountants and Office Employ-
ees #14965, formed in 1916 with the assistance
of the WTUL, announced a program of ‘‘street
meetings’’ for the spring. Meanwhile, the Chi-
cago, Washington, D.C., and New York unions
remained active. The New York union, known
as the Bookkeepers, Stenographers and Ac-
countants Union, was said to be ‘‘one of the
most flourishing unions’’ that met at WTUL
headquarters.*®

The 1920s saw a decline in organizing activi-
ties among clerical workers.?! No new unions
were formed and only a few major campaigns
are reported. The Bookkeepers, Stenographers
and Accountants Union of New York con-
tinued to be the most active union, but its big-
gest and most successful campaign, the 1923
organization of bank clerks employed in the
“‘labor banks’’ concentrated on male clerical
workers. In contrast, the unsuccessful 1927
drive to organize Metropolitan Life Insurance
Company resulted in the firing of at least one
woman organizer, who was later pictured with
three other organizers holding placards in a
demonstration which urged office workers to
join the union.?? The only other city in which
union activity definitely continued was Boston.
Here, the Stenographers Union was said to be
conducting ‘‘an aggressive campaign’’ and to
have hired a special organizer for the work, fol-
lowing up on earlier success in the nearby town
of Quincy.

Despite these drives, the vast majority of
clerical workers remained unorganized. This
failure caused Rose Schneiderman, in her presi-
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dential address to the 1929 WTUL National
Convention, to single out clerical work as one
of three special fields requiring ‘‘intensive culti-
vation,’’??

III. ORGANIZING: CONTEXTS AND
PROBLEMS 1900-1930

It is clear from the number of organizations
that were formed and re-formed during the
teens and twenties, and from the current organ-
izing drives among clerical workers, that the
early efforts did not succeed in establishing last-
ing unions.

If current efforts are to be more successful,
the problems of the earlier attempts must be
understood. On the one hand, it is always diffi-
cult to organize previously unorganized work-
ers. The possibility of success is never clear,
while the possibilities of failure or loss of a job
are very evident. In the period prior to the
National Labor Relations Act, these latter pos-
sibilities seemed all the more likely, whatever
the group of workers being organized.

On the other hand, organizing clerical work-
ers also seemed to present particular problems.
The most obvious of these problems — the atti-
tude among clerical workers that unions were
for factory workers — was recognized by the
clerical organizers and outsiders alike. As Alice
Bean, a clerical organizer affiliated with the
WTUL said, ‘“... average American office
workers... do not feel that they are ‘wage
earners’ but have a notion that they are profes-
sionals and, therefore, it would be degrading to
join a union. They leave unions to the factory
workers.”’?* Unfortunately, the distance be-
tween clerical workers and the unions was as-
sumed to be the product solely of the ideas and
life situations of the clerical workers.

But attitudes are not born in isolation. They
develop in particular social and historical cir-
cumstances. In this case, those circumstances
included the structure of offices and economics

Office scene, 1900.

1. The immediate context — the set-up of
offices, economy of clerical work, and life
situations of clerical workers.

1. The immediate context — the set-up of
offices, economy of clerical work, and life sit-
uations of clerical workers.

The set-up of offices in this period created
some special problems for clerical organizing.
A small number of workers were scattered
among a great many offices. In the small
offices, the clerical workers were likely to have
closer personal ties to their bosses than to cleri-
cal workers from other offices. Even in large
offices, the clerical workers were often sepa-
rated into different areas which afforded little
opportunity to get to know each other, while in
the early clerical pools, favoritism and compe-
tition for the best jobs undermined solidarity. It
is true that many industrial workers were also
located in small shops, but the situation for
clerical workers was extreme. Industrial work-
ers, even in small shops, were likely to have at
least one or two workmates with whom they
could freely associate, while a typist in a small
office could easily be the only woman, cut off
from the company of a male bookkeeper or
general clerk.

If the structure of office work separated
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office workers from each other, it insulated
them almost completely from factory workers.
They worked in a different setting (usually
cleaner), had different hours, did different
tasks (although the degree of division of labor
and the productivity measures might be
similar), and had closer contact with manage-
ment. Furthermore, they rarely spoke with fac-
tory workers in the course of their work, even
when they worked in the offices of the factory.
Thus, the presence of unions among the factory
workers did not necessarily bring the unions
closer to the office workers, and may have
added to the view of unions as alien.

The economics of clerical work in this period
also created barriers to unionization. Clerical
work was expanding rapidly, but so was the
clerical labor force. Wages were low and declin-
ing and fears of unemployment were very
great.”” The pattern was an extension of that
noted by male stenographers in the 1890s. As
one office worker wrote to the editor of Life
and Labor in 1912:

. a younger element is more and more
crowding in, who because of inexperience
and inefficiency, and mostly because of
financial pressure, accept the most paltry
wages. What follows — is that really experi-
enced and qualified stenographers and clerks
have a hard fight, getting even twelve
dollars.’*

The workers had no control over entry to the
occupation. Certification was by high school
diploma, a credential widely available to native-
born young women, or by the diploma of a
“‘business college’’ run by private entrepre-
neurs. There were no formal apprenticeships in
clerical work in general, and few informal ones
in the jobs open to women. The supply of
young women prepared for office jobs was
more likely to reflect the effectiveness of the
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schools’ (public and private) publicity than the
availability of jobs.

Finally, the life situations of clerical workers
probably did dampen their enthusiasm for
organizing. While they have been accused of
viewing their work as ‘‘professional,” it is more
likely that many saw it more as an interval be-
tween childhood and marriage.?” While this
attitude did not make organizing easy, it did
not necessarily prevent it. The same absence of
“responsibilities’’ (especially financial ones)
and of expectations for long-term employment
that may lead young, single workers to accept
poor working conditions may also leave them
freer to be militant.

2. The Social Context: ‘‘Women shouldn’t...”

One factor that affects workers’ responses is
their perception of how appropriate and effec-
tive unions are for workers in their position. On
this point, clerical workers received little en-
couragement. Unions were viewed as organiza-
tions for factory workers and as organizations
for men. Joining a union meant proclaiming
one’s status as a worker. Women were not
“supposed’’ to be ‘‘real workers.”” They were
supposed to be working at a job only until they
got married and had children. If their family
circumstances were such that they ‘‘had to
work’’ beyond that time, that was judged an
unfortunate situation, but it still did not make
them ‘‘real workers.”” Thus there were no
grounds for the women to be militant, fighting
for rights as workers. Nor did they have access
to an alternative view. Everywhere they looked
— the church, the newspapers, the social re-
formers, other women, even the male unionists
in their own families — the message was the
same: organizing unions was not appropriate
for respectable women.

Journalists, reformers, and other voices of
popular culture sympathized with the plight of
employed women and argued for improve-

”



L .,

ments. Special investigations documented both
the terrible working conditions women faced
and the low wages, primarily in factories, but in
shops and offices as well. Appropriate methods
of redress, however, were considered impor-
tant. Improvements were to be won in ladylike
fashion, through the exercise of quiet influence
and moral suasion among men who would
champion their cause. Women were not to act
militantly or to wield power directly. They were
to be protected, not to become their own guard-
ians.

The paradox was clear. Lillian Wald wrote in
1906: ‘‘Protective legislation is evidence of a
public sentiment as to the necessity of guarding
the interests of women. . . yet, [there is] a seem-
ingly deep-rooted prejudice against regulation
by [women] themselves when expressed in trade
unionism, a curious confusion of democratic
principles.”” Such a prejudice seriously re-
stricted organizing among ‘‘respectable’’ single
women, especially when so many of them lived
at home under the authority of parents or rela-
tives.?*

3. Labor Movement Context: ‘‘Clerical workers
wouldn’t ...”

If the prevailing social opinion of the day was
that women were not ‘‘real workers’’ and
“shouldn’t’’ organize, the view of organized
labor seemed to add the element that women,
and women clerical workers in particular,
“wouldn’t’’ organize, and that whether or not
they tried made little difference to the labor
movement.

As early as 1904, the clerical organizer Elsie
Diehl had invited a representative from the
AFL and several other labor men to address the
first public meeting of clerical workers organ-
izing for a labor union. Two other office work-
ers’ unions sent delegates to the 1904 AFL con-
vention. The AFL did not reciprocate this inter-
est. When the Chicago office workers local for-

mally requested the AFL to send a woman
organizer to assist them, the AFL executive
council let the matter die.?

It was rare for women from clerical back-
grounds to be trained as organizers within the
labor movement. In two instances women had
to fight to prove themselves real workers in
order to receive training. The stories of these
women illustrate how completely the male
leadership of the labor movement continued to
reject the idea of supporting organizing drives
among women clerical workers as late as 1925.

Two women interested in clerical organizing
were admitted to the Brookwood Labor College
in Katonah, New York, one of several schools
run by the labor movement to train organizers.
The first was Rose Goldberg (pseudonym), a
twenty-one-year old Jewish woman from New
York who applied as a member of the Book-
keepers, Stenographers and Accountants
Union. She had to lobby hard for admission
because her two years of evening classes at
Hunter College, which she attended while
working full-time since the age of 13, made her
a “‘college girl’”’ for some members of the ad-
missions board. They were also troubled by her
lack of “‘industrial experience,”’ the hallmark
of the real worker. At graduation from the pro-
gram she faced similar problems. She proposed
employment in a large insurance office so she
could begin organizing clerical workers, but her
teachers directed her to work as a secretary or
journalist in the office of a union. There was no
sense of hostility in their response — rather a
sense that the organization of office workers
was not a priority issue, and that she could
better contribute to the labor movement in an-
other capacity.

Sophie Caldron, a nineteen-year old woman
from a similar background, who had been very
active politically, had even greater difficulty
securing admittance to Brookwood. Her first
application was rejected on the grounds that
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she did not have ‘‘sufficiently thorough experi-
ence in the trade union movement to benefit
fully from the course — and you are still
young...’’ A year later she was admitted.
However, after her first year, the faculty rec-
ommended that she withdraw from the school
and ‘‘go into industry’’ before completing her
course. The basics of their decision can be
inferred from the statement of the Student
Body in answer to Sophie’s appeal. ‘“While the
students do not consider the clerical forces of
being equally important with workers in basic
industries, yet they maintain that it is of suf-
ficient important character to demand immedi-
ate consideration by the trade union movement
and that people should be trained to cope with
the white collar workers’ problems.’’ It is not
certain whether she was allowed to complete the
second year.

Even when women clerical workers were
organized, they were not treated as equals by
“fellow’’ trade unionists. During World War I,
women and men were organized together in the
railroad offices, but the supervisors were still
able to treat the women ‘‘as jokes or pets’’*®
and male coworkers were friendly only as long
as rigid differentiation of jobs by sex was care-
fully maintained. In part, this behavior may
have reflected the unionists’ inability to view
the women as real workers, but it may also have
been an attempt to reserve preferred jobs within
the occupation for the men. The distance be-
tween office workers and the industrial unions
insured that neither the leaders nor members of
these other unions would see unionization of
women clerical workers as a goal vital to their
own political strength.

Alice Henry wrote in 1914 that none of the
established labor unions or associations (such
as the National Union Label League or
women’s auxiliaries) had taken the organiza-
tion of women wage earners as their task.’' Re-
viewing employed women’s relation to the
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labor movement a decade later, she found few
changes, and offered further evidence of the
unwillingness of union men to organize women
into their occupations.’? The behavior of
organized male clerical workers was part of the
pattern. Until employed women generally were
supported in their organizing efforts, there was
little hope of union support for organizing
women clerical workers.

IV. CLERICAL ORGANIZING AND THE
WOMEN'’S TRADE UNION LEAGUE

If the major themes in previous discussions
of the failure of clerical organizing are ‘‘un-
organizability’’ and life situations of clerical
workers, then the minor theme is the influence
of “‘middle class’> women or groups outside the
labor movement. Once again, the accepted
story seems incomplete.

From what we know of the various union
locals, the women who organized them came
from two groups. One group was clerical
workers who were employed in the offices of
trade unions, had long-standing commitments
to unionism, and wanted to apply its principles
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to their situation.’* These women initiated
unions out of the belief that all workers should
be organized, including those who work for
labor organizers. The second group was women
from middle-class backgrounds, or women
from working-class backgrounds who had been
upwardly mobile. These women, many of
whom were associated with the WTUL, wanted
both to alleviate the common problems of
working women and to help women escape
from the lowest level jobs into better ones.
They were oriented to legislation as well as to
organizing. Their legislative efforts aimed at
extending labor laws to cover office workers in
the areas of unhealthful, unsafe or inhuman
working conditions and regular hours of
work,* while their attempts to boost women
clerical workers into better jobs emphasized
upgrading individual qualifications.

Despite direct and indirect labor affiliations,
the methods these two groups of women used
did not closely parallel traditional union prac-
tices. Organized labor was male labor, and at-
tempts to use its tactics ran into problems that
reflected the social prescriptions for women’s
““respectability’”” — the prejudice against wo-
men’s forming any trade unions, for example,
the structure of clerical work, and the special
problems of employed women. If women could
overcome these problems, they faced further
difficulties making sufficient contacts with
workers who were distributed among many
offices, and of finding suitable meeting rooms,
since women without male escorts had little
access to ‘‘public’’ gathering places.

In addition, the set of issues developed for
male workers did not encompass the special
problems relevant to women employees. While
women workers were subject to the economic
power of their employers in the same ways that
men were, they faced the added problems of
patriarchal power: the power of men to com-
mand (and judge) the behavior of women.** In

clerical work, this meant that employers had
the power to reward or punish women econom-
ically according to whether the women met the
men’s standards of feminine attractiveness in
appearance and demeanor. Elsie Diehl called
one version of the problem ¢‘companionship,’’
explaining that companionship was the employ-
ing of typewriter girls by men who did not need
them. They sought companionship instead of
workers.

We want to remedy this through a big organ-
ization like the American Federation of
Labor. Now when good salaries are paid to
typewriter girls it is because they have win-
ning faces and charming manners. We want
quiet girls who are not charmers to get as
good pay for the same work. There are many
other things that we could remedy by con-
certed action.*®

Female office workers also faced employers’
demands for personal services (sewing ‘buttons
on vest, coat and trousers, and selecting Christ-
mas presents for the employer’s family’’*’) or
even sexual advances — problems which were
also outside the experience of union leaders.

Trade union strategy relied primarily on paid
organizers employed for that purpose by the
American Federation of Labor or one of the
established unions, to conduct organizing cam-
paigns. Since the AFL had never worked in
clerical organizing, such resources were not
available for these campaigns. Thus, clerical
organizers were ‘‘on their own’’ — without the
guiding experience, the interest, or the re-
sources of organized labor.

That clerical organizing was carried out in-
stead in close alliance to the WTUL, is not sur-
prising. This was the one organization which
readily accepted organizing women clerical
workers as possible and worthwhile. Here
workers were not suspect as workers because

—

63



—

they were women or because they were white-
collar. Furthermore, the main purpose of the
WTUL was to organize unorganized women
workers. While the distance between clerical
workers and trade unions was troublesome to
WTUL organizers, they were nonetheless ac-
customed to the difficulty unorganized workers
often had in seeing the value of unionizing.
Finally, the intertwined problems of clerical
workers as workers and as women made sense
in an organization whose members were union-
ists and feminists. The problem of absolutely
low and relatively declining wages in clerical
work was well known. Less fully articulated,
but also familiar, was the relationship between
low wages and patriarchal power. These prob-
lems did not place clerical workers beyond the
scope of unions. Within the WTUL, they were
evidence that clerical workers needed to organ-
ize.

The WTUL’s acceptance of organizing wo-
men clerical workers was concretely expressed.
From its early days (1904) the League provided
organizers to assist in arranging campaigns and
space for organizing meetings. Meeting space
was a particular problem for women. While
men could congregate in barber shops, saloons,
bowling alleys or even on street corners, there
were few public places available to women. The
League offered the kind of space that women
could enter without fear of damage to their
reputations. In addition, the WTUL developed
experience in organizing employed women. In a
short time, its collective experience far sur-
passed any that the male-dominated labor
movement could offer — even if it were willing,
which it was not. Finally, the organization it-
self, as a combination of upper class and work-
ing class women, lent an aura of respectability
to organizing that may have made it more pos-
sible for women to join its efforts.

In relying on the WTUL, clerical organizers
were not so different from organizers working
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with other groups of employed women. As one
observer reported in 1911, ‘““Women’s unions,
more than men’s, have been developed and in-
fluenced by leadership from outside the ranks
of wage-earners.”” This pattern was seen as
having particular consequences: the ‘‘greatest
result of the trade union movement among
women has been in the direction of a united
stand for protective legislation,”’ a strategy that
has been compatible with the ‘‘willingness of
women to make the greatest sacrifices in con-
junction with others for a common cause. ..”’*
This implies that the association with
“outside’” groups has been a major factor
directing women toward a legislative rather
than an organizational strategy, and thus would
account in part for the low level of organization
among clerical workers. At first hearing, this is
a convincing interpretation. Circumstantially,
the backgrounds, skills, and orientations of the
upper class members of the WTUL would con-
tribute to a shift from organizing to more in-
clusive legislation and worker education. I now
question that interpretation. It is not ‘‘wrong,”’
but its emphasis is misleading.

In the period 1900-1930, women clerical
workers were employed in a sex-segregated,
never-before-organized occupation. Isolated
from the mainstream of labor, they were of lit-
tle threat and little interest to male unionists.
Organized labor wrote them off as ‘‘unorganiz-
able,’’ reflecting the popular view that because
women, especially women clerical workers,
were not ‘‘real workers’’ it was neither possible
nor important to organize them. The women
themselves learned that organizing was not
appropriate for ‘‘ladies,”’ and that unions were
for male factory workers. This combination of
circumstances encouraged clerical workers to
see themselves as separate from organized
labor, a view which was continually reinforced
by organized labor’s lack of support for their
organizing efforts. In this context, clerical
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organizers came to rely on sources sympathetic
to, but outside of, organized labor — primarily
the WTUL. While the resources of the WTUL
and backgrounds of its members made possible
a transition from an organizing to a legislative
emphasis, they cannot be assumed to have
caused the transition. On the contrary, I would
argue that the WTUL made it possible for
women clerical workers interested in organizing
to receive much-needed support.

The limited successes in organizing union
locals from 1900-1920 and the decline in at-
tempts during the 1920s reflect the possibilities
for effective action. Neither the attitudes of the
clerical workers, their personal characteristics,
nor the backgrounds of the organizers and their
supporters can adequately account for the diffi-
culties in clerical organizing during that par-
ticular period. These ‘‘facts’’ are indicative of

A Women’s Trade Union League Demonstration.

the position of women clerical workers, but
they still do not preclude organization. Other
“‘facts,’’ such as the limited resources available
to the organizers, economic and employer pres-
sures (especially after 1920) against unioniza-
tion, and the denigrating response of the labor
movement contributed significantly to the fail-
ure of the early attempts to organize clerical
workers. Indeed, as one reads of the persistent
efforts made with so little encouragement or
recognition, one wonders how those involved
maintained their determination.

To me, this analysis suggests that the issue of
‘‘organizability’’ cannot be prejudged. It is not
only a product of circumstances, but also of
our responses to them. Rather than attempting
such judgments, our analysis should aim at dis-
covering the actions we can take to help create
conditions which foster organization.

T
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Zhores A. Medvedev, Nuclear Disaster in the Urals,
W.W. Norton & Co., 1979

Robert Jungk, The New Tyranny: How Nuclear
Power Enslaves Us, Warner Books, pb. $2.50
Institute for Southern Studies, Tower of Babel: A
Special Report on the Nuclear Industry, in Southern
Exposure, Vol. VII, No. 4, Winter 1979

A year after the ‘‘malfunction’’ at Three Mile
Island, ideological fallout remains at dangerously
high levels. While there are no failsafe methods of
counteracting this politically incapacitating syn-
drome, known as ideological hegemony, methods do
exist for preventing its total invasion of the body
politic. No nuke political action remains high on the
list of effective antidotes, but that action can be
strengthened by regular doses of counter-hegemonic
writings. The pieces under review here can help us
ward off the worst ideological emissions as well as
sensitize us to the constant low-level background
ideology that is constantly messing with our minds.

With the disposal of waste of all sorts and especial-
ly nuclear waste among the main political-ecological
problems of the 1980’s, Zhores Medvedev’s Nuclear
Disaster in the Urals is to be welcomed because it is a

detailed study of the ecological results of an explo-
sion of underground nuclear waste that took place in
1957 or 1958. Painstakingly and inventively using
Soviet scientific papers that do not openly discuss the
accident — that was common knowledge in the
region and led to hundreds of deaths and the removal
of people from an area of many square miles — Med-
vedev studied it and concludes, ‘“When people will
reinhabit this region is hard to predict.”

Even if such accidents could be prevented, even if
nuclear energy was demonstrably safe, it would still
be sensible to oppose its development because of its
attendant political and social developments. For
instance, the CIA knew about the accident in the
Urals, but did not make that information public be-
cause of fears of provoking anti-nuclear sentiments
in the West. Repressive legislation against anti-nuke
demonstrators is already a part of Kennedy’s
“Grandson of S-I’’ bill in Congress. As Robert
Jungk argues, ‘‘nuclear energy provides the justifica-
tion for the power elite of industrial nations to pur-
sue ‘tough policies’ and a ‘hard path.’ Those who do
not submit to such an authoritarian form of govern-
ment are simply dismissed as ‘subversive.’ ’’ That is
the thesis of Jungk’s book, which he argues rather
journalistically and — at times — sensationally. Cum-
ulatively, however, he is convincing that the pres-
sures toward technocratic control, repressive screen-
ing of employees in the nuclear industry, action —
violent if need be — against critics, etc. are already
well under way.

Finally, the book length study by the Institute for
Southern Studies, brings these ecological and politi-
cal dangers together with an analysis of the economic
and political forces promoting the development of
nuclear energy and nuclear weaponry in the South. It
ranges over such topics as waste transport and dis-
posal, the anti-union push in the nuclear construc-
tion industry, detailed studies of the who’s who of
the southern energy companies, and accounts of anti-
nuclear organizing in the South.

Taken together these books suggest the wide range
of tasks that lie before us, what their connections are
and how powerful and determined our enemies are.

Allen Hunter
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Fred Halliday, ‘‘Revolution in Afghanistan,”’ and
“The War and Revolution in Afghanistan,’’ in New
Left Review, #112, Nov./Dec. 1978 and #119, Jan./
Feb. 1980, $2.90 and $3.50.

Alan Wolfe, The Rise and Fall of the ‘Soviet Threat’:
Domestic Sources of the Cold War Consensus, Insti-
tute for Policy Studies, 1979, $3.95 pb.

International relations cannot be understood apart
from domestic developments in the involved nations.
Recent Nation articles by Fred Halliday and Alan
Wolfe show that internal dynamics in Afghan-
istan and the United States are significant for under-
standing the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the
U.S. reaction to it. As useful as those articles have
been, these longer pieces by Halliday and Wolfe pro-
vide more developed arguments.

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan is wrong and
to be condemned. Yet it clearly does not follow that
official U.S. explanations of Soviet intentions are cor-
rect, or that U.S. government actions should be sup-
ported. Halliday’s two New Left Review articles pro-
vide accessible discussions of political and military
developments within Afghanistan that help us under-
stand: 1) the social forces that led to the April 1978
coup that brought the revolutionary People’s Demo-
cratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) to power; 2) the
myriad of insurmountable problems the new govern-
ment faced in attempting to transform the society;
3) the internal factional violence within the PDPA,
and the use of violence and bureaucratic arrogance
by the government toward much of the population;
4) the nature and development of the counter-revolu-
tionary opposition, its international ties, and 5) the
particular events that precipitated the Soviet actions
in December of 1979. While Halliday’s explanaiion
of the Soviet intervention can lend itself to
apologetics, and while we also need to know more
about internal Soviet developments that favored
intervention, his discussion of Afghanistan itself is
an important corrective to those analyses focussing
only on big-power confrontations.

Alan Wolfe’s short book — while never denying
the history of U.S. imperial expansion — notes that
there have been several waves of specifically anti-
Soviet (as opposed to more general anti-communist
or national chauvinist) offenses since World War I1.

He argues that there are five different domestic poli-
tical and economic forces that determine the strength
of anti-Soviet perceptions and mobilizations:
1) shifts in relative power of the two political parties;
2) threats to the power of the executive branch, the
President; 3) growth of inter-service rivalry; 4) major
disputes inside the foreign policy elite over where the
“‘true interests’’ of the U.S. lie; 5) military spending
as part of a political coalition held together by a com-
mitment to economic growth. Wolfe argues that the
manner in which these variables have coalesced in the
past has led to Democratic not Republican admin-
istrations taking the strongest anti-Soviet stands.
In a compressed presentation that is questionable un
some points, he does persuasively show that U.S.
policy toward the Soviet Union is a result of the
resolution between conflicting interests of competing
groups.

While these readings need to be supplemented with
ones about the internal dynamics within the Soviet
Union, they do help us to understand recent events to
the east of Iran.

Allen Hunter

Inquisition in Hollywood: Politics in the Film
Community, 1930-60, Larry Ceplair and Steven
Englund, Anchor/Doubleday, 1980.

In its annual report for 1953, the House Com-
mittee on Unamerican Activities (HUAC) glibly
reported that ‘‘perhaps no major industry in the
world today employs fewer members of the Commu-
nist Party than does the motion-picture industry.’”’
The ‘‘dream factory’’ had been sanitized and a clear
message delivered to the nation’s latest and ever-
growing cultural phenomenon — television. America
was in the grip of McCarthyism and no arena so
typified the struggle to consolidate control over the
nation’s populace than the Hollywood purges of
Communist Party members, sympathizers and
“‘fellow travellers’’.

To their credit, Ceplair and Englund’s lengthy and
detailed study of that period, Inquisition in Holly-
wood, avoids myopic concentration on the personal-
ities and testimony of the HUAC hearings, and the
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jailing of the Hollywood 10, to provide the most
complete and studied treatment of that period to
date. In fact, the authors provide a critical portrait of
the Communist Party’s influence and role in Holly-
wood that begins with the principals’ longstanding
support and participation in progressive and radical
causes evolving from the activism of the ’30’s.

As the authors’ state in their introduction, the
renewed interest in that era has not produced much
systematic and serious research beyond nostalgic
reminiscenses, left and right apologies or simple
rehashing of public testimony. Their approach is to
present an institutionally oriented history — of
Hollywood and the studio system, the Screenwriter’s
Guild and the labor-class divisions in the industry,
the Communist Party and its Hollywood cadre and
the Cold War repression of HUAC and black listing
— through scores of personal interviews with par-
ticipants from the left and right. While useful, this
approach does slight questions of aesthetics, the role
of cultural work in the Party and the tension between
the “‘boring from within’’ strategy of most of the
Hollywood Party elite and the ‘‘alternative film’
work of the Film and Photo League, Nykino and
Frontier Films which languished as much from the
control of the studio system as from Party neglect.

Much detail is given in the book to an analysis of
the hierarchy of the studios and the class divisions of
labor typified in the role of the screenwriters. The
dichotomy apparent in the interviews, of a “‘profes-
sional’’ life on the studio lot and a time after work
filled with organizing, study groups and party work
is presented by the authors as an ‘‘American
dilemma,”’ but provides a great deal of insight into
the transformation of the Party’s base during the
Popular Front period. Ironically, it was the experi-
ence of defying HUAC and openly fighting repres-
sion that provided many of the principals with the
ability to finally and publicly merge art and politics.
The cost for them was loss of work, destruction of
personal lives, even exile.

In short, Inquisition provides a much needed
answer to the historical shortcomings and extreme
anti-communism of previous work on the subject. It
is not the definitive treatment of the American film
industry or the Communist Party in that period, but
represents a serious and critical treatment of their
curious courtship. At a time of renewed cold war
rattlings and increasing conglomerate control of the
communications industry, the book is an invaluable
aid.

John Demeter
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LETTERS

We would like to encourage readers to send us brief
responses to our articles and comments on important
political issues. We will print as many as we can of
those which seem of general interest to our readers.

Dear Editors and Readers,

I have some problems with the article on Hungary
by Fehrer and Heller in the Jan.-Feb. 1980 issue of
RA.

1. They seem unable to see that Hungary was not
and is not communist or socialist in any sense what-
ever — it is a state capitalist regime. When workers
create workers councils and take over the means of
production from the old rulers and begin to form a
new society, that is the classic definition of a social
revolution. Why do they insist on calling it a political
revolution (pure or otherwise)?

2. To call Imre Nagy a leader of the Hungarian
Revolution is a travesty. His importance to the revo-
lution was that he was a follower. He kept making
demands on the revolution; the revolution ignored
them and went its own way; Nagy then followed
along, 24 or 48 hours later. His importance to the
revolution was that he served as a figurehead for the
nation and did not get in the way too much. His per-
sonal courage is interesting, but irrelevant.

3. To speak of the masses as being naive or having false
confidence is simply intellectual arrogance. If only
the masses had the good sense to wait until the cor-
rect intellectuals (or leader, or party) told them when
to revolt. One could say the same things about the
Paris Commune, about the 1905 Revolution and on
and on. It is interesting that Marx and Lenin never
thought in those terms. Marx was critical of some
things the Commune did (or didn’t do) in private cor-
respondence. But he insisted that the victory of the
Commune was its own working existence and that is
how he wrote about it in public. Lenin thought the
same way about the 1905 events and thought the 1917
Bolshevik revolution was a success when it lasted one
day longer than the Commune. All revolutions have
the annoying habit of appearing at inopportune times

without having first calculated all the risks. Tough
shit!

4. | believe that revolutions, or particular aspects
of them, can be criticized and lessons learned. But 1
have the uneasy feeling, which 1 can’t really docu-
ment, that Fehrer and Heller are damning the Hun-
garian Revolution with faint praise. I hope I'm
wrong. At least it is being discussed. In the worlds of
eastern and western Europe every effort is being
made, quite understandably, to turn it into a non-
event.

Martin Glaberman

Dear Readers and Editors,

Our rejoinder will be brief since Glaberman'’s letter
offers little opportunity to advance theoretical dis-
cussion, and to label others should be his preroga-
tive.

1. There is nothing in our text which indicates that
we regard Hungary (or any other Eastern European
country) as socialist or communist. In fact, we do
not. But neither do we regard them as ‘‘state capital-
ist,”” according to a post-Trotskyist tradition, but
something else. We offer a social analysis of the con-
tent and meaning of this ‘‘something else’’ in Dic-
tatorship Over Needs, a book we have written to-
gether with Gyorgy Markus, which we hope will be
published soon.

2. Glaberman calls our critique of the Hungarian
masses’ false self-confidence ‘‘intellectual
arrogance’’ and adds ‘“... Marx and Lenin never
thought in those terms.”’ First, we believe that what
Marx, Lenin or anyone else thought is nor binding
for a socialist (an enlightened person and no hero-
worshipper by definition). It can be important, stim-
ulating, etc. if we believe in the relevance of their
doctrine (as we personally do for Marx and do not
for Lenin), but it is not an article of faith to be blind-
ly followed. Second, if our article is to be criticized, it
should be because we too loyally follow Marx’s
Hegelian twist: into the posiftive factors moving his-
tory ahead towards its pre-set telos, Marx regularly
built in people’s false consciousness, false confi-
dence, etc. Third, and for Glaberman’s information,
Lenin felt, in spite of verbose ‘‘populist’’ rhetoric, an
outright contempt for the ‘‘masses’ inconstancy.”
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He founded the Bolshevik coup precisely with this in-
constancy. Glaberman may find the relevant quota-
tions in E.H. Carr’s pro-Leninist book, in the vol-
ume dealing with the preparation of the October
Revolution. For our part, we did not want to be
either pro- or anti-Leninist in this article. We simply
sought to make use of the natural right of every
(good or bad) historian: to assess the Hungarian
masses (of which we were then two) as best we could.

3. On one point we cannot avoid being personal.
Glaberman’s judgment of Imre Nagy (as anyone’s)
can be discussed and accepted or rejected. However,
when he writes of Nagy, who chose death in pro-
grammatic defense of the Hungarian revolution (a
revolution that Glaberman zealously stands with),
that ‘‘His courage is interesting but irrelevant,”
Glaberman reveals his total lack of moral sense.
Whatever Glaberman’s personal convictions may be,
it belongs to Stalinist-style historiography to spit on
the corpse of the innocently executed and to feel one-
self, by this very gesture, to be on a summit and
capable of world-historical judgment.

Whether we have written a eulogy or a slanderous
account of the Hungarian revolution (which we have
not renounced or ceased to identify with while in
Hungary through twenty difficult years) is a matter
for the reader, not us, to decide.

Agnes Heller
Ferenc Feher

Dear Comrades:

I received the promotional material describing
Radical America. . .. However, I am still confined to
prison and therefore simply do not have the money
with which to purchase a subscription. If the
magazine could be sent to me gratis, 1 would
certainly appreciate it.

As we move into the ’80s — a period that I
personally believe will be more traumatic for all
progressive peoples than was the ’60s — a concerted
grass-roots effort designed to unify the various
groups on the left must be made. Idle rhetoric simply
cannot accomplish the major tasks that have been
enunciated by the many factions. Capitalism, ever
adaptable to a changing world economic environ-
ment, has created the pretexts necessary to foster a
nationwide, indeed a world-wide, hysteria that ali
thinking peoples should clearly understand as a call
to increase military spending.

While many may disagree with me, I foresee a
period of growing tension and open hostilities not far
over the immediate horizon. Elected officials in
Virginia have defeated ERA in the face of Carter’s
call for a registration of women and men.
Interestingly enough this registration, and future
draft, has been carefully designed to call-up only the
very young in an attempt to forestall the mass
rebellions within the ranks of the military in the
future. This topic should — and there are others
deserving of our attention — be given the greatest
media attention in order to show our friends the
nature of this administration which is clearly capable
of entering any action in order to remain within the
corridors of power.

For all these reasons and more 1 would enjoy
receiving Radical America and would want to take a
more active role insofar as submission of materials
for editorial consideration.

Thank you for any consideration my request for a
free ‘‘prisoner’’ subscription may receive.

In Struggle,

Jasper L. Holland, Jr., #103710
Bland Correctional Center
Bland, Virginia
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SUBSCRIBE NOW TO

e Covemi

RADICAL AMERICA is an independent Marxist journal, featuring the history and
current developments in the working class, the role of women and Third World
people, with reports on shop-floor and community organizing, the history and
politics of radicalism and feminism, and debates on current socialist theory and
popular culture.

Cut out this box and mail to: Radical America
38 Union Square, Somerville, MA 02143

Name - L I

Address . - . L

City e State ... ... .. .. Zip

[] $30.00 sustaining subscriber*

L] $10.00 (1 year — 6 issues)

L $7.00 if unemployed

[ J $18.00 (2 years)

L | Add $2.00 per year for all foreign subscriptions

Make all checks payable to Radical America
*Checks for $30.00 or more are tax deductible and should be made payable to Capp Street
Foundation and sent 1o Radical America at above address.
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Pluto Press AR in America

My Song is My Own

100 Women’s Songs

Kathy Henderson

with Frankie Armstrong and Sandra Kerr
My Song is My Own reveals some of the hidden
culture and history of women and is the first
substantial collection of women’s songs from
Britain. Stretching back five centuries, they are
about courtship, desire and sexual relationships;
marriage; motherhood and childhood; and work—
paid and unpaid.

$9.95 paperback $19.95 hardback illustrated

White Hero Black Beast

Racism, Sexism and the Mask of
Masculinity

Paul Hoch

Paul Hoch examines the various ways in which
masculinity has been conceived in different
societies—as male chauvinism, as social ritual, as
inter-racial competition for women, as a defence
against impotence, or as an avoidance of homo-
sexuality. He then looks at their roots in relation
to racism and nationalism and looks forward to
genuine liberation from the tyranny of sexual
consumerism and sexual repression.

$8.50 paperback $19.95 hardback

The History of the Russian Revolution
Leon Trotsky

“Trotsky’s crowning work, both in scale and power
and as the fullest expression of his ideas on revolu-
tion. As an account of a revolution, given by one
of its chief actors, it stands unique in world
literature’. Isaac Deutscher

The only unabridged paperback edition. First
published 1932-33.

$16.95 paperback 1296 pages

War and an Irish Town
Eamonn McCann

An important statement, by an outstanding writer
and journalist, on how it feels to grow up Catholic
in a Northern Irish ghetto. It also shows how such
feelings are created and recreated by British rule.
It includes a new and substantial reappraisal of the
Provisional IRA.

$5.95 paperback

The Political Economy of Health
Lesley Doyal
with Imogen Pennell

Ill-health and disease are generally seen as mis-
fortunes which just happen to people and which
scientific medicine is on the point of eliminating
or at least dedicated to combating. The authors of
The Political Economy of Health question these
views in fundamental ways. They show that ill-
health, in both the developed and under-developed
world, is largely a product of the social and econo-
mic organisation of society.

$9.95 paperback $19.95 hardback

Sartre’s Marxism
Mark Poster

Jean-Paul Sartre is still remembered for his
existentialism, a philosophy which he has modified
considerably, if not rejected entirely, in his
attempts to create a living, vibrant philosophy of
revolution for the post-war epoch. Mark Poster
introduces us to Sartre’s mature marxism and
evaluates the extent to which traditional notions
of marxism and historical materialism have to be
reconsidered as a result.

$6.50 paperback $19.95 hardback

More than 60 Pluto titles are available in America.
For catalogues, order forms, mail-order and book-
store sales, contact:

Charter Spring, Room 814, 175 5th Avenue,
New York, NY 10010. Tel: 212-673 6474,
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