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Introduction to the

Paperback Edition

In the reviews that appeared during the interval between the publica-
tion of the hardcover and the paperback editions of Poor People’s
Movements, ¢ number of critics took issue with some of the conclu-
sions we reached. In this brief introduction to the paperback edition,
we take the opportunity of continuing the debate.!

Perhaps the singular contribution of the intellectual tradition of the
left, as it has developed since the nineteenth century, has been to bring
working-class people fully into history, not simply as victims but as
actors. 'The left has understood that working-class people are a his-
torical force and could become a greater historical force. And the left
has understood that the distinctive form in which that force expresses
itself is the mass movement.

In theory, the left has also understood that working-class movements
are not forged merely by willing or thinking or arguing them into
existence. Proletarian movements, Marx said, are formed by a dialecti-
cal process reflecting the institutional logic of capitalist arrangements.
The proletariat is a creature, not of communist intellectuals, but of
capital and the conditions of capitalist production, a point emphasized
in the Communist Manifesto:

In proportion as the bourgeoisie, i.e., capital, is developed, in the
same proportion is the proletariat, the modern working class, de-
veloped ... [and] ... not only increases in number; its strength grows,
and it feels that strength more. . .. Of all the classes that stand face to

1The following reviews are referred to in the text: Jack Beatty, The Nation, October 8,
197%; J. Barton Bernstein, The Chronicle of Higher Education, March 27, 1978; Carol
Brightman, Seven Days, January 1978; Michael Harrington, The New York Times Book
Review, December 11, 1977; E. }. Hohsbawm, The New York Review of Books, March 23,
1978; and Paul Starr, Working Papers, March/April 1978,
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face with the bourgeoisie today, the proletariat alone is a really revo-
lutionary class. The other classes decay and finally disappear in the
face of Modern Industry; the proletariat is its special and essential
product.

Of course, historical developments frustrated Marx’s prediction: ex-
panding capitalist production did not create a revolutionary pro-
letariat.

Still, the basic mode of dialectical analysis underlying the failed
prediction—~the idea that the struggles of ordinary people are both
formed by and directed against institutional arrangements—is correct.
The prediction failed because Marx did not anticipate the specific in-
stitutional patterns which evolved under modern capitalism, nor did
he anticipate the particular forms of struggle which would be gen-
erated in reaction to them. These institutional arrangements inhibited
the emergence of a unified and revolutionary working class: the spread
of imperialism helped to produce the surpluses that would raise work-
ing-class material standards in the mother countries; the balkanization
of modern industry helped to fractionalize the working class; new
institutions such as public education helped to ensure capitalistic
ideological hegemony. In turn, these institutional arrangements
shaped the character of working-class resistance. Contemporary work-
ing-class struggles are fragmented where the left wishes for unity, and
working-class demands are reformist where the left prescribes a radical
agenda.

But the intellectual left has failed to confront these developments
fully, at least in its posture toward movements in industrial societies.?
It has failed to understand that the main features of contemporary
popular struggles are both a reflection of an institutionally determined
logic and a challenge to that logic. It has clung instead to the specific
nineteenth-century content of the dialectic, and by doing so, has
forfeited dialectical analysis. Insofar as contemporary movements in
industrial societies do not take the forms predicted by an analysis of
nineteenth-century capitalism, the left has not tried to understand
these movements, but rather has tended simply to disapprove of them.
The wrong people have mobilized, for they are not truly the industrial

2By contrast, left-wing analyses of peasant movements are oriented precisely toward
understanding the influence of specific sorietal arrangements on those movements, with
a2 measure of insight chat perhaps benefits from the relative absence of nineteenth-
century Marxist thought on the subject. See, for example, Erich R. Wolf, Peasant Wars of
the Twentieth Century (New York: Harper and Row, 1969}, or James C. Scott, The
Moral Economy of the Peasant (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1976) .
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proletariat. Or they have mobilized around the wrong organizational
and political strategies. The movements of the people disappoint the
doctrine, and so the movements are dismissed.

In writing this book, we tried to set aside doctrines in order to
examine some of the ways in which the specific features of American
social structure have shaped working-class movements. We were con-
cerned to identify the institutional conditions which sometimes make
mass movements possible, the institutional conditions which deter-
mine the forms taken by mass movements, and the institutional
conditions which determine the responses of elites. We were led to
these concerns by what we thought were the inadequacies of existing
ways of thinking about movements. Obviously, protest movements are
discredited in the dominant pluralistic tradition on the ground that
there is ample opportunity for the working class to pursue its interests
through democratic institutional channels. More to our point, many
on the left also discredit these movements because they fail to conform
to doctrinal prescriptions regarding constituencies, strategies, and
demands. But this sort of complaint typically ignores the historically
specific circumstances in which social movements emerge and in which
constituencies, strategies, and demands are formed.

We are prompted to make these opening comments because so much
of the early response to this book has been dominated by a reiteration
of doctrinal injunctions. In effect, 2 number of critics undertook to
review the movements we study, rather than our analyses, and they are
displeased. The movements fell short of the doctrine (and so, there-
fore, do we, for we are frankly sympathetic with struggles that were,
in one respect or another, disappointing to the critics) . Some critics
were dissatisfied, for example, with the various expressions of the
post~-World War II black movement: with the civil rights struggle in
the South, or the riots in the North, or the surging demand for public
welfare benefits that produced a welfare explosion in the 1960s. The
black movement is blamed for worsening divisions in the working
class, for producing a popular backlash, and for failing to win larger
gains, such as full employment (or even a new social order) .

But popular insurgency does not proceed by someone else’s rules or
hopes; it has its own logic and direction. It flows from historically
specific circumstances: it is a reaction against those circumstances, and
it is also limited by those circumstances. One of the crucial ways in
which the black movement was institutionally structured, and thus
limited, was by the existence of deep racial cleavages in the American
working class. One might wish it were otherwise; if ever there were
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sectors of the working class that should have been “the closest of allies,”
as one critic complained, it was the black and white poor. But the
institutional development of the United States had determined other-
wise, as witness the history of failed efforts to product multiracial,
class-based protest movements. And so, when massive socioeconomic
and political changes finally made an independent black struggle
possible, black eruptions provoked the violent opposition of southern
white working-class people and later the opposition of northern
working-class people as well. No couxse of action available to blacks
could have prevented the worsening of antagonisms so deeply em-
bedded in the experience of the white working class. If blacks were to
mobilize at all in the United States in the 19505 and 1960s, working-
class divisions would inevitably be widened. What, then, is the point
of Jack Beatty’s insistence that “strategies which divide [the working
class] are . . . dangerous”? To suggest that blacks might have done it
differently—that they might have induced large elements of the south-
ern and northern white working class to coalesce with them—without
showing how specilic institutional conditions afforded that option, is
to assume that people are free to act without regard to the constraints
imposed by their social context.

Moreover, the rigid application of these doctrinal prescriptions may
tend to obscure recognition of the longer-term implications of mass
insurgency. The black movement, however great the immediate
tensions it created, may have improved the possibilities for more
broad-based working-class struggles in the future. As a result of the
new legal accommodations forced by the movement, at least some
aspects of the institutional framework supporting racism have been
weakened, and while that is hardly a guarantor of future class-based
movements, it is at least one institutional prerequisite. In other words,
the doctrinal rejection of any strategy that engenders tensions within
the working class ignored both the institutional forces that produce
those divisions in the first place and the conflictual processes by which
they may, perhaps, be overcome.

Another criticism leveled at the movements we analyzed is that they
produced a broad-based “backlash” in the American electorate.
Harrington says that disruptive protest in the 1960s produced “the
mean spirit exploited by people like Richard Nixon,” and Bernstein
warns that disruptive protest is “dangerous.” There is a large measure
of unreality about this criticism. It is as if group or class struggles can,
when carefully managed, proceed without engendering conflict.
Obviously the labor struggles of the mid-thirties helped produce the
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corporate-led backlash that began in 1938 and culminated in the
“witch-hunts” of the late forties and early fifties; and just as obviously
the black struggles of the fifties and sixties helped produce the backlash
of the seventies (to which the student and antiwar movements also
contributed) . But how could it have been otherwise? Imnportant inter-
ests were at stake, and had those interests not been a profound source
of contention, there would have been no need for labor insurgency in
the one period nor black insurgency in the other. Put another way, the
relevant question to ask is whether, on balance, the movement made
gains or lost ground; whether it advanced the interests of working
people or set back those interests.

A number of our critics, however, dismiss the gains of these move-
ments because they were insufficient. The more realistic question
whether the gains made were intrinsically important, and thus worth
winning, is not addressed. Nor do the critics say why more was possible,
how larger gains might have been made. Thus Starr refers to *“the
dozens of ‘mass mobilizations’ and ghetto riots of the 1960s cthat lefe so
light a trace on the body politic”; Harrington suggests that full em-
ployment should have been the priority for the welfare rights move-
ment; Brightman faults the insurgency of the period for failing to
move us toward “a new social order”; and Hobsbawim says of what was
won in the sixties that “it is not negligible, but it is not what we
wanted.”

Our view is different. What was won must be judged by what was
possible. From this perspective, the victories were considerable. For
blacks in the South, political rights were achieved, and that meant, at
the deepest level, a substantial reduction in the use of terror in the
social control of blacks (see Chapter 4) . At the bottom of the black
community, the poor acted against the relief system, and by doing so
they ensured their survival in a society which plainly would continue
to deny them alternative means of supporting themselves (see Chapter
5) .3 Nor did the participants in the relief movement of the 1960s
prefer welfare; together with Harrington, they plainly preferred
decent jobs at decent wages. But they understood the political facts of
their lives rather more clearly than Harrington: the unemployed poor

3R. C. Cobb’s comment on the peasantry in Napolecnic France seems appropriate here:
*“[ Analysts], few of whom have ever experienced hunger, have no businesss blaming poor
people for accepting, even gratefully, the products of bourgeois charity. And it would be
indecent t¢ upbraid the effamé of the past for allowing themselves to be bought cut of
what historians have decreed were "forward looking® movements by the grant of relief.”
Tke Police and the People (New York: Oxford University Press, 1970) , p. 520.
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in this period lacked the power to force programs of full employment.
What difference would it have made, then, had they proclaimed full
employment their central goal? One is reminded here of the struggles
of the unemployed in the Great Depression; the Workers' Alliance of
America called both for full employment and for the abolition of the
profit system. But these large goals aside, the fact is that the Workers’
Alliance of America could not even manage to keep relief benefits
flowing to the unemployed (see Chapter 2) . In other words, to criticize
a movement for not advocating or reaching this goal or that one with-
out even the most casual appraisal of its political resources is an
exercise in self-righteousness.

Perhaps, as Barrington Moore suggests in a recent book, there are
“suppressed historical alternatives”—political options that were in-
stitutionally available but that were not exercised by a movement’s
leadership.# But it is the merit of Moore's approach that he does not
treat this matter in doctrinal terms, abstracting movements and the
options of their leadership from a given historical context with all of
its contradictory limitations and constraints. He analyzes the case of
the German Social Democratic Party (SPD) in the years following
‘World War I. To avert a Communist takeover, the SPD claimed that
it was compelled to coalesce with the military and industrial elites, a
decision that subsequently helped bring the Nazis to power. Moore
asks whether an alternative to the totalitarianism of left or right was
possible, such as some form of democratic socialism, and concludes that
it was. He argues, for example, that the vulnerability of the SPD
stemmed in part from its failure to take control of the policing func-
tion, an action that was clearly within its grasp, with the result that it
became dependent on the German military for the maintenance of
order. In other words, he tries to show what the suppressed alternatives
were, and to show that these were grounded in empirically demon-
strable institutional conditions. It is just such careful analysis of actual
political possibilities and limitations that the critics of the gains won
in the 1930s and 1960s fail to make. To be sure, what was won was not
enough—neither the gains of the one period nor those of the other. It
is not what we wanted. But it is far from being negligible. And over
all, it is what seemed possible.

All of this is to say that tenets about the strategies that movements
“should” have followed or “ought” to have avoided, statements re-

4 Infustice: The Social Bases of Obedience and Revolt (New York: M. E. Sharpe, 1978) .
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garding the goals that movements “should™ have embraced or “ought™
to have eschewed, and statements regarding the reactions from domi-
nant groups or others that “ought’ to have been averted—none of these
criticisms takes on meaning unless it can also be shown that it could
have been done differently. And to show how it might have been done
goes beyond the invocation of doctrine; it requires examination of the
institutional conditions which both create and limit the opportunities
for mass struggle. It is to such an examination that we hoped to con-
tribute with this book.

If features of social context influence the course of movements, so
too do the organizational forms that are developed within movements.
Here, however, organizers and leaders exercise some measure of dis-
cretion; they play a role in setting the directions of internal organiza-
tional development. And it is our criticism of the way such discretion
has typically been employed that has caused the severest upset among
reviewers. The upset was, perhaps, not surprising, for our critique of
organizational efforts offended central tenets of left doctrine.

In the main the left has held that formal mass-membership organi-
zations are the correct vehicles by which the working class can drive
toward power, at least in nonrevolutionary situations. This view is so
deeply imprinted on the tradition of the left that debates about
political strategy have been virtually confined to the question how to
build such bureaucratically structured membership organizations.
The strategic usefulness of this organizational form, its effectiveness
as a vehicle for influence, has been treated as axiomatic.

In three of the four movements we analyze, organizers and leaders
created mass-membership organizations (by contrast, leaders in the
southern civil rights movement emphasized coordinated mass mobili-
zations) ; experience with these membership organizations provides
a historical basis for examining their usefulness. We draw several
conclusions from this historical experience. First, it was not formal
organizations but mass defiance that won what was won in the 1930s
and 1960s: industrial workers, for example, forced concessions from
industry and government as a result of the disruptive eiffects of large-
scale strikes; defiant blacks forced concessions as a result of the dis-
ruptive effects of mass civil disobedience. Second, because they were
acutely vulnerable to internal oligarchy and stasis and to external
integration with elites, the bureaucratic organizations that were
developed within these movements tended to blunt the militancy that
was the fundamental source of such influence as the movements
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exerted. And finally, for the most part, the formal organizations
collapsed as the movements subsided. This is an important point, since
critics of movements complain of their short life, as if formal organiza-
tions provided a more enduring alternative form for working-class
mobilization. To be sure, the unions that emerged in the 1930s did
become permanent; and as we say in Chapter 3, they have been useful
in protecting the interests of workers. Still, the unions are obviously
no exception to the oligarchical and integrative tendencies exhibited
by formal membexship organizations. In any case, it was the unique
advantages afforded by their location in the mass-production industries
that made the sustained organization of workers possible, and these
situational advantages are not available to most other working-class
and lower-class groups.

Now all of this may be unsettling, but it is not startling. Our con-
clusions are very similar to those reached by Robert Michels decades
ago on the basis of his analysis of the organizational imperatives that
accounted for the conservative tendencies of the German Social
Democracy. The intellectual left has dealt with Michels largely by
ignoring him. But the dilemmas to which he pointed persist. Our
critics are dealing with our analysis in a similar way, dismissing it by
fiat. “A good book with a bad point,” Starr says, and he goes on to
characterize us as guilty of the “adoration of spontaneity.” Our
critique of the mass-membership bureaucracy is thus treated as if we
eschewed any form of coherent and coordinated mass action. Another
Teviewer says ‘we must try harder,” as if organizational imperatives
can simply be willed away. Bernstein argues that the dilemmas to
which we point “lie not in the fact of organization but in the nature of
its leadership” (his emphasis) ; but it is our point that the imperatives
of mass-membership organizational maintenance characteristically
create the kind of leadership Bernstein deplores. Hobsbawm acknowl-
edges the main points of our analysis, suggesting that they constitute
“a powerful contribution to the cause of realism,” only to conclude
that “the argument is unsatisfactory” because the poor “need, more
than ever, not only a strategy of effective pressure but policies—and
bodies capable of carrying out policies.”

The poor need a great deal, but they are not likely to be helped to
get it when we ignore the weaknesses in received doctrines revealed
by historical experience. If we acknowledge those weaknesses, we may
do better. We may then begin to consider alternative forms of or-
ganizations through which working-class people can act together in
defiance of their rulers in ways that are more congruent with the
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structure of working-class life and with the process of working-class
struggle, and less susceptible to penetration by dominant elites. The
mass-membership bureaucracy was, after all, not invented by the left,
but is rather a form through which the left emulated the modes of
organization that exist in the capitalist society the left seeks to trans-
form. Thatitshould be defended so uncritically seems odd.

F.F.P.
July 1978 RAC.
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Introduction

This book is about several protest movements that erupted among
lower-class groups in the United States during the middle years of
the twentieth century, We first examine the protests that arose during
the years of the Great Depression, both among the unemployed and
among industrial workers. Then we turn to the black protests that
arose after World War II, starting in the South and spreading to the
northern cities.

It is not our purpose, however, to present a comprehensive his-
torical account of these events. We have tried to rely whenever we
could on the historical research done by others.! Our purpose is
rather to probe for the political meaning of the extraordinary strug-
gles which occurred during these two tumultuous periods in recent
American history. We have tried to understand the features of the
American political economy which explain why these eruptions
occurred when they did, why the eruptions took the forms they did,
and why elites responded to them as they did. And we have tried to
understand these events because we think they reveal much about
both the limitations and the possibilities for power by the poor in
the electoral-representative political institutions of the United States.

There is, of course, a considerable literature on protest move-
ments. It is our opinion, however, that the most important question
to be asked about protest movements is not dealt with in this litera-
ture. As forms of political struggle, protest movements sometimes
succeed and sometimes fail. Sometimes they force concessions from
the state that help to relieve the condition of life of the lower classes,

1The chapters on the movement of industrial workers and the civil rights movement
are based on secondary sources because a great deal of historical work has been done on
these movements. Less has been done on the movement of the unemployed in the Great
Depression, and in that chapter we rely on both secondary and primary sources. The
chapter on the welfare rights movement is based on our direct knowledge of and
involvement in this movement, supplemented by the relatively few studies that have
been done.
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and sometimes they are ignored or repressed. Once protest is acknowl-
edged as a form of political struggle the chief question to be exam-
ined must inevitably be the relationship between what the protestors
do, the context in which they do it, and the varying responses of the
state, It is this kind of analysis of past protest movements that hardly
exists. As a consequence lower-lass groups, and those who align
themselves with lower-class groups, have been denied the political
wisdom that historical analysis of their own struggles might provide.

One result of this denial of history is the persistence of certain
doctrines among the activists and agitators who, from time to time
in the twentieth-century United States, have tried to mobilize the
lower classes for political action. Some of these activists, like the
cadres of the civil rights movement, were simply brave reformers,
committed not to the total transformation of American society but
to reforms consistent with American doctrines. Qthers, like many of
the organizers in the depression movements, were socialists of one
kind or another who saw particular protests as only a first step in
a longer-term revolutionary struggle.

But whatever their overarching ideology, activists have usually
concentrated their efforts on developing formally structured organi-
zations with a mass membership drawn from the lower classes. What
underlies such efforts is the conviction that formal organization is a
vehicle of power. This conviction is based on several assumptions.
First, formal organization presumably makes possible the coordina-
tion of the economic and political resources of large numbers of
people who separately have few such resources. Second, formal
organization presumably permits the intelligent and strategic use of
these resources in political conflict. And third, formal organization
presumably ensures the continuity of lower-class political mobiliza-
tion over time, This, in brief, is the model of mass-based, permanent
organization which has dominated efforts to build political power
among the lower classes.

Since the essence of this model of political action is that formal
organization will ensure regular, disciplined, and continuing con-
tributions and participation from its members, the model depends
for its success on the ability of organizations to secure incentives
or sanctions that will command and sustain the required contribu-
tions and participation from masses of people. The presumption of
most reformers and revolutionaries who have tried to organize the
lower classes is that once the economic and political resources of at
least modest numbers of people are combined in disciplined action,
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public or private elites will be forced to yield up the concessions
necessary to sustain and enlarge mass affiliation.

The model has not succeeded in practice, as the studies in this
book reveal. The model has not succeeded because it contains a
grave flaw. The flaw is, quite simply, that it is not possible to compel
concessions from elites that can be used as resources to sustain
oppositional organizations over time.

In part, activists do not recognize the flaw inherent in the mass-
based permanent organization model because they are attracted to
the possibility of organizing the lower classes at extraordinary times,
at moments when large numbers of lower-class people are roused to
indignation and defiance and thus when a great deal seems possible.
Organizers do not create such moments, as we will be at some pains
to explain later, but they are excited by them, and the signs of the
moment conspire to support the organizer’s faith. One such sign is
the sheer excess of political energy among the masses, which itself
breathes life into the belief that large organizations can be developed
and sustained. Another is that, in the face of the threat of popular
insurgency, elites may offer up concessions that would otherwise
have seemed improbable; the victories needed to sustain organiza-
tion thus seem ready to be won. Most important of all in affirming
the viability of the model, elites are likely at times of mass dis-
turbance to seek out whatever organizations have emerged among
the insurgents, soliciting their views and encouraging them to air
grievances before formal bodies of the state. While these symbolic
gestures give the appearance of influence to formal organizations
composed of lower-class people, elites are not actually responding
to the organizations; they are responding to the underlying force
of insurgency. But insurgency is always short-lived. Once it subsides
and the people leave the streets, most of the organizations which it
temporarily threw up and which elites helped to nurture simply
fade away. As for the few organizations which survive, it is because
they become more useful to those who control the resources on
which they depend than to the lower-class groups which the organi-
zations claim to represent. Organizations endure, in short, by aban-
doning their oppositional politics.

Our main point, however, is not simply that efforts to build
organizations are futile. The more important point is that by en-
deavoring to do what they cannot do, organizers fail to do what they
can do. During those brief periods in which people are roused to
indignation, when they are prepared to defy the authorities to whom
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they ordinarily defer, during those brief moments when lower-class
groups exert some force against the state, those who call themselves
leaders do not usually escalate the momentum of the people’s pro-
tests. They do not because they are preoccupied with trying to build
and sustain embryonic formal organizations in the sure conviction
that these organizations will enlarge and become powerful. Thus the
studies that follow show that, all too often, when workers erupted
in strikes, organizers collected dues cards; when tenants refused to
pay rent and stood off marshals, organizers formed building com-
mittees; when people were burning and looting, organizers used that
“moment of madness” to draft constitutions.

The study of past movements reveals another point of equal
importance. Organizers not only failed to seize the opportunity pre-
sented by the rise of unrest, they typically acted in ways that blunted
or curbed the disruptive force which lowerlass people were some-
times able to mobilize. In small part, this resulted from the doc-
trinal commitment to the development of mass-based, permanent
organization, for organization-building activities tended to draw
people away from the streets and into the meeting rooms. In part it
resulted from the preoccupation with internal leadership prerogatives
that organization-building seems to induce. But in the largest part
organizers tended to work against disruption because, in their search
for resources to maintain their organizations, they were driven in-
exorably to elites, and to the tangible and symbolic supports that
elites could provide. Elites conferred these resources because they
understood that it was organization-building, not disruption, that
organizers were about.

Ordinarily, of course, elites do not support efforts to form organi-
zations of lower-class people. But when insurgency wells up, ap-
parently uncontrollable, elites respond. And one of their responses
is to cultivate those lower-class organizations which begin to emerge
in such periods, for they have little to fear from organizations, espe-
cially from organizations which come to depend upon them for sup-
port. Thus, however unwittingly, leaders and organizers of the lower
classes act in the end to facilitate the efforts of elites to channel the
insurgent masses into normal politics, believing all the while that
they are taking the long and arduous but certain path to power.
When the tumult is over, these organizations usually fade, no longer
useful to those who provided the resources necessary to their sur-
vival. Or the organization persists by becoming increasingly sub-
servient to those on whom it depends.
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Either way, no lesson seems to be learned. Fach generation of
leaders and organizers acts as if there were no political moral to be
derived from the history of failed organizing efforts, nor from the
obvious fact that whatever the people won was a response to their
turbulence and not to their organized numbers. Consequently, when
new institutional dislocations once again set people free from pre-
vailing systems of social control, with the result that protest erupts
for another moment in time, leaders and organizers attempt again to
do what they cannot do, and forfeit the chance to do what they
might do.

We wrote this book as a step toward culling the historical wisdom
that might inform lower-class political mobilizations in the future.
The first chapter is a theoretical overview of the societal forces which
structure protest movements of the lower classes in the United States.
We consider this overview essential, for the forces which structure
mass insurgency also define the boundaries within which organizers
and leaders act, however much they might suppose otherwise. It is
our belief that many past organizing efforts foundered because they
failed to take account of the profound ways in which the social
structure restricts the forms of political action in which the lower
classes can engage, and having failed to recognize these limitations,
organizers and leaders also failed to exploit the opportunities afforded
by lower-class mobilizations when they did occur.

Then we turn to the movements of the Great Depression and of
the post-World War II period. Our studies of insurgency during the
years of the Great Depression include the movement of the un-
employed that gave rise to the Workers’ Alliance of America and
the movement of industrial workers that produced the Congress of
Industrial Organizations. The postwar studies include the southern
civil rights movement and the protest organizations it spawned, and
the movement of welfare recipients that generated the National
Welfare Rights Organization. The industrial workers’ movement and
the civil rights movement gained more than the others; it is our
central concern to show how differences in the strategies of organizers
and leaders help to explain variations in what was won.

Before we go on to the body of our argument we ought to explain
our use of the words “lower class™” or “poor.” We do not use the
terms in the contemporary sociological sense of a stratum beneath
the working class, but rather as a stratum within the working class
that is poor by standards prevailing in society at the time. Although
the specific social origins of the participants in the movements
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examined here varied greatly—some were white men, some were
black women; some were displaced southern agricultural workers,
some were urban immigrant industrial workers—we consider that
all of the protest movements we analyze arose among sectors of the
working class, including the protest of welfare mothers in the 1960s.
Our usage deviates from sociological custom but it is consistent
with classical Marxist definitions of the working class. Qur usage
also deviates from the current fashion on the left of referring to
impoverished and underemployed working-class groups as “lumpen
proletarians,” a fashion we find not only offensive for its denigrating
implications but also an abuse of Marx, who meant the term to refer
to deviant and criminal elements from all classes.

E.F.P.
March 1977 R.A.C.



CHAPTER

1

'The Structuring
of Protest

Common sense and historical experience combine to suggest a simple
but compelling view of the roots of power in any society. Crudely
but clearly stated, those who control the means of physical coercion,
and those who control the means of producing wealth, have power
over those who do not. This much is true whether the means of
coercion consists in the primitive force of a warrior caste or the
technological force of a modern army. And it is true whether the
control of production consists in control by priests of the mysteries
of the calendar on which agriculture depends, or control by financiers
of the large-scale capital on which industrial production depends.
Since coercive force can be used to gain control of the means of pro-
ducing wealth, and since control of wealth can be used to gain
coercive force, these two sources of power tend over time to be
drawn together within one ruling class.

Common sense and historical experience alse combine to suggest
that these sources of power are protected and enlarged by the use
of that power not only to control the actions of men and women,
but also to control their beliefs. What some call superstructure, and
what others call culeure, includes an elaborate system of beliefs and
ritual behaviors which defines for people what is right and what is
wrong and why; what is possible and what is impossible; and the
behavioral imperatives that follow from these beliefs. Because this
superstructure of beliefs and rituals is evolved in the context of
unequal power, it is inevitable that beliefs and rituals reinforce
inequality, by rendering the powerful divine and the challengers
evil. Thus the class struggles that might otherwise be inevitable in

1
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sharply unequal societies ordinarily do not seem either possible or
right from the perspective of those who live within the structure of
belief and ritual fashioned by those societies. People whose only
possible recourse in struggle is to defy the beliefs and rituals laid
down by their rulers ordinarily do not.

What common sense and historical experience suggest has been
true of many societies is no less true of modern capitalist societies,
the United States among them. Power is rooted in the control of
coercive force and in the control of the means of production. How-
ever, in capitalist societies this reality is not legitimated by rendering
the powerful divine, but by obscuring their existence. Thus electoral-
representative arrangements proclaim the franchise, not force and
wealth, as the basis for the accumulation and use of power. Wealth
is, to be sure, unequally distributed, but the franchise is widely and
nearly equally distributed, and by exercising the franchise men and
women presumably determine who their rulers will be, and there-
fore what their rulers presumably must do if they are to remain
rulers.

Since analysts of power also live within the boundaries of ritual
and belief of their society, they have contributed to this obfuscation
by arguing that electoral arrangements offset other bases of power.
Even the most sophisticated American political scientists have begun
with the assumption that there are in fact two systems of power, one
based on wealth and one based on votes, and they have devoted
themselves to deciphering the relative influence of these two systems.
This question has been regarded as intricate and complicated, de-
manding assiduous investigations in a variety of political settings,
and by methods subject to the most rigorous empirical strictures.
(“Nothing categorical can be assumed about power in any commun-
ity” was Polsby’s famous dictum.) The answer that emerged from
these investigations was that electoral-representative procedures ac-
complished a substantial dispersal of power in a less-than-perfect
world. It followed that those who struggled against their rulers by
defying the procedures of the liberal democratic state were dangerous
troublemakers, or simply fools.

In the 1960s the dominant pluralist tradition was discredited, at
least among those on the ideological left who were prodded by out-
breaks of defiance among minorities and students to. question this
perspective. In the critique that emerged it was argued that there
were not two systems of power, but that the power rooted in wealth
and force overwhelmed the power of the franchise. The pluralists
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had erred, the critics said, by failing to recognize the manifold ways
in which wealth and its concomitants engulfed electoral-representa-
tive procedures, effectively barring many people from participation
while deluding and entrapping others into predetermined electoral
“choices.” The pluralists had also erred by ignoring the consistent
bias toward the interests of elites inherent in presumably neutral
governing structures, no matter what the mandate of the electorate,

We do not wish to summarize the critique, which was by no
means simple, or all of a piece. We wish only to make the point that
the challenge rested in large part on the insight that modes of par-
ticipation and nonparticipation in electoral-representative procedures
were not, as the pluralists had implied by their narrow empirical
strictures, the freely made political choices of free men and women.
Rather, modes of ‘participation, and the degree of influence that re-
sulted, were consistently determined by location in the class struc-
ture. It was an important insight, and once it had been achieved the
conclusion followed not far behind that so long as lower-class groups
abided by the norms governing the clectoral-representative system,
they would have little influence. It therefore became clear, at least
to some of us, that protest tactics which defied political norms were
not simply the recourse of troublemakers and fools. For the poor,
they were the only recourse.

But having come this far, we have gone no further. The insights
that illuminated the critiques of electoral-representative processes
have been entirely overlooked in the few studies that have been done
of the nature of protest itself. From an intellectual perspective, it is
a startling oversight; from a political perspective, it is all too easily
explained by the overwhelming biases of our traditions. Briefly
stated, the main argument of this chapter is that protest is also not
a matter of free choice; it is not freely available to all groups at all
times, and much of the time it is not available to lower-class groups
at all. The occasions when protest is possible among the poor, the
forms that it must take, and the impact it can have are all delimited
by the social structure in ways which usually diminish its extent and
diminish its force. Before we go on to explain these points, we need
to define what we mean by a protest movement, for customary
definitions have led both analysts and activists to ignore or discredit
much protest that does occur.

The emergence of a protest movement entails a transformation
both of consciousness and of behavior. The change in consciousness
has at least three distinct aspects. First, “the system”—or those
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aspects of the system that people experience and perceive—loses
legitimacy. Large numbers of men and women who ordinarily accept
the authority of their rulers and the legitimacy of institutional
arrangements come to believe in some measure that these rulers and
these arrangements are unjust and wrong.® Second, people who are
ordinarily fatalistic, who believe that existing arrangements are
inevitable, begin to assert “rights” that imply demands for change.
Third, there is a new sense of efficacy; people who ordinarily consider
themselves helpless come to believe that they have some capacity to
alter their lot.

The change in behavior is equally striking, and usually mere easily
recognized, at least when it takes the form of mass strikes or marches
or riots. Such behavior seems to us to involve two distinguishing
elements. First, masses of people become defiant; they violate the
traditions and laws to which they ordinarily acquiesce, and they
flaunt the authorities to whom they ordinarily defer. And second,
their dehance is acted out collectively, as members of a group, and
not as isolated individuals. Strikes and riots are clearly forms of
collective action, but even some forms of defiance which appear to
be individual acts, such as crime or school truancy or incendiarism,
while more ambiguous, may have a collective dimension, for those
who engage in these acts may consider themselves to be part of a
larger movement. Such apparently atomized acts of defiance can be
considered movement events when those involved perceive them-
selves to be acting as members of a group, and when they share a
common set of protest beliefs.

Prevailing definitions, by stressing articulated social change goals
as the defining feature of social movements, have had the effect of
denying political meaning to many forms of protest. Thus while the
impulse to proliferate idiosyncratic usages ought erdinarily to be
resisted, we believe that the difference between our definition and
those generally found in the fairly extensive sociological literature
on social movements is no mere definitional quibble. Joseph Gusfield,

1In this connection Max Weber writes: “The degree in which ‘communal action’ and
possibly ‘societal action,’ emerges from the ‘mass actions' of the members of a class is
linked to general cultural conditions, especially to those of an intcllectnal sort, Tt is also
linked to the extent of the contrasts that have already evolved, and is especially linked
to the transparency of the connections between the causes and the consequences of the
‘class situation.' For however diiferent life chances may be, this fact in itself, according
to all experience, by no means gives birxih to ‘class action . , " (184, emphasis in the
original}.
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for example, defines a social movement as “socially shared activities
and beliefs directed toward the demand for change in some aspect
of the social order. . . . What characterizes a social movement as a
particular kind of change agent is its quality as an articulated and
organized group” (2, 453). Similarly John Wilson says: “A social
movement is a conscious, collective, organized attempt to bring about
or resist large-scale change in the social order by noninstitutionalized
means” {8).

The stress on conscious intentions in these usages reflects a con-
fusion in the literature between the mass movement on the one
hand, and the formalized organizations which tend to emerge on the
crest of the movement on the other hand—two intertwined but dis-
tinct phenomena.? Thus formalized organizations do put forward
articulated and agreed-upon- social change goals, as suggested by
these definitions, but such goals may not be apparent in mass up-
risings (although others, including ourselves as observers and ana-
lysts, may well impute goals to uprisings). Furthermore our emphasis
is on collective defance as the key and distinguishing feature of a
protest movement, but defiance tends to be omitted or understated in
standard definitions simply because defiance does not usually char-
acterize the activities of formal organizations that arise on the crest
of protest movements.

Whatever the intellectual sources of error, the effect of equating
movements with movement organizations—and thus requiring that
protests have a leader, a constitution, a legislative program, or at
least a banner before they are recognized as such—is to divert atten-
tion from many forms of political unrest and to consign them by
definition to the more shadowy realms of social problems and deviant
behavior. As a result such events as massive school truancy or rising
worker absenteeism or mounting applications for public welfare or
spreading rent defaults rarely attract the attention of political
analysts. Having decided by definitional fiat that nothing political
has occurred, nothing has to be explained, at least not in the terms
of political protest. And having contrived in this way not to recog-
nize protest or to study it, we cannot ask certain rather obvious and
important questions about it.

2Thus, Zald and Ash use the term “social movemnent organizations” ta encompass both
forms of social action. Robertz Ash does, in her later work, distinguish between move-
ments and movement organizations, but she continues to stress articulated goals as a
defining feature of a movement.
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Institutional Limits on the Incidence

of Mass Insurgency

Aristotle believed that the chief cause of internal warfare was in-
equality, that the lesser rebel in order to be equal. But human ex-
petrience has proved him wrong, most of the time. Sharp inequality
has been constant, but rebellion infrequent. Aristotle underestimated
the controlling force of the social structure on political life. How-
ever hard their lot may be, people usually remain acquiescent, con-
forming to the accustomed patterns of daily life in their community,
and believing those patterns to be both inevitable and just. Men and
women till the fields each day, or stoke the furnaces, or tend the
looms, obeying the rules and rhythms of earning a livelihood; they
mate and bear children hopefully, and mutely watch them die; they
abide by the laws of church and community and defer to their rulers,
striving to earn a little grace and esteem. In other words most
of the time people conform to the institutional arrangements which
enmesh them, which regulate the rewards and penalties of daily life,
and which appear to be the only possible reality.

Those for whom the rewards are most meager, who are the most
oppressed by inequality, are also acquiescent. Sometimes they are
the most acquiescent, for they have little defense against the penalties
that can be imposed for defiance. Moreover, at most times and in
most places, and especially in the United States, the poor are led to
believe that their destitution is deserved, and that the riches and
power that others command are also deserved. In more traditional
societies sharp inequalities are thought to be divinely ordained, or
to be a part of the natural order of things. In more modern societies,
such as the United States, riches and power are ascribed to personal
qualities of industry or talent; it follows that those who have little
or nothing have only what they deserve. As Edelman observes in his
study of American political beliefs:

The American poor have required less coercion and less in social
security guarantees to maintain their quiescence than has been true
in other developed countries, even authoritarian ones like Germany
and notably poor ones like Italy; for the guilt and self-concepts
of the poor have kept them docile (1971, 56) .

Ordinarily, in short, the lower classes accept their lot, and that
acceptance can be taken for granted; it need not be bargained for
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by their rulers. This capacity of the institutions of a society to
enforce political docility is the most obvious way in which protest
is socially structured, in the sense that it is structurally precluded
most of the time.

Sometimes, however, the poor do become defiant. They challenge
traditional authorities, and the rules laid down by those authorities.
‘They demand redress for their grievances. American history is punc-
tuated by such events, from the first uprisings by freeholders, tenants,
and slaves in colonial America, to the postrevolutionary debtor
rchellions, through the periodic eruptions of strikes and riots by
industrial workers, to the ghetto riots of the twentieth century. In
cach instance, masses of the poor were somehow able, if only briefly,
to overcome the shame bred by a culture which blames them for their
plight; somehow they were able to break the bonds of conformity
enforced by work, by family, by community, by every strand of
institutional life; somehow they were able to overcome the fears
induced by police, by militia, by company guards.

When protest does arise, when masses of those who are ordinarily
docile become defiant, a major transformation has occurred. Most of
the literature on popular insurgency has been devoted to identifying
the preconditions of this transformation (often out of a concern for
preventing or curbing the resulting political disturbances). Whatever
the disagreements among different schools of thought, and they are
substantial, there is general agreement that the emergence of popular
uprisings reflects profound changes in the larger society, This area
of agreement is itself important, for it is another way of stating our
proposition that protest is usually structurally precluded. The agree-
ment is that only under exceptional conditions will the lower classes
become defiant—and thus, in our terms, only under exceptional con-
ditions are the lower classes afforded the socially determined oppor-
tunity to press for their own class interests.

The validity of this point follows from any of the major theories
of civil disorder considered alone. When the several theoretical per-
spectives are considered concurrently and examined in the light of
the historical events analyzed in this book, the conclusion is sug-
pested that while different theories emphasize different kinds of
social dislocations, most of these dislocations occurred simultaneously
in the 1930s and 1960s. One does not have to believe that the various
major theoretical perspectives are equally valid to agree that they
may all cast at Jeast some light on the series of dislocations that pre-
ceded the eruption of protest, at least in the periods we study. This
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argues that it not only requires a major social dislocation before
protest can emerge, but that a sequence or combination of disloca-
tions probably must occur before the anger that underlies protest
builds to a high pitch, and before that anger can find expression in
collective defiance.

It seems useful to divide perspectives on insurgency according to
whether the emphasis is on pressures that force eruptions, or whether
the emphasis is on the breakdown of the regulatory capacity of the
society, a breakdown that permits eruptions to occur and to take
form in political protest. Thus among the “pressure’”” theorists one
might include those who emphasize economic change as a precon-
dition for civil disorder, whether economic improvement or im-
miseration. Sharp economic change obviously disturbs the relation-
ship between what men and women have been led to expect, and the
conditions they actually experience. If people have been led to expect
more than they receive, they are likely to feel frustration and anger.?
Some analysts, following de Tocqueville, emphasize the frustration
produced by periods of economic improvement which may generate
expectations that outpace the rate of actual economic gain.* Others,
following more closely in the tradition of Marx and Engels,® empha-
size that it is new and unexpected hardships that generate frustration
and anger, and the potential for civil strife. However, this disagree-
ment, as others have noted, is not theoretically irreconcilable.

8 Perhaps the best known exponent of this widely held "relative deprivation” theory of
civil strife is Ted Robert Gurr (1968, 1970). See also Feicrabend, Feierabend, and
Nesvold. For an excellent critique of the political theorists who base their work on
this theory, see Lupsha.

4 Both de Tocqueville and his followers include conditions of political liberalization,
and the rising political expectations that result, as possible precursors of civil strife,
Probably the most well-known of the contemporary “rising expectations” theorists is
James C. Davies, who, however, argues a variant of the theory known as the “J-Gurve.”
According to Davies, it is only when long periods of improvement are followed by
economic downturns ox political yepression that civil strife results (1962).

& The views of Marx and Engels are, however, both more historically specific and com-
prehensive than the relative deprivation theory, and might be better described as not
inconsistent with that theory. Economic crises, and the attendant hardships, activate
proletarian struggles not only because of the extreme immiseration of the proletariat at
such times, and not only because of the expansion of the reserve army of the unem-
ployed at such times, but because periods of economic crisis reveal the contradictions of
capitalism, and particularly the contradiction between socialized productive forces and
the anarchy of private ownership and exchange. In Engels’ words, "The mode of pro-
duction rises in rebellion against the form of exchange. The bourgeoisie are convicted
of incapacity further to manage their own social productive forces” (1967). Deprivation,
in other words, is only a symptom of a far more profound conflict which cannot be
resolved within the existing social formation,
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Whether one stresses that it is good times or bad times that account
for turmoil among the lower orders may be more a reflection of the
empirical cases the author deals with, and perhaps of the author's
class sympathies, than of serious conceptual differences.® Both the
theorists of rising expectations and those of immiseration agree that
when the expectations of men and women are disappointed, they
may react with anger. And while sudden hardship, rather than rising
expectations, is probably the historically more important precondi-
tion for mass turmoil, both types of change preceded the eruptions
noted in the pages that follow.?

Still other pressure theorists focus not on the stresses generated by
inconsistencies between economic circumstance and expectation, hut
follow Parsons (1951) in broadening this sort of model to include
stresses created by structural changes generally, by inconsistencies
between different “components of action” leading to outbreaks of
what Parsons labels “irrational behavior” (1965). The breadth and
vagueness of this model, however, probably make it less than useful.
As Charles Tilly comments, “there is enough ambiguity in concepts
like ‘structural change,” ‘stress’ and ‘disorder’ to keep a whole flotilla
of philologists at sea for life” (1964, 100).

The major flaw, in our view, in the work of all pressure theorists
is their reliance on an unstated and incorrect assurnption that eco-
nomic change or structural change is extraordinary, that stability
and the willing consensus it fosters are the usual state of affairs.
Economic change, and presumably also structural change, if one were
clear as to what that meant, are more the usual than the occasional
features of capitalist societies. Nevertheless, historical evidence sug-
gests that extremely rapid economic change adds to the frustration
and anger that many people may experience much of the time,

The other major set of theoretical perspectives on popular up-
rising emphasizes the breakdown of the regulatory capacity of social
institutions as the principle factor leading to civil strife. These
explanations also range broadly from social disorganization theorists

€ Geshwender points out that rising expectations and relative deprivation hypotheses
(as well as status inconsistency hypotheses) are theoretically yeconcilable.

7 Barrington Moore asserts bluntly that the main urban revolutionary movements in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries “were all revolutions of desperation, certainly not of
rising expectations, as some liberal theprists of revolution might lead one to anticipate.”
Snyder and Tilly, however, seem to disagree, and report that at least short-term fluctua-
tions in prices and industrial production did not predict the incidence of collective
violence in nineteenth- and twentieth-century France (1972).
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such as Hobshawm, who emphasizes the breakdown of the regulatory
controls implicit in the structures and routines of daily life; to those
such as Kornhauser, who argues that major societal changes—depres-
sion, industrialization, urbanization—break the ties that bind people
to the multiple secondary associations that ordinarily control political
behavior (1959); to those who focus on divisions among elites as
the trigger that releases popular discontents. Taken together, these
social disorganization perspectives provide a major insight, however
general, into the links between societal change, the breakdown of
social controls—what Ash calls the “deroutinization” of life (164—
167)—and the eruption of protest® The disorganization theories
suggest that periods of rapid change tend, at the same time as they
build frustration, to weaken the regulatory controls inherent in the
structures of institutional life.

More specifically, economic change may be so jarring as to virtually
destroy the structures and routines of daily life. Hobsbawm points to
the impact of just such conditions in accounting for the rise of
“social banditry” among the Italian peasantry in the nineteenth
century:

[Social banditry] is most likely to become a major phenomenon
when their traditional equilibrium is upset: during and after
periods of abnormal hardship, such as famines and wars, or at
the moments when the jaws of the dynamic modern world seize
the static communities in order to destroy and transform them
(1963, 24).

Barrington Moore stresses a similar theme:

The main factors that create a revolutionary mass are a sudden
increase in hardship coming on top of quite serious deprivations,

8 Just as the relative deprivation theories are not incensistent with a Marxist interpreta-
tion of the origins of working- and lower-class protest, neither is the emphasis on
social disorganization necessarily inconsistent (although most of the proponents of that
perspective are clearly not Marxists). Thus a Marxist interpretation of protest would
acknowledge the significance of both relative deprivation and social disorganization,
treating these however not as historically generalizable causes of wuprisings, but as
symptoms of historically specific contradictions in capitalist society. Bertell Oilman’s
work on character structure as inhibiting class consciousness and class action contributes
to making explicit the link between social disorganization and mass uprisings from a
Marxist perspective. Qilman argues that the “proletariat’s “fear of freedem’ and their
submissiveness before authority . . . are, after all, simply attempts to repeat in the
future what has been done in the past” (42). But clearly, periods of major social
dislocation may force a break in these character patterns, if only by precluding the
possibility of repeating in the future what has been done in the past.
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together with the breakdown of the routines of daily life—getting
food, going to work, etc.—that tie people to the prevailing order,

The significance of economic change is, in other words, not simply
that people find their expectations frustrated and so feel anger. It
is also that when the structures of daily life weaken, the regulatory
capacities of these structures, too, are weakened. “A revolution takes
place” says Lefebvre “when and only when, in such a society, people
can no longer lead their everyday lives; so long as they can live their
ordinary lives relations are constantly re-established” (32).

Ordinary life for most people is regulated by the rules of work
and the rewards of work which pattern each day and week and
season. Once cast out of that routine, people are cast out of the
regulatory framework that it imposes. Work and the rewards of work
underpin the stability of other social institutions as well. When men
cannot earn enough to support families, they may desert their wives
and children, or fail to marry the women with whom they mate.
And if unemployment is longlasting entire communities may dis-
integrate as the able-bodied migrate elsewhere in search of work. In
effect daily life becomes progressively deregulated as what Edelman
calls the “‘comforting banalities” of everyday existence are destroyed
(95). The first signs of the resulting demoralization and uncertainty
are usnally rising indices of crime, family breakdown, vagrancy, and
vandalism.* Barred from conforming to the social roles they have
been reared to live through, men and women continue to stumble
and struggle somehow to live, within or without the rules.

Thus it is not only that catastrophic depression in the 1930s and
modernization and migration in the 1960s led to unexpected hard-
ships; massive unemployment and the forced uprooting of people
and communities had other, perhaps equally traumatic effects on
the lives of people. The loss of work and the disintegration of com-
munities meant the loss of the regulating activities, resources, and
relationships on which the structure of everyday life depends, and
thus the erosion of the structures that bound people to existing social

# It ought to be noted that Charles Tilly, in his influential work on collective violence
in nineteenth-century France, does not confirm the generally accepted view that there
is 2 relationship between crime and collective violence, or between either of these vari-
ables and the presumalbly disorganizing impact of urban growth. However, the evidence
suggests that these relationships d¢id hold in the periods which we investigate in the
twentieth-century United States, and we do not consider the isue yet settled, In other
respects, as we will note, we agree with Tilly's alternative emphasis on resource shifts
as a precondition for collective struggle. See Tilly (1964), and Lodhi and Tilly (J973).



Poor People’s Movements 12

arrangements. Still, neither the frustrations generated by the eco-
nomic change, nor the breakdown of daily life, may be sufficient to
lead people to protest their travails. Ordinarily, when people suffer
such hardships, they blame God, or they blame themselves.

For a protest movement to arise out of these traumas of daily life,
people have to perceive the deprivation and disorganization they
experience as both wrong, and subject to redress.® The social arrange-
ments that are ordinarily perceived as just and immutable must come
to seem both unjust and mutable. One condition favoring this
transvaluation is the scale of distress. Thus in the 1930s, and again
in the postwar years, unemployment reached calamitous proportions.
Large numbers of people lost their means of earning a livelihood at
the same time. This was clearly the case in the 19305 when unemploy-
ment affected one-third of the work force. But among blacks the
experience in the post~World War II period was equally devastating,
for millions were forced off the land and concentrated in the ghettos
of the cities, Within these central city ghettos, unemployment rates
in the 1950s and 1960s reached depression levels. The sheer scale
of these dislocations helped to mute the sense of self-blame, pre-
disposing men and women to view their plight as a collective one,
and to blame their rulers for the destitution and disorganization they
experienced.

This transvaluation is even more likely to take place, or to take
place more rapidly, when the dislocations suffered by particular
groups occur in a context of wider changes and instability, at times
when the dominant institutional arrangements of the society, as
people understand them, are self-evidently not functioning. When
the mammoth industrial empires of the United States virtually
ground to a halt in the early 1930s and the banks of the country
simply closed their doors, the “American Way” could not be so fully
taken for granted by the masses of impoverished workers and the
unemployed. Similarly, while the institutional disturbances that pre-
ceded the black movements of the 1960s were not dramatically visible
to the society as a whole, they were to the people who were uprooted
by them. For blacks, changes in the southern economy meant nothing

10 “The classical mob,” writes Hobsbawm, “did not merely riot as protest, but because it
expected to achieve something by its riot. It assumed that the authorities would be
sensitive (o its movements, and probably also that they would make some sort of
immediate concession . . ." (111). Rudé’s account of the food riots among the urban
poor in the eighteenth century makes the same point (1964).
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less than the disintegration of the ancien regime of the feudal planta-
tion, just as the subsequent migratory trek to the cities meant their
wrenching removal into an unknown society.

Finally, as these objective institutional upheavals lead people to
reappraise their situation, elites may contribute to that reappraisal,
thus helping to stimulate mass arousal—a process that has often been
noted by social theorists. Clearly, the vested interest of the ruling
class is usually in preserving the status quo, and in preserving the
docility of the lower orders within the status quo. But rapid institu-
tional change and upheaval may affect elite groups differently, under-
mining the power of some segments of the ruling class and enlarging
the power of other segments, so that elites divide among them-
selves. This dissonance may erode their authority, and erode the
authority of the institutional norms they uphold. If, in the ensuing
competition for dominance, some among the elite seek to enlist the
support of the impoverished by naming their grievances as just, then
the hopes of the lower classes for change will be nourished and the
legitimacy of the institutions which oppress them further weakened.!

Indeed, even when elites play no actual role in encouraging pro-
test, the masses may invent a role for them. Hobsbawm describes how
peasants in the Ukraine pillaged the gentry and Jews during the
tumultuous year 1905. They did so, however, in the firm conviction
that a new imperial manifesto had directed them to take what they
wanted, An account by a landowner makes the point:

“Why have you come?” I asked them,

“To demand corn, to make you give us your corn,” said several
voices simultaneously. . . .

I could not refrain from recalling how 1 had treated them for
so long.

“But what are we to do?” several voices answered me,

“We aren't doing this in our name, but in the name of the Tsar.”
“It is the Tsar's order,” said one voice in the crowd.

“A general has distributed this order of the Tsar throughout the
districts,” said another {187).12

Roberta Ash ascribes the politicization of Boston mobs during the revolutionary
period to this process. As the discontented wealthy sought allies among the poor, street
gangs were transformed into organized militants in the political struggle {70-78).

Hobsbawm and Rudé make the same point about the English farm laborers’ protests
against enclosure: “[TThey were reluctant to believe . . . that the King's government
and Parliament were against them. For how could the format of justice be against
justice?” (65),
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Nor is this tendency only observable among Russian peasants. Crowds
of welfare recipients demonstrating for special grants in New York
City in May 1968 employed a similar justification, inciting each other
with the news that a rich woman had died and left instructions that
her wealth be distributed through the welfare centers. These events
suggest that people seck to legitimate what they do, even when they
are defiant, and the authority of elites to define what is legitimate
remains powerful, even during periods of stress and disorder.

Our main point, however, is that whatever position one takes on
the “causes” of mass unrest, there is general agreement that extraor-
dinary disturbances in the larger society are required to transform
the poor from apathy to hope, from quiescence to indignation.’* On
this point, if no other, theorists of the most diverse persuasions agree.
Moreover, there is reason to think that a series of concurrent dis-
locations underlay the mass protests of the 1950s and 1960s. And
with that said, the implication for an understanding of the potential
for political influence among the poor becomes virtually self-evident:
since periods of profound social dislocations are infrequent, so too
are opportunities for protest among the lower classes.

The Patterning of Insurgency

Just as quiescence is enforced by institutional life, and just as the
eruption of discontent is determined by changes in institutional life,
the forms of political protest are also determined by the institutional
context in which people live and work. This point seems self-evident
to us, but it is usually ignored, in part because the pluralist tradition
defines political action as essentially a matter of choice. Political
actors, whoever they may be, are treated as if they are not con-

13 Rosa Luxemburg’s discussion of the profound and complex social upheavals that lead
to mass strikes makes the same point: “[I]t is extremely difficult for any leading organ of
the proletarian movement to foresee and to calculate which occasions and moments
can lead to explosions and which cannot . . . because in each individual act of the
struggle so many important economic, political, and social, general and local, material
and psychological moments are brought into play that no single act can be arranged and
resolved like a mathematical problem. . . . The revelution is not 2 maneuver execcuted
by the proletariat in the open field; rather, it is a struggle in the midst of the unceasing
crashing, crumbling, and displacing of all the social foundations” (245).



15 The Structuring of Protest

stricted by a social environment in deciding upon cne political
strategy or another; it is as if the strategies employed by different
groups were freely elected, rather than the result of constraints im-
posed by their location in the social structure. In this section, we turn,
in the most preliminary way, to a discussion of the ways in which
the expression of defiance is patterned by features of institutional life.

THE ELECTORAL SYSTEM AS A STRUCTURING
INSTITUTION

In the United States the principal structuring institution, at least
in the early phases of protest, is the electoral-representative system.
The significance of this assertion is not that the electoral system pro-
vides an avenue of influence under normal circumstances. To the
contrary, we shall demonstrate that it is usually when unrest among
the lower classes breaks out of the confines of electoral procedures
that the poor may have some influence, for the instability and
polarization they then threaten to create by their actions in the
factories or in the streets may force some response from electoral
leaders. But whether action emerges in the factories or the streets
may depend on the course of the early phase of protest at the polls.

Ordinarily defiance is first expressed in the voting booth simply
because, whether defiant or not, people have been socialized within
a political culture that defines voting as the mechanism through
which political change can and should properly occur. The vitality
of this political culture, the controlling force of the norms that guide
political discontent into electoral channels, is not understood merely
by asserting the pervasiveness of liberal political ideology in the
United States and the absence of competing ideologies, for that is
precisely what has to be explained. Some illumination is provided by
certain features of the electoral system itself, by its rituals and cele-
brations and rewards, for these practices help to ensure the persist-
ence of confidence in electoral procedures. Thus it is significant that
the franchise was extended to white working-class men at a very
early period in the history of the United States, and that a vigorous
system of local government developed. Through these mechanisms,
large proportions of the population were embraced by the ritvals of
electoral campaigns, and shared in the symbolic rewards of the
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electoral system, while some also shared in the tangible rewards of
a relatively freely dispensed government patronage. Beliefs thus
nurtured do not erode readily.

Accordingly, one of the first signs of popular discontent in the
contemporary United States is usually a sharp shift in traditional
voting patterns.** In a sense, the electoral system serves to measure
and register the extent of the emerging disaffection. Thus, the urban
working class reacted to economic catastrophe in the landslide elec-
tion of 1932 by turning against the Republican Party to which it had
given its allegiance more or less since 1896.15 Similarly, the political
impact of the forces of modernization and migration was first evident
in the crucial presidential elections of 1956 and 1960. Urban blacks,
who had voted Democratic in successively larger proportions since

14 The tendency for popular discontent to lead to third-party efforts is of course also
evidence of the force of electoral norms. Thus as early as the depression of 1828-1831,
labor unrest was expressed in the rise of numerous workingman's political partics, and
late in the nincteenth century as the industrial working class grew, much labor dis-
content was channeled into socialist political parties, some of which achieved modest
success at the local level. In 1901 the Socialist Party came together as a coalition of
many of these groups, and by 1912 it had elected 1,200 party memabers to local public
office in some 340 cities and towns, including the mayor’s office in 73 cities (Weinstein,
7). Similarly the agrarian movements of the late nineteenth century were primarily
oricnted toward the electoral system. Nor is this tendency only evident in the United
States. In Europe, for example, with the disillusionment of the failed revolution of
1848, and with (he gradual extension of the franchise to workexs, socialist parties also
began to emphasize parliamentary tactics. The classical justification for this emphasis
became Engels’ introduction 1o Class Struggles in France, in which Engels writes of the
successes achieved by the German party through the parliamentary vote: “It has been
discovered that the political institutions in which the domination of the bourgeoisie is
organized offer a fulcrum by means of which the proletariat can combat these very
political institutions. The Social Democrats have participated in the elections to the
various Diets, to municipal conncils, and to industrial courts. Wherever the proletariat
could secure an effective voice, the occupation of these electoral strongholds by the
bourgeoisie has been contested. Consequently, the bourgeocisie and the government have
become much more alarmed at the legal than at the illegal activities of the labor party,
dreading the results of elections far more than they dread the results of rebellion.”
Some years later, Kautsky published a letter from Engels disavowing the preface and
blaming it on the “timid legalism” of the leaders of the Gexman Social Democratic
Party who were committed to the parliamentary activities through which the party was
thriving, and fearful of the threatened passage of antisocialist laws by the Reichstag
{see Howard, 383; Michels, 370 fn 6).

16 Burnham’s well-known theory of “critical elections” resulting from the cumulative
tension between socio-economic developments and the political system i3 similar to this
argument (1965, 1970). The relationship betwen economic conditions and voter
responses has been subjected to extensive empirical study by American political scien-
tists. These studies generally tend to confirm the proposition that deteriorating economic
conditions result in voter defections from incumbent parties. See for example Bloom
and Price; Kramer; and Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes.
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the election of 1936, began to defect to Republican columns or to
stay away from the polls.

These early signs of political instability ordinarily prompt efforts
by contending political leaders to placate the defecting groups, usu-
ally at this stage with conciliatory pronouncements. The more serious
the electoral defections, or the keener the competition among
political elites, the more likely that such symbolic appeasements will
be offered. But if the sources of disturbance and anger are severe—
and only if they are severe and persistent—conciliations are likely
merely to fuel mass arousal, for in effect they imply that some of the
highest leaders of the land identify with the indignation of the
lowly masses.

Moreover, just as political leaders play an influential role in
stimulating mass arousal, so do they play an important role in shaping
the demands of the aroused.’® What are intended to serve as merely
symbolic appeasements may instead provide a focus for the still
inchoate anxieties and diffuse anger that drive the masses. Thus early
rhetorical pronouncements by liberal political leaders, including
presidents of the United States, about the “rights” of workers and the
“rights” of blacks not only helped to fuel the discontents of workers
and blacks, but helped to concentrate those discontents on demands
articulated by leading officials of the nation.’?

Edelman ascribes the influence of public officials as “powerful shapers of perceptions™
to their virtual monopoly on certain kinds of information, to the legitimacy of the
regime with which they are identified, and to the intense identification of people with
the state (101-102).

Our conviction that the demands of the protestors, at least for the periods we
examine, are shaped as much by their interaction with clites as by the structural factors
(or contradictions) which produced the movements is one difference between this
analysis and some Marxist interpretations. Thus if one explains the origins of protest
not by the breakdown of social controls, or by relative deprivation, but by the basic
and irreconcilable contradictions that characterize capitalist institutions, then the
political agenda the movement evolves ought to reflect those basic and irreconcilable
contradictions. Hence it would follow that working-class and lower-class movements
arising in a corporate capitalist society are democratic and egalitarian or, in an older
terminology, progressive, and not ultimately cooptable. Manuel Castells, for example,
who has done some of the best work on social movements from a Marxist perspective,
defines a movement as "a certain type of organization of social practices, the logic of
whose development contradicts the institutionally dominant social logic” (93). By his
definition Castells thus minimizes a host of problems in evaluating the political direc-
tions of social movements that historical experience unfortunately does not minimize.
See also Uscem (1575, 27-35). Or, in another terminology, we do not take it for granted
that conscious {or subjective) orientations of action approximate objective class
interests (see Dahrendorf (174-176) and Balbus for a.discussion of this distinction).
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But when people are thus encouraged in spirit without being
appeased in fact, their defiance may escape the boundaries of electoral
rituals, and escape the boundaries established by the political norms
of the electoral-representative system in general. They may indeed
become rebellious, but while their rebellion often appears chaotic
from the perspective of conventional American politics, or from
the perspective of some organizers, it is not chaotic at all; it is
structured political behavior. When people riot in the streets, their
behavior is socially patterned, and within those patterns, their actions
are to some extent deliberate and purposeful.

SOCIAL LOCATION AND FORMS OF DEFIANCE

In contrast to the effort expended in accounting for the sources of
insurgency, relatively little attention has been given to the question
of why insurgency, when it does occur, takes one form and not
another. Why, in other words, do people sometimes strike and at
other times boycott, loot, or burn? Perhaps this question is seldom
dealt with because the defiant behavior released often appears inchoate
to analysts, and therefore not susceptible to explanation, as in the
nineteenth-century view of mental illness. Thus Parsons character-
izes reactions to strain as “irrational” (1965); Neil Smelser describes
collective behavior as “primitive” and “magical”; and Kornhauser
attributes unstable, extremist, and antidemocratic tendencies to mass
movements. Many defiant forms of mass action that fall short of
armed uprisings are thus often simply not recognized as intelligent
political behavior at all.

The common but false association of lower-class protest with vio-
lence may also be a residue of this tradition and its view of the
mob as normless and dangerous, the barbarian unchained. Mass
violence is, to be sure, one of many forms of defiance, and perhaps a
very elemental form, for it violates the very ground rules of civil
society. And lower-class groups do on occasion resort to violence—
to the destruction of property and persons—and perhaps this is more
likely to be the case when they are deprived by their institutional
location of the opportunity to use other forms of defiance. More
typically, however, they are not violent, although they may be mili-
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tant. They are usually not violent simply because the risks are too
great; the penalties attached to the use of violence by the poor are
too fearsome and too overwhelming.1® (Of course, defiance by the
lower class frequently results in violence when more powerful groups,
discomfited or alarmed by the unruliness of the poor, use force to
coerce them into docility. The substantial record of violence asso-
ciated with protest movements in the United States is a record com-
posed overwhelmingly of the casualties suffered by protestors at the
hands of public or private armies.)

Such perspectives have left us with images which serve to discredit
lower-class movements by denying them meaning and legitimacy,
instead of providing explanations. While the weakening of social con-
trols that accompanies ruptures in social life may be an important
precondition for popular uprisings, it does not follow either that the
infrastructure of social life simply collapses, or that those who react
to these disturbances by protesting are those who suffer the sharpest
personal disorientation and alienation. To the contrary it may well
be those whose lives are rooted in some institutional context, who
are in regular relationships with others in similar straits, who are
best able to redefine their travails as the fault of their rulers and not
of themselves, and are best able to join together in collective protest.*®
Thus while many of the southern blacks who participated in the
civil rights movement were poor, recent migrants to the southern
cities, or were unemployed, they were also linked together in the

18 Gamson argues convineingly that rational calculations of the chances of success
underlie the use of violence: “Violence should be viewed as an instrumental act, aimed
at furthering the purpose of the group that uses it when they have some reason to
think it will help their cause. . . . [It] grows from an impatience born of confidence and
rising efficacy rather than the opposite. It occurs when hostility toward the victim
renders it 2 relatively safe and costless strategy” (81).

It may be for this reason that the extensive data collected after the ghetto riots of
the 1960s on the characteristics of rioters and nenrioters provided little evidence that
the rioters themselves were more likely to be recent migrants or less educated or suifer
higher rates of unemployment than the ghetto population as a whole. But while there
are data to indicate that the rioters did not suffer higher indices of “rootlessness,” little
is known about the networks or structares through which their defiance was mobilized.
Tilly speculates interestingly on the relation between integration and deprivation by
suggoesting that the more integrated shopkeepers and artisans of Paris may have led the
great outburst of the French Revolution precisely because they were in a better
position to do so, and because they had a kind of leadership role, and were therefore
responsive to the misery of the hordes of more impoverished Parisians (1964). Hobs-
bawm and Rudé aseribe a similar role to local artisans in the English farm laborers’
protests of the early nineteenth century (1968, 63-64).
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southern black church, which became the mobilizing node of move-
ment actions.?

Just as electoral political institutions channel protest into voter
activity in the United States, and may even confine it within these
spheres if the disturbance is not severe and the electoral system
appears responsive, so do other features of institutional life determine
the forms that protest takes when it breaks out of the boundaries of
electoral politics. Thus, it is no accident that some people strike,
others riot, or loot the granaries, or burn the machines, for just as
the patterns of daily life ordinarily assure mass quiescence, so do
these same pattexns influence the 'form defiance will take when it
erupts.

First, people experience deprivation and oppression within a con-
crete setting, not as the end product of large and abstract processes,
and it is the concrete experience that molds their discontent into
specific grievances against specific targets. Workers experience the
factory, the speeding rhythm of the assembly line, the foreman, the
spies and the guards, the owner and the paycheck. They do not
experience monopoly capitalism. People on relief experience the
shabby waiting rooms, the overseer or the caseworker, and the dole.
They do not experience American social welfare policy. Tenants
experience the leaking ceilings and cold radiators, and they recognize
the landlord. They do not recognize the banking, real estate, and
construction systems. No small wonder, therefore, that when the
poor rebel they so often rebel against the averseer of the poor, or the
slumlord, or the middling merchant, and not against the banks or
the governing elites to whom the overseer, the slumlord, and the
merchant also defer.?* In other words, it is the daily experience of

20 Tilly, reviewing the literature on the French Revolution, makes a similar argument
about the structuring of the great outbursts of collective violence among the sans-
culottes: “fTlhe insurrection was a continuation, in an extreme form, of their everyday
politics” (1964, 114), See also the account by Hobsbawm and Rudé of the role of the
“village parliaments” and churches in English agricultural uprisings (1968, 59-60.

21 Max Weber makes the similar point “that the class antagonisms that are conditioned
through the market situation are usually most bitter between those who actually and
directly participate as opponents in price wars. It is not the rentier, the share-holder,
and the banker who suffer the i1l will of the worker, but almost exclusively the manu-
facturer and the business executives who are the direct opponents of workers in price
wars. This is so in spite of the fact that it is precisely the cash boxes of the rentier, the
share-holder, and the banker inte which the more or less ‘unearned’ gains flow, rather
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people that shapes their grievances, establishes the measure of their
demands, and points out the targets of their anger.

Second, institutional patterns shape mass movements by shaping
the collectivity out of which protest can arise. Institutional life
aggregates people or disperses them, molds group identities, and
draws people into the settings within which collective action can
erupt. Thus factory work gathers men and women together, edu-
cates them in a common experience, and educates them to the
possibilities of cooperation and collective action.® Casual laborers
or petty entrepreneurs, by contrast, are dispersed by their occupa-
tions, and are therefore less likely to perceive their commonalities
of position, and less likely to join together in collective action.®®

Third, and most important, institutional roles determine the
strategic opportunities for defiance, for it is typically by rebelling
against the rules and authorities associated with their everyday activ-
ities that people protest. Thus workers protest by striking, They are
able to do so because they are drawn together in the factory setting,
and their protests consist mainly in defying the rules and authorities
associated with the workplace. The unemployed do not and cannot
strike, even when they perceive that those who own the factories and
businesses are to blame for their troubles. Instead, they riot in the

than into the pockets of the manufacturers or the business executives” (186). Michael
Schwartz illustrates this point in a study of the Southern Farmers® Alliance. The Texas
members of the alliance singled out landlords and merchants as the target of their
demands, and net the banks, speculators, and rajircads whe were ultimately responsible
for their plight, because the temant farmers had direct experience with the landloxds
and merchants,

22 Marx and Engels made a similar argnment about the conditions for the development
of a revolutionary proletariat: "But with the development of industry, the proletariat
not only increases in pumber; it becomes concentrated in greater masses, its strength
grows, and it feels its strength more. The various interests and conditiens of life within
the ranks of the proletariat are more and more equalized, it proportion as machinery
obliterates all distinctions of labour, and nearly everywhere reduces wages to the same
low level” (1948, 17-18). By contrast, peasants were not likely to be mobilized to enforce
their own class interest, for their “mode of production isolates them from one another
instead of bringing them into mutual intercourse , . ."* (1963, 125-124). This view of
the revolutionary potential of the proletariat did not anticipate the ability of employers
to manipulate the institutional context of factory work, to divide those they had
brought together by, for example, elaborating job titles and hierarchies within the work
Place 50 as to “balkanize” the proletariat. S8ee Gordon, Edwards, and Reich for a dis-
cussion of the significance of this development.

23 Useem, In his study of the draft-resistance movement that arose duxing the Vietpam
War, concludes that the absence of an institutional setting that united the men subject
to the draft severely hampered The Resistance in mobilizing its constituency {(1973).
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streets where they are forced to linger, or storm the relief centers,
and it is difficult to imagine them doing otherwise.

That they should do otherwise, however, is constantly asserted,
and it is in such statements that the influence (as well as the absurdity)
of the pluralist view becomes so evident. By denying the constraints
which are imposed by institutional location, protest is readily dis-
credited, as when insurgents are denounced for having ignored the
true centers of power by attacking the wrong target by the wrong
means. Thus welfare administrators admonish recipients for dis-
rupting relief offices and propose instead that they learn how to
lobby in the state legislature or Congress. But welfare clients cannot
easily go to the state or national capital, and when a few do, they are
of course ignored. Sometimes, however, they can disrupt relief offices,
and that is harder to ignore.

In the same vein, a favorite criticism of the student peace move-
ment, often made by erstwhile sympathizers, was that it was foolish
of the students to protest the Vietnam War by demonstrating at the
universities and attacking blameless administrators and faculties. It
was obviously not the universities that were waging the war, critics
argued, but the military-industrial complex. The students were not
so foolish, however, The exigencies of mass action are such that they
were constrained to act out their defiance within the universities
where they were physically located and could thus act collectively,
and where they played a role on which an institution depended, so
that their defiance mattered.

Since our examples might suggest otherwise, we should note at
this juncture that the tendency to impute freedom of choice in the
evolution of political strategies is not peculiar to those who have
large stakes in the preservation of some institution, whether welfare
administrators or university professors. Nor is the tendency peculiar
to those of more conservative political persuasion. Radical organizers
make precisely the same assumption when they call upon the working
class to organize in one way or another and to pursue one political
strategy or another, even in the face of overwhelming evidence that
sacial conditions preclude the exercise of such options. Opportunities
for defiance are not created by analyses of power structures. If there
is a genius in organizing, it is the capacity to sense what it is possible
for people to do under given conditions, and to then help them do it.
In point of fact, however, most organizing ventures ask that people
do what they cannot do, and the result is failure.
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It is our second general point, then, that the opportunities for
defiance are structured by features of institutional life.*t Simply put,
people cannot defy institutions to which they have no access, and to
which they make no contribution.

The Limited Impact of Mass Defiance

If mass defiance is neither freely available nor the forms it takes
freely determined, it must also. be said that it is generally of limited
political impact. 5till, some forms of protest appear to have more
impact than others, thus posing an analytical question of consider-
able importance. It is a question, however, that analysts of move-
ments, especially analysts of contemporary American movements,
have not generally asked. The literature abounds with studies of the
social origins of protestors, the determinants of leadership styles, the
struggles to cope with problems of organizational maintenance. Thus
protest secems to be wondered about mainly for the many and
fascinating aspects of social life which it exposes, but least of all for
its chief significance: namely, that it is the means by which the least-
privileged seek to wrest concessions from their rulers.®

24 Fhis is perhaps what G. L. B, Jatnes means when he writes: “Workers are at their
very best in collective action in the circumstances of their daily activity or crises arising
from it~ (U5). Richard Flacks has also made a related argument regarding the im-
portance of what he calls “everyday life” in shaping popular moverents.

26 Michael Lipsky’s work is in a way an exception to these assertions, for he sets out
specifically to evaluate protest as a strategy for achieving political goals {1968, 18703,
The flaw in Lipsky's work is not in his intellectual cbjective, which is important, but
in his understanding of what it is ¢hat he is evaluating. Protest strategies, in Lipsky's
view, consist primarily of “showmanship™ by powerless groups to gain the attention of
potential sympathizers or “reference publics.” But by this definition, Lipsky rules out
the historically most important forms of lower-class protest, such as strikes and Tiots.
Lipsky was led to define protest so narrowly by the New York Gity rent strike on which
his analysis is based, for that particular event, as Lipsky clearly shows, did comsist
primarily of speeches and press releases, and very little rent striking. Small wender,
therefore, that the outcome of the rent strike was determined by a scattering of liberal
reform groups, provoked as they always have been by scandalous stories of slum housing,
and appeased as they always have been by purely symbolic if not sentimental gestures.
And small wonder that the slums remained and worsened. Lipsky concludes from chis
experience that protest is 2 weak and unstable resource, and that whatever responses
are made by government will depend wholly on whether significant third parties share
the protestoxs’ objectives, But this conclusion, while valid for the particular case Lipsky
studied, seems to us unwarranted as a generalization about protest. In our view, protest
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It is our judgment that the most useful way to think about the
effectiveness of protest is to examine the disruptive effects on institu-
tions of different forms of mass defiance, and then to examine the
political reverberations of those disruptions. The impact of mass
defiance is, in other words, not so much directly as indirectly felt.
Protest is more likely to have a seriously disruptive impact when the
protestors play a central role in an institution, and it is more likely
to evoke wider political reverberations when powerful groups have
large stakes in the disrupted institution. These relationships are
almost totally ignored in the literatnre on social movements; there
are no studies that catalogue and examine forms of defiance, the
settings in which defiance is acted out, the institutional disruptions
that do or do not result, and the varying political reverberations of
these institutional disruptions.

THE LIMITS OF INSTITUTIONAL DISRUPTION

To refer to an institutional disruption is simply to note the obvious
fact that institutional life depends upon conformity with established
roles and compliance with established rules, Defiance may thus
obstruct the normal operations of institutions. Factories are shut
down when workers walk out or sit down; welfare bureaucracies are
thrown into chaos when crowds demand relief; landlords may be
bankrupted when tenants refuse to pay rent. In each of these cases,
people cease to conform to accustomed institutional roles; they with-
hold their accustomed cooperation, and by doing so, cause institu-
tional disruptions.

By our definition, disruption is simply the application of a nega-
tive sanction, the withdrawal of a crucial contribution on which
others depend, and it is therefore a matural resource for exerting
power over others. This form of power is, in fact, regularly employed
by individuals and groups linked together in many kinds of coopera-

that consists merely of what Lipsky calls “noise” is hardly a resource at all, becanse it
is hardly protest at all. Moreover, the responses that reference publics make to show-
manship are of course weak and tokenistic. Reference publics do play a crucial role in
determining responses to protest, not when they are provoked by “noise,” but when
they are provoked by the serious institutional disruptions attendant upen mass defiance.
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tive interaction, and particularly by producer groups. Farmers, for
example, keep their products off the market in order to force up the
price offered by buyers; doctors refuse to provide treatment unless
their price is met; oil companies withhold supplies until price con-
cessions are made.2¢

But the amount of leverage that a group gains by applying such
negative sanctions is widely variable. Influence depends, first of all,
on whether or not the contribution withheld is crucial to others;
second, on whether or not those who have been affected by the
disruption have resources to be conceded; and third, on whether
the obstructionist group can protect itself adequately from reprisals.
Once these criteria are stated, it becomes evident that the poor are
usually in the least strategic position to benefit from defiance.

Thus, in comparison with most producer groups, the lower classes
are often in weak institutional locations to use disruption as a tactic
for influence. Many among the lower class are in locations that make
their cooperation less than crucial to the operation of major institu-
tions. Those who work in economically marginal enterprises, or who
perform marginally necessary functions in major enterprises, or those
who are unemployed, do not perform roles on which major institu-
tions depend. Indeed, some of the poor are sometimes 50 isolated
from significant institutional participation that the only “contribu-
tion” they can withhold is that of quiescence in civil life: they can
riot,

Moreover, those who manage the institutions in which many of
the lower classes find themselves often have little to concede to
disruptors. When lower-class groups do play an important role in
an institution, as they do in sweatshops or in slum tenements, these
institutions—operated as they often are by marginal entrepreneurs—
may be incapable of yielding very much in response to disruptive
pressure.

Finally, lower-class groups have little ability to protect themselves
against reprisals that can be employed by institutional managers.

Spencer, McLoughlin, and Lawson, in their historical study of New York City tenant
maovements, provide an interesting example of the use of disruption, net by the tenants,
but by the banks. Thus when Langdon Post, the ‘Fenement House Commissioner under
LaGuardia, tried to initiate a campaign to force compliance with the housing codes,
“five savings banks owning 400 buildings on the Lower East Side threatened to vacate
rather than comply. The president of the New Yok City Taxpayers’ Union warned that
40,000 tenements would be abandoned.” Post withdrew his threat (10).



Poor People’s Movements 26

The poor do not have to be historians of the occasions when pro-
testors have been jailed or shot down to understand this point. The
lesson of their vulnerability is engraved in everyday life; it is evident
in every police beating, in every eviction, in every lost job, in every
relief termination. The very labels used to describe defiance by the
lower classes—the pejorative labels of illegality and violence—testify
to this vulnerability and serve to justify severe reprisals when they
are imposed. By taking such labels for granted, we fail to recognize
what these events really represent: a structure of political coercion
inherent in the everyday life of the lower classes.

We can now comment on the association of disruption with spon-
taneity, perhaps another relic of traditional ways of thinking about
lower-class uprisings, although here the issue is a little more com-
plicated. Disruption itself is not necessarily spontaneous, but lower-
class disruptions often are, in the sense that they are not planned
and executed by formal organizations. In part, this testifies to the
paucity of stable organizational resources among the poor, as well
as to the cautious and moderate character of such organizations as
are able to survive. But even if formal organizations existed, and
even if they were not committed by the exigencies of their own sur-
vival to more cautious tactics, the circumstances that lead to mass
defiance by the lower class are extremely difficult to predict; and
once defiance erupts, its direction is difficult for leaders to control.
Rosa Luxemburg’s discussion of the mass strike is pertinent:

. . . the mass strike is not artificially “made,” not “decided” out
of the blue, not “propagated,” but rather it is an historical phe-
nomenon which at a certain moment follows with historical neces-
sity from the social relations. . . . If anyone were to undertake
to make the mass strike in general, as one form of proletarian
action, the object of methodical agitation, and to go house to
house peddling this “idea” in order gradually to win the working
class to it, it would be as idle, as profitless, and as crazy an occupa-
tion as it would be to seek to make the idea of the revolution
or of the barricade struggle into the object of a particular agita-
tion , .. (231-245).

Still, if the lower classes do not ordinarily have great disruptive
power, and if the use of even that kind of power is not planned, it
is the only power they do have. Their use of that power, the weigh-
ing of gains and risks, is not calculated in board rooms; it wells up
out of the terrible travails that people experience at times of rupture
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and stress.?” And at such times, disruptions by the poor may have
reverberations that go beyond the institutions in which the disrup-
tion is acted out,

THE LIMITS OF POLITICAL DISRUPTION

It is not the impact of disruptions on particular institutions that
finally tests the power of the poor; it is the political impact of these
disruptions, At this level, however, a new set of structuring mechan-
isms intervenes, for the potitical impact of institutional disruptions
is mediated by the electoral-representative system.

Responses to disruption vary depending on electoral conditions.
Ordinarily, during periods of stability, governmental leaders have
three rather obvious options when an institutional disruption occurs.
They may ignore it; they may employ punitive measures against the
disruptors; or they may attempt to conciliate them. If the disruptive
group has little political leverage in its own right, as is true of
lower-class groups, it will either be ignored or repressed. It is more
likely to be ignored when the disrupted institution is not central
to the society as a whole, or to other more important groups. Thus if
men and women run amok, disrupting the fabric of their own com-
munities, as in the immigrant slums of the nineteenth century, the
spectacle may be frightening, but it can be contained within the
slums; it will not necessarily have much impact on the society as a
whole, or on the well-being of other important groups. Similarly,
when impoverished mobs demand relief, they may cause havoc in
the relief offices, but chaotic relief offices are not a large problem for
the society as a whole, or for important groups. Repression is more
likely to be employed when central institutions are affected, as when
railroad workers struck and rioted in the late nineteenth century, or

Rosa Luxemburg's comments are apgain persuasive: *At the moment that a real,
earnest period of mass strikes begins all these ‘caleulations of costs’ change into the
project of draining the ocean with a water glass. And it is an ocean of frightful priva-
tions and sufferings which the proletarian masses buy with every revolution. The
solution which a revolutionary period gives to these seemingly invincible difficulties is
that along with them such an immense amount of mass idealism is let loose that the
masses are insensitive to the sharpest sufferings. Neither revolution nor mass strikes can
be made with the psychology of a trade unionist who will not cease work on May Day
unless he i3 assured in advance of a determined support in the case- of measures being
taken against him" (246).



Poor People's Movements 28

when the police struck in Boston after the First World War. Either
way, to be ignored or punished is what the poor ordinarily expect
from government, because these are the responses they ordinarily
evoke,

But protest movements do not arise during ordinary periods; they
arise when large-scale changes undermine political stability. It is
this context, as we said earlier, that gives the poor hope and makes
insurgency possible in the first place. It is this context that also
makes political leaders somewhat vulnerable to protests by the poor.

At times of rapid economic and social change, political leaders
are far less free either to ignore disturbances or to employ punitive
measures. At such times, the relationship of political leaders to their
constituents is likely to become uncertain.?® This unsettled state
of political affairs makes the regime far more sensitive to disturb-
ances, for it is not only more likely that previously uninvolved
groups will be activated—the scope of conflict will be widened, in
Schattschneider's terminology—but that the scope of conflict will
be widened at a time when political alignments have already become
unpredictable.’®

When a political leadership becomes unsure of its support, even
disturbances that are isolated within peripheral institutions cannot
be so safely ignored, for the mere appearance of trouble and dis-
order is more threatening when political alignments are unstable.
And when the disrupted institutions are central to econemic pro-
duction or to the stability of social life, it becomes imperative that
normal operations be restored if the regime is to maintain support

28 Disruptions confined within institutions have the charactcristics that Schattschneider
attributes to small conilicts: “It is onc of the qualitics of extremely small conflicts that
the rclative strengths of the contestants are likely to be known in advance. In this case
the stronger side may impose its will on the weaker without an overt test of strength
becausc people arc not apt to fight if they are sure to lose™ (),

Lodhi and Tilly, in arguing against the social disorganization pcrspective, suggest

that the amount of collective viclence should be related to “the structure of power, the
capacity of deprived groups for collective action, the forms of repression employed by
the aunthorities, and the disparities between the weak and the powerful in shared under-
standings about collective rights to action and to use of valued resources . . ."” (316).
It is our point that each of these factors changes, at least temporarily, during periods
of scrious and widespread instability, Most importantly, the resourccs available to the
regime decline {316).
30 “To understand any confiict it is necessary, therefore, to keep constantly in mind the
relations betwcen the combatants and the audience because the audience is likely to do
the kinds of things that determine the outcome of the fight. . . . The stronger con-
testant may hesitate to use his strength because he does not know whether or not he is
going to be able to isolate his antagonist” (2).
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among its constituents. Thus when industrial workers joined in
massive strikes during the 1930s, they threatened the entire economy
of the nation and, given the electoral instability of the times,
threatened the future of the nation’s political leadership. Under these
circumstances, government could hardly ignore the disturbances.

Yet neither could government run the risks entailed by using
massive force to subdue the strikers in the 1930s. It could not, in
other words, simply avail itself of the option of repression. For one
thing the striking workers, like the civil rights demonstrators in
the 1960s, had aroused strong sympathy among groups that were
crucial supporters of the regime. For another, unless insurgent groups
are virtually of outcast status, permitting leaders of the regime to
mobilize popular hatred against them, politically unstable conditions
make the use of force risky, since the reactions of other aroused
groups cannot be safely predicted. When government is unable to
ignore the insurgents, and is unwilling to risk the uncertain reper-
cussions of the use of force, it will make efforts to conciliate and
disarm the protestors.

These placating efforts will usually take several forms. First and
most obviously, political leaders will offer concessions, or press elites
in the private sector to offer concessions, to remedy some of the
immediate grievances, both symbolic and tangible, of the disruptive
group. Thus mobs of unemployed workers were granted relief in
the 1930s; striking industrial workers won higher pay and shorter
hours; and angry civil rights demonstrators were granted the right to
desegregated public accommodations in the 1960s.

Whether one takes such measures as evidence of the capacity of
American political institutions for reform, or brushes them aside as
mere tokenism, such concessions were not offered readily by govern-
ment leaders. In each case, and in some cases more than in others,
reform required a break with an established pattern of government
accommodation to private elites. Thus the New Deal’s liberal relief
policy was maintained despite widespread opposition from the busi-
ness community. Striking workers in the mid-1930s succeeded in
obtaining wage concessions from private industry only because state
and national political leaders abandoned the age-old policy of using
the coercive power of the state to curb strikes. The granting of de-
segregated public accommodations required that national Democratic
leaders turn against their traditional allies among southern planta-
tion elites. In such instances concessions were won by the protestors
only when political leaders were finally forced, out of a concern for
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their own survival, to act in ways which aroused the fierce opposition
of economic elites. In short, under conditions of severe electoral
instability, the alliance of public and private power is sometimes
weakened, if only briefly, and at these moments a defiant poor may
make gains.™

Second, political leaders, or elites allied with them, will try to
quiet disturbances not only by dealing with immediate grievances,
but by making efforts to channel the energies and angers of the
protestors into more legitimate and less disruptive forms of political
behavior, in part by offering incentives to movement leaders or, in
other words, by coopting them. Thus relief demonstrators in both
the 1930s and the 1960s were encouraged to learn to use administra-
tive grievance procedures as an alternative to “merely” disrupting
relief offices, while their leaders were offered positions as advisors to
relief administrators. In the 1960s civil rights organizers left the
streets to take jobs in the Great Society programs; and as rioting
spread in the northern cities, street leaders in the ghettos were
encouraged to join in “dialogues” with municipal officials, and some
were offered positions in municipal agencies.%?

Third, the measures promulgated by government at times of dis-
turbance may be designed not to conciliate the protestors, but to
undermine whatever sympathy the protesting group has been able to
command from a wider public. Usually this is achieved through new

81 The rapidly growing Marxist literature on the theory of the capitalist state stresses
legitimation or social cohesion as one of the two primary functions of the state (the
other being the maintenance of the conditions for capitalist accumulation). The
interpretation of electoral-representative institutions presented here is consistent with
that general perspective. As noted earlier, we view the wide distribution and exercise of
the franchise as an important source of the legitimacy of state authority. Electoral
activities generate a belief in government as the instrument of a broad majority rather
than of particular interests or a particular class, It is this phenomenon which Marx
defined as the false universality of the state. {See alsc Poulantzas and Bridges for a
discussion of suffrage, and political parties based on suffrage, from this perspective.)
We argue further that the franchise plays a major role in protecting the legitimacy of
the state against periodic challenges. Electoral contests serve as a signal or barometer of
discontent and disaffection, and the threat of electoral defeat constrains state officials to
promulgate measures that will quiet dixcontent and restore legitimacy.

22 The newcomers to officialdom were by and large absorbed into local agencies that
made relatively insignificant decisions about service delivery to the insuxgent popula-
tion. The analogy to the use of natives by colonial administrations is obvious. Anderson
and Friedland say in general of such agencies and their activities that they “encourage
citizen participation at a local level insulated from national politics . . . ** {2]). See
also. Katznelson for a discussion of “state-sponsored creation of client-patron/broker
links” {227).
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programs that appear to meet the moral demands of the movement,
and thus Tob it of support without actually yielding much by way
of tangible gains. A striking example was the passage of the pension
provisions of the Social Security Act. The organized aged in the
Townsend Movement were demanding pensions of $200 2 month,
with no strings attached, and they had managed to induce some 25
million people to sign supporting petitions. As it turned out, the
Social Security Act, while it provided a measure of security for many
of the future aged, did nothing for the members of the Townsend
Movement, none of whom would be covered by a work-related
insurance scheme since they were no longer working, and most of
whom would in any case be dead when the payments were to begin
some seven years later. But the pension provisions of the Social
Security Act answered the moral claims of the movement. In prin-
ciple, government had acted to protect America’s aged, thus severing
any identification between those who would be old in the future
and those who were already old. The Social Security Act effectively
dampened public support for the Townsend Plan while yielding the
old people nothing. Other examples of responses which undermine
public support abound. The widely heralded federal programs for
the ghettos in the 19605 were neither designed nor funded in a way
that made it possible for them to have substantial impact on poverty
or on the traumas of ghetto life. But the publicity attached to the
programs—the din and blare about a “war on poverty” and the
development of “model cities”—did much to appease the liberal
sympathizers with urban blacks.

Finally, these apparently conciliatory measures make it possible
for government to safely employ repressive measures as well. Typi-
cally, leaders and groups who are more disruptive, or who spurn
the concessions offered, are singled out for arbitrary police action or
for more formal legal harassment through congressional investiga-
tions or through the courts. In the context of much-publicized efforts
by government to ease the grievances of disaffected groups, coercive
measures of this kind are not likely to arouse indignation among
sympathetic publics. Indeed, this dual strategy is useful in another
way, for it serves to cast an aura of balance and judiciousness over
government action.

The main point, however, is simply that the political impact of
institutional disruptions depends upon electoral conditions. Even
serious disruptions, such as industrial strikes, will force concessions
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only when the calculus of electoral instability favors the protestors.
And even then, when the protestors succeed in forcing government
to respond, they do not dictate the content of those responses. As
to the variety of specific circumstances which determine how much
the protestors will gain and how much they will lose, we still have
a great deal to learn.

THE DEMISE OF PROTEST

It is mot surprising that, taken together, these efforts to conciliate
and disarm usually lead to the demise of the protest movement,
partly by transforming the movement itself, and partly by transform-
ing the political climate which nourishes protest. With these changes,
the array of institutional controls which ordinarily restrain protest
is restored, and political influence is once more denied to the lower
class.

We said that one form of government response was to make con-
cessions to the protestors, yielding them something of what they
demanded, either symbolic or material. But the mere granting of
such concessions is probably not very important in accounting for
the demise of a movement. For one thing, whatever is yielded is
usually modest if not meager; for another, even modest concessions
demonstrate that protest “works,” a circumstance that might as easily
be expected to fuel 2 movement as to pacify it.

But concessions are rarely unencumbered. If they are given at all,
they are usually part and parcel of measures to reintegrate the move-
ment into normal political channels and to absorb its leaders into
stable institutional roles. Thus the right of industrial workers to
unionize, won in response to massive and disruptive strikes in the
1930s, meant that workers were encouraged to use newly established
grievance procedures in place of the sit-down or the wildcat strike;
and the new union leaders, now absorbed in relations with factory
management and in the councils of the Democratic Party, became the
ideological propenents and organizational leaders of this strategy
of normalcy and moderation. Similarly, when blacks won the vote in
the South and a share of patronage in the municipalities of the North
in response to the disturbances of the 1960s, black leaders were
absorbed into electoral and bureaucratic politics and became the
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ideological proponents of the shift “from protest to politics”
{Rustin).3

This feature of government action deserves some explanation
because the main reintegrative measures—the right to organize, the
right to vote, black representation in city government—were also
responses to specific demands made by the protestors themselves. To
all appearances, government simply acted to redress felt grievances.
But the process was by no means as straightforward as that. As we
suggested earlier, the movements had arisen through interaction with
elites, and had been led to make the demands they made in response
to early encouragement by political leaders. Nor was it fortuitous
that political leaders came to proclaim as just such causes as the right
to organize or the right to vote or the right to “citizen participation.”
In each case, elites responded to discontent by proposing reforms
with which they had experience, and which consisted mainly of
extending established procedures to new groups or to new institu-
tional arenas. Collective bargaining was not invented in the 1930s,
nor the franchise in the 1960s. Driven by turmeoil, political leaders
proposed reforms that were in a sense prefigured by institutional
arrangements that already existed, that were drawn from a repertoire
provided by existing traditions. And an aroused people responded by
demanding simply what political leaders had said they should have.
If through some accident of history they had done otherwise, if
industrial workers had demanded public ownership of factories, they
would probably have still gotten unionism, if they got anything at all;
and if impoverished southern blacks had demanded land reform, they
would probably have still gotten the vote.

At the same time that government makes efforts to reintegrate
disaffected groups, and to guide them into less politically disturbing
forms of behavior, it also moves to isolate them from potential sup-
porters and, by doing so, diminishes the morale of the movement.
Finally, while the movement is eroding under these influences, its

33 James Q. Wilson seems to us to miss the point when he ascribes the demise of SNCC
and CORE to failure and rebuff, and the intolerable strain this exerted on these
“redemptive’ organizations which required a total transformation of society on the one
hand, and extraordinary commitments from their members on the other hand. First,
and most important, by no stretch of the reasonable imagination can SNCG and CORE
be said to have failed, as we will explain in chapter 4. Second, while these may have
been redemptive organizations, their demise was most specifically the result of the
jmpact of government measures on both cadres and constituency. It was government
responses that generated factionalism and disillusionment, and not simply “the dis-
illusionment that inevitably afflicts a redemptive organization™ (180-182).
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leaders attracted by new opportunities, its followers conciliated,
confused, or discouraged, the show of repressive force against recal-
citrant elements demolishes the few who are left.

However, the more far-reaching changes do not occur within the
movement, but in the political context which nourished the move-
ment in the first place. The agitated and defiant people who compose
the movement are but a small proportion of the discontented popu-
lation on which it draws, Presumably if some leaders were coopted,
new leaders would arise; if some participants were appeased or dis-
couraged, others would take their place. But this does not happen,
because government’s responses not only destroy the movement, they
also transform the political climate which makes protest possible.
The concessions to the protestors, the efforts to “bring them into the
system,” and in particular the measures aimed at potential sup-
porters, all work to create a powerful image of a benevolent and
responsive government that answers grievances and solves problems.
As a result, whatever support might have existed among the larger
population dwindles. Moreover, the display of government benevo-
lence stimulates antagonist groups, and triggers the antagonistic
sentiments of more neutral sectors. The “tide of public opinion”
begins to turn—against labor in the late 1930s, against blacks in the
late 1960s. And as it does, the definitions put forward by political
leaders also change, particularly when prodded by contenders for
political office who sense the shift in popular mood, and the weak-
nesses it reveals in an incumbent’s support. Thus in the late 1960s,
Republican leaders took advantage of white resentment against blacks
to attract Democratic voters, raising cries of ‘law and order” and
“workfare not welfare”—the code words for racial antagonism. Such
a change is ominous. Where once the powerful voices of the land
enunciated a rhetoric that gave courage to the poor, now they
enunciate a rhetoric that erases hope, and implants fear. The point
should be evident that as these various circumstances combine,
defiance is no longer possible.

THE RESIDUE OF REFORM

When protest subsides, concessions may he withdrawn. Thus when
the unemployed become docile, the relief rolls are cut even though
many are still unemployed; when the ghetto becomes quiescent,
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evictions are resumed. The reason is simple enough. Since the poor
no longer pose the threat of disruption, they no longer exert lever-
age on political leaders; there is no need for conciliation, This is
particularly the case in a climate of growing political hostility, for
the concessions granted are likely to become the focus of resentment
by other groups.

But some concessions are not withdrawn. As the tide of turbulence
recedes, major institutional changes sometimes remain. Thus the
right of workers to join unions was not rescinded when turmoil sub-
sided (although some of the rights ceded to unions were withdrawn).
And it is not likely that the franchise granted to blacks in the South
will be taken back {although just that happened in the post-Recon-
struction period). Why, then, are some concessions withdrawn while
others become permanent institutional reforms?

The answer, perhaps, is that while some of the reforms granted
during periods of turmoil are costly or repugnant to various groups
in the society, and are therefore suffered only under duress, other
innovations turn out to be compatible (or at least not incompatible)
with the interests of more powerful groups, most importantly with
the interests of dominant economic groups. Such an assertion has the
aura of a conspiracy theory, but in fact the process is not conspira-
torial at all. Major industrialists had resisted unionization, but once
forced to concede it as the price of industrial peace, they gradually
discovered that labor unions constituted a useful mechanism to
regulate the labor force. The problem of disciplining industrial
labor had been developing over the course of a century. The depres-
sion produced the political turmoil through which a solution was
forged. Nor was the solution simply snatched from the air. As noted
earlier, collective bargaining was a tried and tested method of deal-
ing with labor disturbances. The tumult of the 1930s made the use
of this method imperative; once implemented, the reforms were
institutionalized because they continued to prove useful.

Similarly, southern economic elites had no interest in ceding
southern blacks the franchise. But their stakes in disfranchising
blacks had diminished. The old plantation economy was losing
ground to new industrial enterprises; plantation-based elites were
losing ground to economic dominants based in industry, The feudal
political arrangements on which a plantation economy had relied
were no longer of central importance, and certainly they were not of
central importance to the new economic elites. Black uprisings, by
forcing the extension of the franchise and the modernization of
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southern politics, thus helped seal a fissure in the institutional fabric
of American society, a fissure resulting from the growing inconsist-
ency between the economic and political institutions of the South.

What these examples suggest is that protesters win, if they win
at all, what historical circumstances has already made ready to be
conceded. 5till, as Alan Wolfe has said, governments do not change
magically through some *“historical radical transformation,” but only
through the actual struggles of the time (154). When people are
finally roused to protest against great odds, they take the only options
available to them within the limits imposed by their social circum-
stances. Those who refuse to recognize these limits not only blindly
consign lower-class protests to the realm of the semirational, but also
blindly continne to pretend that other, more regular options for
political influence are widely available in the American political
system.

A Noteonthe Role
of Protest Leadership

The main point of this chapter is that both the limitations and
opportunities for mass protest are shaped by social conditions. The
implications for the role of leadership in protest movements can be
briefly summarized.

Protest wells up in response to momentous changes in the institu-
tional order. It is not created by organizers and leaders.

Once protest erupts, the specific forms it takes are largely deter-
mined by features of social structure. Organizers and leaders who
contrive strategies that ignore the social location of the people they
seek to mobilize can only fail.

Elites respond to the institutional disruptions that protest causes,
as well as to other powerful institutional imperatives. Elite responses
are not significantly shaped by the demands of leaders and organizers,
Nor are elite responses significantly shaped by formally structured
organizations of the poor. Whatever influence lower-class groups
occasionally exert in American politics does not result from organi-
zation, but from mass protest and the disruptive consequences of
protest.

Finally, protest in the United States has been episodic and trans-
ient, for as it gains momentum, so too do various forms of institu-
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tional accommodation and coercion that have the effect of restoring
quiescence. Organizers and leaders cannot prevent the ebbing of
protest, nor the ercsion of whatever influence protest yielded the
lower class. They can only try to win whatever can be won while it
can be won.

In these major ways protest movements are shaped by institutional
conditions, and not by the purposive efforts of leaders and organizers.
The limitations are large and unyielding. Yet within the boundaries
created by these limitations, some latitude for purposive effort re-
mains. Organizers and leaders choose to do one thing, or they choose
to do another, and what they choose to do affects te some degree the
course of the protest movement, If the area of latitude is less than
leaders and organizers would prefer, it is also not enlarged when
they proceed as if institutional limitations did not in fact exist by
undertaking strategies which fly in the face of these constraints. The
wiser course is to understand these limitations, and to exploit what-
ever latitude remains to enlarge the potential influence of the lower
class. And if our cenclusions are correct, what this means is that
strategies must be pursued that escalate the momentum and impact
of disruptive protest at each stage in its emergence and evolution.

With these propositions in mind, we now turn to an analysis of
recent protest movements.
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CHAPTER

2

The Unemployed
Workers’ Movement

The depression movements of the unemployed and of industrial
workers followed a period of economic breakdown that produced
distress and confusion in the daily lives of millions of people, and
produced contradiction and confusion in the posture of elites. For
those still working, the discontents released by economic collapse
during the 1930s were expressed in struggles within the factory sys-
tem, which we will turn to in the next chapter. But the men and
women for whom life had changed most drastically and immediately
were no longer in the factories. They were among the masses of the
unemployed, and their struggle had to take another form, in another
institutional context. The depression saw the rise and fall of the
largest movement of the unemployed this country has known, and
the institution against which the movement was inevitably pitted
was the relief system.

At the time of the Great Depression, formal arrangements for relief
of the indigent were sparse and fragmented. In many places, includ-
ing New York City and Philadelphia, there simply was no “outdoor”
relief (the term used to describe aid given to people who were not
institutionalized). Even where public relief agencies existed, what
little was actually given was usually provided by private charities.
But niggardly aid and fragmented adminstration did not signify an
underdeveloped institution. To the contrary, a national relief sys-
tem did exist. Despite the diversity of administrative auspices, the
norms that guided the giving of relief were everywhere quite
similar. The dole was anathema to the American spirit of work and
selfsufficiency. Therefore, it should be dispensed to as few as pos-
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sible and made as harsh as possible to discourage reliance upon it.
Accordingly, very little was given, and then only to a handful of the
aged and crippled, widowed and orphaned—to “deserving” people
who clearly were not able to work.

These practices were not only a reflection of harshly individualistic
American attitudes. They were also a reflection of American eco-
nomic realities. Work and self-reliance meant grueling toil at low
wages for many people. So long as that was so, the dole could not
be dispensed permissively for fear some would choose it over work.
Thus, most of the poor were simply excluded from aid, ensuring
that they had no alternative but to search for whatever work they
could find at whatever wage was offered. And if they found no
work, then they would have to survive by whatever means they
could.

But this much could have been achieved without any relief
arrangements at all; the threat of starvation was sufficient. The more
important function of the relief system was accomplished, not by re-
fusing relief, but by degrading and making outcasts of those few who
did get aid. At the time of the Great Depression the main legal
arrangement for the care of the destitute was incarceration in alms-
houses or workhouses. In some places the care of paupers was still
contracted to the lowest bidder, and destitute orphans were inden-
tured to those who would feed them in exchange for whatever labor
they could perform. The constitutions of fourteen states denied the
franchise to paupers (Brown, 9-10; Woodroofe, 154). By such prac-
tices the relief system created a clearly demarcated and degraded
class, a class of pariahs whose numbers were small but whose fate
loomed large in the lives of those who lived close to indigence,
warning them always of a life even worse than hard work and severe
poverty.

The meaning of these relief practices was thus not only in their
inhumanity but in the functions they performed in legitimating
work in the face of the extreme inequalities generated by American
capitalism. For many people work was hard and the rewards few,
and the constraints of tradition weak in the face of the transforma-
tions wrought by industrial capitalism. The discontent these poor
might have felt was muffled, in part, by the relief system and the
image of the terrible humiliation inflicted on those who became
paupers. The practices called charity were shaped, in short, by eco-
nomic imperatives, by the need for cheap and docile labor on the
farms and in the factories of a burgeoning capitalist society. For the
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practices of relief to change, this subordination of the institution of
charity to the institution of profit had to be ruptured.

The wonder of this relief system, however, was that it generated
such shame and fear as to lead the poor to acquiesce in its harsh and
restrictive practices. In part the poor acquiesced simply because they
shared American beliefs in the virtue of work and sclfsufficiency,
and in the possibility of work and self-sufficiency for those who were
ambitious and deserving. But any doubts they might otherwise have
felt about this judicious sorting out of the worthy by the American
marketplace were dispelled by the spectacle of the degraded pauper
displayed by the relief system. Even when unemployment was en-
demic, most people endured in silence, blaming themselves for their
misfortunes. They did not demand relief, for to do so was to give
up the struggle to remain above the despised pauper class. Most of
the time, the unemployed poor obeyed the prohibition against going
on the dole, and by doing so collaborated in their own misery and
in the punitive practices of local relief officials.

Occasionally, however, unemployment reached calamitous levels
and the jobless rebelled. At the depths of each of the recurrent de-
pressions of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, people
joined together and demanded some form of aid to ease their dis-
tress. In the slump of 1837 some 20,000 unemployed in Phila-
delphia assembled to demand, among other things, that the national
government relieve distress among the unemployed by a public
works program (Foner, 162), and in New York City, a crowd of
thousands in City Hall Park protested against the “monopolies” and
the high cost of food and rent. The crowd then paraded to the
wholesale flour depot, and dumped flour and wheat in the streets
(Gutman, 1976, 60-61). In the panic of 1857 protests of the un-
employed emerged in several big cities. Ten thousand Philadelphians
rallied “to stimulate their representatives in the State House to an
appreciation of their troubles,” and a system of ward associations was
set up to issue food to the needy (Feder, 32). In New York a meeting
of 15,000 in Tompkins Square to demand work culminated in the
destruction of fences and benches and the seizure of food wagons,
although in this instance the workers got neither jobs nor relief, and
federal troops were called in (Feder, 35). The depression of 1873
stimulated new demonstrations. In New York City, rallies drew
10,000 to 15,000 people who were dispersed by mounted police, and
in Chicago, mass meetings of the unemployed, organized by an-
archists under the slogan “Bread or Blood,” culminated in a march
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of 20,000 on the City Council (Feder, 52; Boyer and Morais, 86).
Subsequently, unemployed workers stormed the offices of the Chicago
Relief and Aid Society, swamping the Society with applicatiens for
aid. The Society surrendered, and about 10,000 were given relief over
the next year (Feder, 52; Seymour, August 1937, 8).2 In the depres-
sion of 1884 the unemployed in Chicago marched again, this time
into better-off neighborhoods {(Montgomery, 20), and in 1893 a new
and bitter depression led to a series of marches on Washington by
the unemployed, the best known of which was of course “Coxey's
army.” Coxey’s marchers got nothing, but mass demonstrations in
the big industrial cities did succeed at least in getting soup kitchens
and, in some places, local public works projects as well.

These experiences suggest that when unemployment is severe and
widespread, at least a partial transvaluation may occur among the
poor. The prohibition against the dole may weaken, if only because
the extent of distress belies the customary conviction that one’s eco-
nomic fortunes and misfortunes are a matter of personal responsi-
bility, of individual failure. At such times large numbers of the poor
demand relief, the relief of work or the relief of food and money.
This transvaluation occurred again in the Great Depression, and just
as the scale of the calamity in the 1930s was unparalleled, so too was
the protest movement that arose among the unemployed.

The Great Depression:

Preconditions for Insurgency

The depression came suddenly, at a time when the American belief
in unprecedented and unbroken prosperity had never been so fer-
vent, earlier depressions notwithstanding. People were taken by
surprise, the rulers as much as the ruled, and it took time for the
political forces set in motion by the calamity to emerge. Then, as
the depression continued and worsened, the harshening and dis-
ordering of a way of life began to take form in rising popular dis-
content. The actions of elites added momentum to this process, for
they too were shaken and divided, and their cacaphonic accusations

1 Gutman describes these 1873 protests and the organizations that led them in a number
of industrial cities {1965).
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and proposals heightened the sense of indignation that was spreading.
In the period of general political uncertainty that ensued, protest
movements emerged among different groups, focusing on different
institutional grievances. The earliest uprisings occurred among the
unemployed.

THE ECONOMIC COLLAPSE

The decade preceding the depression had been a boom time for
American business. National income rose from about $60 billion in
1922 to $87 billion in 1929, and by June of 1929 the index of indus-
trial production reached its highest point ever (Bernstein, 1970, 54,
251). For the nation as a whole prosperity had never seemed so
assured.,

These were not nearly such good years for many workers and
farmers, however. Rising productivity and profits in the twenties
were largely the result of increasing mechanization rather than the
expansion of the labor force. Meanwhile depressed farm prices {the
result of overproduction stimulated by heavy immigration earlier in
the century, followed by the demand for food during World War I
when the United States was feeding its allies) were forcing millions
of people off the land and to the cities. The resulting labor surplus
meant that for the first time in the American experience, prosperity
was accompanied by continuing high unemployment throughout the
decade (Lescohier and Brandeis, 137-151). The labor surplus also
accounts for the fact that wages remained relatively fixed, while
profits soared. Moreover, some industries, particularly mining and
textiles, were in a slump throughout the decade, and these workers
suffered sharp wage cuts. But the hardships of particular groups
remained submerged, because the people who bore them were sub-
dued by the aura of prosperity that symbolized the era. These were
self-evidently good times in America; anyone who really wanted
to work could ostensibly earn a livelihood.

Then, in 1929, the production index began to slip from its June
high, and by October, after a dizzying burst of speculation, the stock
market reacted in the panic known as Black Thursday. The impact
on unemployment was immediate. One government official judged
that the numbers out of work rose by 2.5 million within two weeks
of the crash, and President Roosevelt’s Commitiee on Economic
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Security later estimated that the number of unemployed jumped
from 429,000 in October 1929 to 4,065,000 in January 1930 (Bern-
stein, 1970, 254). The number rose steadily to 8 million in January
1931, and to 9 million in October (Bernstein, 1970, 254-257).
Particular industries were devastated, as were the towns where
they were located. Bernstein reports, for example, that by January
1930, 30 to 40 percent of the male labor force was out of work in
Toledo, where Willys-Overland had cut its payroll from 20,000
to 4,000. In Detroit a personal loan company discovered in March
that half its outstanding commitments were from people who
had lost their jobs. By the end of that year almost half of New
England’s textile workers were unemployed, and the Metropolitan
Life Insurance Company reported that 24 percent of its industrial
policy holders in forty-six larger cities were jobless. The Ford Motor
Company employed 130,000 workers in the spring of 1929; by the
summer of 1931 there were only 37,000 left on the payroll (Bern-
stein, 1970, 255-256). Sidney Hillman reported that at the height
of the season in January 1932 only 10 percent of his New York
garment workers were employed (Bernstein, 1970, 317}. The chronic
unemployment of the 1920s had hecome catastrophic unemployment.
Most of the nation’s public figures were stubbornly unwilling to
recognize the disaster, at least at first. The White House issued
messages of reassurance that “the fundamental strength of the
Nation's economic life is unimpaired,” that recovery is “just around
the corner,” and that in any case the temporary downturn was being
stemmed by modest public works expenditures. Official refusal to
recognize the disaster early in the depression also took form in
‘White House denials that there was very much unemployment at all.
If the 1930 census of unemployment did not support such conten-
tions, Hoover argued that it was because the enumerators “had to
list the shiftless citizen, who had no intention of living by work, as
unemployed” (cited in Edelman, 184).2 If there was not very much
unemployment, it followed that there was not very much need for
unusual measures to aid the unemployed. Hoover limited himself
mainly to offering rhetorical encouragement of local charity efforts.

2 When Congress required the Bureau of the Census to count unemployment in the
census of 1930, the bureau reported some 3 million cut of work or laid off, a figure that
was treated as absurdly low by experts. Hoover found the need to further reduce the
figure by explaining away 500,000 to 1 million as people who had no intention of
seeking jobs, and another 500,000 to 1 million as people who were simply between jobs
(Bernstein, 1970, 268).
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In October 1930 he established an Emergency Committee for Em-
ployment, but ignored the recommendation of Colonel Arthur
‘Woods, head of the committee, that the White House seek substantial
appropriations from Congress for public works. A second com-
mittee, appointed in August 1931, was called the Oxganization on
Employment Relief. But while its name revealed some dim acknowl-
edgment of the problem, its activities, consisting of “coordinating”
local efforts and exhorting American citizens to contribute to local
charities, did not.

Nor, at first, were local officials much better attuned to the scale
of the problem. City leaders in Buffalo, Cincinnati, XKansas City,
Milwaukee, and Louisville initiated “make a job” or “man a block”
campaigns, assigning the jobless to do snow removal or street clean-
ing while at the same time allowing them to canvass households for
small donations. Philadelphia’s mayor appointed a committee to
organize the peddling of fruit (Colcord, 166), clubs and restaurants
in some places began to participate in schemes for saving food left-
overs for the unemployed, and some communities set aside plots of
land so that the jobless could grow vegetables to ease their plight.
The problem was defined as minor, and temporary, and so were the
gestures made to deal with it. Until 1932 even the newspapers carried
little news of the depression. Middletown newspapers made their
first mention in April 1930 under the caption “Factories are Recover-
ing from Bad Slump” {Lynd and Lynd, 17).

As the depression worsened in 1930 there were stirrings in Con-
gress for federal action to alleviate unemployment by reviving and
expanding the United States Employment Service and by expanding
federal public works projects. The measures proposed were modest
and the Congress elected in the fall of 1930 passed both bills. Hoover,
ever staunch, vetoed the first and emasculated the second by appoint-
ing administrators hostile to federal public works. Nothing had been
done to deal with the disaster except, perhaps, to begin to acknowl-
edge it.

THE IMPACT ON DAILY LIFE

The habit of work, and the wages of work, underpin a way of life.
As unemployment continued to grow, and the wages of those still
employed shriveled, that way of life crumbled. Despite denials by
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the public figures of the nation, the evidence was there in the daily
lives of the people. One dramatic sign was the spread of malnutrition
and disease. Surveys of school children showed that one quarter suf-
fered from malnutrition, new patients in tuberculosis clinics almost
doubled, and a study by the U. S. Public Health Service revealed
that the families of unemployed workers suffered 66 percent more
illness than the families of employed workers. In 1951 New York
City hospitals reported about one hundred cases of actual starvation
(Bernstein, 1970, 331). Another sign was the weakening of family
life as ties wore thin under the strains and humiliations of poverty.
Desertions became common and divorce rates rose, while marriage
rates and the birthrate dropped.® And as poverty deepened and
morale weakened, the crime rate rose, as did drunkenness and sexual
promiscuity, and the suicide rate (Bernstein, 1970, 332).

Without work, and with family life weakened, men and women,
especially the young, took to the road, At first the movement was
back to the farms. But soon farm income fell precipitously as well,
and then there was no place to go except to move on, shunted from
town to town, Just how many transients there were is not known,
but the Southern Pacific Railroad reported that it had ejected
683,457 people from its trains in 1932 (Bernstein, 1970, 325). Every-
where shanty towns built of packing cases and junk sprang up. In
Oklahoma City the vagrants lived in the river bottom; in Oakland,
they lived in sewer pipes that a manufacturer could not sell; in New
York they built shacks in the bed of an abandoned reservoir in
Central Park and called it “Hoover Valley.”

The Rise of Protest

Most of the people who were thrown out of work suffered quietly,
especially at the start of the depression, when official denials helped
to confuse the unemployed and to make them ashamed of their
plight. Men and women haunted the employment offices, walked the
streets, lined up for every job opening, and doubted themselves for

3 8ee Bernstein, 1970, 327-328; Lynd and Lynd, 147, 544; Bakke, 1940, 17, 115. Several
depression studies provide extensive evidence of the destructive impact of unemploy-
ment on family relations. See Cooley; Komarovsky; and Stouffer and Lazarsfeld.



49 The Unemployed Workers’ Movement

not finding work. Families exhzusted their savings, borrowed from
relatives, sold their belongings, blaming themselves and each other
for losing the struggle to remain self-reliant. But as the depression
worsened, as the work forces of entire factories were laid off, as whole
neighborhoods in industrial towns were devastated, and as at least
some political leaders began to acknowledge that a disaster had
occurred, attitudes toward what had happened and why, and who
was to blame, began to change among some of the unemployed. They
began to define their personal hardship not just as their own indi-
vidual misfortune but as misfortune they shared with many of their
own kind. And if so many people were in the same trouble, then
maybe it wasn’t they who were to blame, but “the system.”*

MOB LOOTING, MARCHES, AND DEMONSTRATIONS

One of the earliest expressions of unrest among the unemployed was
the rise of mob looting. As had happened so often before in history
during periods of economic crisis, people banded together to demand
food. By and large, the press refrained from reporting these events
for fear of creating a contagion effect. In New York bands of thirty or
forty men regularly descended upon markets, but the chain stores
refused to call the police, in order to keep the events out of
the papers. In March 1,100 men waiting on a Salvation Army
bread line in New York City mobbed two trucks delivering baked
goods to a nearby hotel. In Henryetta, Oklahoma, 300 jobless
marched on storekeepers to demand food, insisting they were not
begging and threatening to use force if necessary (Bernstein, 1970,
422; Brecher, 144). Indeed, Bernstein concludes that in the early
years of the depression “organized looting of food was a nation-wide
phenomenon” {1870, 421-423}.

4 Bakke provides vivid accounts of the demoralization and shame experienced by both
unemployed American and English workers during this period. It was the sense of
being different, if one was unemployed, that was so shameful: “And if youn can't find
any work to do, you have the feeling you're not human. You're out of place. You're so
different from all the rest of the people around that you think something is wrong with
you™ (1934, 63). But clearly once people realized that by being out of work they were
just the same as people around them, demoralization could more easily turn to
indignation.
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More consciously political demonstrations began as well. By early
1930, unemployed men and women in New York, Detroit, Cleve-
land, Philadelphia, Los Angeles, Chicago, Seattle, Boston, and Mil-
waukee were marching under such Communist banners as “Work
or Wages” and “Fight—Don't Starve” {(Karsh and Garman, 87; Leab,
300). Len de Caux, a labor journalist, was living in Cleveland at
the time and described what was happening there:

Marching columns of unemployed became a familiar sight. Public
Square saw demonstrations running into tens of thousands, . . .
The street-scene is etched in memory. It was in the heart of working-
class Cleveland, during a commmunist-led demonstration. Police had
attacked an earlier demonstration. In the street battle, several un-
employed had been injured, and one had since died. In the same
neighborhood, the Unemployed Councils had called a mass protest,
a solemn occasion that brought out thousands. The authorities,
under criticism and on the defensive, withdrew every cop from the
area, many blocks wide . . . (163-164).

The crowds did not always stay in their own neighborhoods, and the
authorities were not always judicious. On February 11, 1930, for
example, some 2,000 unemployed workers stormed the Cleveland
City Hall, dispersing only when the police threatened to turn fire
hoses on them. A few days later the unemployed demonstrated at
City Hall in Philadelphia, and had to be driven off by the police.
A week later mounted police with nightsticks dispersed a crowd of
1,200 jobless men and women in Chicago. On February 26 a crowd
of 3,000 was broken up by tear gas before the Los Angeles City Hall
(Bernstein, 1970, 426-427).

In March the demonstrations became a national event. The Gom-
munists declared March 6, 1930, International Unemployment Day,
and rallies and marches took place in most major cities. Many of the
demonstrations were orderly, as in San Francisco where the chief of
police joined the 2,000 marchers and the mayor addressed them, or
in Chicago where some 4,000 people marched down Halsted and
Lake Streets, and then dispatched a committee to petition the mayor
(Lasswell and Blumenstock, 196). But in other places, including
Washington, D.C,, and Seattle, local officials grew alarmed and
ordered the police to disperse the crowds with tear gas. In Detroit,
Cleveland, Milwaukee, and Boston, the crowds resisted, and fierce
battles broke out between the demonstrators and the police (Keeran,
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72-73; Leab, 306-307).5 The worst clash occurred in New York City,8
an event which was reported by the New ¥ork Times:

The unemployment demonstration staged by the Communist Party
in Union Square broke up in the worst riot New York has seen
in recent years when 35,000 people attending the demonstration
were transformed in a few moments from an orderly, and at times
a bored, crowd into a fighting mob. The outbreak came after com-
munist leaders, defying warnings and orders of the police, exhorted
their followers to march on City Hall and demand a hearing from
Mayor Walker. Hundreds of policemen and detectives, swinging
night sticks, blackjacks and bare fists, rushed into the crowd, hitting
out at all with whom they came into contact, chasing many across
the street and inte adjacent thoroughfares and rushing hundreds
off their feet. . . . From all parts of the scene of battle came the
screams of women and cries of men, with bloody heads and faces.
A score of men were sprawled over the square with policemen pum-
meling them. The pounding continued as the men, and some
women, sought refuge in flight.

The demonstration was sufficiently threatening to prod the mayor
to agree to form a committee to collect funds to be distributed to
the unemployed.? In October 1930 the unemployed gathered again
in a mass rally at City Hall plaza to demand that the Board of
Estimate appropriate twenty-five dollars a week for each unemployed
persen. The police again attacked the demonstrators, and two of the
organizers were injured, but the Board of Estimate appropriated one
million dollars for relief (Naison, 72-73).

5*In Detrait, despite police warnmings to avoid the zrea, between 50000 and 100,000
people gathered in the streets and onr the sidewalks of the downtown district. Police
Comtmissioner Harold Emmons mohilized the entire Detroit police force of 3,600. . ..
For two hours the lighting raged, until in desperation the police ordered city buses and
strect cars to drive through the protesters in order to cleax the streets. . . . A riot com-
pargble to Detroit's disturbance took place in Cleveland after the mayor informed
10,000 to 25,000 demonstrators that he was powerless to adjust their grievances, A three
hour riot in Milwaukee led to forty-scven arrests and four injuries” {(Keeran, 72-73).
8 The Daily Worker reported 87 arrested and 130 injured in New York; 45 arrested and
25 injured in Detroit; 60 arrested and 20 injured in Los Angeles; 12 arrested and 16
injured in Seattle; 11 arrested and 6 injured in Washington {Rosenzweig, 1976a).
7'The Communist organizers of the demonstration, however, were charged with "unlaw-
ful assembly” and “creating a public nuisance,” and served six months on Blackwell's
Island {Leab, 810). The demonstrations on March & also sparked enough concern in
the Congress to justify the creation of what was to become the House Un-American
Activities Committee (Bernstein, 1970, 427-428).
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The demonstrations were branded as riots by the press; it was
the Communist and Socialist organizers who misnamed them un-
employment demonstrations, said the New York Times (October 17,
1930, 1). But the unemployed came, whatever the labels of the leaders,
and despite the castigation of the press. Len de Caux suggests why:

The communists brought misery out of hiding in the workers’
neighborhoods, They paraded it with angry demands. . . . In
hundreds of jobless meetings, I heard no objections to the points
the communists made, and much applause for them. Sometimes, I'd
hear a communist speaker say something so bitter and extreme, I'd
feel embarrassed. Then I'd look around at the unemployed audience
—shabby clothes, expressions worried and sour. Faces would start
to glow, heads to nod, hands to clap {162-163).

For some people at least, distress was turning to indignation, an in-
dignation strong enough to withstand official scorn or state force.

Communist agitators were helping in that transformation, but the
unemployed were ready to respond to.any leader who articulated
their grievances. When Father James R. Cox, a Pittsburgh priest
known as the Mayor of Shantytown, called a rally at Pitt Stadium to
protest unemployment and demand public works and relief measures,
some 60,000 people turned out, and 12,000 followed him on to
Washington where he presented their demands to Hoover (Bernstein,
1970, 432).5 And later, in the spring of 1932, thousands of unemployed
veterans and their families descended on ‘Washington, I.C. Their
songs expressed their disaffection:

Mellen pulled the whistle
Hoover rang the bell

‘Wall Street gave the signal
And the country went to Hell

The veterans had in fact not come in a revolutionary or even in
a very belligerent spirit. They had come only to plead with the
Congress for early payment of pensions due them by law in 1945,
The Congress turned them down, Hoover refused to meet with their

81t should be noted, because much is often made of it, that two Comtmunist-led hunger
marches on Washington, D.C,, in 1931 and 1932 failed to attract many followers. How-
ever, Herbert Benjamin, who organized the marches, argued in a talk given in April
1976 in New York City that the marches were not intended to be large, but recruited
only delegates from lacal groups, and that the marches themselves were executed with
“careful military planning.” In any case, there is no denying the successful mobiliza-
tions by the Communists in the big cities.
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leaders, and when they still did not leave, he sent the Axmy to
tout them. “What a pitiable spectacle,” said the Washington News,
"is that of the great American Government, mightiest in the world,
chasing men, women and children with Army tanks. . . . If the
Army must be called out to make war on unarmed citizens, this is
no longer America” (Schlesinger, 1957, 265).

RENT RIOTS

The rising anger among the unemployed took other forms than
strect marches and riots. Jobless men and women began to defy
the local authorities—and the rules upheld by these authorities—
associated with specific hardships. One such kind of defiance was
mass resistance to evictions. As unemployment rose, large numbers
of families in many places could not pay their rents, and the number
of evictions increased daily.® In 1930 and 1931 small bands of pcople,
often led by Communists, began to use strong-arm tactics to prevent
marshals from putting furniture on the street. Sometimes they were
successful. Even when they were not, physical resistance was the only
resort for people forced from their homes. The rent riots began on
the Lower East Side and in Harlem,'® but quickly spread to other
parts of the city. The New York Times described an eviction of three
families in the Bronx on February 2, 1932:

Probably because of the cold, the crowd numbered omly 1,000
although in unruliness it equalled the throng of 4,000 that stormed
the police in the first disorder of a similar nature on January 22.
On Thursday a dozen more families are to be evicted unless they
pay back rents.

Inspector Joseph Leonary deployed a force of fifty detectives
and mounted and foot patrolmen through the street as Marshal

8In New York City some 186,000 families were served dispossess notices during eight
months ending in June 1932 (Boyer and Morais, 261). Bernstein reports a Philadelphia
study published in 1933 that found 63 percent of the white families and 66 percent of
the black were in rent arrears (1966, 289). A study conducted at about the same time
in the San Francisco area also found widespread rent defaults (Huntington). In five
industrial cities in OQhio eviction orders were issued against nearly 100,000 families
between January 1930 and June 1932 (Boyer and Morais, 261).

1% The Deily Worker carded numerous accounts of apparently sucressful eviction
resistance actions, beginning in the fall of 1930,
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Novick led ten furniture movers into the building, . . . Women
shricked from the windows, the different sections of the crowd
hissed and booed and shouted invectives. Fighting began simultane-
ously in the house and the street. The marshal's men were rushed
on the stairs and got to work after the policemen had driven the
tenants back into their apartments,

Boyer and Morais claim that such tactics succeeded in restoring
77,000 evicted families to their homes in New York City (261).

Chicago was also the scene of frequent “rent riots,” especially in
the black neighborhoods where unemployment reached catastrophic
proportions and evictions were frequent. In the brief period from
August 11 to October 31, 1951 there were 2,185 cases before Renter’s
Court, 38 percent of which involved blacks (Gosnell, 1967, 321-329).
Small groups known as “black bugs” marched through the streets
to mobilize large crowds to reinstall evicted familes, sometimes even
when the family was not present.! Police repression in Chicago was
so thorough'? that these actions of necessity were virtually spon-
tanecus:

During the last part of 1930 the Unemployed Councils had estab-
lished headquarters in many of the poorer sections of the city.
The meeting-halls served as clubhouses where jobless men tired
of tramping the streets in search of work came to rest and talk
rather than face the trying tensions of the home. These men, estab-
lishing mutual relations of identification on the basis of their
common misfortune, began to act together to prevent evictions.
The demonstrations were entirely unplanned and could not be
throttled at the source because the men themselves never knew in
advance when or where they would next demonstrate. Someone
might come into the hall and tell of a person blocks away who
was at that moment being evicted. Their indignation aroused, the
men would march in a group down the street, adding the sympathe-
tic and the curious to their number as they marched, until by the
time they reached the scene of the eviction, the crowd would have
grown in size and temper. The furniture of the unfortunate family
would be replaced and the crowd, delighted with its success, would
disperse gradually, in small groups {Lasswell and Blumenstock, 170-
171}.

1 For descriptions of the Chicago rent riots see Abbott, Chapter 14; Bernstein, 1970, 425;
Hofstadter and Wallace, 172-175: Lasswell and Blumenstock, 196-201,

12 With one exception—a funeral procession—every ontdoor demonstration planned by
the Communists in 1930 in Chicago was cut short by the police (Lasswell and Blumen-
stock, 168-169) .
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Horace Cayton describes a Chicago rent riot in which he participated.
One day in 1931 Cayton was sitting in a restaurant on the South Side
and saw through the window a long file of black people, marching in
deadly earnest. He joined them and later described what happened:

We were met at the street by two squad cars of police who asked
us where we were going. The black crowd swarmed around the
officers. . . . No one moved. Everyone simply stood and stared at
them. One officer lost his head and drew his gun, levelling it at
the crowd. . . . No threats, no murmurs, no disorder; the crowd
just tooked at him, There the officer stood. Just then a siren was
heard—the whisper went around—the riot squad was comingl . . .
four cars full of blue-coated officers and a patrol wagon. They
jumped out before the cars came to a stop and charged down upon
the crowd. Night sticks and “billies” played a tattoo on black heads.
“Hold your places!"” shouted the woman, “Act like men!” answered
the crowd. They stood like dumb beasts—no one ran, no one fought
or offered resistance, just stood, an immovable black mass.

These tactics frequently culminated in beatings, arrests, and even
killings,* but they also forced relief officials to give out money for
rent payments (Seymour, December 1937, 14), A rent riot in August
1931 left three people dead and three policemen injured: “News of
the riot screamed in the headlines of the evening press. The realiza-
tion of the extent of unrest in the Negro district threw Chicago into
panic” (Lasswell and Blumenstock, 197). Mayor Anton Cermak re-
sponded by promptly ordering a moratorium on evictions, and some
of the rioters got work relief.4

Karsh and Garman report that in many places the Communists
organized gas squads to turn the gas back on in people’s houses
and electric squads to string wires around the meter after it was shut
off by the local utility (88). In Detroit, it took one hundred police-
men to evict a resisting family, and later two Detroit families who
protected their premises by shooting the landlord were acquitted by
sympathetic juries (Bernstein, 1970, 428).

12 The American Civil Liberties Union reported fourteen dead as a result of protests by
the jobless (cited in Rosenzweig, 1976a).

14 As one official tells the story, the riot *. . . flared up the whole community. I spent
the next forty-eight hours in the sireets down there, trying to quiet things down. I went
to see Ryerson and the Committee of Ieading businessmen. - . . I said the only way to
stop this business is to put these evicted men back to work at once. This was on a
Saturday. They said, ‘We don’t have the money.’ I said, *You better get some.' By Mon-
day morning, they had the money, and we put three hundred of those men to work
In the parks that day"” {Terkel, 396).
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RELIEF INSURGENCY

There is surely reason to think that it is easier for people to defend
their homes against the authorities than to demand relief, simply
because Americans are more likely to believe they have a right
to their homes than to believe they have a right to handouts, no
matter how overwhelming the economic disaster that confronts them.
Most of the unemployed resisted the final degradation of asking for
relief for as long as they could. A study of those who applied for aid
in 1932 in San Francisco and Alameda counties, for example,
reported:

Nearly two-thirds did not apply for relief until at least a year had
elapsed after the chief breadwinner had lost his regular employ-
ment, and nearly one-third of these families had managed to get
along for two years or longer, . . . By the time they applied for
relief, many of these families were in debt to the grocer and the
landlord; they had used their pitifully small savings; they had
borrowed sums which though small, could probably never be
repaid, Finally, they were defeated in their valiant struggle to
maintain their independence . , . (Huntington, 66, 74).1°

For many, sheer desperation finally forced violation of the pro-
hibition against the dole. For others, it was more than desperation;
it was anger. Some people came to believe that if there were no jobs
~—if the factories and offices and workshops turned them away-—then
they had a right to the income they needed to survive anyway. Fired
by this new indignation, crowds of jobless men and women descended
on relief offices, cornered and harassed administrators, and even took
over the offices until their demands were met—until money or goods
were distributed to them.?® Lasswell and Blumenstock describe these
early relief actions in Chicago:

Hearing that some family had been refused relief or that some
patticularly needy case was being denied immediate attention,

15 Bakke in his survey of New Haven also reported that three-quarters of the unem-
ployed had not applied for relief until after two or more years of unemployment
(1940, 363).

16 Just how many people participated in unemployed actions remains a matter of
speculation. Rosenzweig, whe has done extensive work on the movement, says that
“easily two million warkers joined in some form of unemployed activity at some point
in the thirties” but he does not give the evidence for this estimate (1974, 43).
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groups would gather and march on the relief stations, demanding
action. Social workers in many of the offices, having intimate
knowledge of the misery behind such demands, hesitated to call
the police. . . . Hence at first the relief offices met the demands
of the demonstrators, giving Mrs. Jones the food basket which she
should have had a week earlier. With success, demonstrations of
this sort increased in number and size. The relief stations found
themselves unable to deal with this type of mass pressure. For
example, on the afternoon of August 81, 1931, a group of 400
persons began to march on the United Charities offices located at
4500 Prairie Avenue. By the time they reached the relief station,
the number had grown to fifteen or sixteen hundred. A speaker
addressed them in front of the station, and the tension grew so
high that when Joel Hunter, Chief Administrator of the Charities,
asked for the selection of a committee to present the grievances of
the crowd, there was a move to storm the station. A police squad
arrived, and a general riot ensued (171).

A study published by the American Public Welfare Association
later in 1937 described similar demonstrations across the nation:

Relief offices were approached by large committees, numbering ten,
fifteen, twenty, and sometimes more persons, which demanded im-
medjate audience, without previous appointment and regardless of
staff members’ schedules. . . . Frequently these large committees
were buttressed by neighborhood crowds which gathered outside
the relief office and waited while committees within presented
“demands” (Seymour, December 1937, 15).

Relief officials, who were accustomed to discretionary giving to
a meek clientele and were not much governed by any fixed set of
regolations, usually acquiesced in the face of aggressive protests.
With each abrasive encounter, officials in local and private charities
gradually forfeited the discretion to give or withhold aid. Mark
Naison reports some of the incidents: "I stood in the r2in for three
days and the Home Relief Bureau paid no attention to me,” a woman
declared at a neighborhood meeting in New York City. “Then I
found out about the Unemployed Council. . . . We went in there
as a body and they came across right quick.” “The woman at the
desk said I was rejected,” another woman added. “T was crying when
Comrade Minns told me to come to the meeting of the Unemployed
Council. One week later I got my rent check” (152).%?

17 Even in dealing with cases of individua! hardship, the contrast between the approach
of the Unemployed Councils and that of private charily agencies was striking. As late as



Poor People’s Movements 58

As the unemployed became more disruptive, even cherished pro-
cedures of investigation and surveillance of recipients were relin-
quished. A news sheet put out by an unemployed group in Port
Angeles, Washington, exemplified the new spirit:

“Home Visitors” or “snoopers” are only relief workers on a cash
basis. They are picked for their ability as snoopers and stool pigeons
only, They ask you so damn many questions that there is nothing
personal left to you anyway (cited in Seymour, December 1937, 15).

As indignation mounted, in other words, some people not only
defied the prohibition against going on the dole, but some even
began to defy the apparatus of ritualized humiliation that had made
that prohibition so effective. And as they did, the movement gathered
momentum,

Naison describes the unemployed movement in Harlem {(where
unemployment affected 80 percent of heads of household) during
this period:

To force the relief system to function more effectively, the unem-
ployed movement settled on a strategy of stimulating disorder.
Harlem Council activists organized large groups of jobless workers,
took them to the local relief station, and demanded that they
receive aid. If the relief bureau officials refused to see them or
claimed they were out of aid, the demonstrators camped in the
bureau offices and remained there until they received aid or were
removed by the police. If police tried to remove the demonstrators
or prevent them from entering the bureaus, Council tactics became
more violent. At one demonstration in late June of 1932, the Amster-
dam News reported a group from the Harlem Council broke down
the bureau’s doors and “overturned desks and chairs” before the
police could arrest them. Other demonstrations ended in pitched
battles between police and Council activists that resulted in bloodied
heads and numerous arrests (137).

In Chicago, “spontaneous outbreaks grew in size and frequency,
and through them the accumulated tensions and effects resulting
from economic deprivation and from newspaper neglect or criticism
and police repression became ‘collectivised.’ ” The number of demon-

December 1932, an official of the Urban League explained how the league dealt with
relief problems as follows: “We find that we are able to settle about 75 percent of the
complaints which come to us without even calling the district office, This is done by
patiently explaining to the complainant the situation as we see it after listening to him”
{quoted in Prickett, 254).
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strations increased, from 408 in 1931 to 566 in 1932 (Lasswell and
Blumenstock, 172-173). The demonstrations were also becoming
more massive and well-organized. On January 11, 1932, simultaneous
demonstrations were held at all the relief stations of Ghicago.'® Later
that year, some 5,000 men who had been forced to take refuge in
municipal lodging houses marched on relief headquarters to demand
three meals a day, free medical attention, tobacco twice a week, the
right to hold Council meetings in the lodging houses, and the
assurance of no discrimination against Unemployed Council mem-
bers. Their demands were granted. Later in 1932, when relief funds
were cut 50 percent by a financially strangled city administration,
some 25,000 of the unemployed marched again, this time through
the Chicago Loop in a cold, driving rain. The authorities quickly
managed to borrow funds from the Reconstruction Finance Corpora-
tion, and the cut was rescinded.

In Detroit hundreds of people organized by the Unemployed
Councils gathered at City Hall in August 1931 to demand better
food and better treatment from the police at the municipal lodging
houses. Just a few months later, the Young Communist League led
a march of several thousand on one of the Briggs auto plants to
demand jobs and unemployment insurance (Keeran, 77). Then in
March 1932, after the severe winter, unemployed workers in Detroit
who had been assembled by Communist organizers to march on
the Ford River Rouge plant were fired on by Dearborn police. Four
of the marchers were killed, many more were wounded. The press
was divided: the Detroit Mirror savagely attacked the ‘‘riotous”
marchers, but the Detroit Times accused the police of having
“changed an orderly demonstration into a riot with death and blood-
shed as its toll” {Keeran, 82-83; Prickett, 119). Two days later, some
sixty thousand Detroit workers marched behind the coffins to the
tune of the Internationale.

In Atlanta in June 1932 city and county authorities decided to
drop 23,000 families from the relief rolls, claiming there were no
funds. To maintain a degree of order in the face of this decision,
local authorities proceeded to arrest hundreds of farm workers (who
had come to Atlanta in search of work) on charges of vagrancy, in
order to send them back to the countryside. But when a thousand of

18 Lasswell and Blumenstock provide a blow-by-blow account of this and other
demonstrations, many of which resulted in arrests, injuries, and killings (204-210).
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the unemployed rallied at the courthouse, the order to cut the
families was rescinded, and additional money was appropriated for
relief (Herndon, 188-192).2° In St. Louis 3,000 of the jobless marched
and forced the passage at City Hall of two relief bills (Boyer and
Morais, 263). Each such protest that succeeded in getting people
money added morale and momentum to the movement, and further
undermined the doctrine that being “on the county” was a con-
fession of personal failure, a badge of shame.

Local Fiscal Breakdown

The number of jobless continued to rise. In the big industrial cities,
where unemployment was especially severe, the unemployed some-
times comprised voting majorities. Faced with mounting protests,
local officials could not remain indifferent. Clearly the private
agencies which had in many places handled whatever relief was
given could not meet the surging demand, and various ad hoc
arrangements were quickly invented, often with the cooperation of
local businessmen and philanthropists. Committees were set up,
local citizens were exhorted to contribute to charity drives, and in
some places city employees found their wages reduced for contribu-
tions to the relief fund. By these methods, expenditures for relief
rose from $71 million in 1929 to $171 million in 1931 (Chandler,
192).

But this amount of relief in cities like New York, Chicago, Detroit,
and Philadelphia barely scratched the surface of the need. The city
manager of Cincinnati reported on the relief methods used there at
the end of 1931, when about one-quarter of the city’s workers were
unemployed, and another quarter worked only part-time:

Relief 15 given to a family one week and then they are pushed off
for a week in the hope that somehow or other the breadwinner may
find some kind of work. . . . We are paying no rent at all. That,
of course, is a very difficult problem because we are continually
having evictions, and social workers . . . are hard put to find places

12 Subsequently Angelo Herndon, one of the Communist organizers of the Atlanta
demonstration, was indicted and convicted for inciting insurrection under a century-old
Georgia statute. His sentence to a twenty-year term by the Georgia courts was finally
overturned by the Supreme Court in 1937.
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for people whose furniture has been put out on the streets (quoted
in Chandler, 43).

In New York City, where the charter of 1898 prohibited “outdoor”
relief as distinct from relief in workhouses or poor houses, disrup-
tions by the unemployed had led to the creation of an arrangement
whereby the police precincts distributed direct relief to the most
destitute from funds contributed by city employees. In 1931, on
Governor Roosevelt’s initiative, New York State established an
emergency program which supplemented local relief funds with an
initial outlay of $20 million. Even so, by 1932, the lucky among the
unemployed in New York City were receiving an average grant of
$2.39 per week, and only one-quarter were getting that {(Schlesinger,
1957, 253). Testimony before the Senate Committee on Manufactures
in the summer of 1932 reported that 20,000 children in New York
had been placed in institutions because parents could not provide
for them.

In Chicago in Qctober 1931 40 percent of the work force was
unemployed, but help was being given only to the completely desti-
tute. A local official reported:

In the city of Chicago there are 1,000 men eating in the breadlines
food that costs 414 cents a day, and these men are from the so-called
Gold Coast of Chicago. These resources are about to end, and they
are confronted with one meal a day within, say 50 days after the
city funds will become exhausted (quoted in Chandler, 45).

Since Chicago was a railway hub, officials also had to deal with large
numbers of transients, some of whom lived in a shanty town at the
foot of Randolph Street, scavenging garbage for a living. Others were
crowded in asylums and poor houses. Bernstein reports that the
Oak Forest poor house, having filled its corridors, turned away
19,000 people in 1931 {1970, 297-298). By June 1932, Mayor Cermak
told a House committee that if the federal government didn't send
$150 million for relief immediately, they should be prepared to
send troops later. And Chicago’s leading industrialists and bankers
joined in an appeal to Hoover for federal relief funds (Bernstein,
1970, 467).

In Philadelphia, public relief had been abolished in 1879,2° and

20 The Pennsylvania constitution explicitly forbade appropriations for “charitable
purposes” but eventually the pressnre was so great that ihe legislature made an appro-
priation anyway under the “general welfare" clause (Bernstein, 1970, 459).
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so it fell to a committee of leading philanthropists and businessmen
to deal with the problem. They inaugurated a diversified program
of work relief, shelters, and loans, but their efforts were dwarfed by
the need. Some 250,000 were out of work in Philadelphia. “We have
unemployment in every third house,” the executive director of the
Philadelphia Children’s Bureaun told the Senate Subcommittee on
Manufactures. “It is almost like the visitation of death to the house-
holds of the Egyptians at the time of the escape of the Jews from
Egypt” (Bernstein, 1970, 299-300).

In Detroit, Frank Murphy had won the mayoralty in 1930 with a
campaign that pledged aid to the unemployed, and a public relief
program was established with the result that the costs of relief rose
from $116,000 in February 1929 to $1,582,000 two years later. But
even so, Detroit provided only $3.60 for two adults per week, and
a study in 1931 of those dropped from the rolls showed that average
total income per person was $1.56 a week. Not surprisingly, Mayor
Murphy reversed his belief in local responsibility, and told the
Senate Manufactures Subcommittee that there ought to be federal
help.

These cities were actually the more liberal ones. In most places,
people got only a little food: Baltimore, for example, provided an
average weekly relief allotment of eighty cents in commodities
(Greenstein), In Atlanta, white recipients received sixty cents a
week, while blacks got less, when they got anything at all (Herndon,
188). Fortune summed up local relief efforts in the fall of 1931:

The theory was that private charitable organizations and semi-
public welfare groups . . . were capable of caring for the casualties
of a world-wide economic disaster. And the theory in application
meant that social agencies manned for the service of 2 few hundred
families, and city shelters set up to house and feed a handful of
homeless men, were compelled by the brutal necessities of hunger
to care for hundreds of thousands of families and whole armies
of the displaced and jobless. . . . The result was the picture now
presented in city after city . . . heterogeneous groups of official and
unofficial relief agencies struggling under the earnest and untrained
leadership of the local men of affairs against an inertia of misery
and suffering and want they are powerless to overcome (cited in
Bernstein, 1970, 301).

In November 1932 a distinguished group of California citizens
serving on the State Unemployment Commission published a report
of its findings:
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Unemployment and loss of income have ravaged numerous homes,
It has broken the spirits of their members, undermined their health,
robbed them of self-respect, destroyed their efficiency and employa-
bility. . . . Many households have been dissolved; little children
parcelled out to friends, relatives or charitable homes; husbands
and wives, parents and children separated, temporarily or perma-
nently, Homes in which life savings were invested and hopes bound
up have been lost never to be recovered. Men, young and old,
have taken to the road . . . the army of homeless grows alarm-
ingly. . . . Precarious ways of existing, questionable methods of
“getting by” rapidly develop (cited in Bernstein, 1970, 321).

And in 1932 the New York Evening Graphic ran a series on starva-
tion cases that year. ‘The depression was no longer being denied.

However pathetic local relief programs were compared to the
scale of the need, the cost of even that puny effort had brought many
citles close to bankruptcy, and other municipal services were taking
the brunt of the fiscal squeeze. A Detroit official reported that
essential public services had been reduced “beyond the minimum
point absolutely essential to the health and safety of the city,” and
this despite the fact that municipal salaries had been sharply cut.
Chicago {whose finances had been in a shambles even before the
depression) owed its school teachers $20 million dollars in back pay
(Hopkins, 92-93). Boston had not paid its police for months (Bird,
108).

With local disturbances increasing, and local finances on the verge
of collapse, other urban states followed New York’s example. New
Jersey, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Wisconsin provided emergency out-
lays of relief funds, and other states began to underwrite municipal
horrowing for relief. As a result of state and local efforts, total ex-
penditures for relief rose by another $71 million between 1931 and
1932, to reach a total of $317 million. This amount of relief provided
less than $27 that year for each of the 12 million unemployed. Even
s0, the effort was taking a heavy toll from local governments; to meet
relief debts in the face of sharply declining tax revenues, spending
on other programs fell by $366 million between 1931 and 1932
Increasingly, local governments turned to borrowing, but they found
fewer purchasers for their bonds, partly because many municipalities
were no longer credit-worthy. On April 15 Survey magazine pub-
lished reports from thirty-seven large cities and concluded that “the
industrial cities of the Middle West and the large cities of Pennsyl-
vania are in desperate plight. . . . Complete breakdown is imminent.”
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By early 1933 nearly one thousand local governments had defaulted
on their debts {Chandler, 48-50).

In February 1932, as part of a campaign for his bill to provide
federal loans for unemployment relief, Senator La Follette sent out
a questionnaire to mayors all over the country asking about current
numbers of people on relief, anticipated increases, the amounts of
relief aid being given, whether the city was in a position to float
bond issues to meet relief needs, and whether the mayors favored
federal appropriations to “aid in providing more adequate relief for
the needy or in lessening the burden on local taxpayers.” In their
replies, the mayors described widespread distress and clamored for
federal aid. Not only were they administering relief on a starvation
basis, but virtually every municipality claimed to be close to bank-
rupicy and faced the prospect of having to cut off relief altogether.?

Unable to resist the political pressures of the unemployed, local
elites had brought their cities to the brink of fiscal collapse, But even
so, city budgets could not handle the demand for relief, and so the
pressure was not abated, but worsened as unemployment rose. Driven
by the protests of the masses of unemployed and the threat of financial
ruin, mayors of the biggest cities of the United States, joined by
business and banking leaders, had become lobbyists for the poor.

Electoral Instability and Federal Response

By November 1932 the political unrest that had spurred local leaders
to try to respond to the unemployed spread upward to produce a
national political disturbance—the electoral upheaval of 1932. In
the avalanche of new legislation that followed, concessions were
made to each group in a volatile constituency. What the unemployed
got was federal relief.

21 8enator La Follette had these replies read into the Congressional Record, 1532, 5095-
3260. La Follette was head of the Senate Subcommittee on Manunfactures that held
hearings on proposals for federal relicf early in 1952. The testimony at these hearings
provided overwhelming evidence of the devastating effects of nnemployment. Never-
theless, the bill chat emerged from the committee was defeated by a coalition of
Republicans and conservative Democrats. Later that year, as the pressure mounted,
Congress finally authorized federal loans to the states for relief through the Reconstruc-
tion Finance Corporation. Hoover reluctantly supported the measure as not interfering
with private and local responsibilities for relief. In a way, he was right; the loans that
resulted were too minuscule to be called interference.
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The Republican Party had been in power since the toppling of
the Wilson Administration in the election of 1920, when Harding
carried every major nonsouthern city. With eastern businessmen
at the helm, the Republicans ruled securely thereafter, receiving
substantial majorities in each election until 1930, their strength con-
centrated particularly in the urban North. Hoover had won the
presidency with a majority of 6.5 million votes.

As for the Democratic Party, after the debacle of 1924 during
which the agrarian wing had been defeated, it too had come firmly
under the control of eastern conservatives, businessmen like Bernard
Baruch and John J. Raskab, and machine politicians like Alfred E.
Smith. But the depression created the shifting currents that would
bring new leaders to the forefront of the Democratic Party, and
would then force the massive realignment of voters that brought
these leaders to national power. The realignment was first signaled
in the election of 1928 when big city wage earners began to switch
to the Democratic Party and the candidacy of Al Smith.22 The shift
of urban working-class voters became more evident as the depression
worsened; the Republicans suffered reversals in the congressional
elections of 1930. But it was the presidential election of 1932 that
produced one of the most sweeping political realignments in Ameri-
can history, and it was the election of 1936 that confirmed it,

The man who rose to power through these dislocations was, of
course, Franklin Delano Roosevelt; he won the Democratic nomina-
tion from a divided and uncertain Democratic Party on the fourth
ballot, and then went on to campaign by making promises to every-
one who would listen.? What working people listened to were the
promises to “build from the bottom up and not from the top down,
that put their faith once more in the forgotten man at the bottom of
the economic pyramid” (Roosevelt, 159-206, 625). Roosevelt won
with a plurality of almost seven million votes, capturing the largest
electoral majority since 1864, and sweeping in an overwhelmingly

In some cities—Boston, New York, Milwaukee, and San Francisco—the shift in 1928
was dramatic; the Democratic percentage of the vote doubled in these places (Bernstein,
1870, 78-79).

Raymond Moley writes of the campaign as follows: “I was charged in 1932 with
mobilizing personnel and ideas to promcte the presidential ambitions of Governor
Roosevelt. 1 welcomed all points of view, planners, trustbusters, and money wizards. I
expanded the so-called Brain Trust very considerably and maintained contact with a
great variety of people from Bernard Baruch to Huey Long. The task was to win an
election in an elcclorate comprising many ideologies, and mostly no, ideology. The issue
was recovery, and the therapy used was a combination of many prescriptions” (559-560).
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Democratic Congress. And much of Roosevelt’s majority was con-
centrated in the big cities of the country, where unemployment and
hardship were also concentrated. Economic catastrophe had resulted
in a mass rejection of the party in power.

In the interim between the election and Roosevelt’s inauguration,
the index of industrial production sank to its lowest point ever, and
the number of unemployed was increasing at the rate of about
200,000 a month (Lescohier and Brandeis, 163), to reach at least 12
million by March 1933. The clamor for federal relief was virtually
irresistible. A Social Science Research Council Bulletin character-
ized the situation this way:

By the time the new federal administration came into power in
1933, the pressure for more meney had become so nearly unanimous
that it was politically desirable for congressmen and senators to
favor large appropriations for relief; candidates were elected often
on a platform which predicated adequate relief appropriations by
Congress (White and White, 84).

In a message to Congress three weeks after the inauguration,
Franklin Delano Roosevelt called for a Civilian Conservation Corps,
a public works program, and a massive program of federal emer-
gency relief. The Civilian Conservation Corps provided jobs at
subsistence wages for a mere 250,000 men. The Public Works Ad-
minjstration was slow in getting started, and in any case it was
designed not so much to provide jobs for the unemployed as to
stimulate the economy, so that most of the jobs went to skilled
workers. By contrast the Federal Emergency Relief Act, drawn up
by Senators Edward P. Costigan, Robert F, Wagner, and Robert N.
La Follette, Jr., allocated $500 million for immediate grants to the
states for relief of the unemployed, half of which was to be spent
on a matching basis. The act was signed on May 12, Harry Hopkins
was sworn in as administrator on May 22, and by the evening of that
day, he made the first grants to the states. By early June, forty-hve
states had received federal grants for relief, and total expenditures
on relief rose to $794 million in 1933, to $1,489 million in 1934, and
to $1,834 million in 1935 (Brown, 204). When the program was ter-
minated in June 1936 the federal government had spent $3 billion
as its share of relief expenditures.2*

24 On May 23, the day afier he took office, Hopkins notifed the states that the federal
government would make grants-in-aid equal to one-third of the relief expenditure in
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It had taken protest and the ensuing fiscal and electoral disturb-
ances to produce federal relief legislation, and it took continued
protest to get the legislation implemented. By 1934 many people had
been without work a long time—an estimated 6 million for more
than a year (Karsh and Garman, 86). And during 1933, 1934, and
1935, groups of the unemployed continued to agitate, and were at
least partly responsible for the fact that many states and localities
participated in federal emergency relief programs at all. In August
1933, when state appropriations were needed in Ohio, 7,000 jobless
marched on the state capitol {Rosenzweig, 1975, 58). In Colorado,
when the federal relief funds were discontinued in the winter of 1934
because the state had repeatedly failed to appropriate its share of
costs, mobs of the unemployed rioted in relief centers, looted food
stores, and stormed the state legislature, driving the frightened
senators from the chamber. Two weeks later, the General Assembly
sent a relief bill to the governor, and federal funding was resumed
{Cross). An attempt in Chicago to cut food allowances by 10 percent
in November 1934 led to a large demonstration by the unemployed,
and the city council restored that cut. In the spring of 1935 the
federal government withheld relief after Illinois failed to provide its
share of funding. When relief offices closed down, the unemployed
marched and demonstrated in Chicago and Springfield until the
state legislature appropriated funds. Relief was cut in Kansas City,
Kansas, later that year and 2,000 of the unemployed assembled in
front of the courthouse where they remained and prayed and sang
hymns until a new relief appropriation was voted {Gilpin).

These were only the publicized protests. A survey conducted in
New York City revealed that almost all of the forty-two district relief
administrators in New York City reported frequent dealings with
unemployed groups, most of them led by Communists. These groups
were disruptive—shouting, picketing, refusing to leave the relief
offices—and the groups frequently won their demands. Five of the
relief offices were observed continuously over a thirty-day period
during which 196 demands by unemployed groups were recorded, of
which 107 were granted (Brophy and Hallowitz, 63-65).

By the winter of 1934 20 million people were on the dole, and

the state during the first quarter of the year. But this ratio was disregarded as time
went on, and the proportion of relief paid by the federal government increased until it
was as much as three-quarters of the relief expenditure in some states (White and
White, 82).



Poor People’s Movements 68

monthly grant levels had risen from an average of $15.15 per family
in May 1933 to an average of $24.53 in May 1934, and to $29.33 in
May 1935. Harry Hopkins explained the new government posture
toward the unemployed:

For a long time those who did not require relief entertained the
illusion that those being aided were in need through some fault
of their own. It is now pretty clear in the national mind that the
unemployed are a cross-section of the workers, the finest people in
the land (Kurzman, 85).

From Disruption to Organization

From the onset of the depression, the potential for unrest among the
unemployed attracted organizers and activists from the left. Their
approaches to work with the unemployed varied. But they all de-
plored the loose and chaotic character of the movement, and they
all strove to build organization.

The Communists were first in the field—indeed, they had been
in the field as early as 1921, trying to organize the unemployed into
“Councils of Action,” but without much success. In 1929 they began
a new campaign to form “Unemployed Councils.”?* During the
winter of 1929-1930, Communist organizers worked vigorously, on
the breadlines, in the flop houses, among the men waiting at factory
gates, and in the relief offices. By mid-1930 the unemployed had
become the chief focus of party activity. The party's theoretical
journal, The Communist, asserted that those out of work were “the
tactical key to the present state of the class struggle” (cited in
Rosenzweig, 1976a).

During this early period, Communist activists concentrated on
direct action rather than on organization, and the actions they led
in the streets and in the relief offices were generally more militant
and disruptive than those of other unemployed groups. Communists,
many of whom were unemployed workers,?® seized upon every griev-

26 'The Unemployed Councils were officially launched under that name at a National
Conference of the Unemployed in Chicago on July 4, 1930 (Bernstein, 1970, 428). The
Councils were renamed Unemployment Coungils in 1934,

A high proportion of party members were unemployed during the early depression
years, and velatively few of them were in basic industry. For this reason, much of the
party’s emphasis at this stage was on the work of street nuclei among the unemployed.
That was to change later in the depression.
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ance as an opportunity for inciting mass actions, and channeled their
formidable self-discipline and energy into the extensive pamphleteer-
ing and agitation that helped bring the unempleyed together, and
helped raise the pitch of anger to defiance. Moreover, Communists
themselves often took the lead in confrontations with police; com-
rades were exhorted to stand firm and defend other unemployed
workers when the police attacked, as they often did (Seymour,
August 1937, 9-11; Leab, 300-303; Lasswell and Blumenstock,
165-213).

At this stage, there were few membership meetings, little formal
structure within each group, and very little effort to establish formal
linkages among the different groups. The Councils sprang alive at
mass meetings and demonstrations; in betweern, only a cadre group
constituted the organization. “But because of the temper of the
times,” says Leab, “this hard core managed to bring out ever-
increasing numbers of people for the various protest demonstrations"”
(304).

Farly in the depression most Sacialists had been opposed to organ-
izing the unemployed. Instead, the National Executive Committee
of the Socialist Party had, in May 1929, urged the creation of Emer-
gency Conferences on Unemployment that would lobby for the
Socialist program of old age benefits, unemployment insurance, and
the abolition of child labor. Little came of the Emergency Confer-
ences, but groups of Socialists in some localities, many of them
associated with the League for Industrial Democracy, began to
orgahize committees or unions of the unemployed despite the ab-
sence of a national mandate, They uvsed grievance procedures and
mass pressure tactics not very different from the Communist un-
employed groups.®™ The most successful of these was the Chicago
Workers” Committee on Unemployment which was credited with
raising Cook County relief payments to one of the highest in the
nation (Rosenzweig, 1974, 12). By February 1932, prodded by the
success of the Communist Unemployed Councils, and by the local
Socialist-led organizations that had already emerged, the National
Executive Committee of the Socialist Party finally endorsed direct
organizing of the unemployed (Rosenzweig, 1974, 14), with the result

27 There is some evidence that the Socialist groups tended to attract a more middle-
class constituency than the Communists, perhaps because of their emphasis on educa-
tional programs and their more conservative tactics, and perhaps becanse they lacked
the Communists’ zeal in mobilizing the working class.
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that Socialists in other places, most importantly in New York and
Baltimore, began organizing on the model of the Chicago Workers’
Committee. These groups later initiated the Workers’ Alliance of
America, the culmination of the organizational efforts among the
unemployed.

Other radicals were also active, many of them affiliated with the
Conference for Progressive Labor Action formed in May 1929 by
Socialists and trade unionists who were opposed both to the con-
servative leadership of the AFL and to the dual union approach of
the Communist Trade Union Unity League. The CPLA began as
a propaganda and education orgapization but by 1931 it began to
move to the left and A. J. Muste, who had run the Brookwood Labor
College in the 1920s, emerged as the leading figure, with a program
to build local organizations of the unemployed. The Muste groups,
usually called Unemployed Leagues, flourished particularly in the
rural areas and small towns of Ohio, West Virginia, Kentucky, North
Carolina, and Pennsylvania, where the approach taken by the Muste
radicals, at least at the beginning, was nondoctrinaire and oriented
toward the immediate needs of the unemployed. The Seattle Un-
employment League, a kind of model for many of these efforts
(although it was not actually affiliated with the CPLA), was a par-
ticular success, at least briefly. It claimed 12,000 members in Seattle
itself by the end of 1931 and a statewide membership of 80,000 by
the end of 1932. At first the Seattle group emphasized barter, working
for farmers in exchange for produce. But when the harvest season
of 1931 was over, and self-help came to an end, the league turned to
the city for help. The city council, uneasy about the growing num-
bers of league supporters, voted an appropriation of half a million
dollars for relief, and turned the fund over to the league to ad-
minister, During the spring elections of 1932, when an estimated
one-third of Seattle’s voters were league members, the league sup-
ported a slate headed by John F. Dore, who campaigned with talk of
taking huge fortunes away “from those who stole them from the
American workers,” and won with the largest plurality in Seattle
history. Once in office, however, Dore took the administration of
relief away from the league and threatened to use machine guns on
the unemployed demonstrations, earning himself the name “Revolv-
ing Dore” (Bernstein, 1970, 416-418}.

Many of the Unemployed Leagues, like the Seattle League, did not
last long as self-help efforts, if only because self-help programs could
not cope with extensive and lasting unemployment. By 1933 the
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leagues became more political and abrasive in outlook and tactics,
joining in the general demand for public relief. Some fell under
the leadership of the Communists, and later some of the leaders of
the leagues, L.ouis Budenz among them, joined the Communist Party.

Other groups appeared in many towns, sometimes under auspices
which had nothing to do with radical politics. Local politicians,
for example, set up clubs in their wards to handle relief grievances
on behalf of individual constituents, particularly before elections,
and in many rural or partially rural areas, groups organized around
self-help and barter programs.?® In Dayton, Ralph Borsodi, a utopian
thinker who believed in a return to the land, was engaged by the
Gouncil of Soctal Agencies to organize groups that undertook to
produce their own goods (Bernstein, 1970, 420). Arthur Moyer, the
president of Antioch College, established the Midwest Exchange,
Inc., which encouraged self-belp and barter among independent
groups {Glick, 13-14). In Harlem, self-help took the form of food
collections and rent parties often organized by the churches or by
the disciples of Father Divine.®®

In some places, particularly in the coal regions where unemploy-
ment was endemic, trade unions helped and even joined with the
unemployed. Locals of the United Mine Workers led two hunger
marches in Charleston, West Virginia, for example, and joined with
the Unemployed Council in Galiup, New Mexico, in leading mass
resistance against evictions of unemployed miners from homes built
on land owned by mining companies. In Pennsylvania, some locals
of the UMW affiliated with and gave financial support to the un-
employed groups (Seymour, December 1937, 6). Elsewhere, unem-
ployed groups occasionally provided support for striking workers. In
the Toledo Auto-Lite strike and the Milwaukee Streetcar strike in

8 Gosnell deseribes such ward activity in Chicago {1937).

Clark Kerr provides an exhaustive description of these self-help groups, whose active
membership he estimates at 75,000 in 1932,
$¢In Harlem even the Unemployed Councils undertook food collections to meet the
immediate needs of the destitute (Daily Weorker, April 24, 1931). In general, however,
the more radiczl leaders of the unemployed scorned the self-help approach, as is
suggested Ly an article entitled “Organized Looking into Garbage Cans” in the March
1st, 1933, issue of the Detroit Hunger Fighier, a news sheet of the Detroit Unemployed
Council: “The procedure is to go to all kinds of food establishments and trade the labor
of unemployed workers for unsaleable food, to gather old clothing, etc., as a means of
lightening the burden of maintaining the unemployed for the hosses and evading the
issue of struggle . . . 55 percent of the population cannot live on what the other 45
pexcent throws away, ...~
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1984, it was the support of thousands of the unemployed that finally
broke employer resistance. And in Minneapolis, unemployed workers
were included in the militant local 574 of the Teamsters (Glick, 18).
By and large, however, the trade unions avoided the unemployed,
who were dropped from the union membership rolls as their dues
lapsed.® Subsequently William Green and John L. Lewis sent
messages of greetings to meetings of the unemployed (Seymour,
December 1937, 10), but the CIO refused to permit the request
of the organization of the unemployed to affiliate.

Because of the variegated character of the unemployed movement,
membership cannot be accurately estimated, and in any case it
probably fluctuated widely. People were attracted by the chances of
getting relief, and many dropped out once the needed aid was
received. Until February 1934 the Unemployed Councils did not
have either dues or members; adherents were simply called sup-
porters {Seymour, August 1987, 11-18). Still, if any gauge is pro-
vided by the groups’ own claims, the numbers were impressive for a
grassroots organization. By 1933 the Ohio Unemployed League
claimed a membership of 100,000 distributed among 187 locals
throughout the state; the Pennsylvania Unemployed League in 1935
claimed 25,000 members in twelve counties; the Pennsylvania Secur-
ity League reported some 70,000 members (Seymour, December
1937); the Pittsburgh Unemployed Citizens’ League claimed 50,000
dues-paying members in fifty locals (Karsh and Garman, 92). In
Chicago the Unemployed Councils alene claimed a membership of
22,000 in forty-five local branches (Karsh and Garman, 90) while
the Socialist-led groups had organized 25,000 jobless by mid-1932
(Rosenzweig, 1976a).

THE FORMATION OF A NATIONAL ORGANIZATION

The movement of the unemployed had originated in local com-
munities, in sporadic street demonstrations, in rent riots, and in
the disruption of relief centers. Many of the local organizations were
loosely structured, held together more by the periodic demonstrations

Consistent with its historic emphasis on voluntarism, the AFL had opposed govern-
ment measures to aid the unemployed until mid-1932, by which time its ranks had
broken on the issue, and even some employers were pressing the federation to reverse
itself,
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than by regular and formal affiliations; they gathered momentum
from direct action victories which yielded money or food or a halt
to evictions. But most of the radical leaders of the different groups
felt that the looseness of these local groups was a drawback. As
early as November 1930 the Communist Party political committee
criticized the absence of “organizational crystallization” in the Un-
employed Councils, and a party official complained that “despite
millions of leaflets and hundreds of meetings, not to speak of the
half dozen demonstrations in every city, organized unemployed
councils are almost nonexistent” (Rosenzweig, 1976b, 42).%2
However bitterly the Communists, the Socialists, and the Musteites
disagreed about issues of international socialism, they shared the
view that the victories won by the unemployed in the early depres-
sion were mere handouts. A significant political movement capable
of winning major victories depended, they thought, on firmly struc-
tured local and state organizations knit together in a national body
and with a national program.?? Instead of disparate local groups dis-
rupting relief offices or leading marches on mayors for handouts, a
nationwide poor people’s organization should be formed, an organi-
zation representing such massive voting numbers as to compel the
Congress to enact more fundamental economic reforms, The coming
of the New Deal, with a more sympathetic president and Congress,
of course, encouraged this approach, for the time seemed propitious
to achieve far-reaching change through the electoral system.
Moreover, a major shift in Comintern policy in 1935 (prompted
by belated realization of the seriousness of the fascist threat and the
menace it posed to world communism) encouraged this emphasis on
organization and electoral strategies amovng the Communists, who
had Ied the most militant and disruptive of the unemployed groups.34

32 Herbert Benjamin, leader of the Unemployed Councils, commented later on directives
by the party leadership to overcome these failings that “down below people weren't
concerned . , . [They were] just concerned with finding any means they could of acting”
{guoted in Rosenzweig, 1576b, 40).

38 David Lasser, a Socialist and leader of a New York unemployed group who later be-
came head of the Workers’ Alliance, argued in 1934 that the demands of the unem-
ployed had become national in scope, and that the unemployed themselves had matured
so that they would not be satisficd with short run concessions, but wanted a reordering
of society (New Leader, December 12, 1934, 1) .

The widely held assumption that the policies of the American Communist Party were
simply reflexive responses to the dictates of the International has recently been disputed
by a number of young historians who argue that the Popular Front was, at least in part,
an authentic—if perhaps mistaken—response of American Communists to domestic
political developments. See for example Buhle, Keeran, and Prickett.
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The “Popular Front™ line called upon Communists to seek alliances
with the liberal and socialist groups they had previously denounced
as “‘social fascists.” This quite clearly meant seeking alliances within
the New Deal coalition and with the New Deal itself.35

In fact, there were attempts to form a national organization almost
from the start. Stitnulated by the successful demonstrations of March
6, 1950, the Communists held a meeting in New York City at the
end of March, reportedly drawing together 215 delegates from
thirteen states, and calling for the formation of an autonomous
national unemployment organization® In July a larger meeting
attracting 1,520 delegates was held in Chicago to declare the forma-
tion of the Unemployed Councils of the U.S.A. A platform calling
for federal unemployment insurance and federal appropriations for
relief was adopted, and a formal structure describing the relation-
ship between local, city, county, state, and national groups was elab-
orated. By 1934 the Unemployed Councils also adopted a written
constitution {Leab, 308-311). Finally the shift in Comintern policy
in 1935 set the stage not only for the development of an organization,
but for the development of an organization that would embrace all
of the unemployed groups.

In the fall of 1932, prompted by the upcoming election, the
Socialists had also taken steps toward the development of a national
organization.?” The Chicago Workers Committee called a meeting of
“all Unemployed Leagues that we know of except the Communist
Party’s 'Unemployed Councils’ 7 (S8eymour, December 1987, 7). The
result was the formation of the Federation of Unemployed Workers
Leagues of America, which called on the incoming president and
the Congress to enact legislation for direct relief, public works and
slum clearance, unemployment and old-age insurance, a shorter work
day, and the prohibition of child labor. The federation itself was
shortlived, but the conviction that a nationwide organization would

86 Farl Browder later recalled that the party had begun working with New Deal relief
agencies in 19356 (Buhle, 251).

8 Prior to this, the Unemployed Councils were considered part of the Trade Union
Unity League but this affiliation did net much aifect the strictly local activities of the
early groups (Seymour, December 1937, 8).

87 Aside from this conference activity, Norman Thomas’ campaign for the presidency
in 1932 brought a halt to whatever direct organizing of the jobless the Socialists were
doing. The election campaign was apparently considered more important {Rosenzweig,
1974, 15) .
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be a powerful force persisted, and the Socialist groups moved to
consolidate into state federations during 1934,

Meanwhile, in July 1933, 800 delegates from thirteen states showed
up in Columbus, Ohio, for the first national conference of the Un-
employed Leagues. By this time, the radical intellectual leaders of
the Conference for Progressive Labor Action, who had organized
the Leagues, had become ardent believers in a “mass labor party”
whose goal would be the “complete abolition of planless, profiteering
capitalism, and the building of a workers’ republic” (Karsh and
Garman, 91).%8

Efforts to weld together a national organization continued through-
out 1934. In March leaders from Socialist-led organizations in
Baltimore, New York City, Westchester, Pittsburgh, Reading, and
Hartford formed the Eastern Federation of Unemployed and Emer-
gency Workers. During the summer and fall of 1934 the groups
represented in the Eastern Federation met with the Socialist-led state
federations from Illinois, Wisconsin, and Florida and with the Muste
groups to plan a demonstration, out of which emerged a Provisional
National Committee to plan for the establishment of a nationwide
organization of the unemployed.?

Finally, at a conference held in Washington in early 1935, a “per-
manent nonpartisan federation” of most of the large unemployed
organizations in the United States was formed, called the Workers’
Alliance of America. Delegates attended from unemployed organiza-
tions in sixteen states.?® A constitution was adopted, a dues system
and a National Executive Committee were established, and the
Executive Committe was directed by the conference to negotiate
unification with the Communist Unemployed Councils. A second
National Workers’ Alliance Convention in April 1936 drew 900

38 Shortly afterwards the Unemployed Leagues became affiliated with the American
Workers Party, which in 1934 joined with the Trotskyist Communist League of America
to form the Workers Party of the United States, which in turn merged with the
Socialist Party im 1936, until the Trotskyists were expelled in 1937 (Rogg, 14; Glick).
Under the aegis of the Workers Party, issues of revolutionary strategy became pre-
eminent, factional fighting was endemic, and the Unemployed Leagues lost most of
their followers (Rosenzweig, 1975, 69-73).

38 The demonstration on November 24 was claimed by its orgenizers to have turned out
350,000 people in 22 states {Rosenzweig, 1974, 24),

40 As jis usual in these matters, estimates of affiliation varied wildly. The groups at this
convention claimed 450,000 members, but the Communist Unemployed Councils, who
were not yet affiliated, estimated active affiliation at 40-50,000 (Rosenzweig, 1974, 26).



Poor People’s Movements 76

delegates representing organizations from thirtysix states, including
the Unemployed Councils. By the end of the year the alliance claimed
1,600 locals with 2 membership of 600,000 in forty-three states.®! It
was this convention that marked the merging of most major groups
of the unemployed: the Workers’ Alliance, the Unemployed Councils,
the National Unemployment League, the American Workers Union,
and several independent state groups. David Lasser, the Socialist
who headed the New York Workers’ Committee on Unemployment
and who had been chairman of the first alliance, was again named
chairman, and Herbert Benjamin, a2 Communist who had been
national secretary of the Unemployed Councils, was named organiza-
tional secretary. The Communists in the Unemployed Councils, by
now well into their Popular Front phase, deferred to the Socialists
by settling for half as many seats-on the new National Executive
Board. With these matters resolved, 2 Washington headquarters was
established, and the office and field staif expanded. State "unity”
conventions followed the national meeting and new local organiza-
tions began to write the alliance for charters. To all appearances, a
great deal had Leen achieved. A national poor people’s organization
had been born.

THE DECLINE OF LOCAL PROTEST

David Lasser, during his early efforts to forge what became the
Workers” Alliance, had argued that a national organization would
both stimulate local organizations and give them permanence (New
Leader, December 22, 1934, 1). In fact, while the leaders of the
unemployed groups had been concentrating on forming a national
organization complete with a constitution and a bureaucratic struc-
ture, the local groups across the country were declining. They were
declining largely as a result of the Roosevelt Administration’s more
liberal relief machinery, which diverted local groups from disruptive
tactics and absorbed local leaders in bureaucratic roles. And once

Rosenzweig reports 791 delegates at this convention (1974, 33), and Seymour (Decem-
ber 1957, & and Brophy and Hallowitz {9) estimate membership in the alliance to
have been only about 300,000.
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the movement weakened, and the instability of which it was one
expression subsided, relief was cut back. That this happened speaks
mainly to the resiliency of the American political system. That it
happened so quickly, however, and at so cheap a price, speaks to the
role played by leaders of the unemployed themselves. For by seeking
to achieve more substantial reform through organization and electoral
pressure, they forfeited local disruptions and became, however in-
advertently, collaborators in the process that emasculated the move-
ment,

The ability of the local groups to attract followers had depended
on their concrete victories in the relief centers. But the expanded
administrative machinery, the readier funds, and the new aura of
sympathy provided under the Roosevelt Administration made it
possible for relief officials to regularize their agency procedures and
to regain control over relief-giving. These officials often took the
view that there was no true dichotomy of interest between themselves
and the unemployed, but rather that conflict had been fostered by
group leaders who capitalized on inadequacies to incite conflict and
to exploit and manipulate the unemployed for political purposes.
What was needed were standardized procedures for dealing with
grievances according to “merit,” rather than in response to “pres-
sure.” (Pressure, they argued, should be exerted on legislators, not
on well-meaning relief administrators.) Accordingly, they began to
develop precise criteria to determine who should get how much
relief. At the same time, they introduced elaborate formalized pro-
cedures for negotiating with organized groups of the unemployed.
In New York City, for example, guidelines for negotiations specified
that unemployed delegations should be limited to three to five per-
sons; meetings were to be held no more than every two weeks and
then only with a designated staff member; unemployed delegations
and the clients they represented were never to be seen simultaneously;
written answers were forbidden; and finally, no relief was to be given
while the delegation was on the premises (emphasis added, Brophy
and Hallowitz, 50-53).

Throughout the country, similar rules were laid down, often
through negotiations with the unemployed groups themselves, Ex-
cerpts from one, prepared by the Pennsylvania State Office of the
Consultant on Community Contracts, illustrate the intricacy of the
new procedures as well as the benign language in which they were
couched:
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OUTLINE OF PROCEDURE for the RECOGNITION of
Unemployed and Labor Organizations and
Handling Their Complaints

Representatives of the Unemployed Organization in each district
will be given forms supplied by the Relief Office on which each
inquiry will be clearly set down. (One complaint only on each
blank.} The forms are to be made out in duplicate. . . .

When the client, having made application, has failed to get
what he believes he really needs and is entitled to, after talking it
over with his visitor, he may, if he chooses, state the case to the
chosen representative of his organization, who will clearly and legi-
bly set down the nccessary information on the form supplied by
the Relief Office, No inquiry will be answered if the client has not
first taken the matter up with the visitor. . . . The chosen representa-
tive will . . . seek to persuade the client to omit impossible demands,
or those invelving the change of rules and regulations governing
relief over which the local relief office has no control.

Each complaint, in duplicate on the form specified, will be sub-
mitted to the District Supervisor of the Relief Board at the regular
meeting scheduled for this purpose. . ..

The meeting in each relief district will take place once a week
with a Committee not exceeding five from the Unemployed Or-
ganization. . . .

Such cases as still appear to the Committee of the Unemployed
Organization to be unsatisfactorily adjusted may be submitted to
the County Executive Committee of the Unemployed Organization,
and if on examination of these cases, the County Committee feels
that further action is necessary, they may submit to the Executive
Director for final decision. . . . The Executive Director will receive
no complaints which have not conformed to this requirement.

The representatives of the Unemployed Organization . . . will
earnestly endeavor to gain a thorough knowledge of policies and
regulations and will cooperate in interpreting these to their gen-
eral membership (emphasis in original, quoted in Seymour, Dec-
ember 1937, Appendix).

Within a short time, the presentation of complaints by committees
had replaced mass demonstrations in Pennsylvania, A composite of
the typical relief official's view of the benefits of such procedures
was presented in the Survey magazine of September 1936:

We used to receive whatever sized groups the leaders sent in, rarely
less than twenty-five. The result was just a mass meeting with every-
body out-talking everybody else. Specific charges or grievances were
completely lost in speechmaking against the general organization
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of society. Sometimes we'd have half a dozen delegates in a day,
keeping the office in a turmoil. There just wasn't time to keep our
work going and sit in on all the speechmaking. So we insisted
that delegations be limited. We now . . . are able to get somewhere
(quoted in Seymour, December 1937, 16).

Some relief agencies not only formalized their dealings with the
unemployed groups, but saw to it that those dealings took place in
a separate complaint office or public relations office, far from the
relief centers. Chicago was one of the first places to establish such
a system. The unemployed groups there were numerous, the Workers
Committee on Unemployment alone claiming some sixty-three locals
by 1933 (Karsh and Garman, 89). Repeated local demonstrations,
climaxing in several injuries, inspired the county bureau of public
welfare to establish a public relations office in January 1933, at the
same time denying the unemployed groups access to local relief
stations. At first the Chicago groups boycotted the new office, com-
plaining of its remoteness and asserting that it had been set up to
avoid pressure from the unemployed. The bureau held firm, how-
ever, and the groups gave in. The director could then report that the
new office

has been and is thoroughly successful in this respect; it has
relieved one of the most vexatious problems of district relief admin-
istration. Individual complaints, both from the justly aggrieved and
the unsatisfiable, continue to be received at the local office but
representative committees are no longer recognized there. Insomuch
as some of these committees were previously disruptive of all orderly
procedure, the situation is vastly improved (quoted in Seymour,
December 1937, 22).

The introduction of a centralized grievance office stripped the
Chicago unemployed groups of their main weapon against the relief
centers. As a result, their membership declined, and internal dis-
sension among the groups increased (Seymour, August 1937, 81).
Meanwhile, the two top leaders of the Chicago Workers Committee
on Unemployment took jobs with the Federal Emergency Relief
Administration (Rosenzweig, 1974, 35).

In some places, relief administrators went so far as to induct leaders
of the unemployed into the relief bureaucracy on the grounds that
“organized client groups meet a need,” and that “‘some process should
be developed to make group ‘vocalization’. possible. Fair hearings
and similar procedures in client group representation at advisory
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committee meetings should prove to be effective in relation to special
situations” (quoted in Seymour, December 1937, 20). A report dis-
tributed by the Family Welfare Association elaborated the new
empathy of relief officialdom: “It is only as the community under-
stands and participates in the work that the needs of the client can
be satisfactorily met” (Seymour, August 1937, 66).*2 Indeed, as un-
employed groups were inducted in these ways, they came to be more
“seasoned” and ‘‘reasonable,” and functioned as a kind of auxiliary
staff, even undertaking investigations which the agency itself did not
have the facilities to perform (Seymour, August 1937, 68). Clearly,
when the unemployed acceded to these new procedures, they did not
pose much difficulty for local officials. A Chicago relief administrator
could tell a reporter that the unemployed groups were a good
thing because “They gave the men a chance to blow off steam”
(Rosenzweig, 1976a).

Similar procedures were developed under the work relief program.
They, too, were a stabilizing force. Beginning under the Civil Works
Administration established in 1933, and later under the Works
Progress Administration, the unemployed began to form associations
modeled on trade unions. At the beginning, they staged strikes, often
successfully, for higher wages and better working conditions. In
‘West Virginia, for example, CWA strikers won an increase in their
hourly wages from thirty-five to forty-five cents; in Illinois, they won
an increase from forty to fifty cents. Strikes could also result in
severe penalties. Frequently the men who participated were declared
“voluntarily separated.” But with the vast expansion of federal work
relief in 1935, a new and more conciliatory federal policy began to
evolve. Workers were conceded the right to organize and to select
representatives to negotiate with relief officials; grievance procedures
and appeals boards were established; state administrators were
instructed in the maintenance of fair and friendly relations with
workers, With these arrangements in place, the president himself
declared work relief strikes illegal and authorized administrators
to replace striking men.

Some leaders of the unemployed, it should be acknowledged, feared

In line with these new views on community participation, black advisory commissicns
were set up in the Harlem Emergency Relief Bureau and the WPA, and a substantial
number of blacks were promoted to administrative positions (Naison, 403).
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entanglement with the bureaucracies which administered direct
relief or work relief, and urged resistance. The Communist Party
organizers, schooled in the militancy of the early 1930s, were espe-
cially inclined to ignore grievance procedures, at least at first.®® (The
Socialists had never explicitly endorsed riot-like tactics.) But when
relief officials held firm, Communist leaders sometimes found that
urging more abrasive tactics imperiled their standing with their
members (Brophy and Hallowitz, 8). Most local leaders, believing
cooperation would yield them significant influence over relief
policies, hailed the bureaucratic reforms, and relinquished the use
of confrontation tactics. They acceded to the new grievance pro-
cedures, agreed to the elaborate rules on how negotiations should
be conducted, and allowed themselves to become “client participants”
or “consultants” on agency policy (on occasion to find themselves
being lectured on the more constructive uses of their leisure time).
The whole development appeared to be a forward-looking one, cer-
tainly in the view of relief administrators, the more progressive of
whom prided themselves on cooperating with the movement’s leader-
ship by helping to “educate” the poor so that they could move from
primitive *pressure tactics” to a more sophisticated level of political
action—by which they meant lobbying with legislatures and negoti-
ating with adminjstrators, instead of disrupting relief offices,

The irony was not that relief administrators held these views, but
that many of the leaders of the unemployed did as well. The earlier
successes of the unemployed movement in obtaining benefits for
people had not been won by lobbying or negotiating, or by using
standardized complaint procedures. (If there was an effective lobby
at work, it was composed of local political officials who were extremely
hard pressed by rising relief costs. The United States Conference of
Mayors, for example, was formed during this period expressly for
the purpose of persuading the federal government to provide financial
assistance to localities for relief expenditures.) What leverage these
groups had exerted on local relief officials resulted from the very
disturbances, the “pressure tactics,” which both leaders and adminis-
trators later scorned as primitive. Victories in obtaining relief had

43 The ban on relief station demonstrations in Chicago, for example, was bitterly
denounced by the Communists, who continued for awhile to demonstrate in defiance
of the ruling. And Herbert Benjamin defined the tendency to employ “more or less
hiendly” negotiations with relief officials as “right opportunism® (Rosenzweig, 1476a).
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been won by mobilizing people for abrasive demonstrations and by
demanding benefits on the spot for hundreds of people. By abandon-
ing disruptive tactics in favor of bureauncratic procedures, the move-
ment lost the ability to influence relief decisions in the local
offices. No longer able to produce tangible benefits, the alliance also
lost the main inducement by which it had activated great numbers
of people. There was in the end no mass constituency, however im-
permanent, in whose name and with whose support it could nego-
tiate. With the force of the movement lost, with its local leaders
engaged in bureaucratic minuets, and with its national leaders con-
centrating on legislative reform through the electoral system, relief
officials soon regained control over the relief centers, and the national
administration regained control of relief policy.

THE CONTRACTION OF RELIEF

Fven as radical leaders exerted themselves to form a national organ-
ization, dramatic changes had taken place in relief policy. In October
1934 Roosevelt declared that direct relief should be terminated. His
message was familiar, echoing as it did age-old beliefs: “Continued
dependence upon relief induces a spiritual and moral disintegration
fundamentally destructive to the national fiber. . . . We must pre-
serve not only the bodies of the unemployed from destitution but also
their self-respect, their self-reliance and courage and determination,”
Accordingly, “The Federal Government must quit this business of
{direct] relief” (Schlesinger, 1960, 267-268).

Instead of direct relief, the president called for a public works
program to provide a job for every able-bodied person, and to that
end requested an unprecedented $4 billion appropriation, to be sup-
plemented by $880 million unspent under previous emergency relief
appropriations. As for those who could not work, which included
some 1.5 million families or individuals currently receiving federal
emergency assistance, they would be turned over to the states and
localities, as before the New Deal. Under the Social Security Act of
1935, however, the federal government would pay for a share of these
state and local relief costs.

At first glance, the president’s new programs seemed a bold reform,
bolder by far than the federal relief program, and a victory for the
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unemployed. The jobless workers of the country would no longer
need to subsist on the degrading dole. Government would put them
to work, and put them to work at rebuilding America.*

Meanwhile, those who could not work would be cared for by the
states and localities, affirming America’s tradition of local responsi-
bility for the indigent. But while the new federal programs might
have been equal to the imagination of reformers persuaded by
promises of massive federal action to help the unemployed, they
were to turn out in reality to be far from equal to the magnitude of
need, or indeed even to the magnitude of the president’s promises.
Instead of 3.5 million jobs, the Works Progress Administration
actually provided an average of about 2 million durings its first five
years of operation. Morcover, job quotas fluctuated wildly from
month to month, in no apparent relation to unemployment, so that
project workers never knew when they might be laid off. In any case,
those who got on were the lucky ones. At its peak, WPA accounted
for only about one in four of the estimated unemployed (Howard,
854-857).4° Thus, in 1936, when WPA provided about 2.5 million
jobs, nearly 10 million were still wnemployed.

With direct federal relief abolished, the great mass of the un-
employed, together with the old, the infirm, and the orphaned, were
once again forced to turn to state and local relief agencies, which as
a practical matter could not handle the burden, and which as a
political matter no longer had to. Some localities scaled down their
grants; others simply abolished relief. Distress was especially severe
in some industrial states, such as Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Illinois.
In New Jersey licenses to beg were issued instead of relief (Seymour,
December 1937, 9). Texas simply refused relief to the able-bodied
(Washington Post, February 6, 1936). Early in 1936 FERA and WPA
initiated several local surveys to ascertain what had happened to
former recipienis of direct federal relief who did not subsequently
get on the WPA rolls. In one area after another they found large
numbers of people in dire need, without food or fuel. Some were

14 Hopkins probably echoed liberal sentiment when he wrote in 1936 that the work
relief program signaled that the United States would never again let its poor live in
destitution, and never again allow its communities to setele for the shabbiness of public
life before the WPA programs (69).

43 A count made by the Bureau of the Census in 1987 showed that all federal emergency
workers (including those employed by the Givilian Gonservation orps and the National
Youth Administration, as well as the WPA) accounted for only 18 percent of the total
number unemployed that year (Howard, 554).
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struggling to live on the pittance granted by local relief agencies; less
lucky ones begged, or searched through garbage cans.** And in
February 1936 Dr. Harry Ward, a professor at Union Theological
Seminary, made a nationwide tour and reported to the press that
people were slowly starving to death as a result of relief cuts (New
York Post, February 13, 1936).

These hardships provoked some new protests. In Fall River, Massa-
chusetts, men cut off the WPA rolls stormed the City Hall (Boston
Globe, January 26, 1936). In New York City some 200 relief recip-
ients demonstrated at City Hall (New York Times, June 27, 1936).
In May 1936, a month after the alliance convention, 5,000 marchers
organized by the New Jersey Workers Alliance descended on the
state house when relief funds ran out. Later that summer, a similar
march took place at the Pennsylvania state house. In the fall of
1936 alliance leaders conducted work stoppages and demonstrations
on WPA projects to demand more adequate security wages and to
protest layoffs (Karsh and Garman, 93-94).

While in a few instances demonstrators got promises from state
and local officials, none of this much moved Washington. One reason
was that the almost unanimous support for relief measures in 1933
had evaporated. Business was improving (although unemployment
was hardly diminishing); local finances were no longer in a shambles;
and what sentiment remained in favor of relief had been assuaged
by the bold new programs of 1935. Meanwhile, with the worst of the
national crisis apparently passed, opposition to relief in all its forms
was rising, especially in the business community. A sample of press
opinion at the time provides some inkling of that opposition, and
the historically familiar reasons for it. The Chicago Tribune, on
November 23, 1935, ran a story headlined “Relief Clients Refuse to
Work as Corn Pickers™ followed by an account of a survey of nine
counties and the excuses that relief clients used to avoid working in
the corn fields. The Los Angeles Examiner, on November 5, 1935,
under the headline “Farm Loss in Millions” also explained to its
readers that people on the dole refused to work. The New Mexican
had a similar complaint on March 6, 1936, telling its readers that
sheepmen could not get herders because they were on relief at forty

Simikar reports on the situation were issued by the American Association of Social
Workers in 1936 and 1937, For a summary of these various findings, see Howard, 77-85.
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dollars 2 month. The next day the Indianapolis News editorialized
about the waste of relief, and especially about the inability of private
employers to compete with the pay and working conditions provided
by WPA. And on March 30, 1936, the New York Times summed up
press opinion with an editorial explaining the importance of cutting
work relief costs. There is no right to work, pontificated the edi-
tors; the protests merely indicate the “demoralization wrought by ill-
advised schemes of relief.”

But it was not only that the political climate had changed. The
unemployed themselves were less of a threat, and so less had to be done
for them. They were less of a threat partly because their numbers
had been divided. Many of the most competent and able had been
absorbed into the new work projects; some had even been hired to
work in the relief centers. Many others had been shunted to the
residual state and local direct relief programs. The remainder were
left with nowhere to turn, but their numbers were reduced and
their sense of indignation blunted by New Deal reforms. All of this
was made easier, however, by the directions local affiliates of the
Workers’ Alliance had taken in the local centers. It remained to be
seen what the alliance would achieve as a national lobbying force.

Organization and Electoral Influence

The Workers’ Alliance of America, committed from the start to
obtaining reform through lobbying, reacted to the administration’s
new programs by attacking the White House for its empty promises
and drafting a relief bill of its own. The bill did not brook com-
promise. It called for a $6 billion relief appropriation for the
seventeen-month period from February 1, 1936, to June 30, 1937; for
relief at decent standards; and for “security wages” on work projects
equal to trade union scales. The alliance used its network to deluge
the White House with postcards, telegrams, and petitions. But the
bill failed by overwhelming margins in the Congress.

This did not deter the alliance leaders from the strategy of per-
suasion and coalition on which they had embarked. If anything,
Roosevelt's initiatives in other areas during 1935—the Wagner Act,
the Wealth Tax Act, and the Social Security Act, for example—had
the consequence of moderating whatever abrasiveness their earlier
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rhetoric had contained. The second alliance convention was held in
the Department of Labor auditorium, and Roosevelt himself was
invited to address the delegates (Rosenzweig, 1974, 35). Roosevelt
declined, but Nels Anderson, Director of Labor Relations for the
WPA, addressed the friendly convention instead. David Lasser sub-
sequently described himself as the New Deal’s spur on the left: “We
had an agreement with Harry Hopkins always to ask for more”
(Rosenzweig, 1974, 33).

But the agreement was to. ask, not to get. Aubrey Williams,
Hopkins’ deputy, scolded an alliance delegation that demanded an
increase in WPA wages, instructing them to “lay your problems
before Congress when it comes back. Don’t embarrass your friends”
(Rosenzweig, 1974, 34). And, in April 1937, when alliance leaders
met with Harry Hopkins to again demand an increase in WPA wages,
Hopkins simply turned them down.

As if following the instructions of New Deal officials, leaders of
the alliance, now based in Washington, D.C,, began to cultivate rela-
tions with several friendly senators and congressmen during the
spring of 1937, and regularized its cordial relationship with WPA
officials. The alliance had been recognized as the official bargaining
agent for WPA workers, and alliance leaders now corresponded
frequently with WPA administrators, communicating a host of
complaints, and discussing innumerable procedural questions regard-
ing WPA administrative regulations. Some of the complaints were
major, having to do with pay cuts and arbitrary layoffs, Much of the
correspondence, however, had to do with minute questions of pro-
cedure, and especially with the question of whether WPA workers
were being allowed to make up the time lost while attending alliance
meetings.

Alliance leaders also wrote regularly to the president, reviewing
the economic situation for him, deploring cuts in WPA, and calling
for an expansion of the program (correspondence between David
Lasser, Herbert A. Benjamin, Aubrey Williams, David Niles, Colonel
F. C. Harrington, and Franklin Delano Roosevelt, WPA files).

In June 1937 the third annual convention of the Workers’ Alliance,
meeting in Milwaukee, called for an appropriation of $3 billion for
work relief and $1 billion for direct relief, as well as the establish-
ment of a national planning commission to plan permanent public
works programs. The alliance also sponsored the Schwellenbach-
Allen Resolution, which provided that no WPA worker could be
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discharged who was unable to find suitable private employment. The
resolution never reached the floor of the Congress. In fact, Congress
adjourned two days before an alliance-sponsored national march
reached Washington to lobby for the measure, despite the presence
of an advance contingent of hundreds of marchers (Benjamin).4?
Instead, Harry Hopkins agreed to establish another joint committee
with the alliance to develop plans for a WPA labor relations board.

When a new and severe recession hit in the winter of 1937-1938,
there was a wave of small demonstrations by the unemployed across
the country. But there is no evidence that the national alliance
called for them, or that its local organizers mobilized them. The
protests appear to have occurred in cities where the unemployed had
not been previously organized; not much happened in New York or
Chicago, for example, which had been former strongholds of alliance

47In a personal communication to one of us, Benjamin takes strong exception to our
views of the alliance activities. It is worth quoting his opinions at length: “You seem
unaware that our ‘lobbying’ activities differed very greatly from what is generally
termed lobbying. We engaged in mass lobbying: angry delegations besieging reactionary
members of Congress in their offices. We marched and picketed and were arrested. We
appeared before legislative committees not to plead but to demand. And we engaged in
electoral activities that demonstrated, to some members of Congress at least, that we did
have political clout that they would disregard only at their peril. (The WAA, contrary
to your thesis, was credited with among others defeating the supposedly unshakable
chairman of the powerful Rules Committee) In your opinion, it was more important
to disrupt some local relief office over some petty grievance of an individual. We found
that it was more important to establish decent standards and regulations through mass
actions and then handle routine matters in the way a shop chairman handles grievances.
And our Executive Board and conventions, speaking for our membership, approved our
policies. So we prepared and fought for the (Marcantonio) Relief and Work Standards
Act and helped our local organizations prepare local ordinances modelled on this bill.
We fought for higher relief appropriations to provide more WPA jobs and higher wage
scales, . . . Your basic error, my good friend, is that you start with an incorrect
premise. . . . The struggle of the unemployed is a political struggle. It is directed
against the political institutions, the agencies of government who make policies and
appropriate funds, Qur job was to make this clear to backward workers who did not
understand that they had a right and therefore should not plead but demand and fight.
It was easy to get them to raise hell with a social worker about their own immediate
grievances. We taught them to go beyond this to a higher level of political action. And
this was the most important contribution we made to the political education and
development of the American workers” (underlining in the original, August 8, 1976).
We are grateful for the opportunities to cite Benjamin’s disagreements with our analysis
in his own words. We think his comments help to make clear that the alliance leaders
were neither weak nor opportunistic. But we believe that they were mistaken in
restricting their understanding of “political institutions” to legislative and executive
bodies; the relief system was also z political institution, and in the midst of the
depression, an important one. We think they were also mistaken in failing to recogrize
the relationship between massive local disruptions and the actions taken by legislative
and executive bodies,
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groups.*® Only in Detroit did large numbers gather, and then at a
rally sponsored by the newly formed United Auto Workers to protest
inadequate relief after layoffs in the auto industry (Steie Journal,
Lansing, Michigan, February 5, 1938).4°

Undaunted by its earlier legislative failures,®™ the alliance con-
tinued to propose legislative programs, and to cement its relations
with the administration. In March 1938 the alliance called a National
Conference on Work and Security to “hammer out a real program”
of social reconstruction (Rodman). To ensure receptivity to its pro-
posals, the alliance mobilized itself to support the national Demo-
cratic ticket in the fall elections. The lead story in an issue of its
newspaper WORK dated October 22, 1938, emblazoned with the
headline ALLIANCE SWING§S FORCES INTO NQVEMBER ELECTION CAM-
PAIGN, provides a description of these efforts:

Acting immediately on the political action program for the Workers
Alliance outlined by 500 delegates at the fourth annual convention
in Cleveland, Alliance locals and State organizations from coast to
coast sent in reports of feverish activity on behalf of New Deal,
labor and progressive candidates for governors' chairs, State Legisla-
tures and Congress.

Leafiets outlining the stake of the nation’s jobless and WPA work-
ers in the November elections; mass rallies called jointly by the Alli-
ance and the progressive trade unions, at which pro-labor candi-

48 In St. Louis, the Globe Democrat reported that a crowd of 750 people had demanded
relief at once for the nnemployed (December 17, 1987). In Grand Rapids, 500 relief and
WPA dients rallied (Grend Rapids Herald, February 10, 1938), and in Kalamazoo a
crowd of jobless workers marched to the courthouse {Detroit Free Press, February 22,
1938} . The San Francisce Chronicle reported 2 mass demonstration in Marshall Square
to protest inadequate relicf (Fcbruary 27, 1938). And in Spokane, some 800 protested
against cuts in the rolls ($pokane Review, April 1, 1988), while in Seattle, 300 jobless
workers occupied the relief offices, demanding lodging and feeding (Seattle Times,
April 2, 1958).

Montgomery and Schatz report that locals of the United Electrical Workers and of
the Steel Workers Organizing Committee also undertook relief battles for their unem-
ployed members during the collapse of 1957-1938. Moreover, in Minneapolis where the
Trotskyist-led Local 574 of the Teamsters was influential, 2 number of unions joined
together in the summer of 1939 to lead a strike against WPA projects to protest cut-
backs imposed by Congress.

Benjamin again takes exccption to our views, citing the “billions that have been spent
since for uncmployment insurance, public welfare, social security and the many other
such mcasures” as gains won by the Workers' Alliance (personal communication, August
20, 1976). But all of the measures cited by Benjamin were enacted in 1985, before the
Workers’ Alliance had been launched. In our view, the credit for these rcforms ought
to go to the movement of the unemployed rather than to the organization that emerged
out of it.
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dates outlined their prograros; house-to-house canvassing; radio pro-
grams—through every medium the Workers Alliance, speaking in
the name of 400,000 organized unemployed men and women in the
nation, is calling out its members to march to the polls on Nov.
8th. and cast ballots for progress.

New York City Alliance will climax months of strenuous political
activity with a huge and novel parade in which they will demon-
strate to the public just how much WPA means to the 175,000
workers and their families on work programs in that city.

Pennsylvania Workers Alliance has rallied the entire state organi-
zation in 2 campaign to expose the phoney “liberalism™ behind
which the Republican Party is masking in the Keystone State primar-
ies, and calling upon the unemployed on relief and WPA to vote
for the New Deal, Governor Earle slate to the man.

Minnesota Alliance has begun carrying on a vigorous campaign
for Governor Benson and the election of progressive Farmer-Labor
Party candidates. . . .

Out West, in Montana, the Workers Alliance has thrown the
full weight of its powerful organization behind the campaign to
re-elect one of Congress’ foremost progressives, Jerry O'Connell, . . .

Events would scon demonstrate how powerful the organization was.
The electoral efforts of the alliance were not sufficient to command
even token responses from the National Administration. When the
alliance invited Aubrey Williams, deputy administrator of WPA
to speak at its September 1938 convention, he turned them down.
When they substituted Father Francis J. Haas, a New Deal official,
he cancelled at the last minute, but not before some 100,000 leaflets
had been distributed which carried his name.

More important, WPA funds were cut in 1939 after Congress had
introduced provisions that both reduced WPA wages and compelled
workers to be terminated who had been on the WPA rolls for
eighteen continuous months. The leadership of the alliance, as was
its wont, called a National Right-to-Work Congress, and on June 13
Lasser and Benjamin respectfully submitted the opinions of the
assembled delegates of the unemployed to the president. The un-
employed, they said, had called for public works and government
measures to stimulate the economy, but assured the president that
“It is the conviction of the people represented in our Congress that
the failure to achieve recovery to date could not be laid at the door
of your administration.” They concluded with this mild reproach:

The congress also asked us to convey to you the feeling of disappoint-
ment at the inadequate request for funds for work for the unem-
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ployed for the coming 12 months. This disappoiniment was especi-
ally keen because the delegates could not reconcile your request with
your generous and sound philosophy on this question, so enthusiasti-
cally endorsed by them . . . and expressed the hope that your admin-
istration could see fit, before it is too Iate, to reconsider its estimate
in the light of present day economic and business conditions. . . .
The delegates wished us to convey to you their heartielt apprecia-
tion for your wise and courageous leadership, and to express our
earnest hope for a program which will make it possible for them
to do their part as Americans to help achieve recovery, security and
plenty for our country and its people.

A few weeks later Lasser followed the letter with a telegram. The
tone was more urgent, ending with a request for permission to release
the telegram to the press. Lasser was informed by the White House
to do as he pleased (WPA files).

In fact, the alliance was of no political consequence. The end had
already come, and was evident by the fourth annual convention in
September 1938, which drew only five hundred delegates. The long
succession of legislative defeats, and the bureaucratic envelopment
which caused a decline of grassroots protests, had taken their toll.
Membership and militancy had ebbed. Cleavages among the various
factions widened; embittered and frustrated, the disparate groups
that remained began to f2ll out. In 1940 David Lasser resigned to
take a job with the WPA, and a year later the Workers® Alliance of
America was quietly dissolved.

The Workers’” Alliance of America had lofty aspirations. Until
1987 its constitution called for “abolition of the profit system,” al-
though its language became more moderate as its commitment to
the New Deal became more ardent. Its legislative proposals included,
among other things, all-inclusive unemployment insurance to be
paid for by individual and corporate income taxes, and te be ad-
ministered by workers and farmers. Communists, Socialists,
Musteites, Trotskyites, and other unafiliated radicals had agreed on
the importance of building a national organization to exert electoral
pressure for these reforms.® But even while the alliance leaders were

51 Brendan Sexton, who was head of the New York Alliance, blames the demise of the
organization on the Communist Party activists who became so committed to New Deal
mayors, governors, and other public officials, including Rocsevelt, that they were unwili-
ing to confront them. “We couldn't keep the organization alive if we were unwilling to
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taking pride in their organizational structure and their dues-paying
membership, and were inventing far-reaching legislative reforms,
their local affiliates had become entangled in bureaucratic procedures
and were declining. That leadership failed to understand that gov-
ernment does not need to meet the demands of an organized van-
guard in order to assuage mass unrest, although it does have to
deal with the unrest itself. One way that government deals with
unrest is through the vanguard. By creating a political climate that
encouraged faith in the possibility of national electoral influence,
the New Deal destroyed the incentive of the leaders of the unem-
ployed to exacerbate disorder.52 And by instituting procedures on the
local level that subverted the use of disruptive tactics, the New Deal
undermined the ability of the leaders of the unemployed to exacer-
bate disorder. Once that process had unfolded, the Workers’ Alliance
of America no longer mattered, one way or the other,

The particular tragedy of the Workers' Alliance is not that it
failed to achieve the fundamental reforms to which it was com-
mitted. Achievements of that order are the resule of forces larger
than leaders alone can muster, and the alliance was neither the
first to try nor the last to fail. Rather, if there is a tragedy, it is in
the role the alliance played during the brief and tumultuous period
when people were ready to act against the authorities and against
the norms that ordinarily bind them. Instead of exploiting the pos-
sibilities of the time by pushing turbulence to its outer limits, the
leaders of the unemployed set about te build organization and to
press for legislation, and in so doing, they virtually echoed the credo
of officialdom itself.

For a brief time, there were twenty million people on the relief
roils, but millions more badly needed relief and never got it. And
when the alliance abandoned the relief centers to lobby for lofty
programs of basic change, those millions on relief were abandoned

demonstrate against the very pcople who were refusing to expand WPA and to improve
the relief system™ (personal correspondence, February 4, 1970) . While we agree with
Sexton’s evaluation of the outcome of alliance strategies, we see little evidence that
nonparty leaders of the alliance took a different stance. We should also note that
Sexton disagrees with our interpretation in other respects, arguing that the alliance
flourished under the bureaucratization of relief, and the bureaucratization of its own
internal structure, and was destroyed cnly by its unwillingness to demonstrate against
New Deal officialdom, a policy that Sexton apparently considers unrelated to these
organizational developments.

5z Brian Glick draws conclusions broadly similar to eurs regarding the -effects of New
Deal pregrams on the orientation of the alliance leadership on the national level.



Poor People’s Movements 92

too: the rolls were cut back and millions who were still unemployed
were once again left destitute. The tragedy, in sum, is that the
alliance did not win as much as it could, while it could.
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CHAPTER

3

The Industrial Workers’

Movement

The experience of labor unions in the United States is the historical
bedrock on which the organizer's credo is grounded. As organizers
recount this history, factory workers finally organized into large,
stable organizations after many bloody travails, and were then able
to exert influence in the factory. Moreover, organization was said
to have yielded influence in politics as well. The large voting num-
bers and financial resources which the unions accumulated presum-
ably gave working people a measure of political power. To be sure,
some believers in the credo are disappointed in the way unions have
used their power, blaming an oligarchical leadership for a narrow
preoccupation with wages and hours and for the avoidance of more
fundamental economic and political issues. However, the belief that
working people were able to gain both economic and electoral power
through organization still holds firm, It is this belief that suggests
to organizers the model other powerless groups should follow.

But on closer historical scrutiny, the bedrock turns out to be
sand. Factory workers had their greatest influence and were able to
extract their most substantial concessions from government during
the early years of the Great Depression before they were organized
into unions. Their power was not rooted in organization, but in their
capacity to disrupt the economy. For the most part strikes, demonstra-
tions, and sit-downs spread during the mid-1930s despite existing
unions rather than because of them. Since these disorders occurred
at a time of widespread political instability, threatened political
leaders were forced to respond with placating concessions. One of
these concessions was protection by government of the right to
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organize. Afterwards, union membership rose, largely because gov-
ernment supported unionization. But once organized, the political
influence of workers declined. The unions not only failed to win
new victories from government commensurate with the victories of
unorganized workers during the 1930s, but those already won were
whittled away. Before we go on to offer our explanation of why
industrial workers became a political force during the depression, we
need to say a little about their lack of force before the depression.

The State Against Labor

When industrial workers band together they have power in their
dealings with capital, or so it would seem. Their power is of course
the disruptive power of the strike. If workers withhold their labor,
production is halted and profits dwindle, and employers are pressured
into making concessions. Moreover, as economic concentration pro-
ceeds, and the scale of enterprises and their interpenetration in-
creases, the power of labor ought to increase as well. Not only do
large-scale enterprises facilitate collective action among workers,
but the impact of strikes is more severe, reverberating throughout
an interdependent and concentrated economy.

All this may seem to be true in principle, but in historical fact it
has not been. Between the onset of rapid industrialization at the end
of the nineteenth century and the Great Depression, the history of
strikes in mass production industries was largely a history of failure.?
The explanation of this failure has preoccupied students of labor
history. The interpretations which have resulted tend to fasten on
divisions in the American working class which inhibited the solidar-
ity necessary for effective strike action:? the corrosive effect of the
business cycle on labor unity; deep status and ethnic conflicts among

1Gutman points cut that not all strikes were defeated, and he cites information col-
lected by the New Jersey Bureau of Laboer Statistics on 890 New Jersey industrial dis-
putes between 1881 and 1887 showing that strikers won over half the recorded disputes
(48). But during these and succeeding years, the largest industrial confrontations were
defeated, as in the major railroad, mining, and steel strikes.

2 One of the most influential of these interpretations can be found in Selig Perlman.
More radical analysts score Perlman for his defense of the bread-and-butter trade
unicnism that has emerged in the United States, but they do not take major exception
to his analysis of the factors accounting for the historic lack of class conscicusness.
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workers; the divisive effects of the promise and reality of upward
mobility; and the oligarchical and exclusionary character of such
unions as did exist.

We will briefly review each of these explanations, for we think
they help to explain the weakness of strike power. There can be no
doubt that solidarity was essential to the effectiveness of strikes, for
without it striking workers were easily replaced and production was
easily continued. And there can be no doubt that American workers
were divided. These divisions had their roots in features of the
American economy and in the characteristics of the American work-
ing population, as well as in deliberate practices of employers de-
signed to exacerbate divisions in order to turn workers against each
other. With this review made, however, we will go on to argue that
divisiveness among American workers fails to account adequately
for the defeat of labor struggles. In instance after instance, worker
struggles did not collapse from lack of internal unity; they were
smashed by the coercive power of the state.

First and most obviously worker solidarity was influenced by
market conditions. Workers could join together in strikes and slow-
downs more readily when business prospered and when the demand
for labor was strong. But during periods of depression, men and
women were laid off, wages were cut, and hours were lengthened.
Defensive strikes and riots sometimes erupted during depressions,
but they usually had little effect. Not only did employers find it
easier to resist strikes when trade was slow and there was less to be
lost by halting production, but with jobs scarce, workers were forced
to undersell each other in the scramble for employment. Workers’
associations which emerged during boom times were unable to resist
these forces; they were usually simply wiped out when the market
fell.3

Second, solidarity was also inhibited because the American work-
ing population was fragmented by intense divisions determined by
occupational status, by race, and by ethnicity. The result was a com-
mensurately weak recognition of class commonalities. To some ex-
tent, these divisions were a natural and inevitable result of the
heterogeneous origins of the American working population. But it
was also the policy of employers to take advantage of such distinc-

8 Boyer and Morais report, for example, that of the thirty national unions in existence
before the depression of 1873, only eight or nine remained by 1877 (40).
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tions, to elaborate them, and by doing so, to weaken working-class
solidarity.

Thus it is well known that the status-conscious artisans of the
nineteenth century looked down upon the growing stratum of un-
skilled workers created by industrialization. This sense of themselves
as a class apart was strengthened when industrialists agreed to bargain
only with skilled workers during mass strikes. By the end of the
nineteenth century, as advancing mechanization drove many skilled
workers into the ranks of the unskilled, and as a series of large-scale
industrial strikes were defeated, status anxieties and simple fear
combined to heighten craft exclusiveness among the remaining
skilled workers.* Even as this leveling process went forward, the
advantages of occupational and status distinctions appear to have
been recognized by industrialists, and under the banner of “scientific
management” some industries adopted the deliberate policy of elab-
orating job distinctions, both hierarchically and herizontally, thus
multiplying divisions among workers.5

Status and job distinctions were often aggravated by racial and
ethnic differences, and race and ethnicity also became the basis on
which employers divided workers who were similarly situated. The
expanded need for unskilled labor was filled by a vast increase in
immigration, first from Ireland and Northern Europe, later from
Southern Europe, then from Eastern Europe {and in the West, from
the Orient), The immigrants provided a virtvally bottomless reser-
voir of helpless and poverty-stricken workers on which employers
could draw. The regular flow of immigrants was assured by powerful
industrial lobbies which opposed any restrictions on “free labor”
{while protecting fervently the tariff restrictions on free commerce).®
Between 1860 and 1920, 28.5 million immigrants came to the United

+Leon Fink argues that in the 18805 skilled workers were at the heart of working-class
mobilizations, and that they received support from a broad range of groups. He
atiributes the subsequent general rebuff of new immigrants and blacks by skilled
workers to the collapse of the Knights of Labor and the defeat of a series of industrial
strikes (67-68).

© Recent work by radical economists provides evidence that at the end of the nineteenth
century, large corporations were restructuring job titles so as to elaborate statns
divisions among their workers, and to thereby inhibit solidarity and depress wages. See
for example Stone; and Gordon, Edwards, and Reich. The rationale and methods for
such fragmentation of natural worker groupings were provided by the doctrines of
scientific management (Davis).

¢ The Iabor was “free” only from the employers’ perspective. In 1864 Congress authorized
employers to import foreign workers under contracts which indentured them to work
for their employers until their passage was paid off (Brecher, xiii) .
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States (Brecher, xiii). As low-paid foreigners began to squeeze out
higher-paid native American workers in many occupations, ethnic
antagonisms were added to the antagonism between the skilled and
the unskilled, further dissipating any sense of a common fate among
workers. Nor were employers innocent in promoting these effects.
Different immigrant groups were regularly pitted against each other,
one group being used to underbid the wages of the other. Commons
wrote of a visit he paid to a Chicago employment office in 1904:

I saw, seated on benches around the office, a sturdy group of blond-
haired Nordics. I asked the employment agent, “How comes it
you are employing only Swedes?” He answered, “Well, you see, it
is only for this week. Last week we employed Slovaks. We change
about among different nationalities and languages. It prevents
them from getting together. We have the thing systematized”
{Lescohier and Brandeis, xxv).

Brecher cites a Carnegie plant manager writing in 1875: “My experi-
ence has been that Germans and Irish, Swedes and what I denomi-
nate ‘buckwheats’ (young American country boys}, judiciously mixed,
make the most effective and tractable force you can find” (120). As
late as 1937, the Jones and McLaughlin Steel Corporation main-
tained rigid segregation between nationality groups, skillfully play-
ing one off against the other (Bernstein, 1971, 475).7 Such practices
were, of course, far more likely to be resorted to during strikes,
when immigrants and native blacks were used as strikebreakers.®
Third, in comparison with Europe, workers in America had
greater opportunities for both economic and geographic mobility,
at least until the end of the nineteenth century. Wages in the new

7 Ethnic consciousness, by isolating foreign-language groups, also created an insular
environment which made possible the development of militant protest among some of
these groups. Thus Gutman reports that immigrant workers in the mid-1880s joined
trade unions in far greater numbers than their proportion in the work force, acting out
of what he defines as a proclivity to seek self-protection and continuity of culture and
tradition (48-49). Fink argues similarly that ethnic solidarity played an important role
in the uphcavals of the 1880s, and gives examples of both Polish and Irish worker
mobilizations in which ethnic nationalism and working-class assertiveness seemed to
energize cach other (66). Many years later, the Communist Party “found comparative
difficulty in establishing roots among native-born English-speaking workers,” and “relied
heavily for support on the foreign language federations . . .” (Aronowitz, 142),

8 Aroncwitz reports that in the Homestead steel mill in 1907, English-speaking immi.
grants earned $16 a week, native-born whites $22, blacks were earnings $17, and Slavs
who had been brought in with blacks to break the Homestead strike fifteen years
earlier were earning $12 (150).
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country were higher; as manufacturing expanded, opportunities
seemed to abound, at least for the lucky, the skilled, the ambitious,
and at least during periods of prosperity.? Moreover, for those who
were not destitute, there was the opportunity for free land and free
mining in the westl® Commons noted that the leaders of defeated
labor struggles in the East could often be found on the free land of
the West (Lescohier and Brandeis, xiii). Indeed, the Homestead Act
which opened up the public domain in the West is generally re-
garded as a concession to labor, a concession which did not improve
the lot of factory workers, but which gave a few of them the alterna-
tive of not being factory workers. Opportunity for advancement or
for land thus drained off some of the more discontented and perhaps
the more able, and also helped to sustain among those left behind
the hope that they too could move upward, that their future lay
not with collective struggles of the present, but with the individual
opportunities of a future day.

Still another factor inhibiting and weakening industrial struggles
was the status-conscious and oligarchical character of those workers’
organizations that did develop. These were usually local unions of
artisans whose ability to organize owed much to a tradition of
brotherhood and pride in craft, as well as to the leverage that such
organized craftsmen could exert in industries where they controlled
entry into their occupations. These sources of strength, however,
encouraged them to ignore and even to scorn the growing mass of
unskilled workers. Moreover, the inevitable tendencies toward oli-
garchy, noted by Michels in Europe, seem to have been stronger
within the craft unions in the United States, perhaps because class
consciousness was weaker, mobility strivings sharper, and the busi-
ness ethos more widely shared by workers and their leaders.!* Over
time, the leaders of craft unions came to function more as labor
contractors than as labor leaders, depending more on collusive ar-
rangements with employers for the maintenance of their leadership

8 Gutman argues that developing industries did in fact offer unusual opportunities for
mobility to skilled craftsmen and mechanics in the early stages of American industriali-
zation (211-233).

Roberta Ash points out that by the late nineteenth century, most urban workers
were too impoverished to undertake the move west (36).
11 The custom of paying unjon leaders salaries comparable to business executives, a
practice not nearly so marked in Europe, is one evidence of these tendencies; the
practice of investing union funds in various business ventures is another.
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positions than on a united and militant following.!? The result was
a leadership that was less and less inclined to engage in strikes or
agitation, and less and less interested in recruiting a mass following.
‘When mass strikes did occur, they were often opposed by established
union leaders, some of whom went so far in the big strikes of the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as to encourage their
members to engage in strikebreaking.

In the preceding paragraphs, we have tried to summarize the
prevailing explanations of American labor’s inability to make much
progress before the Great Depression. It is our view, however, that
explanations pointing to divisions among industrial workers miss
the main point. Mass strikes did occur, and the strikers often held
fast, obdurate in the face of overwhelming economic necessity. The
ultimate enfeeblement of workers was not just their lack of solid-
arity, and their consequent lack of economic power, but their lack of
political power. Whatever force workers mounted against their bosses,
whatever their determination and their unity, they could not with-
stand the legal and military power of the state, and that power was
regularly used against them. During the colonial period, industrial
codes established maximum wages, declared work compulsory, and for-
bade the combination of workmen for the purpose of raising wages
{Raybeck, 12). The courts continued to view unions as criminal con-
spiracies until 1842 (Fleming, 123). As time went on, the laws regu-
lating labor softened, but the practices of government did not.
Until the Great Depression, striking workers were regularly subject
to court injunctions and criminal prosecutions.’®* And what could
not be done by law was done by military force. Company troops,
deputized for the occasion by local sheriffs, state militia, and federal
troops, were all deployed time and again to attack strikers and to
protect strikebreakers. In the face of this kind of opposition, strikes
were bound to fail, no matter whether the workers were united or
not.

Some of the bitterest examples of the use of force by government

12 These exchanges between labor leaders and employers were often mediated by local
political machine leaders. For an interesting discussion of the links between union
leaders and machine leaders, see Rogin.

13 Some 1,845 labor injunctions were issued by federal and state courts from 1880 to
1930 (Bernstein, 1970, 200). The courts were also used to frame the leaders of workers'
struggles on such charges as murder or insurrection or anarchy, as illustrated by the
cases of the Molly McGuires, Joe Hill, the Haymarket anarchists, Big Bill Haywood, and
Sacco and Vanzetti, to name only a few of the most notorions instances.
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against strikers occurred during the severe depressions of the late
nineteenth century when unemployment and wage cuts made people
desperate, and the scale of the calamity forged a unity among workers
which led to epidemics of protests. In 1877, when four years of
severe depression had led to sharp wage cuts and left perhaps one
million industrial workers unemployed, a strike on the Pennsylvania
and Baltimore and Ohio railroads led to riots that swept through a
dozen major rail centers, escalating to open conflict between workers
and troops. When local police and state militia were unable to handle
the disturbances—in Pittshburgh, for example, police and militia were
openly sympathetic with the mob that was burning railroad property
to the ground—3,000 federal troops were rushed from city to city
under the direction of the War Department. Order was finally re-
stored, leaving twenty-six dead in Pittsburgh, where the mob openly
resisted; thirteen dead and forty-three wounded in Reading, Penn-
sylvania; nineteen dead and more than one hundred wounded in
Chicago (Brecher, 1-23). Property damage reached about $5 million
(Walsh, 20). It was subsequent to these upheavals that the huge
National Guard Armories were constructed in the heart of America’s
big cities (Josephson, 365). A decade later, a new depression triggered
another, even greater, uprising of workers, and again the strikes were
broken with the aid of police and militia, justified this time by the
Haymarket bombing incident.

The scenario was reenacted again in the depression of the 1890s
when wage cuts and rising unemployment in manufacturing and
transportation precipitated strikes involving some 750,000 workers,
primarily in steel, in mining, and in the railroad industry. In Penn-
sylvania, the governor called out 7,000 troops to deal with the
Homestead steel workers; in Idaho, in the Coeur d’Alene region,
National Guard and federal troops rounded up all union miners
and put them in a stockade where they were held for months without
charges. The Pullman railroad strike of 1894 brought thousands of
federal troops to Chicago, with the result that an estimated thirty-
four people were killed, and Eugene Debs was imprisoned. Subse-
quently, the federal government stationed marshals in numerous
railroad centers to protect railroad property, at a cost of at least
$400,000 (Taft and Ross, 290-293; Greenstone, 21).14

14 In the pericd from 1880-1904 the governors of Colorade spent over- one million
dollars for such military actions against workers, financed by the issuance of “insurrec-
tion” bonds {Boyer and Morais, 142 fn).
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These statistics almost surely fail to suggest the true magnitude
of violence by government against workers during this period. One
contemporary writer, for example, estimated that in the years
1902-1904 alone, 198 persons were killed and 1,986 injured (cited
in Taft and Ross, 380). Overall, Taft and Ross were able to identify
160 occasions on which state and federal troops were called out
to deal with labor agitations. As Eugene Debs said after the strike by
his American Railway Union was crushed by the federal government
in 1894:

We have only got a number, and a limited number, of poorly paid
men inp our organization, and when their income ceases they are
starving, We have no power of the Government behind us. We
have no recognized influence in society on our side. . . . On the
other side, the corporations are in perfect alliance; they have all
the things that money can command, and that means a subsidized
press, that they are able to control the newspapers, and means a
false or vitiated public opinion. The clergy almost steadily united
in thundering their denunciations; then the courts, then the State
militiz, then the Federal troops; everything and all things on
the side of the corporations {cited in Brecher, 94).

When the steel strike of 1919 was defeated by United States Steel,
a report of the Interchurch Commission echoed the judgments of
Eugene Debs twenty-five years earlier:

The United States Steel Corporation was too big to be beaten by
800,000 working men. It had too large a cash surplus, too many
allies among other businesses, too much support from government
officers, local and national, too strong influence with social institu-
tions such as the press and the pulpit, it spread over too much
of the earth—still retaining absolutely centralized control—to be
defeated by widely scattered workers of many minds, many fears,
varying states of pocketbook and under a comparatively improvised
leadership (quoted in Walsh, 56) .

In a handful of instances, government remained neutral or sup-
portive, and that spelled the difference between the success or failure
of strikes, For example, during the uprisings of the 1890s, while
federal and state troops were being used to break strikes elsewhere,
the UMW called a national strike in an effort to organize the central
competitive coalfields. When two recalcitrant companies in Illinois
imported scabs whom the striking miners prevented from entering
the mining areas, Governor John B. Tanmer of Illinois sent National
Guardsmen to avert the threat of violence, but with instructions not
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to assist the mine owners. Both companies eventually signed with
the UMW (Taft and Ross, 300-302).

It is often said that employers in the United States were excep-
tional for the virulence of their opposition to the demands of
workers.1® Their opposition is not difficult to understand. But who
is to say that they would have been successful in the face of large-
scale strikes had not government on all levels regularly come to
their aid?*® In other words, without the power to restrain their
presidents, their governors, and often their mayors” from using
troops against them, workers remained helpless, stripped of the
economic power of the strike by the coercive power of government.®

That this was so in the nineteenth century was perhaps partly
because the political power of employers, based on economic power,
was not yet tempered by the mass numbers of a large industrial class.
The United States remained predominantly a country of independent
farmers and proprietors until the Civil War. Moreover, even after
industrialization had advanced, and even after the number of wage
workers grew, a rural, small proprietor view of American life, and
of the role of private property in American life, continued to domi-
nate the political culture. By 1880, wage and salaried employees
accounted for 62 percent of the labor force, and farmers and small
proprietors accounted for only 37 percent (Reich, Table 4-J, 175).
But these numbers were still submerged by a political ideology that,
by denying the realities of economic concentration, may have
thwarted the popular emergence of urban, working-class interests,
at least on the national and state levels.

16 Nowhere else was the use of blacklists and the employment of private armies, as well
as the elaborate network of employer espionage and blacklisting services, so highly
developed. By the end of the nineteenth century, the ranks of Pinkerton agents and
“reservists” outnumbered the standing army of the nation (Brecher, 55).

18 In the Homestead strike of 1889, for example, strikers successfully battled Pinkertons
and strikebreakers, only then to confront the Pennsylvania National Guard as well as
legal proceedings which broke the strike {Ash, 132).

17 Gutman argues persuasively that this pattern did not always hold In medium-sized
industria} cities—in contrast to the large metropolises. In the context of rapid and
disruptive industrialization, working people in industrial cities were sometimes able
to mobilize sufficient community support to at least nentralize local government officials
in industrial conflicts (284-260).

18“Employers in no other country,” writes Lewis Lorwin, “with the possible exception
of those in the metal and machine trades of France, have so persistently, so vigorously,
at such costs, and with such a conviction of serving a cause, opposed and fought trade
unions as the American employing class. In no other Western country have employers
been so much aided in their opposition to unions by civil authorities, the armed forces
of government and their courls” (emphasis ours, 355).
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Perhaps a more important factor than American political cul-
ture in accounting for the absence of class-oriented politics was
the development of political institutions that created the illusion
of popular participation and influence. Long before an industrial
working class had developed, American workers were given the
franchise, in most states by the 1820s. One result was that the
political alienation to which Bendix ascribes the Eurcopean working-
class movements of the nineteenth century did not emerge so
acutely in the United States, for workers were at least granted the
vote, the symbol of political influence, and they were included in
the rituals of political participation as well, Thus artisans reacted
to the depression of 1828-1831 by forming workingmen’s parties,
particularly in New York and Philadelphia.l® They created a stir
sufficient to produce some concessions, such as the end of imprison-
ment for debt and free public schools. Meanwhile, leaders of the
workingmen's party in New York City were inducted into Tammany
(Pelling, 32-33). These precedents were to be repeated and expanded
as the working class enlarged. Big city machines were able to win
and hold the allegiance of workers by absorbing their leaders and
by conferring favors and symbols that sustained the loyalties of
workers on individual, neighborhood, and ethnic bases. This not
only prevented the emexgence of industrial workers as a political
force directed to class issues, but it actually freed political leaders
on all levels of government to use police, militia, and troops against
striking workers without jeopardizing working-class electoral support.

In the 1930s, this pattern was broken and government was forced
to make accommodations to industrial workers, as industrial workers.
Staughton Lynd puts the change succintly: “Not only in the 1390s
but equally in the period after World War I, the national govern-
ment smashed emerging industrial unions. In the 1930s the national
government sponsored them” (Lynd, 1974, 30).

The structural changes that presaged this new accommodation
had been proceeding rapidly as industrialization increasingly domi-
nated American life, The transformation was complete and pre-
cipitate. In 1860 the United States ranked behind England, France,
and Germany in the value of its manufacturing products; by 1894
the United States was not only in the lead, but its manufacturing
products nearly equaled those of England, Germany, and France to-

Ash reports sixty-one workingmen'’s parties during this period.
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gether (Gutman, 33}, In the next few years, concentration proceeded
apace, as mergers and consolidation resulted in the creation of cor-
porations with billions of dollars in assets. By 1904 the top 4 percent
of American concerns produced 57 percent of the total value of
industrial products (Weinstein, 1). And by 1910 overall investment
in manufacturing had increased twelve-fold over 1860 (Brecher, xii).

As a result, the number of workers employed in industry also
increased to about 40 percent of the labor force (Reich, Table 4-L,
178), and these workers were concentrated in ever-larger industrial
empires.?? Taken together, these changes set the stage for the suc-
cessful struggles of the 1830s. The advance of industrialization meant
that when the economic collapse of the 1930s occurred, no sector
of the economy was insulated, and no sector of the population spared.
The discontents which galvanized workers also affected virtually the
entire population, with the result that worker agitations were more
threatening to political leaders. At the same time the industrial
working class itself had enlarged, and its role in the economy had
become more central, so that workers themselves were more menac-
ing when insurgent. But if these structural changes created the pre-
conditions for a political accommodation by government to indus-
trial workers, the change was not to come until the workers them-
selves rose up in defiance with such disruptive effects that they forced
the hand of the state.

Depression and the Preconditions

for Insurgency

Publicly the White House responded to the crash of 1929 and to
rapidly mounting unemployment by issuing a steady stream of good
cheer, declaring that the economy was fundamentally sound and
that employment was picking up. Privately, however, Hoover was
apparently less sanguine, In late November he called a conference
of leading industrialists at which he described the situation as serious,
and urged industry to help minimize panic by maintaining the

20 After 1920 the proportion of factory workers in the Iabor force stabilized, and the
number of retailing, service, professional, and government workers rose much Iaster
(Bernstein, 1970, 55-63).



Poor People’s Movements 108

existing level of wages. For the first year, at least, most of the nation's
big corporations cooperated, and wages held relatively firm for those
still working.

But the depression rapidly worsened to the point that industry
approached collapse, By 1932 half of all manufacturing units had
closed down; production fell by 48 percent; reported corporate in-
come fell from $11 billion to $2 billion; the value of industrial and
tailroad stock fell by 80 percent; and the numbers out of work con-
tinued to rise.® An estimated 8 million were jobless by the spring
of 1931, 13.5 million by the end of 1932, and over 15 million, or
one-third of the work force, in 1933.

With declining production and widespread unemployment, the
policy of maintaining wage levels was doomed. Smaller companies
began to cut wages first. By the fall of 1931, when the net income
of the nation’s 550 largest industrial corporations had declined by
68 percent, United States Steel announced a 10 percent wage cat,
and the rush to cut wages was on. Those still working in the summer
of 1932 suffered a drop in average weekly earnings from $25.03 to
$16.73.22 Wage cuts were more severe in mining and manufacturing
where unemployment was also worse and less severe among railroad
workers, but the overall drop in wages, together with unemployment
and the spread of part-time employment, meant that the income of
the labor force had been cut in half, from $51 billion in 1929 to
$26 billion in 1933 (Raybeck, 321).23

During these first years of the depression, the distress produced
by rapidly declining wages remained mainly within private spheres;
most workers bore the hardships quietly, perhaps made fearful by
the masses of unemployed at the factory gates. The reluctance of
elites to acknowledge that much was amiss helped to turn distress
inward, to keep the disorder of private lives from becoming a public
issue. But as business conditions worsened, as unemployment spread,
and as local relief efforts broke down, that began to change, By mid-
1931, the depression was being acknowledged, helping the grievances
in private lives to acquire a public meaning and releasing public

2111.8. Bureau of the Gensus, 1941,

2z U, 8. Bureau of the Census, 1941, 540 and 546.

23 Some groups of workers were especially hard hit. Bernsiein cites wage rates in
Pennsylvania sawmills of five cents an hour, aute companies that paid wemen four

cents an hour, and Connecticut sweatshops that paid sixty cents for a fifty-five hour
week (1970, 519-320).
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indignation. In September 1931, the American Legion announced
that “the crisis could not be promptly and efficiently met by existing
political methods.” Theodore Bilbo told an interviewer: “Folks are
restless, Communism is gaining a foothold. Right here in Mississippi,
some people are about ready to lead a mob. In fact, I'm getting a
little pink myself” (Schlesinger, 1957, 204-205). The Republican
governor of Washington declared: “We cannot endure another winter
of hardship such as we are now passing through” (Rees, 224). Edward
F. McGrady of the AFL told the Senate Subcommittee on Manu-
factures: “I say to you gentlemen, advisedly, that if something is not
done . . . the doors of revolt in this country are going to be thrown
open” (Bernstein, 1970, 354). Somewhat later, in February 1933,
Ernest T. Weir, Chairman of the National Steel Corporation, testi-
fied before the Senate Finance Committee: “Practically all the people
have suffered severely and are worn out not only in their resources,
but in their patience.” John L. Lewis went further, pronouncing:
“The political stability of the Republic is imperiled” (Bernstein,
1971, 15).

Signs of a pending worker revolt began to appear as well. Despera-
tion strikes to resist wage cuts erupted among textile workers in
Massachusetts, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. In Harlan County,
miners revolted as bad conditions grew worse, precipitating a sniping
war between guards and strikers that left several dead. Similar out-
breaks accompanied by violence followed among miners in Arkansas,
Ohio, Indiana, and West Virginia. In April 1932, 150,000 miners in
southern Illinois went on strike, and by summer the coal-mining
counties of southern Illinois had become a battleground between
armies of miners and deputies as thousands of miners descended on
the still-operating mines to shut them down,? In the summer of
1932, after an outbreak of strikes by unorganized workers in the
hosiery mills, Governor O. Max Gardner of North Carolina wrote
a friend:

This outburst at High Point and Thomasville was almost spontan-
eous and spread like the plague. It only confirms my general feel-
ing that the spirit of revolt is widespread. . . . This thing burst
forth from the nervous tension of the people who have lost and

2¢ When the UMW negotiated a contract accepting a cut in wages, the Illinois miners
simply turned it down, By late summer 1932 the National Guard established martial
law in the area (Rees).
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lost and many of whom are now engaged in the battle for the
bare necessities of life (quoted in Bernstein, 1970, 421-422).

That summer, hard-pressed farmers in North Dakota, Michigan,
Indiana, Qhio, New York, and Tennessee armed themselves with
clubs and pitchforks to prevent the delivery of farm products to
towns where the prices paid frequently did not cover the costs of
production. These outbreaks were dangerous portents.

Still, considering the scale of the calamity that had overtaken
them, most workers had remained relatively quiescent, Their first
large-scale expression of discontent was to occur not in the streets,
but at the polls, in the dramatic electoral realignment of 1932 when
masses of urban working-class voters turned against the Republican
Party to vote for a president of “the forgotten man.”

When Roosevelt took office in the spring of 1933, the scale of
the catastrophe was apparent to all. Industrial production had sunk
to a new low and, by the day of the inauguration, every bank in
America had closed its doors. Once in office, the new administration
took the initiative, and there was little resistance from a stunned
nation or a stunned Congress. Clearly the election was a mandate
to attempt recovery, but economic panic and the electoral upset
gave Roosevelt a relatively free hand in fashioning his early legisla-
tion. He proceeded to launch a series of measures, each to deal with
a different facet of the breakdown, and each to cultivate and solidify
a different constituency: farmers and workers, bankers and business-
men. Farmers got the Agricultural Adjustment Act, rewarding their
half-century struggle for price supports, cheap credit, and inflated
currency. The unemployed got the Emergency Relief Act. Business
and organized labor got the National Industrial Recovery Act
(NIRA). For business, the NIRA meant the right to limit produc-
tion and fix prices. For working people, the NIRA included codes
governing wages and hours, and the right to bargain collectively.
Those provisions were to have an unprecedented impact on the un-
organized working people of the country, not so much for what they
gave, as for what they promised. The promises were not to be kept,
at least not at first. But that the federal government had made such
promises at such a time gave a new spirit and righteousness, and a
new direction, to the struggles of unorganized workers.
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The Rise of Protest

Franklin Delano Roosevelt was no brinksman; he was trying to build
and conserve support wherever possible. The NIRA was designed to
promote economic recovery, and this purpose was as much political
as economic, for continuing depression spelled continuing political
disaffection and uncertainty. Moreover the method for recovery was
also political. The NIRA created a mechanism by which industry
could regulate production and prices without the constraints of
antitrust legislation. This was precisely what business leaders them-
selves had been asking for. As early as November 1930 Bernard
Baruch had called for modification of the antitrust laws and the
abatement of “uneconomic competition” through business self-regu-
lation under government supervision. In QOctober 1931, the Com-
mittee on Continuity of Business and Employment of the Chamber
of Commerce had endorsed proposals for industrial planning under
government sanction.?> Even the National Association of Manufac-
turers approved.

THE PROMISE OF THE NIRA

But while the NIRA was designed and implemented to conciliate
business, it was not meant to offend anyone either, and three passages
were included to provide reassurance to organized labor. Section
7(a}), written in consultation with the American Federation of Labor,
required that every industry code or agreement promulgated under
the statute provide “that employees shall have the right to organize
and bargain collectively through representatives of their own choos-
ing, and shall be free from the interference, restraint or coercion of
employers. . . .” Business was by no means happy with this provi-
sion; the National Association of Manufacturers and the Iron and
Steel Institute made their opposition clear from the outset. But the
Chamber of Commerce took a different tack and privately agreed
with the AFL on an exchange of support (Bernstein, 1971, 32). In

Accounts of these developments ¢an be found in Schlesinger, 1957,  182-183, and
Bernstein, 1871, 19-20.
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other words, some business leaders were reluctantly prepared to
allow the NIRA to proclaim “the right to organize and bargain col-
lectively” in exchange for the very large concessions that business
gained under the act. In addition, labor was granted sections 7 (b)
and (c), providing for the regulation of minimum wages and maxi-
mum working hours (to be fixed by collective bargaining agree-
ments where these existed, and by industry codes where they did
not), and prohibiting the employment of children.2

There was in fact considerable precedent for the principles enunci-
ated in the NIRA. The desirability of collective bargaining had been
endorsed by all twentieth century presidents of the United States
(Taft and Ross, 387). As early as 1900, a collective bargaining ar-
rangement was made between mine workers and owners in the
bituminous coalfields, to be followed two years later by a similar
agreement with the anthracite mine owners, under the prodding of
their financier-backers and President Theodore Roosevelt (Lescohier
and Brandeis, xiv-xv). The Railway Labor Act had provided similar
protections to the Railway Brotherhoods in 1926. These earlier gains
had, however, turned out to be ephemeral: collective bargaining in
the coalfields did not last, and the Railway Labor Act turned out
to be unenforceable in the face of resistance by the carriers.

But by the early 1930s, as unemployment rose and the destitution
of the nation’s workers began to seep through to national conscious-
ness, opportunities for more substantial and lasting reform of labor
law seemed at hand: the Supreme Court handed down a decision
that overturned decades of court opposition to unionism; the Senate
refused to confirm the appointment of John J. Parker to the Supreme
Court because of his earlier support of yellow dog contracts; the
Norris-LaGuardia Act was passed curbing the right of the courts to
issue injunctions in labor disputes. The NIRA provisions seemed
to complete these advances, and William Green, president of the
American Federation of Labor, announced that millions of workers

26 The AFL had broken with its traditional opposition to government regulation of
wages and hours, which it feared would undermine the role of unions, t¢ support
a thirty-hour bill introduced by Senater Hugo L. Black of Alabama. The Black Bill had
substantial support in the Gongress, but the administration, concerned to win industry
endorsement, threw its weight behind a substitute calling for a sliding scale, which was
nltimately incorporated in the National Industrial Recovery Act (Bernstein, 1971,
22-29) . Bernstein points out that in 1929, only 19 percent of manufacturing workers
were scheduled for less than forty-eight hours a week, a practice which made the United
States uniquely regressive among industrialized pations (1971, 24).
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throughout the nation had received a “charter of industrial freedom”
(Raybeck, 828). But charters are one thing, practical support quite
another, and there is no evidence at all that the Roosevelt Administra-
tion intended more than the charter. “This is not a law to foment
discord,” Roosevelt told the public; it was rather the occasion “for
mutual confidence and help” (quoted in Bernstein, 1971, 172). In
the context of the dislocations of the depression, however, the char-
ter not only fomented discord, it triggered an industrial war.

THE SURGE TOWARD UNIONIZATION

Even before Franklin Delano Roosevelt's inauguration, there were
premonitions that sharp wage cuts and lengthening working hours
would produce worker protests, as had often happened before. The
first signs were spreading strikes in the textile mills and the mines,
industries that had been depressed throughout the 1920s and then
slumped further with the onset of bad times.?” It was, however, the
inauguration of a president who promised to look to the forgotten
man and the passage of legislation which promised to protect the
forgotten industrial worker that gave the discontented an elan, a
righteousness, that they had not had before.

The impact on workers was electrifying. It was as if incipient strug-
gles had now been crowned with an aura of what Rude called
“natural justice.” Felt grievances became public grievances, for the
federal government itself had declared the workers’ cause to be just.
There is, for example, the story of a group of workers at the Philco
radio plant who organized a Walking, Hunting, and Fishing Club
under the leadership of a twenty-one year old named James Carey,
and then went to the president of Philco to demand a contract, insist-
ing the NIRA had made collective bargaining a matter of national
policy. When the Philco official disagreed, the workers promptly
climbed in a couple of old automobiles and went off to Washington,
absolutely convinced they would be proven right.?® In industries

27 For an account of the battles in the textile mills of the Piedmont, see Bernstein, 1970,
t-43; for an account of some of the miners' strikes, see Nyden, 403-463.

As the story is told, they were proven right in this case. The workers hunted down
Hugh Johnson, head of the National Recovery Administration, established under the
NIRA, in the Commerce Building, brought back his affirmation in writing, and Phileo
nceepted it. But the story is an exception.
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that had already been organized, somnolent unions sprang to life.
The ranks of the United Mine Workers had dwindled in the twenties
as a result of the decade-long slump in the coal industry, and then
were almost decimated by the depression. After passage of NIRA,
John L. Lewis, head of the mine workers, moved into action, com-
mitting the entire UMW treasury and one hundred organizers. Sound
trucks were dispatched into the coalfields blaring the message, “The
President wants you to unionize.” Bernstein quotes a UMW organizer
in June 1933: “These people have been so starved out that they
are flocking into the Union by the thousands. . . . I organized 9
Locals Tuesday” (1971, 87, 41-42). Within two months, UMW mem-
bership jumped from 60,000 to 300,000 (Thomas Brooks, 163;
Levinson, 20-21), and paid-up memberships reached 528,685 in
July 1934 (Derber, 8); the International Ladies Garment Workers
Union quadrupled its membership, reaching 200,000 in 1934 (Der-
ber, 9); the Amalgamated Clothing Workers, which had reported
7,000 dues-paying members at its low in 1932, added 125,000 new
members (Bernstein, 1970, 335). And the Oil Field, Gas Well and
Refinery Workers Union, which in 1933 claimed only 300 members
in an industry employing 275,000, established 125 new locals by
May 1934 (Bernstein, 1971, 109-111).

In nonunionized industries “there was a virtual uprising of
workers for union membership,” the executive council of the AFL
reported to its 1934 convention; “workers held mass meetings and
sent word they wanted to be organized” (Levinson, 52). The result
was that almost two hundred local unions with 100,000 members
sprang up in the automobile industry; about 70,000 joined unions
in the Akron rubber plants; about 300,000 textile workers joined
the United Textile Workers of America; and an estimated 50,000
clamored to join the steel union, organizing themselves in lodges
named for the promise: “New Deal,” “NRA,” or “Blue Eagle”
(Levinson, 51-78; Bernstein, 1971, 92-94). Harvey O’Connor, a
labor newspaperman and former Wobbly, tells how it happened
in the steel mills:

So in 1933 along came the New Deal, and then came the NRA,
and the effect was electric all up and down those valleys. The mills
began reopening somewhat, and the steel workers read in the news-
papers about this NRA section 7 () that guaranteed you the right
to organize. That was true, and that’s about as far as it went; you
had the right to organize, but what happened after that was another
matter. All over the country steel union locals sprang up spon-
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taneously. . . . These locals sprang up at Duquesne, Homestead and
Braddock. You name the mill town and there was a Local there,
carrying a name like the “Blue Eagle” or the “New Deal” Local. . ..
There was even an “FDR” Local, I think. These people had never
had any experience with unionism. All they knew was that, by golly,
the time had come when they could organize and the Government
guaranteed them the right to organize {Lynd, 1969, 58).

But the guarantee was not to be kept. Interestingly enough, the first
obstacles were created by the existing unions themselves, for their
role at this stage was virtually to destroy the surge toward unionism
among the mass of unorganized industrial workers.

THE UNIONS IMPEDE UNIONIZATION

When the depression struck, the AFL was nearly half a century old.
It had been formed in the 1880s as a federation of national craft
unions, and its dominant leaders (aside from William Green, a
former UMW official} were the presidents of the large craft unions:
Bill Hutcheson, boss of 300,000 carpenters, who had once hired
strikebreakers to preserve his rule; Dan Tobin, $20,000-a-year presi-
dent of the teamsters;®® John Frey, aging head of the aging molders;
Matthew Woll, of the photoengravers. The membership of the AFL
reached a peak of about 5 million in 1920, when the unions could
claim to represent 17 percent of the American work force (Mills,
53), then fell off during the depression of 1921, and stood still dur-
ing the apparent prosperity of the twenties. The oligarchs, their
positions well-secured, were not much perturbed. At the turn of the
century the AFL had become closely allied with the National Civic
Federation, representing the big financiers and businessmen who
sought a “reasonable” cooperation of labor and capital. During the
1920s, this rapprochment with industry became virtually complete.
Matthew Woll, an AFL vice-president, became the acting president
of the National Civic Federation, and the AFL reversed its historic
opposition to scientific management, resolved that increases in wages
thould be linked to increases in productivity, stressed union-manage-

0 David Dubinsky was notable among AFL chieftains becanse his salary remained a
relatively modest $7,500 a year.
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ment cooperation,®® and undertook a campaign to purge communist
influences in its member unions. Strike activities virtually ceased.
Meanwhile, the mass of industrial workers remained unorganized.

With the depression, however, union membership sank to a new
low of 2,126,000 or about 9 percent of the work force?® and at
first the clamor of rank-and-file industrial workers begging for unioni-
zation seemed to arouse the enthusiasm of the AFL leadership. Presi-
dent William Green described section 7(a) as a “Magna Charta” for
labor and boasted that membership would reach 10 million, and
then 25 million. The AFL slogan would be, he proclaimed, “Organize
the Unorganized in the Mass Production Industries.”

But this was not to happen, and there were several reasons why.
One was the predominance in the AFL structure of the large craft
unions, for whom jurisdictional preoccupations were paramount.
The workers who, with good faith and enthusiasm, were rushing to
join unions, were assigned to what were called federal locals in
the AFL structure. In the second half of 1933, after the passage
of the NIRA, the AFL received 1,205 applications for federal local
charters and granted 1,006 (Bernstein, 1971, 355). In deference to
the jurisdictional claims of the craft unions, these locals were con-
sidered temporary bodies, and were denied voting rights in AFL
councils (although the dues of the federal locals went far toward
supporting the central AFL organs, for they were not siphoned oft
by the big affiliated unions). Moreover, ostensibly because they were
organized on a plant basis and not by craft,?? it was understood that
the members of federal locals would ultimately be divided up among
the craft unions who staked out their jurisdictional claims, some-
times splitting the newly organized workers in a factory among as
many as fifteen or twenty different unions, with the result that they
were hopelessly divided among competing organizations and in-
capable of action.

Whatever the difficulties it caused, the effort of the big craft unions
to claim the new unionists for themselves was natnral enough. But
even this was done half-heartedly; to the oligarchs of the AFL, the

30 A few union-management cooperation schemes to raise productivity were introduced
but the main significance of this posture was rhetorical. See Nadworny,

81 Union membership figures are necessarily estimates. For a discussion of difficulties in
estimation see Derber, 3-7.

52 The craft basis of AFL union organizaton had in fact resulted in a convoluted
jurisdictional maze determined not so much by craft as by power struggles among the
member unions.
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new members spelled trouble. These leaders maintained their pre-
eminence on the basis of the members whose allegiance they claimed
and on whose apathy they could count. It was one thing to boast
of organizing ten million of the unorganized, but quite another to
welcome masses of unsettling newcomers either into existing organi-
zations made secure by stasis, or even worse, into new and competi-
tive unions within the AFL structure. In October 1933 a convention
of the AFL Metal Trades Department denounced the AFL leader-
ship for chartering federal unions, asserting that “this condition, if
allowed to continue, will completely demoralize, if not actually
destroy, the various international unions’ charter and jurisdictional
rights” (Levinson, 54).

Moreover, the oligarchs were accustomed not only to internal
stability, but to external conciliation, and the signs of militancy
among the unorganized suggested a mode of conflict that had become
distasteful to many of the AFL leaders, Bill Collins, an AFL repre-
sentative, sent to win the auto workers to the AFL banner in the
face of a trend toward independent unionism, told the auto manu-
facturers, “I never voted for a strike in my life” (Fine, 69). Finally,
there was the age-old contempt for the unskilled, which served to
justify the organizational preoccupations of the AFL leadership.
Collins is said to have confided to Norman Thomas, "My wife can
always tell from the smell of my clothes what breed of foreigners
I've been hanging out with” (Levinson, 60).3% Tobin, leader of the
teamsters, wrote during the crest of the NIRA agitations: “The
scramble for admittance to the union is on. We do not want to
charter the riff-raff or good-for nothings, or those for whom we
cannot make wages or conditions. . . . We do not want the men
today if they are going on strike tomorrow (Levinson, 13-14).

The actions of Michael F. Tighe, president of the Amalgamated
Association of Iron, Steel, and Tin Workers, representing in 1933
some 50,000 skilled men in a steel industry employing some half
million workers, are an example. Tighe had helped to break the
1919 steel strike by signing an agreement for his handful of skilled
workers while the bulk of the steel workers were still out on strike,

In a similar spirit, Harry McLauglin, executive secretary of the Cleveland Federation
of Labor, told a group of auto workers who came to seek help in organizing the White
Motors Company in Cleveland in 1932 that “no one can organize that bunch of hunkies
out there” (Prickett, 159). One of those auto workers was Wyndham Mortimer, who
became one of the key organizers of the United Automobile Workers.
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Now, as men rushed to join his union, he seemed at first more
confused than anything else, then condemned the walkouts by new
unionists at two steel works, denounced a committee set up by the
rank and file to organize strike machinery, and finally simply expelled
75 percent of his new members. Meanwhile, to show his good
intentions, Tighe sent a letter to the steel mill owners asking them
to lend an ear to the workers asking for recognition, assuring
them he had “only one purpose, that of advancing the interests of
both employer and employee.” The letter was not answered (Levin-
son, 68-72). By the summer of 1935, Tighe reported a total mem-
bership of 8,600 in the entire steel industry.

Similarly, the new rubber unions, concentrated in Akron, found
their members divided between nineteen craft locals (Schlesinger,
1958, 355). Demoralized, their membership fell from a peak of
about 70,000 in 1934 to 22,000. The ranks of the auto unions shrank
from an estimated 100,000 to 20,000, or 5 percent of the more than
400,000 workers in the industry. The United Textile Workers of
America, having reached a membership of 300,000 in the summer of
1934, claimed only 79,200 members by August 1935. The Union of
Mine, Mill, and Smelter Workers, a descendant of the militant
Western Federation of Miners, had gained 49,000 recruits under a
new young leadership. With no AFL organizers in sight, they called
a strike in May 1934 and 6,600 men walked out at the Anaconda
Copper Mine Company in Butte and Great Falls. The AFL Build-
ings and Metal Trades Department arrived on the scene and nego-
tiated a settlement for 600 craftsmen, soon to be divided among six-
teen craft unions, and the strike was scuttled {Bernstein, 1971, 106-
109). By summer 1935, membership in the Mine, Mill, and Smelter
Workers was down to 14,000 (Levinson, 78).

After a debacle at the AFL convention in the fall of 1935 over
the issue of the industrial unionism, John L. Lewis and several other
union leaders withdrew to form the Committee for Industrial Organi-
zation—later to split with the AFL and declare itself the Congress
of Industrial Organizations. It included the small federal auto and
rubber worker locals which had reluctantly been granted industrial
charters by the AFL in 1934, but charters so hedged in as to protect
the claims of the craft unions and the authority of the AFL leader-
ship. Like the AFL, the CIO leaders announced they would “encour-
age and promote organization of the workers in the mass-production
and unorganized industries of the nation” (Levinson, 119), What
they would do, however, still remained to be seen,
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Men and women had flocked to the unions, to the promise of
labor power through organization. They had handed over the high
dues that the AFL demanded of its federal locals and then found
themselves confused by the jurisdictional tangles their leaders im-
posed on them, and discouraged by the moderation and conciliation
their leaders demanded of them. At this stage, organization failed,
and perhaps for that reason, the workers’ movement grew.

INDUSTRY RESISTS UNIONIZATION

Whatever the reluctance the AFL leadership showed in dealing
with the mass of unorganized industrial workers, they at least ap-
plauded the promises the NIRA made to labor. Employers took a
different view. They had allowed the promises to be made grudg-
ingly, in return for the concessions that the NIRA provided to busi-
ness, and they had no intention of seeing the promises fulfilled.

The less controversial of the legislative concessions to labor had
been the provisions governing wages and hours but, since employers
dominated the code authorities that fixed minimum wages and maxi-
mum hours for each industry, these provisions were also the more
easily undermined in practice. Some codes simply neglected to men-
tion minimum wages. Where the codes did specify wages and hours,
particular manufacturers easily gained exemptions by pointing out
the peculiar conditions obtaining in their industry or business, while
others used the “stretch-out” to evade standards. Nevertheless, there
were some improvements overall after the passage of the legislation
and the establishment of the National Recovery Administration;*
average hours of labor per week declined from 43.3 to 37.8, and
average annual earnings in manufacturing, mining, and construction
increased from $874 in 1933 to §1,068 in 1935 (Raybeck, 332).

From the outset industry had viewed section 7(a), which pre-
sumably gave workers the right to organize and bargain collectively,
as the more serious threat, and industry leaders moved quickly to
emasculate the provision. Some corporations flatly prohibited unioni-

84 In some industries, notably textiles, the codes provided a vehicle through which the
industry could place a floor under intense competitive wage-slashing and price-slashing,
And in textiles, the codes were more effective; averape weekly earnings rose from $10.90
to §13.03, and hours dropped sharply, from forty-six to thirty-three (Walsh, 145).
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zation; many more began to set up “employee representation” plans.
These plans, or company unions, had become popular in the 1920s,
and by 1928 an estimated 1.5 million workers were included (Pelling,
146). But between 1933 and 1535, new company plans proliferated.s
As the demand for unionization escalated despite these devices, com-
panies began to maintain blacklists and simply fired known union
members by the thousands, despite the ostensible protections afforded
by section 7 (a). And increasingly, in the face of the upsurge of worker
militancy, employers resorted to the techniques of violence and
espionage, to barbed-wire fences and sandbag fortifications, to well-
armed and well-financed “Citizen Associations,” to special deputies
and the massive use of Jabor spies.®® Subsequent testimony before a
subcommitte of the Senate Committee on Education and Labor,
chaired by Senator La Follette, indicated that American industry
had hired 3,781 labor spies between 1933-1937 (Raybeck, 344);37 the
cost of anti-union agents in 1936 alone was put at $80 million
(Thomas Brooks, 164).

THE STRUGGLE ESCALATES

If industry leaders were not satisfied with the compromises of the
New Deal, neither were the rank and file of labor. The right to
organize and join a union had given the workers hope, and un-

85 A National Industrial Conference Board sample found that of 623 company union
plans in effect in November 1933 in manufacturing and mining, some 400 had been
instituted after the passage of the NIRA. A broader industry survey by the Burcau of
Labor Statistics found a similar percentage (Bernstein, 1971, 39-40j.

These practices had been popularized by industry in the early 1920s under the official

designation of the “American Plan.” The “Plan” included the systematic use of black-
lists, labor spies, injunctions, and propaganda. In 1936 the “Mohawk Valley Formula,”
developed by Remington Rand to successfully break a strike, further systematized
employer techniques by including denuncization of labor leaders as dangerous radicals,
use of police to break up labor meetings, massive propaganda in the local community,
and the organization of vigilante “citizen” committees to protect strikebreakers (Bern-
stein, 1970, 148-151; 1971, 478-479; Raybeck, 343-344; Walsh, 216-228).
37 Walsh lists some of the corporations known to employ labor spy agencies: Chrysler,
General Motors, Quaker Qats, Wheeling Steel, Great Lakes Steel, Firestone Tire and
Rubber, Post Telegraph and Cable, Radioc Corporation of America, Bethlehem Steel,
Campbell Soup, Curtis Publishing Company, Baldwin Locomotive Works, Montgomery
Ward, Pennsylvania Railroad, Goodrich Rubber, Aluminum Company of America,
Consolidated Gas, Frigidaire, Carnegie Steel, National Dairy Products, and Western
Union (206-207).
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leashed their discontent.?® But unionization had so far been a failed
cause, resisted by employers, fumbled by AFL leaders, and worn
away in government procedures that led nowhere. The number of
unionized workers again plummeted to a historic low by 1935,
accounting for only 9.5 percent of the labor force (Mills, 53). How-
ever, while union membership was falling, worker militancy was
rising. During the spring and summer of 1934 strikes spread and,
as they escaped the control of established union leaders, became more
unpredictable. Three times as many workers struck in 1933 after
NIRA as in 1932; the number of industrial disputes reported by
the U. 8. Bureau of Labor Statistics rose from 841 in 1932 to 1,695
in 1933,% and then to 1,856 in 1934 when a million and a half
workers were involved in strikes (Millis and Montgomery, 692, 700—
701). With employer resistance also mounting, many of the strikes
culminated in large-scale battles.

The first of these was the “Battle of Toledo.” Toledo had been
devastated by the depression. Its main plant was Willys-Overland,
which produced 42,000 cars in March 1929 and employed 28,000
people. In a matter of months, production was cut back; by spring of
1932, Willys employed only 3,000 people (Keeran, 63). Meanwhile
the auto parts industry in Toledo was also hard hit, with the result
that unemployment in the city was high, and the wages of those
still working were below the NIRA code minimum. Early in 1934,
demands for union recognition at the Electric Auto-Lite Company
and several smaller firms were rejected, and 4,000 workers walked
out. The workers returned to the plants after federal officials secured
a commitment from the employers to “set up a machinery” for
negotiations. But Auto-Lite then refused to negotiate, and a second
strike was called on April 11. Only a minority of the workers joined
the walkout this time, however, and the company determined to keep
its plant open, hiring strikebreakers to reach full production.

Toledo was a stronghold of A. J. Muste’s radical Unemployed
Leagues, and the Musteites rapidly mobilized large numbers of un-

48 The proportion of strikes involving the issue of union recognition rose from 19
percent in 1932 to 459 percent in 1934. Union recognition continued to be an issue in
about half the reported work stoppages until 1942, according to Bureau of Labor
Statistics sources cited by Bernstein (1950, 143, 144).

39 Measured another way, the man-days lost due to strikes increased from a maximum
of 608,000 in any menth in 1938 before the NIRA became law in June, to 1,375,000 in
July, and to 2,378,000 in August, so that 1933 ended with more labor stoppages than had
occurred at any time since 1921 (Bernstein, 1971, 173).
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employed workers to reinforce the picket lines. On April 17 the
company responded by obtaining a court order limiting picketing
and prohibiting league members from picketing altogether. But
the Musteites dectded to violate the restraining order, and some local
Communists joined in with the slogan “Smash the Injunction by
Mass Picketing” (Keeran, 168). A handful of militants then began
picketing. They were quickly arrested, but upon their release, they
returned to the picket lines, their numbers now enlarged by workers
emboldened by the militants’ example. More arrests and further
court injunctions seemed to only galvanize the strikers, and the num-
bers of people on the picket lines grew larger day by day. Sympathy
for the strikers in Toledo was such that the sheriff could not use
the local police to protect the strikebreakers and instead deputized
special police, paid for by Auto-Lite.

By May 23, the crowd massed outside the plant had grown to
some 10,000 people, effectively imprisoning the 1,500 strikebreakers
inside the factory, The sheriff then decided to take the initiative, and
the deputies attacked. The crowd fought back, several people were
seriously wounded, and a contingent of the Ohio National Guard
was called in. Armed with machine guns and bayonetted rifles, the
Guardsmen marched into the Auto-Lite plant in the quiet of dawn
and succeeded in evacuating the strikebreaking workers. But the
next day, the crowd gathered again, advanced on the Guardsmen,
showering them with bricks and bottles. On the third advance, the
Guard fired into the crowd, killing two and wounding many more.
The crowd still did not disperse. Four more companies of Guards-
men were called up, and Auto-Lite agreed to close the plant.
Then, with the threat of a general strike in the air, the employers
finally agreed to federal mediation which resulted in a 22 percent
wage increase and limited recognition for the union.*®

The next scene of battle was Minneapolis. The city had always
been a stronghold of the open shop, vigilantly enforced by an em-
ployers’ ““Citizens’ Alliance” formed in 1908 to prevent unionization
by means of stool pigeons, espionage, propaganda, and thugs. During
1933, when a third of the work force in Minneapolis was unem-
ployed and the wages of those still working had been cut, a handful
of local Trotskyist militants—members of the Socialist Workers
Party—gained control of Teamsters Local 574 and began to sign

20 Accounts of the Toledo events can be found in Keeran, 164-172; Bernstein, 1971,
218-228; Brecher, 158-161; and Taft and Ross, 252.
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workers up. After an initial victory in the coal yards, the local began
to organize the truck drivers and helpers. But Minneapolis business-
men, alerted by worker agitation elsewhere in the country, were
prepared for a showdown. When Local 574 presented its demands
to the trucking employers, the Citizens’ Alliance stepped in and
promised to smash the strike. The union’s demands were summarily
rejected.

Mediation efforts by the Regional Labor Board were fruitless and,
on May 15, 1934, the strike was on. The alliance promptly swore in
155 “special officers,” prompting workers in Minneapolis to rally
behind the truck drivers, many of them by going on strike them-
selves. Both sides established military headquarters and armed their
men, Pickets roved through the city in bands, some on motorcycles,
seeing to it that no trucks moved. On May 21, after the police threat-
ened to move trucks, the first battle broke out between the two
armies. Thirty of the vastly outnumbered police were injored in
the hand-to-hand fighting that ensued. The next day, a crowd of
20,000 gathered, fighting broke out again, and two special deputies
were killed, some fifty wounded. With workers virtually in control
of the city, and with the first families of Minneapolis in panic, the
sense of impending class war grew.

At this point, Governor Olson managed to force a temporary truce.
Negotiations proceeded, but the ambiguously worded agreement
which resulted soon broke down, and both sides again began prepara-
tions for battle. After mediation efforts by federal representatives
were rejected by the employers, who apparently hoped to force the
Governor to bring in the National Guard to break the strike, the
workers struck again. At the next confrontation between the two
camps, police wounded sixtyseven workers and killed two. Gov-
ernor Olson then intervened in earnest, declaring martial law and
raiding the headquarters of both camps. The trucking employers
finally accepted a federal plan that, within two years, led to collective
bargaining agreements with 500 Minneapolis employers (Bernstein,
1971, 229-252; Schlesinger, 1958, 385-389). Meanwhile, Daniel
Tobin, international president of the Teamsters, had refused his
support to the workers, denouncing the strike leadership as “reds”
(Karsh and Garman, 99).4

41 8even years later Tobin instigated the government prosecntion of leaders of the
Socialist Workers Party under the Smith Act in an effort to destroy the leadership of
the Minneapolis local of the Teamsters {Lens, 230-231).
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In San Francisco, longshoremen encouraged by section 7(z) were
flocking into the International Longshoremen's Association. Their
special grievance was the “shape-up” hiring system which left them
at the mercy of the foremen, never able to count on a day’s work.
But the ILA leaders made no effort to challenge the shape-up, and
a rank-and-file movement developed, led by a small caucus of Com-
munists and other radicals, including Harry Bridges.*2 At a meeting
in February 1934 the rank and file forced union officials to demand
a union hiring hall or threaten to strike in two weeks. Roosevelt had
been warned that the waterfront bosses wanted a showdown, that
any money they might lose in a dock strike would be more than
worth it if the union was destroyed (Schlesinger, 1958, 390). A fed-
eral mediating team worked out a compromise that provided some
degree of union recognition, but did not give the union control of
the hiring hall. Joseph Ryan, president of the ILA, accepted. But
local leaders, pressed by the rank and file, spurned the plan, and the
strike was on.

Employers imported large numbers of strikebreakers, but rank-
and-file teamsters refused to haul goods to and from the docks
and some even joined the picket lines. On May 10 the Communist-led
Maritime Workers Industrial Union joined the strike, prodding
AFL maritime unions to do the same, so that the strike soon spread
to include most maritime workers (Weinstein, 64-67). From the
first day the police tried to break the strike by force, and the pickets
fought back. After forty-five days, the San Francisco business com-
munity decided that the port had to be opened and 700 policemen
prepared to storm the picket lines. When the battle was over, twenty-
five people were hospitalized. Several days later, on July 5, the police
again charged crowds of pickets who had gathered to stop strike-
breakers. This time, 115 people were hospitalized, two strikers were
killed, and 1,700 National Guardsmen marched into San Francisco
to restore order. The funeral procession for the slain strikers was
transformed into an awesome political statement by the working
people of San Francisco. A writer who observed the occasion de-
scribed it:

#2This group was really a spin-off of the small and militant Maritime Workers
Industrial Union, organized by Communists, The MWIU began to organize 5an Fran-
cisco longshoremen in 1932, but after section 7 (a) was enacted, and the rush to join
the union was on, it was the old International Longshoremen's Association inte which
longshoremen flooded, 2nd with them went the group of radicals from the MWIU
(Weinstein, 64-66).
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In solid ranks, eight to ten abreast, thousands of strike sympathizers.
.. . Tramp-tramp-tramp. No noise except that. The band with its
muffled drums and somber music. . . . On the marchers came—
hour after hour—ten, twenty, thirty thousand of them. . .. A solid
river of men and women who believed they had a grievance and
who were expressing their resentment in this gigantic demonstra-
tion (Charles G. Norris, quoted by Bernstein, 1971, 281-282).

In the upswell of anger and sympathy, the momentum for a general
strike grew., By July 12 some twenty unions had voted to strike,
and Hugh Johnson announced a “civil war” in San Francisco. But
the strike folded after four days, undermined by the local AFL
Central Labor Council that had been forced to take on the leader-
ship of a general strike of which it wanted no part. Once the
general strike collapsed, the longshoremen had no choice but to
accept arbitration, with the result that hiring halls jointly operated
by the union and employers were established. In the interim William
Green of the AFL had himself denounced the San Francisco general
strike (Brecher, 154-157).

The textile strike that erupted across the nation in the summer
of 1934 took on the character of a crusade as “flying squadrons”
of men and women marched from one southern mill town to another,
calling out the workers from the mills to join the strike. By Septem-
ber, 875,000 textile workers were on strike. Employers imported
armed guards who, together with the National Guard, kept the
mills open in Alabama, Mississippi, Georgia, and the Carolinas
(Bernstein, 1971, 298-311). Before it was over, the head of a local
union in Alabama had been shot, his aides beaten; Governor Tal-
madge of Georgia declared martial law and set up a detention camp
for an estimated 2,000 strikers; fifteen strikers were killed, six of them
when the sheriff’s deputies clashed with a flying squadron in Honea
Path, South Carolina; riots broke out in Rhode Island, Connecticut,
and Massachusetts and National Guardsmen were on duty across
New England; and the trade journal Fibre and Fabric pontificated
that “a few hundred funerals will have a quieting influence.”#

During that same summer, deputies killed two strikers and injured
thirty-five others when the Kohler Company in the “model” com-

These outbreaks are described in Schlesinger, 1958, 594; Brecher, 168-176; Levinson,
75-74; Tafr and Ross, 35¢.
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pany town of Kohler Village, Wisconsin, refused to bargain with
the union (Taft and Ross, 352), All in all, a minimum of fifteen
strikers were killed in 1933, and at least forty more were killed in
1934. In a period of eighteen months, troops had been called out
in sixteen states (Levinson, 56-57).

The State on the Horns of the

Industrial Dilemma

As worker demands escalated, industry resistance escalated to match,
and each side repeatedly called on federal authorities to mediate.
At first, the policy of conciliating business prevailed, but concilia-
tion grew more and more difficult as workers became more militant.

The automobile industry is an example. Before the NIRA went
into effect, there was virtually no union organization among auto-
mobile workers.* After the NIRA, workers joined the AFL federal
locals, independent unions began to appear, and a series of strikes
broke out in the summer of 1933. Meanwhile, the National Industrial
Recovery Administration had, as in other industries, ceded the
initiative in formulating automobile codes to the owners of the
industry.®® The National Automobile Chamber of Commerce in
effect became the auto industry code authority (Levinson, 57). The
wages and hours code which auto industrialists submitted and which
the president signed called for hourly rates ranging between forty-
one and forty-three cents and a work week ranging from thirty-five

A small Communist-led union did exist, the Auto Workers Union. The AWTU had

claimed some 23,000 members in 1918, but it was cjected from the AFL for refusing to
drop its jurisdictional claims to all the workers in the aute industry, and then was
decimated by the open shop drive in the early 1920s. It was at that point that Com-
munist activity ir the union began and, while the union never gained many members,
it did serve an important agitational and supportive role in the defensive strikes of the
late 1920s and again in 1932-1933 (Keeran, 4-17; 43-48; 89-103).
45 Edelman points out: “Industry enjoyed the huge advantage of initiative as welt
as economic power in code formulation. Trade associations usually prepared the first
drafts of codes and were highly influential in the discussion of adjustments in them at
hearings. NRA deputy administrators who presided at the hearings were largely drawn
from industry, giving management a further advantage when its position conflicted with
that of unions or workers. Some NRA officials and unions tried to secure equal repre-
sentation for labor representatives on code authorities, but voting membership for labor
representatives was granted in only twenty-three cases and non-voting membership in
twenty-eight™ {166).
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to forty-eight hours, but labor leaders claimed those standards were
widely violated. The provision designed by the industry to demon-
strate observance of section 7 (a) came to be known as the “merit
clause.” It specified that “employers in this industry may exercise
their right to select, retain, or advance employees on the basis of
individual merit, without regard to their membership or non-mem-
bership in any organization” (Levinson, 57-58). Under this clause
companies began to discharge unionists in the fall of 1933. At the
sarne time General Motors rushed through a series of company union
elections and announced that it would not recognize or enter into
a contract with any independent union on behalf of its employees.
Each time the code was extended—in December 1933, in September
1934, and in February 1935—labor leaders protested vehemently,
but to little avail, excepting that the president appointed a labor
advisory board and also ordered a survey of wages and unemploy-
ment in the automobile industry.

Agitation among the auto workers continued. In March 1934,
when workers in several GM plants were threatening to strike,
President Roosevelt called industry and labor representatives to a
meeting at the White House. The resulting peace agreement estab-
lished the principle of proportional representation. Employees in a
plant would be divided among company unions and various inde-
pendent unions for collective bargaining purposes. Roosevelt called
the plan “the framework for a new structure of industrial relations”;
the president of General Motors, Alfred P. Sloan, said, “All’s well
that ends well”; and William Green concurred, heralding a labor
victory. But experience suggested that it was a plan for dividing
workers against each other. The New York Times correspondent
wrote that “organized labor’s drive for a greater equality of bargain-
ing power with industry has been nullified.”+®

Similar stratagems were followed in the textile industry. Codes
governing wages and hours were undermined by stretchouts that
greatly increased the workload. Despite the supposed protections of
section 7(a), thousands of unionists were fired, and the Cotton
National Textile Industrial Relations Board disposed of worker
complaints simply by referring them to the industry'’s Textile Insti-
tute. Meanwhile the NRA sanctioned an industry-wide cut in produc-

48 New Deal efforts to keep peace in the auto industry are described in Fine, 31; Levin-
son, 57-62; Bernstein, 1971, 182-185.



Poor People’s Movements 128

tion which reduced employment and wages still further. The in-
evitable strike was temporarily averted when the NRA promised a
survey and a seat on the Textile Board for the United Textile
Workers. When the strike finally erupted in the summer of 1934 the
president intervened by appointing a new Textile Labor Relations
Board to study workloads in the industry, while the Department of
Labor would survey wages, and the Federal Trade Commission would
assess the capacity of the industry to increase hours and employment
(Brecher, 176). United Textile Workers leaders called off the walk-
out, claiming a victory.*” The strikers returned to the mills only
to find that thousands of their numbers were barred from reemploy-
ment and evicted from their company houses by the mill owners.*8

In the steel industry, the National Labor Board, pressed by strikes
in Weirton and Clairton, finally ordered an employee election
but the employers refused to abide by the order. When handed the
case, the Department of Justice refused to act. Later, when the
companies were laying in supplies of tear gas, bullets, and sub-
machine guns to defend against unionists, rank and filers went to
Washington to see the president, who was away on a cruise. This
time the workers rejected the offer of the NRA chief, General Hugh
Johnson (who proposed the appointment of a board to hear their
grievances), and instead wrote the president that they thought it
“useless to waste any more time in Washington on the ‘National Run
Around’ ” (Levinson, 70).

But while the federal government was conciliating businessmen
through this period, it was also showing an unprecedented concern
and restraint in dealing with labor. “To an extraordinary extent at
this time,” writes Bernstein, “the laboring people of the United
States looked to the federal government and especially to Roosevelt
for leadership and comfort” (1971, 170). In the uncertain climate
of the time, however, labor support could not simply be taken for
granted. Accordingly, Roosevelt attempted to appease demands by
workers; even the unfilled promises and evasive studies of the NRA
were an effort at appeasement and a sharp contrast with the court

47 This was the second outbreak in the mills in only four years, and the second sellout
by the AFL. In 1929, when a spontaneous strike spread across the Piedmont, the AFL
had responded with a speaking tour by President Green in which he appealed 10 the
mill owners to deal with organized Iabor (Bernstein, 1970, 11-43).

48 New Deal maneuverings in textiles are described in Levinson, 73-76; Raybeck, 331;
Bernstein, 1971, 300-304.
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injunctions and federal troops of an earlier era. As complaints from
labor leaders over violations of 7 (a) became more bitter, the National
Labor Board was established to settle employer-worker disputes.
Senator Robert F. Wagner, an ally of labor, was appointed chairman
and the NLB became an advocate of the right to organize and of
the principle of collective bargaining. Despite some initial successes,
the NLB lacked legal autherity and could do nothing when employers
simply defied it, as happened in several major cases in late 1933. In
February 1934 the NLB, which had been authorized mainly to hold
discussions, was empowered to conduct employee elections and, later
in 1984, a resolution sponsored by Wagner led to the reorganization
of the board into the National Labor Relations Board. None of these
changes proved very effective in the face of employer resistance,
particularly since the Department of Justice showed considerable
reluctance to prosecute cases referred to it by the board. Even in
election cases, where the NLRB had clear authority, employers
delayed compliance and stalled in the courts. By March 1935 none
of the cases referred to the Department of Justice had resulted in a
judgment (Bernstein, 1971, 320-322).

But with industrial war escalating, the policies of conciliating busi-
ness while placating labor could not last. The administration could
not ignore the battles that were raging between industry and labor,
if only because industrial peace was essential for recovery. And once
entangled, it could not take sides without alienating one camp or
the other. When strikes and riots broke out in the coal mines con-
trolled by the steel companies (known as the “captive” mines) in
the summer of 1933, Hugh Johnson forced a settlement to which
Lewis agreed but which the miners themselves rejected. The steel
industry and the UMW were soon locked in conflict, the New York
Times reported 100,000 miners on strike, and negotiations under the
auspices of the NRA were leading nowhere. With coke stocks danger-
ously low, the steel executives finally insisted on the president’s inter-
vention. But whatever they expected from this intervention, the
resulting agreement hardly pleased them. In fact, none of the corpora-
tions abided by its terms until the disputes were referred to the
NLB, with the result that a modified collective bargaining agree-
ment was reached in many of the captive mines (Bernstein, 1971,
49-61).

Nor could the administration stay aloof from the battles of 1934
in Toledo, Minneapolis, and San Francisco, in which the business
community was stifty opposed to worker demands, and to federal
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proposals for settlement. Once involved, federal arbitrators, faced
with unprecedented labor uprisings, did not side with the workers,
but they did not side with employers either. That was enough to
prove the undoing of the policy of business conciliation.

Although most businessmen had supported Hoover in 1932, at
least some prominent leaders among them had endorsed Roosevelt,
and others quickly joined when Roosevelt reopened the banks, cut
government spending, and legalized beer within a month of taking
office. As for the NIRA, the U. S. Chamber of Commerce itself had
endorsed “the philosophy of a planned economy” before the election,
and in 1933 its delegates gave Roosevelt a standing ovation. Mean-
while, at least partly thanks to the privileges granted industry under
the NIRA codes, overall business conditions were improving. By the
spring of 1934 the index of industrial production had picked up
sharply, particularly in industries covered by the codes. Industry
leaders regained their confidence and, as they did, became increas-
ingly disgruntled with the turmoil set in motion in their own house
by the New Deal labor policy. Just prior to the congressional elec-
tions of 1934 a group of major business leaders, including Alfred P.
Sloan and William 8. Knudsen of General Motors, Edward F. Hut-
ton and Colby M. Chester of General Foods, J. Howard Pew of Sun
Oil, Sewell L. Avery of Montgomery Ward, and the Du Ponts,
joined with several political leaders who had been dethroned by
the New Deal to form the American Liberty League, an organization
dedicated to protecting property rights from the “radicalism” of the
New Deal (Schlesinger, 1958, 486). Roosevelt’s policy of conciliation
notwithstanding, business had thrown down the gauntlet. But the
election of 1934 was a New Deal sweep, bringing the Democratic
margin to 45 in the Senate, and to 219 in the House—“the most
overwhelming victory,” the New York Times declared, “in the
history of American politics.”

The State Concedes to Labor Power

At this stage, implacable business opposition made the administra-
tion far more responsive to demands from other groups in its con-
stituency. The New Deal brain-truster Raymond Moley wrote re-
cently of Roosevelt:

No man was less bound by ideology in approaching national prob-
lems, The strategy he adopted some time in 1935, devised with the
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collaboration of Edward J. Flynn, was to gather into the Demo-
cratic Party many minorities, including the labor unions, through
policies calculated to win the urban masses, while he held the
farmers in line with cash benefits (559).

Roosevelt and his advisors had originally thought of labor conces-
sions primarily in terms of unemployment relief and insurance, old
age pensions, and wages and hours protections (Bernstein, 1971, 11),
But rank-and-file agitation set new terms, and the terms would
have to be met if labor was to be kept in line.

FEDERAL RESPONSE: THE WAGNER ACT

By 1935, with worker-employer battles mounting, it was clear that
conciliation had failed. The administration had lost business sup-
port and, if worker demands went unappeased, it stood in danger
of losing some labor support as well, In the spring of 1935 the NIRA
and the president were being denounced by all sides. “Labor’s pub-
lic enemy Number One is Franklin D. Roosevelt,” said Heywood
Broun. The Supreme Court brought matters to a head on May 27,
1935, for it declared the NIRA uncenstitutional, thus scuttling the
New Deal’s chief economic program. With even that protection gone,
unemployment increased, wages dropped, and hours lengthened
(Raybeck, 341). And the election of 1936 was on the horizon.

In the spring of 1934 Senator Robert Wagner had introduced a
bill to establish a new labor relations board that, unlike its predeces-
sors, would have enforcement machinery. The board would be
authorized to hold employee elections, to prohibit employers from
engaging in practices to coerce or restrain employees, and te require
employers to negotiate with the designated representatives of a
majority of the workers in any bargaining unit. The bill gave the
board the power to issue cease and desist orders, with recourse to
the circuit courts in cases of noncompliance #* Businessmen rose up

4 The Railway Labor Act of 1928, as amended in 1934, is widely said to have estab-
lished the precedents for the Wagner Act, but as Fleming points out, in several respects
the Wagner Act went much further in supporting Iabor unions. It permitted the closed
shop, which the Railway Labor Act had prohibited. It restrained coercion by em-
ployers, while the Railway Labor Act had restrained coercion from either side. And
finally, the Wagner Act was passed over the fierce opposition of business, while the
Railway Labor Act had been agreed upon by both labor and management (129).
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in protest and Wagner found few supporters for his measure in
Congress. The president also refused his support, opting instead for
Public Resolution No. 44, which established the National Labor
Relations Board. As Edelman says of Roosevelt:

He invariably failed to support labor legislation actively until he
was convinced it had adequate political support, and he some-
times sabotaged pro-labor policies already declared to be the law
because of strong business pressure, . . . Always fairly sure the
country would follow him on relief and recovery measures, he
vacillated longest on long-range reform, for business and the middle
class were most hostile here. Because he deliberately cultivated con-
tacts with the whole gamut of group interests, he knew better than
his predecessors what was politically expedient and what timing
was indicated (182).

A vear later the timing was right, and labor agitation had helped
make it so. When Wagner introduced a revised version of the bill
that was to become the National Labor Relations Act, the measure
found ready support. Since labor’s right to organize had long been
upheld in principle, proponents of the bill had little difficulty find-
ing arguments, adding only that the bill was important as a means
of achieving economic balance by preserving purchasing power, and
as a bulwark against communism. With few exceptions, the business
community continued to be vehement in its opposition, and the
National Association of Manufacturers mobilized one of its largest
campaigns to defeat the measure. The Commercial and Financial
Chronicle called it “one of the most objectionable, as well as one of
the most revolutionary, pieces of legislation ever presented to
Congress” (Schlesinger, 1958, 404). The AFL remained aloof, as did
the administration; Secretary of Labor Perkins, the only administra-
tion representative to testify, was ambivalent (Bernstein, 1971, 331).
On May 2, 1935, the Senate Labor Committee reported unanimously
in favor of the bill; the vote in the Senate was 63 to 12. Several
weeks later, it passed the House by an overwhelming 132 to 42.
Roosevelt, who until this time had kept silent, finally came out in
favor of the bill and signed it on July 5, 1935.

But the fight was not over. Two weeks after the bill became law,
the American Liberty League published a brief signed by fifty-
eight lawyers declaring the Wagner Act unconstitutional. Industry
then acted on the assumption that the law need not be obeyed and
U. §. Steel, General Motors, and Goodyear Tire and Rubber rushed
to the federal courts where they got injunctions that tied the hands
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of the new National Labor Relations Board; by June 30, 1936, the
board was involved in eighty-three such suits {Bernstein, 1971, 646).
Moreover, there was reason to think employers would be vindicated
by the Supreme Court. During 1935 and 1936 the Court had nulli-
fied other major elements of the New Deal program, including the
National Industrial Recovery Act. In 1936 the Court struck down
the Guffey-Snyder Act, which laid down procedures for the coal
industry very much like those of the Wagner Act. American industry
had grounds for optimism.

INDUSTRY’S RESISTANCE IS OVERCOME

American workers, however, were also optimistic. The passage of
the Wagner Act, at a time when working conditions were worsening
after the temporary recovery of 1934, only reaffirmed for them the
justice of their struggle and their sense that victories could be won.
Congress had acted despite the threats and importuning of the lead-
ing industrialists of the nation. Moreover the defeat of many of
those same industrialists in the election of 1934 was repeated in
the election of 1936 when, despite the vigorous opposition of busi-
ness interests, the New Deal won an overwhelming sweep. Workers
probably understood that for the moment, at least, business had lost
control of the state. Consequently, labor militancy surged in 1936
and 1937, especially in the mass production industries. The number
of strikes continued to tise: 2,014 in 1935; 2,172 in 1936, and 4,740
in 1937. And more than half of the strikes were over the demand
for union recognition under the terms laid out in the Wagner Act
(Millis and Montgomery, 692, 701).

The first big strike after the Wagner Act occurred in Akron. The
background for the strike was familiar. Akron was a one-industry
town where employment had fallen by half after the stock market
crash. By the spring of 1933 many of the rubber companies had shut
down, Goodyear was on a two-day week, the main bank had failed,
and the city was broke, laying off many of its own employees (Bern-
stein, 1971, 98-99). Then came section 7 {a), setting the rubber
workers in motion. Federal locals were formed, and some forty to
fifty thousand workers joined up, all of whom AFL. leaders tried to
parcel out among the international craft unions. At the end of 1934
the NLRB ordered elections in the Goodyear and Firestone plants,
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but the companies went to court and the issue was delayed inde-
finitely (Brecher, 179). The workers were pressing for a strike, but
their union leaders signed a federally mediated agreement to await
the outcome of the court action and Goodyear announced that the
agreement made “no change in employee relations since the provi-
sions are in complete accord with the policies under which Goodyear
has always operated” (Brecher, 180). Discouraged by AFL and gov-
ernment maneuverings, men dropped out of the union.

But the workers’ discontent did not dwindle, especially when in
November 1935, and again in January 1936, Goodyear Tire and
Rubber cut wages. Then, on February 10, the company laid off a
large number of men without giving the usual notice. A few nights
later, 137 workers, hardly any of them union members, shut off
the power and sat down. Local Rubber Worker Union officials per-
suaded the sit-downers to leave, but 1,500 Goodyear workers met
and voted to strike (Brecher, 183-184). The word went out, workers
began to gather in the bitter cold, and by morning the eleven-mile
perimeter of the Goodyear plant was circled by pickets. Few of the
ten to fifteen thousand who struck were members of the union,®
but the factory was at a standstill, Meanwhile, the picketers were
digging in, building over 300 shanties for protection against the
winter winds, from which they flew American flags, again named
for the promise: “Camp Roosevelt,” “Camp John L. Lewis,” “Camp
Senator Wagner.”

Goodyear succeeded in getting a sweeping injunction against mass
picketing from the common pleas court in Summit County, but the
injunction was not enforced. When the sheriff threatened to open
the plant with a force of 150 deputies, thousands of workers armed
with clubs and sticks massed before the gates and the deputies with-
drew. Later the rumor spread that a “Law and Order League” would
attack the picket lines, but the rubber workers armed again, and
the threat never materialized. Goodyear then turned to Governor
Davey for troops, but a state election was approaching, popular senti-
ment in Akron was with the strikers, and the Akron Central Labor
Union declared there would be a general strike if force was used.
The governor agreed there was no justification for calling out the
militia.

50 Walsh reports 800 union members among the 14,000 Goodyear employees at the time
of the strike (139).



135 The nd Workers’ Movement

At the end of February Assistant Secretary of Labor McGrady
arrived on the scene to mediate. He recommended that the strikers
return to work and submit the issues to arbitration. Some 4,000 work-
ers met at the armory and jeered the proposal down, singing out
"No, no, a thousand times no” (Bernstein, 1971, 595). In the fourth
week of the strike Goodyear Tire and Rubber agreed to a settle-
ment that granted reinstatement of the discharged employees, reduc-
tion of the work week, and recognition of union shop committees
(Levinson, 143-146; Thomas Brooks, 181-182).5!

The next outbreak was in the automobile industry, in the giant
industrial empire of General Motors, controlled by the Du Ponts
and J. P. Morgan.’? GM had always stood firmly and successfully
against unionism, partly by virtue of an elaborate program of
“welfare capitalism” inaugurated during the upsurge of union activ-
ity following World War I. With the onset of the Great Depres-
sion, the welfare programs eroded, and after 1933 GM relied more
on a vast spy network in its plants to discourage union activities.
According to the La Follette Committee, GM was the best customer
of the labor spy agencies, and its expenditure for espionage rose as
unionization activities increased (Fine, 37), totaling at least a mil-
lion dollars between January 1934 and June 1936 (Walsh, 109).

But if labor spies made the men fearful, they also made them
angry, given the temper of the times. There were other grievances
as well. Hourly wages in the auto industry were relatively high, but
employment was extremely irregular, and workers suffered from
severe economic insecurity. Between September 1933 and September
1934, for example, fully 40 percent of GM workers were employed
less than twenty-nine weeks, and 60 percent earned less than §1,000.
Workers were even more incensed over the speed-ups and model
changeovers which exhausted them and which, they felt, meant the

51 The agreement also specified that management would “meet with any or all em-
ployees individually or through their chosen representatives.” This the Goodyear
management did, again and agzin, without, however, agreeing to sign a collective bar-
gaining contract until 1941 (Bernstein, 1971, 596-602). Some critics claim the rubber
workers were prepared to hold out for a better seitlement, but were discouraged from
doing so by CIO leaders, and by Communist organizers in Akron as well (Buhle, 238).
52 The far-flung GM network of sixty-nine automotive plants in thirty-five cities, in-
cluding the Fisher Body Corporation, had at first been hard hit by the depression.
Sales of cars and trucks in the United States dropped 74 percent between 1928 and 1933,
and net corperation profits fell from $296 million to less than $85 million. Then,
under the New Deal, the corporation recovered quickly. By 1986, sales of cars and trucks
almost quadrupled, and the number of employees doubled {Fine, 20-25).
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company was getting more profits for less work (Fine, 55-61). By
1933 spontaneous strikes began to spread in the industry. John Ander-
son, a rank-and-file leader of the time, gives an account of such a
walkout:

Briggs Manufacturing Company hired me as a metal finisher at
52 cents an hour, but they failed to pay me at that rate. The first
week I got 45 cents an hour. The second week our rate was cut
to 40 cents an hour, and the third week it was cut to 85 cents.
These wage cuts were enough to provoke the men to strike, After
being called to work on Sunday, they walked out at noon without
telling the foreman. On Monday we went to work again, and
before starting work we told the foreman: “We want to know
what our wages are. We were hired at 52 cents an hour, and we're
being paid 35 cents.” The foreman said: “You see that line out
there of men looking for jobs? If you fellows don’t want to work,
get your clothes and clear out. There are plenty of men who will
take your jobs.”

This statement provoked the men into walking out as a body,
not as individuals. They had no organization; they had no one to
speak for them. There were several hundred of them milling around
in the street wondering what to do. . . . I got on a car fender
and suggested we demand the 52 cents an hour promised on our
hiring slips. . . . I was blacklisted as a result of the strike . . . [but] I
learned that as a result of the strike the wages of metal finishers
had been raised to 60 cents an hour .. . (Lynd, 1969, 62-63).

After the passage of section 7 (a), auto workers had begun to
join unions. Many of them had joined the AFL federal union (later
to become the United Automobile Workers and to affiliate with
the C10).% But, under the constraining effects of AFL policies and
government congciliation of the auto industry, total union member-
ship had rapidly declined, to only 5 percent of the workers in
the industry by early 1935. Still, unionized or not, with the passage
of the Wagner Act, the landslide New Deal victory in the election
of 1936, and the successes of the rubber workers in Akron, the auto
workers' courage rose and ferment increased. By the fall and winter
of 1936 each minor offense by management fell like whiplashes on
aggrieved men chafing for action. There is the story, for example, of

53 Some also joined independent unions: the Mechanics Educational Society of America,
an independent union of auto tool and die makers organized by the Industrial Workers
of the World; the Associated Automobile Workers of America; and the Automotive
Industrial Workers Association, organized somewhat Iater by Richard Frankensteen.
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an early sitdown in Flint that was triggered when a union man
who protested a firing was led through the plant by a foreman,
apparently to be discharged. As he walked the length of the belt-line,
his face communicated the message, and every worker turned from
the moving row of auto bodies until 700 men were idle. The com-
pany rehired the discharged man before work was resumed (Levin-
son, 175).5 Brief walkouts and sit-downs at the Chrysler Corporation,
at the Bendix plant in South Bend, and at the Midland Steel and
the Kelsey-Hayes plants in Detroit ended with some degree of union
recognition. In this mood, the struggle with General Motors was
bound to come,

Although the fledgling United Automobile Workers, by now af-
filiated with the CIO, had assigned Wyndham Mortimer, a Com-
munist rank-and-file leader from Cleveland, to begin an organizing
campaign in Flint some months earlier, the GM strike actually began
relatively spontaneously, erupting in different places at about the
same time.® Several outbreaks at the Atlanta GM plant culminated
in a strike on November 18, 1936, when the rumor spread that man-
agement intended to lay off several men for wearing union buttons.
A few weeks later the workers at a GM Chevrolet plant in Kansas
City walked out after the management had allegedly dismissed a
man for violating a company rule against jumping over the line.
On December 28 a small group of workers sat down on the line
in the GM Fisher Body plant in Cleveland, and 7,000 people stopped
working. Then, on December 30, about 50 workers sat down in the
Fisher Body plant in Flint, presumably because of a management
decision to transfer three inspectors who had refused to quit the
union. That night the workers in a second and larger bedy plant
in Flint also sat down on the line, and the Flint sit-down strike was
on—-at a time when the union could claim as members only a small
minority of Flint workers.%® The strike spread to other cities. Sit-

54 Sce Kraus for a similar account of a sit-down in Flint in November 1936, just weeks
before the big sit-down strike. Kraus was the Communist editor of the auto strike
newspaper.

55 When Walt Moore, a local Communist organizer in Flint, informed Willlam Wein-
stone, head of the Michigan Communist Party, that the GM strike was framinent, Wein-
stone was shocked: “You haven't got Flint organized. What are you talking about?”
Moore replied, “Well, Bill, we can’t stop it. The sentiments are too great” (Keeran,
241-242).

5¢ When Mortimer arrived in Flint the previous June, the Flint loczls had only 122
members, and most of those were considered to be GM spies, Fresumably more men and
women signed up in the next few months before the GM strike, but just how many is
unclear.
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downers took over the GM Fleetwood and Cadillac plants in Detroit,
and a lamp factory in Indiana; walkout strikes were called in St.
Louis, Janesville, Norwood, Kansas City, and Toledo. By January
I, 1937, 112,000 of GM's production workers were idle,

Flint, the main battleground of the strike, was the center of the
GM empire, and a GM town. The corporation controlled about 80
percent of the jobs. GM's upper crust was the town's upper crust
and most of the political officials were former GM employees or
stockholders. Accordingly, when company guards tried to bar the
strike supporters from delivering food to the men inside the plant,
they were quickly reinforced by Flint police and a battle ensued.
The police used tear gas and guns, the strikers returned their fire
with streams of water from GM fire hoses, and with automobile
hinges, bottles, and rocks. About two dozen strikers and policemen
were injured in what came to be known as the “Battle of the
Running Bulls.”

The disorder precipitated the intervention of the Governor of
Michigan, Frank Murphy, who had been elected to office in the
Roosevelt landslide of the previous November. He had received the
endorsement of the entire Michigan labor movement, although he
was also on close terms with auto industry executives, and was later
revealed to have substantial GM holdings (Brecher, 200). Governor
Murphy sent word to GM officials not to deny food or heat to the
strikers in the interest of public health, and arrived on the scene
with about 2,000 National Guardsmen who, however, were instructed
not to take sides."” The governor then assumed the role of peace-
maker, prevailing on the UAW leaders and General Motors officials
to negotiate. But the negotiations proved futile, the workers evacu-
ated three minor plants only to discover that GM had also agreed
to negotiate with the Flint Alliance, a citizens’ vigilante organization
dominated by the corporation. By mid-January, Secretary of Labor
Frances Perkins was importuning GM executives to meet with union
representatives. The corporation was losing about $2 million a
day in sales, but it nevertheless held fast, refusing to meet with
the union until the plants were vacated. On January 27 GM an-
nounced that it intended to resume production, and went to court

57 The governor also persuaded the Genesee County prosecutor not to use 300 John Doe
warrants issued against strikers after the “Battle of the Running Bulls” and to release
on bail Victor Reuther, Robert Travis, and Henry Kraus, all of whom were involved in
the battle (Keeran, 264-265) .
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for an injunction against the sit-downers.®® The strikers responded
by occupying yet another plant in a dramatically covert maneuver,
leading President Roosevelt to phone John L. Lewis with the mes-
sage that he backed a plan calling for GM recognition of UAW for
one month. Lewis is said to have replied, “My people tell me it’s
got to be six months,” and the sit-down continued.

On February 2 the court acted. The order handed down by Judge
Paul Gadola instructed the workers to leave the plants at three
o'clock on February 8, and pressure was mounting on the governor
to clear the plants by force. But worker pressure was mounting as
well. On the evening of February 2 the strikers in one of the occupied
plants sent a message to the governor. Their words virtually exulted
in their sense of righteousness; the burden of violence was on the
opposition:?®

We have carried on a stay-in strike for over a month in order to

make General Motors Corporation obey the law and engage in

collective bargaining. . . . Unarmed as we are, the introduction of

militia, sheriffs, or police with murderous weapons will mean a

blood bath of unarmed workers. . . . We have decided to stay in

the plant. We have no illusions about the sacrifices which this deci-
sion will entail. We fully expect that if a violent effort is made to
oust us, many of us will be killed, and we take this means of
making it known to our wives, to our children, to the people of

Michigan that if this result follows from the attempt to eject us,

you are the one who must be held responsible for our deaths

(Levinson, 164-165).

The spirit of the message from the sit-down strikers was the spirit
of many workers outside the plants as well. On the morning of
February 3, as the Guardsmen set up their machine guns and how-
itzers, the roads to Flint were jammed with thousands of trucks and
automobiles—supporters of the strikers from surrounding cities who
had come to join the picket lines. Rubber workers came from Akron;
auto workers from Lansing, Toledo, and Pontiac; Walter Reuther
brought several hundred men from his West Side local in Detroit;
workers came from the Kelsey-Hayes plant in Detroit carrying a
banner: “Kelsey-Hayes never forgets their friends.” As the hour of
the court order approached, a procession of perhaps 10,000 workers,

83 Lee Pressman, a CIO Jawyer, had scuttled an earlier injunction by revealing that the
presiding judge owned substantial amounts of GM stock.

89 The message was actually written by organizer Bob Travis and Lee Pressman, then
approved by the sit-down strikers (Keeran, 272).
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led by Women’s Emergency Brigades carrying an American flag,
circled the menaced plant. The marchers carried clubs and sticks,
lengths of pipe, and clothes trees for the battle they expected. Thus
the deadline passed.®

The crisis had reached the point where the White House was
compelled to intervene in seriousness. At Roosevelt's request, and
coaxed by the Secretary of Labor, corporation executives met with
CIO and auto union leaders, and in the agreement that resulted, the
union won a six-month period of what amounted to exclusive recog-
nition in the seventeen plants closed by strikes.s*

A similar sequence of events occurred in the Chrysler plants only
a few short weeks after the GM strike was settled. (The overwhelm-
ing majority of Chrysler workers had voted in favor of an “employee
representation” plan only two years earlier.) When discussions be-
tween Chrysler and UAW leaders bogged down, 60,000 workers
struck, two-thirds of them by sitting down in Chrysler factories.
The strikers held the plants for thirty days, defending their occupa-
tion with massive picketing, An attempt by the local sheriff to en-
force a court order for evacuation of the plants was responded to
by 30,000 to 50,000 massed strikers who encircled the plants. An
agreement was finally signed with Chrysler early in April. Within
a year, the UAW claimed 350,000 members (Walsh, 126-133).

Steel workers were also in motion. Wages in steel had fallen
sharply from a weekly average of $32.60 in 1929, to $13.20 in 1952—
for those lucky enough to work at all (Walsh, 60). The industry had
dealt with worker demands during 1933-1934 by incorporating fully
90 percent of the 500,000 steel workers into “employee representa-
tion plans” or company unions (Robert Brooks, 79). Ironically, it
was these company unions that became the first vehicles for collec-
tive action.%2 A steel worker tells the story:

80 Both the sheriff and Judge Gadola explained that no action could be taken to enforce
the injunction until GM sought 2 writ of attachment against the sit-downers. The writ
commanding the sheriff to “attach the bodies” of all the sit-downers, as well as the
picketers and the UAW officers, was secured two days later. The sheriff then requested
the governor to authorize the National Guard to carry out the order but, by that time,
GM was at the conference table and the governor demurred. In any case, the National
Guard was apparently not inclined to hazard an assault upon the thousands inside and
outside the plants (Fine, 292-294).

Accounts of the General Motors strike ean be found in Fine, 302-812; Keeran, 225~
285; Thomas Brooks, 185-186; Levinson, 160-168; Prickett, 130-202.
82 According to Matles and Higgins, company unions were also the vehicle for rank-and-
fle unionism at the General Electric plant in Schenectady (64), and at the Westing-
house plant in East Piusburgh (78).
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Well, we got interested in the union . . . because the steclmiil
people came into the mill around 1933 and handed us a piece of
paper. We looked at it, and it was called “An Employee Repre-
sentation Plan.” . . . I looked at this paper as a young lad and
said this thing could never work, because it said right at the outset
that there would be five members from management to sit on a
committee and five members from the union—the company union—
to sit on the committee. I asked who settled the tie, and of course
I found out the management did. . . . We tried to disband the
company union, and we formed what we called the Associated
Employees. This was just workers like myself attempting to do
something by way of getting into a legitimate union. . . . One day
we read in the newspapers that they were trying to do the same
thing down in Pittsburgh (Lynd, 1969, 55-57).

Signs of restlessness within the company union structure became
clear early in 1935 when employee representatives in the Pittsburgh
and Chicago area plants began agitating for wage increases, an issue
that was not considered to be within the jurisdiction of the employee
representation plans, or even of the individual plant managers, who
claimed that wages were a matter of overall corporation policy. As
a result, company union representatives from different plants began
to meet together to consider joint actions (Brooks, Robert, 85-89).
In January 1936 thirteen out of twenty-five employee representatives
in the Gary, Indiana, plant of Carnegie-Illinois Steel formed a union
lodge. In Pittsburgh (where workers were especially angry about a
10 percent check-off being taken from their wages by Carnegie-
Illinois as repayment for relief baskets) some twenty-five employee
representatives met to set up a Pittsburgh central council to make
district-wide demands on wages and hours issues through the com-
pany unions.

By the summer of 1936, rank-and-file unrest was bubbling up in
spontaneous walkouts. In the mood of the time, any grievance could
become a trigger, as in the incident Jessie Reese recounts at the
Youngstown Sheet and Tube mills:

They fired our foreman, a nice fellow, and they brought over a
slave driver from Gary. A white fellow told us he was an organizer
for the Ku Klux Klan and said: “You all going to stand for that
guy to come in here?” So I went down to the operators of the pickles
and said: “Shut the pickles down.” And they shut them down. I
went over to see Long, the foreman, and I said: “Long, you lost
your job . .. give me five minutes and we'll make them tell you
where your job’s at. . . .” I drove over to the hot strip where
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the white fellows were rolling hot steel, and I said: “Hey, fellows,
just stop a minute rolling that steel. We're shutting down over
there. We're fighting for ten cents an hour and our foreman back
on the job.” (It would look foolish fighting for your foreman and
not for yourself.} And they said: *Oh, you got it organized?” And
I said, “Yes, we shut it down., Look over there, we're down, we're
not moving. . . .’ So the white fellows said: “We'll foliow you”
(Lynd, 1969, 60-67).

On July 5, 1936, steel workers congregated in Homestead, Pennsyl-
vania, to honor the Homestead martyrs and to hear a “Steel Workers
Declaration of Independence,” read by an erstwhile company union
leader. Lieutenant Governor Kennedy of Pennsylvania, a former
miner and officer of the UMW, told the crowd that steel was now
open territory for union organizers and that they could count on
government relief funds if there was a strike—a far cry from the
treatment strikers received in Homestead during earlier struggles
(Walsh, 49). Later that summer, Governor Earle told a Labor Day
crowd of 200,000 assembled in Pittsburgh that never during his
administration would the state troops be used to break a strike and
“the skies returned the crowd’s response” (Walsh, 171).

It was in this context that the CIO launched the Steel Workers
Organizing Committee, putting 433 organizers into the field and
suspending the customary dues and initiation fees to sign men up
(Bernstein, 1971, 452-453). In November 1936, when the SWOC
announced that 82,315 men had signed membership cards, U. S. Steel
responded by announcing a 10 percent wage hike, and offering con-
tracts to be signed only by the company unions. But many of the
company union leaders had been drawn into the SWOC and refused
to sign, while Secretary of Labor Perkins said that the leaders of the
Employee Representation Plans “had no right to sign contracts.”
By March 1937 when SWOC had established 150 locals with 100,000
members (Raybeck, 351) and the company unions were wrecked,
U. §. Steel signed with the union, without a strike.

There were probably several reasons for the easy victory. GM had
capitulated only a few weeks earlier, after its production had ground
to a complete halt,®® and U. S. Steel must have been worried by

Lynd quotes a letter writter a few years Jater by Thomas W. Lamont {of the House
of Morgan and U. 8. Steel) to President Roosevelt explaining U. S. Steel’s decision to
negotiate. Apparently the board of U. S. Steel feared the enormous costs of a strike
such as Genera] Motors had just undergone. A strike, Lamont added, might alse “prove
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the losses a strike would cause at a time when the prospects of a
war in Europe had created a booming demand for steel. Worker
agitation in the steel mills was interfering with production just when
U.S. Steel was negotiating vast contracts for armaments with the
British, who were insisting on a guarantee of uninterrupted produc-
tion. Unionism was a way to offer that guarantee, as Myron Taylor,
head of U.S. Steel, had learned from the agreement signed in the
captive mines in 1933 (Walsh, 73). It was also clear that U. S. Steel
would get little political support in a showdown. Governor Earle of
Pennsylvania, elected by a labor-liberal coalition, had promised the
steel workers his backing. And on Capitol Hill, criticism of the steel
industry for its espionage activities and its price fixing practices was
growing. Finally, unlike the men who headed other steel companies,
Myron Taylor was not a steel man, but had been installed by the
financiers who dominated his board, and he appeared to have the
flexibility and sophistication to respond to new conditions with new
methods.8 Unionization quickly followed in 1]. 8. Steel's subsidiaries,
and in some other independent steel companies. By May 1937 SWOC
membership had reached 300,000 and over a hundred contracts had
been signed (Raybeck, 351).

Little Steel—including the National Steel Corporation, Republic,
Bethlehem, Inland Steel, and the Youngstown Sheet and Tube
Corporation—did rot sign. In late May 1937 the SWOC called 70,000
men out on a strike, which was ultimately broken by the police and
troops provided by hostile state and local governments. Local gov-
ernments in Johnstown, Pennsylvania, in Canton and Youngstown,
Ohio, and in Chicago cooperated openly with the steel corporations.®s
In Chicago police interfered with peaceful picketing from the
beginning of the strike, and when strikers held a straggly Memorial
Day march to protest an anti-picketing order and the arrest of pickets,
the police shot them down, killing ten and wounding ninety (Taft

such a major crisis as to constitute almost a socizl revolution.” The plan to avert the
strike was not hard to contrive; simply “accredit the C.I.O. as a leading bargaining
agency” (Lynd, 1974, 32).

‘This kind of difference between industry men and Wall Street representatives in the

handling of labor problems had been evident before in the steel industry, For example,
financiers on the board of U. S. Steel had pushed through welfare programs early in the
century, over the opposition of industry representatives,
85 For a detailed account of the use of local police forces to break the Little Steel strike,
and the techniques by which local government was made to serve corporation purposes,
see Walsh, 75-95, In Youngstown, Ohio, for example, every organizer in-the region was
jailed at least once, and some five or six times (84).
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and Ross, 3568-359.)°¢ In Ohio, Governor Martin L. Davey announced
that troops would be used to open the mills, and the National Guard
moved systematically across the state to break up picket lines and
arrest local strike leaders. Altogether the Little Steel strike left 16
dead and 307 injured, according to Senator La Follette, The La
Follette Committee reports summed up the record of the struggle at
the Republic Steel Corporation plants:%7

. . . a mobilization of men, money and munitions occurred which
has rot been approached in the history of labor disputes in recent
times. Although known to be incomplete, the committee has as-
sembled data showing that a total of 7,000 men were directly em-
ployed as guards, patrolmen, deputy sheriffs, National Guardsmen,
city police and company police on strike duty. Over $4,000,000 was
expended directly attributable to the strike. A total of $141,000
worth of industrial munitions was assembled for use.

As in the Flint sit-downs, the workers looked to the president for
help, but on June 30, 1937, the press quoted Roosevelt’s response:
“A plague on both your houses.” In mid-July the strike was lost.
It was the last of the depression battles, and spelled the end of an
era. But while the Little Steel strike was lost in the mills, the move-
ment of which it was a part produced the political concessions that
were later to force union recognition by government tribunal 68

Throughout 1936 sit-down sirikes and walkouts raced through in-
dustry and business. In 1936 there had been only 48 sit-down strikes;
in 1937 there were about 500 such strikes lasting more than a day
and involving about 400,000 workers. The peak came in March,
when 170 sit-down strikes were in progress, affecting some 170,000
workers (Fine, 331). There must have been many more of shorter
duration, for the sit-down was becoming the workers' ready weapon,
as the song of the movement suggested:

When they tie the can to a union man, sit downl! Sit down!
When they give him the sack, they'll take him back, sit down!
Sit down!

68 A newsreel of the event was suppressed by Paramount for fear of inciting riots
throughout the country. The film was later secretly shown to the La Follette Committee
and a blow-by-blow account of the flm itself can be found in Hofstadter and Wallace,
179-184.

67 Republic apparently was the largest purchaser of tear gas and sickening gas in the
country, in addition'to having acquired a veritable arsenal of munitions.

88 By the autumn of 1941 the four main Little Steel companies recognized the union,
although not withont a militant strike at Bethlehem Steel.
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When the speed up comes, just twiddle your thumbs, sit down! Sit
down!
When the boss won't talk, don't take a walk, sit down! Sit downl

The tactic was admirably suited to the unorganized struggle of the
mid--1930s. A small number of workers could sit down on the line
and stop production, without benefit of much advance planning or
advance commitment. With workers controlling the plant, employers
could not import strikebreakers. In cases like General Motors, where
many specialized factories depended on each other, a few sit-down
strikes could, and did, stop an entire corporation. Thus, relatively
small-scale and spontaneous actions could bring management to heel.
Most of the sit-down strikes ended with gains for the workers.%®
Moreover, in the climate of the time, the sit-down, itself nonviolent,
did not usually precipitate police action.” And so the tactic spread,
from factory workers to salesgirls, to hospital workers, garbage col-
lectors, and watchmakers, to sailors, farmhands, opticians, and hotel
employees. An AFL business agent for the Hotel and Restaurant
Employees recalls:

You'd be sitting in the office any March day of 1937, and the
phone would ring and the voice at the other end would say,
“My name is Mary Jones; I'm a soda clerk at Liggett's; we've thrown
the manager out and we've got the keys. What do we do now?” And
you'd hurry over to the company to negotiate and over there they'd
say, “I think it’s the height of irresponsibility to call a strike
before you've even asked for a contract,” and all you could answer
was, “You're so right” (Thomas Brooks, 180).

By the fall of 1987, there were cases of operators in projection booths
of movie theaters who locked themselves in and stopped the shows
until their demands were met (Levinson, 173-175). 8till more work-
ers took part in walkout strikes. Before 1937 was over, nearly two
million workers had engaged in labor struggles in that year alone
(Millis and Montgomery, 692), more than half of them to secure
union recognition,

The strikes that spread through the country in 1936 and 1937
were victorious as economic struggles, but they were victorious only

62 Fine reports that “substantial gaing” were achieved in over 50 percent of the 1937
sit-downs, and compromises worked out in over 30 percent (332).

70 Walsh estimates that only 25 ont of some 1,000 sit-downs were- defeated by police
{60}
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because a century-long accommmodation between government and
economic elites had been broken. The workers’ movement had
exerted sufficient political force to protect the economic force of the
strike. The rubber workers in Akron, the auto workers in Flint, the
steel workers in Pennsylvania all had been able to overcome em-
ployer resistance only because governors dependent on the support
of aroused workers were reluctant to send troops against strikers.
And in Youngstown and Chicago, where state and local governments
were hostile, the Little Steel strike was lost, the workers’ economic
power once more destroyed by government firepower.

Despite a new dive in the economy in 1937, the Department of
Labor reported that wages of rubber workers increased by one-third
over 1934, with the greatest increases in the lower wage brackets;
the six-hour day was established in many rubber plants. The SWOC
won wage increases in steel that led to an industry-wide minimum
of five dollars a day, and the industry’s wage bill increased by
one-third over 1929. In the auto industry, workers won a seventy-five-
cents-an-hour minimum and a forty-hour week. Maritime workers
were earning a peak wage of $72.50 a month. Overall, in October
1937, Philip Murray estimated a billion dellars had been added in
wages: $250 million in steel; $100 million in automobiles; about $60
million in textiles; $6 million in transport; and $12 million in
electrical appliances.™ Nearly a million workers had won a 35- or
36-hour week (Levinson, 260-277).

The political impact of rising worker agitation was also evident
in the concessions wrung directly from government. Federal regula-
tion of wages and hours had been an issue since the abortive NIRA
codes, and had figured again in the 1936 election campaign. Late
in 1987, after a new dive in the economy, Roosevelt began to push
hard for a wages and hours bill (which the AFL continued to oppose).
When the House Rules Committee, dominated by southern congress-
men who had good reason to worry about the impact of minimum
wage legislation in the South, prevented the measure from coming
up for a vote in the regular session, Roosevelt called Congress back
for a special session. Finally in January 1938 the Fair Labor Standards
Act became law, affecting some 300,000 workers who were earn-
ing less than the twenty-five-cents-an-hour minimum, and some

71 According 10 Arthur M. Ross, real hourly earnings between 1933 and 1945 in sixty-
five indusiries show a direct relationship between the percent of unionization and wage
increases. Cited in Bernstein (1871, 775).
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1,300,000 workers whose official work week was over the forty-four-
hour standard established by the law (Raybeck, 360). The new
depression of 1937-1938 helped prompt several other measures to
ease and appease labor, most importantly an increase in activity by
the Public Works Administration, an expansion of the work relief
rolls, the introduction of the federal public housing program, and
a step-up of the due date for the first social security payments from
1942 to 1939.

But of all these measures, it was the Wagner Act and federal sup-
port of unionization that was most important in shaping the workers’
political future, After business broke with Roosevelt in 1935 the
president not only lent his support to the act, but appointed pro-labor
members to the NLRB. Then in April 1937, several months before
the debacle of the Little Steel strike, the Supreme Court handed
down its decision upholding the Wagner Act in National Labor
Relations Board vs. Jones and Laughlin Steel Company. With that
decision, the protection of government for the right of labor to
organize and to bargain collectively was reaffirmed.

From Disruption to Organization

The Wagner Act not only placed the ultimate authority of the state
behind the right of workers to join unions and bargain collectively,
it also established a series of mechanisms through which that au-
thority was enforced. With the passage of the act, therefore, it was
government as much as the unions that organized workers, a point
to which we will return shortly. Moreover, as our account up to
now should make evident, the unions could not take much credit for
the uprisings that forced government to act to protect unionization
either.

WHO MOBILIZED INSURGENCY?

In the minds of most people, worker struggles are usnally linked
with unionism; the right to join a union and to bargain collectively
was often a central demand in worker uprisings long before the
1930s. But that does not mean that established unions played a
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central role in these uprisings. In fact some of the fiercest struggles
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries occurred when the
unions were weakest and sometimes despite the resistance of estab-
lished union leadership.” But while existing unions could not often
be credited with the great worker struggles of the pre-depression years,
there were nevertheless organizers in these struggles. Some of these
organizers were insurgents from the rank and file; others were radi-
cals whose vision of an alternative future helped to account for their
exemplary courage. Wherever these organizers came from, their
vision helped goad workers into protest, and their courage gave
workers heart and determination.

In the struggles of the 1930s, a similar pattern emerged. Many of
the workers’ battles were mounted to win union recognition. But
neither the battles nor the victories were the result of existing union
organization or union leadership. In fact the rising number of strikes
after 1934 paralleled the decline in union membership as the AFL
scuttled its own federal unions. Thus the battles in Toledo, Minnea-
polis, and San Francisco occurred either in the aftermath of failed
untonization drives, or before unionization had taken hold. The
textile strike of 1934 erupted among the rank and file after union
leadership had settled with the industry, and later the United Textile
Workers disclaimed any responsibility for the "flying squadrons”
through which the strike had spread (Brecher, 169). The massive
walkout of rubber workers at Goodyear in 1986 occurred when the
United Rubber Workers had shrunk to a weak and small union;
four days after the strike had begun, URW officials were still claim-

72 For example, Brecher points out that the great railroad strikes of 1877 occurred
during 2 low point in union organization; the membership of the national unions had
fallen to about 50,000 from 300,000 in 1870 (9-10). Morcover, when the strikes broke
out, the Trainsmen Union had nothing to do with them. In the strike wave of 1886
the Knights of Labor found itself a reluctant partner as workers walked out first, and
joined the Knights later. Terrence Powderly, head of the Knights, complained that “the
majority of the newcomers were not of the quality the Order had sought for in the
past” and suspended the organizing of new assemblies of workers (Brecher, 38). At the
start of the miners’ strike of 1894, the United Mine Workers had no more than 20,000
members, but 150,000 men joined the walkout. And in the strike of the youthful
American Rajlway Union against the Pullman company the same year, nearly half the
260,000 workers who joined the strike were not union members. Meanwhile, the older
raitway brotherhoods ignored the strike, and even encouraged strikebreaking, as they
did again during the wildcat railway strike of 1919 (Brecher, 82; 89-92). Similarly, AFL
support of the great steel strike of 1919 was reluctant, while the Amalgamated
Association of Iron and Steel Workers actually ordered its men back to work during the
strike.
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ing it was not their affair (Brecher, 184). Later, when 15,000 men
were on strike, the CIO sent organizers, funds, and negotiators.
Bernstein writes that these experienced unionists guided the bar-
gaining and restrained the “mountaineers’ natural tendency to vio-
lence” (1971, 595), But it was the mountaineers’ willingness to use
violence in the face of violence that won the strike.

After the abortive experiences with the AFL during 1933 and
1934, only a tiny percentage of auto workers had joined the newly
named United Automobile Workers. When the sit-downs began in
1936,7 the leaders of the new union were not quite in control of
the wave of strikes that shook the industry. Homer Martin, the presi-
dent of the UAW, was reportedly nonplussed when it became clear
that the strike in the Atlanta GM plant was spreading and the union
was faced with a GM strike. John L. Lewis, who had by this time
broken with the AFL and established the Committee of Industrial
Organizations, is said to have tried to head off the sit-downs, and
CIO spokesman Charles Howard had told the 1936 UAW convention
that the ClO was “not even considering the possibility of a strike in
the auto industry, as we preach industrial peace” (Keeran, 126). Ac-
cording to J. Raymond Walsh, later research and education director
for the CIO, “The CIO high command, preoccupied with the drive
in steel, wied in vain to prevent the strike . ..” (112)." Once the
sit-downs started, the CIO leaders came quickly after, rushing to
catch up with and capture the spontaneous outbreaks of angry men
and their local leaders. The vast ambition and keen instincts that
had led Lewis to sense the opportunity for organizing industrial work-
ers also led him to support the sit-downs once they had occurred,
and to take over the negotiations with GM leaders,

78 Brecher reports that in local auto strikes before the Flint outbreak, the AFL acted as
strikebreaker, marching its men through the picket lines with police protection (187-
188).

The La Follette Committee reported that UAW membership in Flint was down

from 26,000 in 193¢ to 120 in 1936. Fine reports that in June 1935 the five Flint
locals had 757 paid-up members, the GM Detroit locals 423 members, and the remain-
ing GM locals in Michigan 65 members (41, 71).
75 Fine does not think this is the whole truth. He points out that by August 1936 the
CIO had three organizers in the auto industry, but agrees that prior to the GM sit-
dowans, the CIO did not make the kind of commitment that it was making in the steel
industry (98), In fact, Adolph Germer, Lewis' representative in the UAW, thwarted
the formation of 2 GM council among the unionists in an effort to forestall the GM
confronlation (52-93).
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In steel, where the CIO had intended to begin organizing, the
workers were already prepared for action and often searched out
Lewis and the SWOC:

I became president of the Associated Employees, and then we heard
about a man named John Lewis who was very interested in trying
to organize the unorganized. I wrote him a letter and said we had
an independent union that would like to join up. He wrote back
and told me if I held my short tail in he’d be down there in the
near future and he’d send a man by the name of Philip Murray
(Lynd, 1969, 57-58).

John Sargent, another steel organizer, recounts the situation at
Inland Steel:

Without a contract; without any agreement with the company;
without any regulations concerning hours of work, conditions