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ABSTRACT
Kieran W. Taylor: Turn to the Working Class: the New Left,
Black Liberation, and the U.S. Labor Movement, 1967-1981
(Under the direction of Jacquelyn Dowd Hall)

In the late 1960s and 1970s, thousands of young black, white, Asian, and
Latino radicals from diverse class backgrounds concluded that a deep and long-
lasting transformation of the nation’s politics required them to concentrate their
organizing efforts on worksites and within trade unions. They took jobs in steel
mills, hospitals, auto plants, and truck barns. They rented rooms in working-class
districts and immersed themselves in blue-collar community life. They organized
workers from the salmon canneries in Alaska to the lumber mills of Mississippi
and within unions as powerful as the United Autoworkers of America and as
obscure as the United Glass and Ceramic Workers. They worked as union
lawyers, organizers, and researchers, and they educated the public regarding
strikes and around occupational health issues. Some of these radicals aimed to
build labor support for the antiwar, African American, and women’s liberation
movements. Some sought to reform corrupt and ineffective trade unions. Still
others harbored more ambitious dreams of a worker-led socialist revolution.

Structured around case studies in Atlanta, Detroit, San Francisco, and
Seattle, Turn to the Working Class offers the first scholarly account of their

contributions to the American radical tradition. The efforts of labor radicals in the

1970s were complicated and contradictory, and they ultimately failed to achieve



their most ambitious goals. Challenging the notion that the legacies of the 1960s
protest movements were solely those of backlash and reaction, however, it
argues that those who made the working-class turn advanced a spirit of
militancy, promoted labor feminism and civil rights unionism, and reinvigorated a
dormant tradition of international solidarity that had largely been extinguished
from the labor movement during the anti-communist crusades. As workers
continue to grapple with the impact of economic globalization, those traditions will
be essential building blocks in ongoing struggles for democracy and economic

justice.



To the memory of my father, Eugene Hoban Taylor (1929-2006)
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Introduction

While living in Northwest Indiana in the late 1980s and early 1990s, |
served as a board member of the Calumet Project for Industrial Jobs—a coalition
of labor unions, civic groups, and churches that had joined forces to fight the
epidemic of plant closings and mass layoffs that plagued the Gary area’s steel
industry. We enjoyed uneven support from union officials, including the
conservative district director of the United Steelworkers of America, but among
our most consistent backers were workers and community activists who had
been politicized by their participation in the antiwar and civil rights movements of
the 1960s. Some had entered the mills after high school only to be swept up in
the era’s spirit of rebellion. Others had been college students sent to Gary by left-
wing political groups with instructions to secure manufacturing jobs and spark a
rank-and-file worker rebellion directed at the steelmakers and ineffectual union
leaders alike. Those who had retained their mill jobs through the 1980s had
parlayed their organizational skills into positions of local union leadership from
which they worked to build a more militant, inclusive, and democratic
Steelworkers union in the face of tremendous challenges, including
deindustrialization and the demands from the steel companies for contract
concessions. Those working outside the mills were active in local politics,

campaigning for progressive candidates, lobbying for the cleanup of polluted



rivers and brownfield sites, organizing the unemployed, and supporting groups
such as the Calumet Project.’

At the time, | was struck by the presence of so many 1960s-era activists in
the local labor movement, but | learned later that this was not unique to Gary. In
the 1970s, thousands of young black, white, Latino, and Asian radicals from
diverse class backgrounds concluded that a deep and long-lasting transformation
of the nation’s politics required them to concentrate their organizing efforts on
worksites and within trade unions. They took jobs in steel mills, hospitals, auto
plants, and truck barns. They rented rooms in working-class districts and
immersed themselves in blue-collar community life. They organized workers from
the salmon canneries in Alaska to the lumber mills of Mississippi and within
unions as powerful as the United Autoworkers of America and as obscure as the
United Glass and Ceramic Workers. They worked as union lawyers, organizers,
and researchers, and they educated the public regarding strikes and
occupational health issues. Some of these radicals aimed to build labor support
for the antiwar, African American, and women'’s liberation movements. Some
sought to reform corrupt and ineffective trade unions. Still others harbored more
ambitious dreams of a worker-led socialist revolution.

Turn to the Working Class represents the first scholarly account of their
contributions to the American radical tradition. It highlights the long-term impact

of the working-class turn on the contemporary labor movement and the American

' On the work of the Calumet Project, including its central role in organizing the successful
campaign to stop the closing of LaSalle Steel in Hammond, Indiana, see Bruce Nissen, Fighting
For Jobs: Case Studies of Labor-Community Coalitions Confronting Plant Closings (Albany: State
University of New York Press 1995).
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workplace, while exploring the internal and external forces that limited its
success. Challenging the notion that the legacies of the 1960s protest
movements were solely those of backlash and reaction, it argues that those who
made the working class turn advanced a spirit of militancy, promoted labor
feminism and civil rights unionism, and reinvigorated a dormant tradition of
international solidarity that had largely been extinguished from the labor

movement during the anti-communist crusades.

The activities, experiences, limitations, and legacies of those radicals who
immersed themselves in working-class politics in the 1970s have remained
largely unexplored by historians. The principal accounts of the 1960s social
movements emphasize the unfinished agendas and internal failings of the major
youth protest groups. These narratives often strike a note of defeat as they close
with either the dissolution of the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) and
the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), Martin Luther King Jr.’s
assassination, the divisive National Democratic Convention in Chicago, Richard
Nixon’s election, or perhaps the Woodstock or Altamont music festivals.? Yet for

many young radicals and intellectuals, the late 1960s marked not the end of the

? For a critique of the declensionist narratives that dominate the historiography of the 1960s, see
the introductory essays in Van Gosse and Richard Moser, The World the Sixties Made: Politics
and Culture in Recent America, eds. (Philadelphia: Temple University 2003) pp. 1-51. Jacquelyn
Dowd Hall raises similar questions regarding the historiography of the civil rights movement. She
identifies a dominant narrative of the movement that is often confined “to the South, to
bowdlerized heroes, to a single halcyon decade, and to limited, noneconomic objectives.” These
limitations prevent “one of the most remarkable mass movements in American history from
speaking effectively to the challenges of our time” (see Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement
and the Political Uses of the Past,” Journal of American History, Vol. 91, No. 4 [March 2005]:
1233-1263).



movement, but the beginning of a new phase of the struggle. Frustrated by the
slow pace of change, they groped for new strategies and forged new alliances.
Martin Luther King, Jr., was only the most prominent activist to express
the need for reformers and radicals to consider new methods of protest and new
arenas of struggle. In October 1967, after offering testimony to the National
Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders in Washington, King threatened to
organize a “camp-in” of poor people in the Capital to provoke a federal response
to poverty.® The previous summer’s outbreaks of violence in dozens of cities
pointed to the need for “a kind of middle road between riots and timid
supplication of justice,” he explained to reporters, and a disruptive protest of the
nation’s poor might serve as “a method of dislocating the functioning of a city
without destroying life and property.” Looking toward another summer of violence
and finding his leadership of the civil rights movement challenged by militants,
King scored Lyndon B. Johnson for sacrificing the War on Poverty for an
expanded war in Vietnam, and he expressed frustration that earlier civil rights
victories ended legal discrimination, but did not guarantee true equality. He
spoke more frequently and with greater urgency about the need for African
Americans to develop their own economic and political resources. The
organization of the Poor People’s Campaign—an interracial alliance of groups
working for economic justice—became his primary political focus over the last

five months of his life.*

% Joseph A. Loftus, “Dr. King Suggests ‘Camp-In’ in Cities,” New York Times, 24 October 1967.

*On King’s efforts to organize the Poor People’s Campaign, see Michael K. Honey, Going Down
Jericho Road: the Memphis Strike, Martin Luther King’s Last Campaign (New York: W.W. Norton
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By the fall of 1967, many other activists—including veterans of the
Mississippi Freedom Summer, the Berkeley Free Speech Movement, and
leaders of the growing antiwar movement, shared King’s belief that the American
political system was largely impervious to moral suasion and nonviolent protests.
Two days before King’s appearance before the National Advisory Commission,
more than 50,000 antiwar protestors gathered for a peace demonstration at the
Lincoln Memorial after which they marched across the Potomac River to
“confront the warmakers” on the steps of the Pentagon. Some burned draft cards
and hurled eggs and bottles at the federal marshals, the military police, and
members of the 82" Airborne, who responded by clubbing and arresting
protestors throughout the night in order to clear the Pentagon parking lots. The
pacifist antiwar leader David Dellinger told the New York Times that the
confrontation marked a “new stage in the American peace movement” as the
“cutting edge becomes active resistance.” A similar scene unfolded on the west
coast the previous day when 10,000 protestors marched on the Oakland Military
Induction Center to disrupt recruiting. A standoff with police erupted into a six-
hour melee. Frank Bardacke, who was indicted for his role in organizing the
demonstration, later remarked that he and other antiwar activists had concluded
that “there was no point any longer to going out for a Sunday afternoon and

applauding a thousand different speakers saying the same thing.” By goading

& Co. 2007) and Thomas F. Jackson, From Civil Rights to Human Rights: Martin Luther King, Jr.
and the Struggle for Economic Justice (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press 2007); and
Gordon K. Mantler’s forthcoming dissertation, Black, Brown and Poor: Understanding Interethnic
Relations in Post-World War Il America, Duke University.

°> New York Times, 22 October 1967.



law enforcement officials and other authorities into violent street clashes “we
were going to threaten chaos in the country, and by threatening chaos we were
going to stop the war in Vietnam.”® Journalist Andrew Kopkind captured the new
mood when he observed that “to be white and a radical in America . . . is to see
horror and feel impotence. It is to watch the war grow and know no way to stop it,
to understand the black rebellion and find no way to join it, to realize that the
politics of a generation has failed and the institutions of reform are bankrupt, and
yet to have neither ideology, programs, nor the power to reconstruct them.”’

Radical activists experienced frustration, outrage, desperation, and
despair in the late 1960s, but few were as immobilized as Kopkind’s observations
might suggest. The antiwar movement’s largest demonstrations lay ahead of it. A
few provocative and well-publicized protests by young feminists presaged the
mass movement for women’s liberation, and under the banner of Black Power,
African Americans undertook countless new initiatives for black political and
economic empowerment. The turn to the working class was a response to the
same political realities that gave rise to Black Power, second wave feminism, and
the final phase of the antiwar movement.

The tremendous advances toward gender equality over the past thirty-five
years have inspired a steady stream of studies that examine the enduring

significance of the women'’s liberation movement, and the ambiguous and

6 Bardacke, quoted in Ronald Fraser, ed., 1968: A Student Generation in Revolt (New York:
Pantheon Books 1988) pp. 151-152. The Pentagon protest and the Oakland demonstration were
the key events of a loosely coordinated “Stop the Draft Week.”

" Andrew Kopkind, “They’d Rather be Left,” The New York Review of Books, 28 September 1967.
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contested legacy of the civil rights movement have led historians to begin taking
a closer look at the rise of Black Power in the late 1960s and early 1970s.2 The
labor movement’s steady decline and the presumed rightward political shift of the
American working class, on the other hand, have contributed to a tendency to
project these recent developments back onto the 1970s, thus obscuring the turn
to the working class and its legacies. Two of the most popular images of
American workers in the 1970s—television’s reactionary longshoreman Archie
Bunker and the angry building tradesmen who pummeled antiwar demonstrators
on Wall Street following the Kent State massacre—endure because they serve
as prototypes for Nixon’s Silent Majority and predecessors to the Reagan
Democrats, and most recently, George W. Bush’s Red State supporters. To be
sure, the coupling of economic and social conservatism expressed in Republican
electoral victories and the demise of the New Deal coalition have been central
themes in American politics over the past thirty-five years.? Nevertheless, the

1970s were not solely an era of working-class reaction. Working-class politics

8 Principal accounts of the women’s liberation movement include Sara Evans, Personal Politics:
The Roots of Women’s Liberation in the Civil Rights Movement and the New Left (New York:
Knopf 1979); Ruth Rosen, The World Split Open: How the Modern Women’s Movement Changed
America (New York: Viking 2000); and Alice Echols, Daring to be Bad: Radical Feminism in
America, 1967-1975 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press 1989). A growing body of
scholarship on Black Power includes: William L Van Deburg, New Day in Babylon: the Black
Power Movement and American Culture, 1965-1975 (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press
1992); Peniel Joseph, Waiting ‘Til the Midnight Hour: A Narrative History of Black Power in
America (New York: Henry Holt 2006); and Joseph, The Black Power Movement: Rethinking the
Civil Rights-Black Power Era (New York: Routledge 2006).

® On the rightward political shift, see Dan T. Carter, From George Wallace to Newt Gingrich: Race
in the Conservative Counterrevolution 1963-1994 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press
1996); Steven Fraser and Gary Gerstle, eds., The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order, 1930-
1980 (Princeton: Princeton University Press 1989); Peter J. Schulman, The Seventies: The Great
Shift in American Culture, Society, and Politics (New York: The Free Press 2001); and Lisa
McGirr, Suburban Warriors: The Origins of the New American Right (Princeton: Princeton
University Press 2001).



were more dynamic and complicated than the images of Bunker and the
hardhats suggest.'® Triggered by rising unemployment, inflationary fears, and
stagnating wages coming at the end of a long post-war boom, nearly 2.5 million
workers went out on strike in 1970, including postal workers, General Motors
employees, and coal miners. The number of unauthorized wildcat strikes in the
early 1970s surged to levels unseen since the 1930s, and thousands of other
workers, including members of the United Mine Workers, the Steelworkers, and
the Teamsters, battled entrenched and corrupt labor leaders in order to
democratize their unions."

Moreover, the Archie Bunker narrative works only if we ignore the
tremendous and growing diversity of the American working class in the 1970s.
The 1965 Immigration and Nationality act and the vast expansion of the service
sector brought millions of immigrants, youth, women, and ethnic and racial
minorities into the workforce. On the job and in the courts, these workers
challenged discriminatory hiring and promotions practices, while the public

employee unions took in new members at levels unseen since the days of the

"% For an incisive look at the complexities of 1970s working-class politics, see Jefferson Cowie,
“Vigorously Left, Right, and Center at the Same Time:’ The Crosscurrents of Working-Class
America in the 1970s,” America in the Seventies, Beth Bailey and David Farber, eds. (Lawrence:
University Press of Kansas, 2004) pp. 75-106.

" On the rise in labor militancy beginning at the tail end of the 1960s, see Aaron Brenner, “Rank-
and-File Rebellion, 1966-1975” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Columbia University 1996) and the
forthcoming collection, Robert P. Brenner, Aaron Brenner, and Cal Winslow, eds., Rank and File:
Labor Militancy and U.S. Politics during the Long 1970s (London: Verso Press). On the
Teamsters reform movement, see Dan LaBotz, Rank-and-File Rebellion: Teamsters for a
Democratic Union (New York and London: Verso 1990) and Robert Bruno, Reforming the
Chicago Teamsters: the Story of Local 705 (DeKalb: Northern lllinois University Press 2003). On
similar efforts in the United Mine Workers and the Steelworkers, see Paul F. Clark, The Miner’s
Fight for Democracy Arnold Miller and the Reform of the United Mine Workers (lthaca: Cornell
University Press 1981) and a forthcoming study of steel by Ruth Needleman in Brenner, Brenner,
and Winslow, eds., Rank and File: Labor Militancy and U.S. Politics During the Long 1970s.
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ClO." In short, the young labor radicals who made the turn to the working class
found fertile ground for organizing, and had reason for optimism at the prospects
of moving American politics to the left through the rejuvenation of its unions.

At the same time that radical labor activists looked hopefully to the future,
their working-class turn represented the re-discovery of an age-old political
strategy. Left-wing activists had a long history of implanting themselves among
the working class and the poor as a strategy for bringing about social change.
Beginning in the 1870s the Narodniks—young Russian intellectuals seeking the
Tsar’s overthrow—left the comfort of their professional lives to work among the
peasants, whom they saw as inherently revolutionary, but in need of leadership
and guidance. Since its founding in 1919, the Communist Party USA, the
largest American communist party, had sent waves of “colonizers” into industry.
These factory-based activists, operating with the support of Party lawyers,
journalists and community organizers, reached their peak of influence within the
new industrial unions in the 1930s and 1940s. Virtually every socialist grouping in
the United States had at some point used a similar strategy for building a base in

the working class.

'2 On the struggle for workplace equality, see Nancy MacLean, Freedom is Not Enough: the
Opening of the American Workplace (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press 2006).
Regarding the wave of public sector organizing in the 1970s, see Paul Johnston, Success While
Others Fail: Social Movement Unionism and the Public Workplace (Ithaca and New York: ILR
Press 1994).

'3 The peasants found the Narodniks to be strange and turned them over to the Tsar’s police.
Betrayed by the peasants, some of the surviving Narodniks turned to political terrorism. Others
laid the groundwork for the Russian socialist movements of the twentieth century. Their tactic of
“going to the people,” however, has been largely dismissed as meddlesome and naive. For more
on the efforts of Russian intellectuals to “go to the people,” see Vera Figner, Memoirs of a
Revolutionist (Dekalb: Northern lllinois University Press 1991); Avrahm Yarmolinsky, Road to
Revolution: A Century of Russian Radicalism (London: Cassell and Co. 1957); and Vladimir
Lenin, “The Heritage We Renounce,” Lenin Collected Works, Vol. 2 (Moscow: Progress
Publishers 1972) pp. 491-534.



Many of the young labor radicals of the 1970s were familiar with parts of
these traditions, and in many cases they were mentored by older Communists,
Trotskyists, socialists, and liberals who had engaged in working-class organizing
before the war. These relationships were complicated. As New Left and black
movement activists sought to locate their labor activism within the context of an
American radical tradition, they welcomed comparisons to the struggles of the
1930s and 1940s. They listened to and learned from Old Left role models. At the
same time, many younger radicals harbored resentment toward the Old Left—the
Communist Party especially—for having supposedly succumbed too easily to the
Red Scare and for failing to break free from Soviet domination.

Stronger intergenerational relationships might have prevented young labor
radicals from repeating the same mistakes as their political forebears.' For
example, encouraged by the success of third world anti-colonial struggles, the
surge of labor protest, and the staggering social and political changes they had
witnessed within a few short years, labor radicals overestimated the American
working class’s revolutionary potential. As a result, they sometimes failed to
recognize their coworkers’ more pragmatic concerns, around which they might
have built broader-based struggles for concrete reforms. At times, they were
prone to dogmatism that alienated potential allies or attracted alienated workers
who brought little to the task of movement building. The young labor radicals
often operated most effectively when mobilizing workers to respond to immediate

conflicts with employers, but they were less effective at developing new leaders

“On the relationships between the Old and New Lefts, see Maurice Isserman, If | Had a
Hammer: The Death of the Old Left and the Birth of the New Left (New York: Basic Books, 1987).
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from among the workers and they established few institutions that would allow
workers to sustain their efforts over time.

Still, to understand the failings of the turn to the working class, we must
look less to its internal weaknesses than to economic and political developments
of the mid-1970s—including mass layoffs and plant closings, government and
employer repression, and a resurgent conservatism in the broader political
culture.’ Dozens of young radicals lost their jobs as wary supervisors and plant
security personnel, working in tandem with local and federal law enforcement
agencies, cracked down on dissent. Coworkers were often reluctant to come to
their defense for fear of losing their own jobs. Due to their lack of seniority,
hundreds of other activists were among the first to lose their jobs as the mass
layoffs hit manufacturing in the mid-1970s. Finally, all manner of organizing
within the labor movement became more difficult after the recession of 1973-
1974 when workers, squeezed by an increasingly volatile economy proved less
willing to engage in protest activity than they had been just a few years earlier.

Turn to the Working Class, however, is not primarily a narrative of decline
and defeat. Rather it joins more recent scholarship in seeking to balance an
assessment of the left’s real weaknesses and losses with its persisting

democratic legacies.'® As the following chapters reveal, labor feminists, black

'* On deindustrialization and the economic crises of the 1970s, see Barry Bluestone and Bennett
Harrison, The Deindustrialization of America (New York: Basic Books 1982) and Jefferson Cowie
and Joseph Heathcott, eds., Beyond the Ruins: The Meanings of Deindustrialization (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 2003). The Fall 2005 issue of Labor is devoted to labor in the 1970s,
see Labor: Studies in Working-Class History of the Americas, Vol. 2, No 3.

'® Gosse argues that “the least-told story of U.S. history in the late twentieth century is how the
social movements of the Sixties institutionalized themselves.” He identifies a “a pattern of
irreversible democratization of political and personal life over three decades—the ‘new

11



nationalists, Asian radicals, and their white allies picketed, lobbied, and initiated
lawsuits to win real victories that opened up new job opportunities for women and
minorities. They led strikes and protests that revitalized moribund local unions
and they organized and educated coworkers to resurrect traditions of labor
internationalism that had been mostly dormant since the onset of the Cold War.
Moreover, many labor activists and intellectuals who managed to survive the
dislocations of the 1970s have found important niches as elected union leaders
and staff members. Their presence has been especially notable since the 1995
election of AFL-CIO president John Sweeney, who drew upon the energy and
expertise of dozens of 1970s labor radicals to inform and guide his “New Voice”
reform program.

On the evening of Sweeney’s victory, Peter Olney, a longtime labor
organizer who left Harvard University in 1971 to work in factories, attended a
celebration that took him back over twenty-five years of his political past. “I
looked around the room and | swear | saw tons of my ex-comrades, people
who’d been in other revolutionary organizations,” he recalled. “That was the vibe
of the folks who drove” the Sweeney victory and resulting changes within the
AFL-CIO. “They weren’t necessarily the top leaders, but they were . . . research
directors, organizing directors. | mean the hands-on stuff that was making

change in labor, a lot of those folks came out of the that New Left going to the

democratic order” (see Gosse, “Postmodern America: A New Democratic Order in the Second
Gilded Age,” in Van Gosse and Richard Moser, eds., The World the Sixties Made: Politics and
Culture in Recent America, [Philadelphia: Temple University Press 2003] p. 25).
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working class experience.”’” Those activists brought ideas, values, and
strategies to the contemporary labor movement that had originated in

discussions and activities at labor’s radical fringe in the 1970s.®

Chapter 1, “American Petrograd”, underscores the growing frustration of
African Americans regarding the failed promise of the civil rights movement—
frustration that that in the late 1960s pushed young radicals and reformers to see
organizing the working class as key to effecting social change. The narrative
centers on Detroit, where a group of young black radicals labored for nearly ten
years to build a movement to challenge racism and exploitation in the automobile
plants, the UAW, and the city’s neighborhoods. Shortly after the Detroit Rebellion
of 1967, these young men and women established Revolutionary Union
Movements in several plants, as well as an umbrella group—the League of
Revolutionary Black Workers—to coordinate their activities. A series of disruptive
wildcat strikes and demonstrations led to reforms within the industry, and the
League’s apparent success signaled the potential for an alliance of radical
intellectuals and workers. Hundreds of black and white radicals from across the
country moved to Detroit, believing that it would become the “American

Petrograd’—the cradle of a working-class revolution. For the most part, they

"7 Olney, Interview by author, 5 November 2003.

'® In 2005 seven unions split from the AFL-CIO to form the Change to Win Federation. The
massive Service Employees International Union and UNITE HERE took the lead in establishing
the new federation, which maintained that the AFL-CIO was insufficiently committed to organizing
new workers. The presence and influence of veterans of 1960s protest movements was likely
even stronger in the new federation than in the AFL-CIO. Three of the key Change to Win
leaders—Andy Stern, John Wilhelm, and Bruce Raynor—are lvy League graduates who were
politicized by their participation in the civil rights movement and the New Left.

13



were too late. The automakers and the union had accommodated some of the
workers’ demands regarding employment discrimination, and the League had
disintegrated under the weight of repression and its own internal weaknesses.
The League experience, nevertheless, continued to inspire young radicals to
organize among the working class for several years.

Chapter 2, “The New Left’s Southern Strategy,” traces the New Left
origins of the turn to the working class through the history of the October
League—a Marxist-Leninist group with roots in the Students for a Democratic
Society and the Southern Student Organizing Committee. After sending
members into factories to build a working-class revolutionary party in 1972, the
October League led a seven-week strike of workers at the Mead Packaging
Corporation in Atlanta. The October League activists successfully channeled a
generalized spirit of dissent among the predominantly African American
workforce, whose working conditions had been little changed by the civil rights
victories of the previous decade. While the strike forced Mead to make changes
in the plant, the workers, ultimately, had little use for the October League’s brand
of communism and were motivated more by pragmatic concerns. The October
League, too, eventually succumbed to the economic downturn that quelled
broader worker militancy in the 1970s.

Chapter 3, “A Working-Class Hero is Something to be,” traces the
strategic adjustments labor radicals were forced to make in response to the
changing political and economic realities of the late 1970s. The chapter also

offers a close look at the day-to-day experiences of individual leftist activists and
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intellectuals as they attempted to organize workers in a variety of settings,
including a Buffalo auto glass plant, a Durham tobacco factory, and California
vegetable field. How did they obtain factory work? How did they establish
credibility among coworkers? To what degree did their radical politics coincide or
clash with the workers’ more pragmatic concerns? How did they relate to union
leaders? What sorts of personal changes did they experience moving to labor-
based organizing?

Chapter four, “The New Left’'s Labor Feminism,” highlights the work of the
Women’s Alliance to Gain Equality (WAGE), a white feminist organization that
fused labor politics with the women’s liberation movement in the San Francisco
Bay area. WAGE emerged in the early 1970s because existing unions had
ignored the needs of the growing number of women in the Bay Area’s rapidly
expanding workforce. WAGE activists organized women workers into new
unions, agitated for minimum wage increases, and fought to extend special labor
laws protecting women and children to men. Several of the Bay Area’s largest
and most powerful hospital, government employee, and clerical worker unions
have been deeply shaped by the leadership of women from Union WAGE, who
represented an alliance of labor feminists with connections to Old Left political
parties and younger second wave feminists who had been politicized by the
1960s social movements.

Chapter five, “Laborers in a Smaller Vineyard,” recounts the story of a
group of Seattle-based Filipino activists who broke the grip of the gangsters

controlling their union and built a base of opposition to the Ferdinand Marcos
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dictatorship in the Philippines. These efforts were led by Silme Domingo and
Gene Viernes, two cannery workers who had been politicized by the antiwar
movement, Asian identity politics, and civil rights struggles over housing, jobs,
and urban renewal in Seattle. Domingo and Viernes had family ties to the
Alaskan canneries, and as young adults they chose to make the canneries and
their union, Local 37 of the International Longshoremen’s and Warehousemen'’s
Union, the base for their political work. Though their victories came at a high
price, the young reformers in Local 37 rediscovered and revived labor movement
traditions of democracy, grassroots organizing, labor feminism, and international
solidarity that many observers assumed had been destroyed by the Cold War.

The conclusion tracks recent developments in U.S. labor history and
suggests that while the number of trade union members continues to decline, the
labor movement is better positioned to take advantage of new organizing
opportunities and more capable of addressing the challenges of the twenty-first
century. These challenges include the increasing mobility of capital, mass
migration and the growing diversity of the labor force, aggressive union busting,
privatization, and the growth of contingent labor. That the labor movement is able
to be more creative in facing these challenges is due in no small part to the labor
radicals of the 1970s. The conclusion also includes some retrospective
comments from several of those who dedicated themselves to working-class
organizing in the late 1960s and 1970s. While each of them remains committed
to working for economic and social justice, they find themselves organizing on

very different terrain today.
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At the outset of this project | feared that the archival records of the labor
struggles of the 1970s had not yet found their way to the repositories. | also
surmised that some of that material might never make it to the archives given the
obscurity of the turn to the working class and the difficulties of categorization. An
archivist can easily identify valuable civil rights papers, 1960s protest movement
collections, and the records of individual trade unions. But 1970s labor
radicalism? Where does it fit? | was nevertheless fortunate to find relevant
records in nearly a dozen archives across the country. At the Reuther Labor
Library at Wayne State, for instance, | found valuable material in the recently
deposited personal collections of several Detroit movement activists. At the Rand
Library of the International Longshore and Warehouse Union in San Francisco
and at the University of Washington in Seattle, | found ample documentation for
the events of the final chapter in the union’s official papers. At the Labor Archives
and Research Center at San Francisco State University, | read through and
photocopied numerous documents from the organizational papers of Union
WAGE—the subject of the fourth chapter. Along the way, | also met several
movement veterans who have held on to valuable personal papers related to
labor radicalism and the 1970s. | suspect that much of that material will find its
way to libraries as archivists begin to collect more regularly in the 1970s and as
activists moving into retirement begin to assess their life’'s work.

| also relied on oral history interviews to fill in gaps in the documentary
records. | took two approaches to identifying interviewees. | first contacted a

number of people whom | knew to have been active in labor in the 1970s. These
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were often personal friends, or friends of friends who were easily accessible and
amenable to talking. My second strategy consisted of seeking out those activists
who played key roles in each of the four focus studies. | found most movement
veterans eager to talk about their activism in the 1970s. Many were also candid
about the strategic mistakes they felt they had made and expressed an
eagerness to share their experiences with young people and students who in
recent years have shown an increased interest in the newly reenergized labor
movement. Their hope, like mine, is that the stories of an earlier generation of
labor radicals will instruct and inspire a newer group of young people confronting

corporate globalization and its human costs to working people.
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Chapter 1: American Petrograd

One year after the Detroit Rebellion and four weeks after Martin Luther
King Jr.’s assassination, a series of wildcat strikes rocked the Chrysler
Corporation’s Dodge Main plant, leading to the formation of the Dodge
Revolutionary Union Movement (DRUM)—a militant black worker organization.
To jittery city leaders, plant managers, and union officials, the workplace protests
and the emergence of DRUM appeared as a spontaneous outburst of rage, but
they were the result of years of careful planning by a group of young African
American intellectuals who believed that black workers—by virtue of their
concentration at the heart of industrial production—held the key to ending racism
and U.S. imperialism, and moving the country’s politics to the left.

This group of black radicals built their organization upon deep feelings of
anger and desperation among African American workers in the Motor City.
Beginning in the mid-1960s, the automakers responded to rising demand and
foreign competition by maximizing productivity through assembly line speed ups
that caused enormous strain on the workforce, particularly the young black
workers who were relegated to the hardest, dirtiest, and most dangerous jobs.
The United Auto Workers (UAW), while supportive of the mainstream civil rights
movement, did little to challenge the industry’s racist employment practices,

which kept most black workers out of managerial positions and the skilled trades.



The union’s staff and the leadership of many UAW locals also remained
overwhelmingly white even though African Americans made up a fourth of the
workforce and a majority in many of the plants located in the city. The unrest in
the factories was mirrored by discontent in black neighborhoods where housing
choices for African Americans were tightly constrained by discriminatory realty,
banking, and insurance practices. For decades, white neighborhood associations
also re-enforced rigid patterns of housing segregation through grassroots political
organizing and acts of intimidation and terror. Moreover, in the minds of many
young African Americans, the Detroit Police Department was “an army of
occupation.”'®

Within a few months, Revolutionary Union Movements sprung up at
dozens of other plants and industries across the city. By 1969 these groups had
formed an umbrella group—the League of Revolutionary Black Workers, which at
its height gave voice to the demands of young African American workers for an
end to job discrimination and unsafe working conditions, while it organized
around issues well beyond the workplace. Propelled by a boundless sense of
possibility, League members battled police brutality, advocated local control of
schools, and provided legal counsel to defendants in several high-profile political
trials. They also launched a publishing house and film production company to

encourage the formation of Revolutionary Union Movements outside of Detroit,

"9 “Detroiters Remember the 1967 Rebellion: Kim Hunter Interviews Ed Vaughn and Ron Scott,”
Against the Current, September-October 1997, pp. 20-25. For an overview of Detroit’s political
economy preceding the 1960s, see Thomas J. Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and
Inequality in Postwar Detroit (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1996).
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and they attracted attention from some of the country’s most prominent radical
activists. James Forman who was the executive secretary of the Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) during its heyday and had served
briefly as the minister of foreign affairs for the Black Panther Party, was so
impressed by what he had seen of the League of Revolutionary Black Workers
that he moved to Detroit. In the work of the League, Forman saw an opportunity
to develop a black revolutionary movement that would join black workers from
the urban north with African Americans in the South. In a letter he wrote to
colleagues in Atlanta, Forman argued that black radicals in the 1970s needed to
concentrate their efforts on “those cities where black workers are strategically
situated near the centers of mass production of the essentials of any
industrialized society, steel, coal, automobiles and oil.” The civil rights movement,
he asserted, had “concentrated too much on the middle class” and that “most of
the gains except the long range political consciousness have resulted in the
middle class of the black community entrenching itself further.”®

In his enthusiasm for the League, Forman was typical of many black and
white radicals who had endured the demise of the Students for a Democratic
Society (SDS) and SNCC and the fragmentation of the antiwar, civil rights, and
student movements into an endless array of political tendencies, factions, and
collectives who carried out an equally broad range of activities, including
electoral campaigns, international solidarity work, and community organizing.

The Detroit factory protests and the League’s legal defense campaigns captured

20 Forman to Donald and Flora Stone, 21 December 1969, The Political Thought of James
Forman (Detroit: Black Star 1970) pp. 187-188.
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the American left’s political imagination as few other locally-based protest
movements had done since the height of the southern black freedom struggle.
Moreover, a renewed sense of militancy among American workers, who set
records for numbers of strikes in 1969 and again in 1970, seemed to signal the
potential for creating two, three, many Detroits. Though the League ultimately
failed to transform itself into an ongoing labor-based organization, its brief
existence represented the high point of a more than ten-year drive to fuse the
energy of Detroit’s student and civil rights movements with the growing
discontent of black workers. These efforts preceded the League’s formation by
several years, continued well into the 1970s, and inspired hundreds of similar
alliances of radical activists and workers.?’

Young working-class African Americans with links to the full spectrum of
the city’s vibrant left, stood at the center of the Detroit black workers’ movement.
General Baker Jr. had deep ties to the black nationalist community and was a
member of both the Garveyist African Nationalist Pioneer Movement and a rifle
club inspired by the self-defense gun clubs of the fugitive black activist Robert F.

Williams.?? Though Baker’s nationalist mentors fed his growing intellectual

#" The best overviews of the black worker protests in Detroit include Dan Georgakas and Marvin
Surkin, Detroit: | Do Mind Dying, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, MA: South End Press 1998); James A.
Geschwender, Class, Race, and Worker Insurgency: The League of Revolutionary Black Workers
(Boston: Cambridge University Press 1977); and Heather Ann Thompson, Whose Detroit?:
Politics, Labor, and Race in a Modern American City (Ithaca: Cornell University Press 2001). See
also Ernest Allen, “Dying From the Inside: the Decline of the League of Revolutionary Black
Workers,” They Should Have Served that Cup of Coffee, Dick Cluster, editor (Boston: South End
Press 1979), pp. 71-109.

?2 The Pioneers were led by Dominican-born New Yorker Carlos Cooks. Baker joined the
organization shortly after hearing Malcolm X address a February 1962 police brutality protest rally
at Detroit’s Olympia Stadium. He also worked at the Pioneers’ bookstore and participated in their
reading groups (Baker, Interview by author, 24 May 2004). Through informers and spies, the
Detroit Police Department maintained a close watch on Baker and his associates in the Fox and
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curiosity with black history books and pamphlets, he came to regard them as
“weekend militants who wanted to sit up and talk black shit on Saturday and
Sunday and go kiss ass all week.”?® As a student at Highland Park Community
College and Wayne State University—an urban campus with a strong tradition of
radical activism—Baker joined protests against police brutality and the war. He
also traveled to Cuba in 1964 with a delegation of radical youth. There, he played
baseball with the heroes of the revolution—Fidel and Raul Castro and Juan
Almeida Bosque—and he met with Che Guevara and dozens of other
revolutionaries from around the world. Baker’s discussions with these radicals
challenged the narrowness of his black nationalism and pushed him in the
direction of multinational Marxism-Leninism. “| just had to go stay in a hotel a
couple of days just trying to regroup,” he recalled. “Everything you thought you

used to know was gone out the window.”* Upon returning to Detroit in the fall,

Wolf Hunting Club (see The Black Power Movement, Part 4, The League of Revolutionary Black
Workers Papers, 1965-1976. Reel 2, Intelligence Bureau Files General Baker, 1 and 2). Baker
was also affiliated with the clandestine Revolutionary Action Movement (see The League of
Revolutionary Black Workers Papers, 1965-1976. Reel 2, Detroit Police Files, Index Cards).
North Carolina NAACP leader and advocate of armed self-defense, Robert Williams, was chased
from the state by the police and the FBI following a near race riot in their hometown of Monroe in
1961. He fled with his wife Mabel to Cuba. For more on Williams, see Timothy B. Tyson, Radio
Free Dixie: Robert F. Williams and the Roots of Black Power (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press 2001).

%3 Baker, Interview by author, 24 May 2004.

2 Baker, Interview by author, 24 May 2004. Baker was among a group of eighty-four students
who defied the U.S. State Department ban on travel to Cuba. The trip was sponsored by
Progressive Labor, an early 1960s off-shoot of the Communist Party. While in Cuba, Baker also
spent time at the home of Robert and Mabel Williams, who in exile were becoming important
figures in the growing Black Power movement.
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Baker drifted away from the black nationalists, but continued to study and
organize, while working a new job on the line at Dodge Main.?®

Mississippi native and former U.S. Army sergeant Mike Hamlin brought to
the movement a strong commitment to conflict mediation, organization building,
and the development of outside allies. After attending high school in Ecorse just
outside of Detroit and a stint in the army, Hamlin returned to the city in 1960
“greatly frustrated, alienated, and disaffected by the conditions” facing African
Americans.?® Were it not for his friendship with a precocious and eccentric black
radical John Watson, Hamlin suspects he might have become a “suicidal
revolutionary,” perpetrating acts of violence against white people or self-
destructing.?” Watson was eight years younger than Hamlin, but had attended
Detroit’s preeminent public high school—Cass Technical High School—and
developed contacts with intellectuals and left-wing activists as a teenager in the
late 1950s. As they worked together in the distribution department at the Detroit
News, Watson encouraged Hamlin to study Marxism and convinced him that
through organizing the working class he could help make positive change. Both
men were active with the mainline civil rights groups, including the NAACP and

the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), and they were impressed by the

*® During this period, Baker and some of his comrades attended presentations at Debs Hall
sponsored by the Socialist Workers Party and they developed ties with older Detroit radicals like
James and Grace Lee Boggs and Martin Glaberman, all of whom had been close associates of
Trinidadian Marxist C.L.R. James.

#6 “BWC Leader Looks at Past, Sees New Stage of Struggle,” Guardian, 28 February 1973.

%" Mike Hamlin, Interview by author, 19 June 2004. In an earlier interview, Hamlin elaborated on
his state of mind as a young man: “l was interested in terrorist kind of activities. It was a response
to frustration. A lot of people at that time talked about kamikaze or suicidal attacks. You would
end your pain and you would strike a blow” (see Robert H. Mast, Detroit Lives [Philadelphia:
Temple University Press 1994] p. 85).
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Socialist Workers Party’s and the Communist Party’s rhetorical commitment to
class struggle. But ultimately they felt that neither the civil rights organizations
nor the Old Left communist parties had developed a program to match the rising
militancy of Detroit’s black workers.

Hamlin and Watson were joined at the Detroit News by Ken Cockrel, a
charismatic law student who became the League’s best-known figure. Cockrel
was born just outside of Detroit in 1938 and raised in the city by his aunt and
uncle after his parents died when he was twelve. He dropped out of high school
and joined the Air Force in 1955, but earned undergraduate and law degrees
from Wayne State after his discharge. At campus rallies, Cockrel delivered fiery
speeches against racism and the war in the early days of the antiwar movement.
A smooth talker by all accounts, Cockrel quickly made a name for himself as an
impressive orator and a combative debater.

Marian Kramer, who was one of just a handful of women among the
leaders of the Detroit black workers’ movement, had a more traditional civil rights
pedigree than her male counterparts. Born in Port Allen, on the outskirts of Baton
Rouge and raised in Dallas, Kramer returned to Louisiana in 1962 to begin her
college studies at Southern University. Her mother was active in efforts to
desegregate white neighborhoods in Dallas and had encouraged her daughter to
join the NAACP youth branch, but she warned her against becoming politically
active in Louisiana. Other family members had suffered reprisals for their
activism and she worried that Marian’s protest activities would interfere with her

schooling. Her fears were well founded as Kramer was quickly swept up in the
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momentum of the movement. By her second year in Louisiana, she was working
full time as a CORE field worker, registering voters, teaching in freedom schools,
and organizing demonstrations targeting segregated restaurants. Though
committed to nonviolence, she was impressed by the work of the Deacons for
Defense and Justice, an organization of armed black men who organized in
Jonesboro to guard civil rights workers and protect the black community from Ku
Klux Klan and other vigilante violence. The Deacons and a handful of black
military veterans stood watch over the CORE Freedom House where Kramer and
other civil rights workers slept and based their operations.?® Kramer’s work in the
South came to an end in 1964 when she married a white CORE organizer.
Believing it was too risky to live and work together in Louisiana, they moved to
Detroit, where she found work as a secretary for the Hotel and Restaurant
Employees Union (HERE). She also became deeply involved in the growing
welfare reform movement and the West Central Organization (WCO), a
community group that represented the interests of the poor and working-class
residents of neighborhoods bordering the ever-expanding Wayne State. The
organization was a locus for various groups of D