
'//&\\\‘Z/I‘4§\\§".//d'-

\\\.. \/ \/t.'_\
Q N@EL1I@rNATI1'N

r
¢'_

\

_. '

n

//.-S\

OR
I \\\‘

u



This is a speech given by Noel lgnatin in Portland, Oregon, in
1972. it is reprinted irom the July-August 1974 issue oi Radical
America. Published in pamphlet lorm by the New England Free
Press, 60 Unlon Square, Somerville. Massachusetts, 02143.

in one department oi s giant steel mill in northwest indi-
ana a ioreman assigned a white worker to the job oi oper-
sting a crane. The black workers in the department lelt that
on the basis oi seniority and lob experience, one oi them
should have been given the job, which represented a promo-
tion irom the labor gang. They spent a iew hours in the
morning talking among themselves and agreed that they had
a legitimate beei. Then they went and talked to the white
workers in the department and got their support. Alter lunch
the other crane operators mounted their cranes and pro-
ceeded to block in the crane oi the newly promoted worker
—one crane on-each side oi his—snd run at the slowest
possible speed, thus stopping work in the department. By
the end oi the day the ioreman had gotten the message. He
took the white worker oil the crane and replaced him with
a black worker, and the cranes began to more again.

A iew weeks alter the above incident, several oi the white



workers who had joined the black operators in the slowdown
took part in meetings in Glen Park, s virtually all-white
section oi Gary, with the aim oi aeceding irom the city in
order to escape irom the administration oi the black may-
or, Richard Hstcher. While the secessionists demanded, in
their words, ‘the power to make the decisions which aiiect
their lives,’ it was clear that the eliort was racially in-
splred.

At a large iarm equipment manuiacturing plant in Chi-
cago, a black worker was being tried out lor a repair job
on an assembly line. The ioreman had been harassingthe
man, trying to disquslliy him during his three-day trial
period. Alter two days oi this, the majority oi the workers
on the line, black and white, walked oii their jobs demand-
ing that the man be accepted lor the job. The company
backed down and work resumed.

Later on, some oi the- same white workers took part in
racist demonstrations at a Chicago high school. The dem-
onstrationa were called against ‘overcrowding’ in an at-
tempt to keep out several hundred black students who had
been tranaierred to the school as a result oi redistricting.

CIVIL WAR

The ioregoing anecdotes indicate some oi the complexi-
ties and contradictions operating within the lives and within
the minds oi the white workers in this country. On the one
hand, displays oi democratic co-operation and iraternal re-
lations with black workers, and, on the other hand, exam-
ples oi backwardness and selilshnesa which are unbecoming
to members oi a social class which hopes to reconstruct
society in its image. What is taking place is a ‘civil war‘
in the mind oi the white worker. in the community, on the
job, in every sphere oi ilie, he is being laced with a choice
between two ways oi looking at the world, two ways oi lead-
ing his Iiie. One way represents solidarity with the black
worker and the progressive iorces oi society. The other
way represents alliance with the iorces oi exploitation and
repression.

I'd like to speak a bit about this ‘civil war’ and examine
some oi what it means ior the development oi revolutionary
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strategy.
in order to understand the contradictory, oiten bewilder-

ing behavior oi people, especially white people, in this
country, we must take up two questions. The iirst question
is —on what does capitalist rule depend 7

There are groups, radical groups, which seem to operate
on the premise that capitalist rule depends _on the monopoly
oi guns and tanks held by the employing class and its ability
to use them whenever it pleases against the exploited ma-
jority. This view explains why some groups put such great
eiiorts into building alliances with all sorts oi liberals to
preserve constitutional iorms oi government. They hope,
through these alliances, to limit the ability oi the ruling
class to use iorce against the people.

I do not share this view oi the secret oi capitalist rule.
I do not agree that capitalist power rests, at present, pri-
mariiy on guns and tanks. it rests on the support oi the
majority oi people. This support is usually passive, some-
times active, but nevertheless eliective.

COMPETITION AMONG Tl-IE WAGE EARNERS '

I contend that the key element in the popular acceptance
oi capitalist rule Ia the ideology and institution oi white
supremacy, which provides the illusion oi common interests
between the exploited white masses and the white ruling
class.

Karl Marx wrote that wage slavery rests exclusively on
competition among the wage earners. He meant that the ex-
istence oi competition among the working class is respon-
sihle lor the continued rule oi the employing class and the
inability oi the working people to overthrow it and establish
their rule.

Why do people compete 7 They compete in order to get
ahead. The iact must be admitted that, irom a certain point
oi view, it is possible to ‘get ahead’ in this society. Years
and years oi unquestioning loyalty and devotion to the com-
pany will, in a certain percentage oi cases, result in ad-
vancement ior the empIoyee—advancement to a position oi
lead man, ioreman, soit job, high bonus job, etc. Working
people have various uncomplimentary terms to describe
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this sort oi behavior. Yet large numbers oi them live their
lives in this way, and lor a certain portion oi these, it
‘pays oil."

Because oi the peculiar development oi America and the
nature oi capitalist policy in this country, there is a special
element added to the general competition which exists
among all workers. That special element is color, which
throws the competition on a special basis, that raises color
to a special place in the competition among workers.‘ -»

All workers compete: that is a law oi capitalism. But
black and white workers compete with a special advantage
on the side oi the white. That is a result oi the peculiar
development oi America, and is not inherent in the objec-
tive social laws oi the capitalist system.

in the same way that some individual workers gain ad-
vancement on the job by currying iavor with the employer,
white workers as a group have won a iavored position lor
themselves by siding with the employing class against the
non-white people. This iavored status takes various iorms,
including the monopoly oi skilled jobs and higher education,
better housing at lower cost than that available to non-
whites, less police harassment, a cushion against the most
severe eiiects oi unemployment, better health conditions,
as well as certain social advantages.

We're trying to explain why people act as they do, and
particularly why white workers act as they do. White work-
ing people aren't stupid. They don't act in a racist iashion
simply out oi blind prejudice. There are much more sub-
stantial causes--the, system oi white-akin privileges-
which lead them to behave inaseliish, exclusionary manner.

A black steel worker told me that once, when he was
working as a helper on the unloading docks, he decided to
bid on an operator's job that was open. All the operators
were white. He had worked with them beiore in his capacity
as helper. They had been iriends, had eaten together and
chatted about all the things that workers talk about. When
he bid on the operator's job, it became the task oi the other
operators to break him in. He was assigned to the job, and
sent to work with them on the equipment, and given thirty
days to learn the job. it quickly became clear to him that
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the other workers had no intention oi permitting him to get
that job. They operated the equipment in such a way as to
prevent him irom learning how. Workers are very skilled
at that sort oi thing.

Alter two weeks one oi the white workers came to him
and said, ‘Listen, I know what's going on here. You work
with me on Monday and I'll break you in." The person who
told me this story agreed--at least there was one decent
white worker in the bunch. Friday alternoon came around,
and the white worker approached him. With some embar-
rassment, he admitted that he had to back down irom his
oiier. ‘it's bad enough when all the guys call me a n-----
lover, but when my own wile quits talking to me, well I just
can't go through with it."

The man who told me that story never succeeded in get-
ting that job.

What made those white workers act in the way they did 7
They were willing to be ‘irlends" at the workplace, but
only on the condition that the black worker stay in ‘his
place.” They didn't want him to ‘presume’ to a position
oi social equality ii and when they met on ‘the outside.’
And they didn't want him to presume to share in the better
jobs at the workplace. Those white workers understood that
keeping themselves in ‘their place‘ in the company scheme
oi things depended upon helping to keep the black worker in
‘his place.’

They had observed that whenever the black people iorce
the ruling class, in whole or in part, to make concessions
to racial equality, the ruling class strikes back to make it
an equality on a worse level oi conditions than those en-
joyed by the whites beiore the concessions. The white work-
era are thus conditioned to believe that every step toward
racial equality necessarily means a worsening oi their own
conditions, Their bonus is cut. Production rates go up.
Their insurance is harder to get and more expensive. Their
garbage is collected less oiten. Their children's schools
deteriorate.

This is how the white-skin privilege system works. ll a
small number oi white workers do manage to see through
the smoke screen and join in the light together with the
black workers, the ruling class responds with bribes, ca-
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jolery, threats, violence and pressure multiplied a thousand
iold to drive the thinking whites back into the ‘club’ oi
white supremacists. And the purpose oi all this is to pre-
vent the white workers irom learning the black example,
to prevent them irom learning that ii blacks can iorce con-
cessions irom the boss through struggle, how much more
could be accomplished ii the white workers would get into
the struggle against the boss instead oi against the black
workers.

A common approach to the problem posed above is that
oi the white radical who goes into a shop which has a typi-
cal pattern oi discrimination agalnst black workers. instead
oi directly taking up that issue, and attempting to build a
struggle ior equality, he looks ior some issue, like speedup,
which aiiects all workers to one degree or another. He aims
to develop a struggle around this issue, to involve all the
workers in the struggle. He hopes that In the course oi the
struggle the white workers, through contact with blacks, will
lose their attitudes oi racial superiority. This is the ap-
proach to the problem oi uniiying the working class which
prevails within ‘the radical movement today.

I don't think it works. History shows it doesn't work. The
result oi this sort oi ialse unity always leaves the black
worker still on the bottom. It always seems to be the de-
mand ior racial equality, the last one on the list, that is
sacrliiced in order to reach a settlement and celebrate the
‘great victory’ oi the struggle.

Present-day unions are, to a considerable extent, the end
product oi this sort oi approach. It is black and white to-
gether on the picket line, and aiter the strike is over the
white workers return to the skilled trades, the machining
departments and the cleaner assembly areas, and the black
workers return to the labor gang and the open hearth. Every
‘victory’ oi this kind ieeds the poison oi racism and pushes
iurther oii the real unity oi the working class which must
be established ii signiiicant progress is to be made.

There is no way to overcome the national and racial di-
visions within the working class except by directly con-
ironting them. The problem oi white supremacy must be
iought out openly within the working class.
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IIUG THE CIIAINS OF AN ACTUAL WRETCHEDNESS

Over eigh_ty years ago, Tom Watson, the Georgia agrarian
protest leader, wrote the iollowing words, lull oi proiound
meaning:

‘You might beseech a Southern white tenant to lis-
ten to you upon questions oi linance, taxation and
transportation: you might demonstrate with math-
ematical precision that herein lay his way out oi
poverty into comiort: you might have him ‘almost
persuaded‘ to the truth, but ii the merchant who
iurnished his iarm supplies (at tremendous usury)
or the town politician (who never spoke to him ex-
cept at election timesl came along and cried ‘Ne-
gro ruie,' the entire iabric oi reason and common
sense which you had patiently constructed would
iail, and the poor tenant would joyously hug the
chains oi an actual wretchedness rather than do
any experimenting on a question oi mere senti-
ment , , , the argument against the independent
movement in the South may be boiled down into one
word -- nigger,’

These words are as true today as when they were iirst
written, They apply with equal iorce to workers as well as
to iarmers, and the truth oi them is not limited to the South.
Ted Allen, a contemporary student oi this problem, has put
it that white supremacy is the keystone oi ruling class
power, and the white-skin privilege is the mortar that holds
it in place.

There are two points in what I have been saying so iar
that are distinctive and that I wish to emphasize.

'-The iirst point is that, ior revolutionary strategists, the
key problem is not the racism oi the employing class, but
the racism oi the white worker, (Alter ail, the boss's rac-
ism is natural to him because it serves his class interests.)
it is the support by white workers lor the employers’ racial
policies which represents the chiei obstacle to all social
progress in this country, including revolution.
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The second point is that this support has its basis in real
conditions oi liie. It is not simply a matter oi ignorance
and prejudice, to be overcome by exhortation and appeals
to reason.

The second question I wish to take up is: where does
socialism come irom?

1'0 mt-toss oaosa on cuxos
in their daily activities working people express the drive

to reorganize society so that they become the masters oi
production instead oi the servants oi production--the es-
sential meaning oi Socialism, l would like to cite s iew ex-
amplea oi this striving oi workers.

One oi the characteristics oi steel production is that it
must be continuous: to stop the iurnacea is s costly and
time-consuming operation. ii heard a story that once in
Colorado around i9i2 the IWW pulled a strike at a steel
mill and, instead oi banking the iurnacea, simply walked
oii the job. According to the story; that iurnace stands to-
day, over sixty years later, with a solid block oi iron inside
it, unusable.)

Steel is a continuous operation and has to be maintained
that way, What the steel companies do is operate a system
oi three ahiits, and a system oi reliei on the job: a worker
can't leave the job until his reliei shows up. The workers
take advantage oi this in various ways, There is one mill
I know oi in which the workers have organized a rotation
system among themselves, in which they take turns calling
oil, allowing the person they are scheduled to relieve eight
hours overtime in their place. There are a couple oi dozen
people involved in this, they have it organized in turns and
it would probably take a proiessional mathematician sev-
eral weeks oi studying attendance records to iigure out
their system. it allows each worker to get an extra day oil
every iew weeks, and then receive, in his turn, an enlarged
paycheck—without working a single hour more than nor-
mal, You see, the company posts its schedule oi work, and
then the workers proceed to violate it and impose their
own.

Oi course they don't have everything their own way, When

the absenteeism gets too severe the company cracks down
and threatens reprisals, and the workers are iorced to
slack oii lor a while, Then, when the heat is oii, they go
back to their own schedule.

Another example, One oi the characteristics oi the capi-
talist scheme oi production is the division between main-
tenance and production workers. This is universal under
capitalism, There is one category oi workers who periorm
the same operation minute alter minute ior their entire
lives, and another category oi workers who go around ilx-
ing machines when they break down. in the United States
this division has been adapted to serve the system oi white-
skin privileges, White workers are generally given prefer-
ence ior the -jobs in maintenance, which are usually easier,
cleaner, more interesting and higher paying than produc-
tion jobs.

The workers respond to this division in ways that at iirst
sight seem bewildering, When they get angry at the com-
pany, production workers will not periorm the simplest and
most routine maintenance task. They will stop an entire
operation waiting lor a maintenance worker to change a
iuse.

A black worker in maintenance, one oi the iew, told this
story. He was called to repair s piece oi equipment that had
lailed, Unable to locate the trouble, he called his ioreman
to help, The ioreman was also unable to iind the trouble,
and so he called a higher-up. They stood around lor a while
scratching their heads and then decided to go back to the
oiiice and study the schematic drawings oi the equipment
to see ii they would reveal the trouble. Alter the ioremen
had lelt, the black maintenance worker asked the produc-
tion worker, who was also black, what was wrong with the
machine, He replied that he had thrown the wrong switch
by mistake and blown some obscure control device. He
pointed it out, alter swearing the maintenance worker to
secrecy, and it was ilxed in three minutes. His attitude was
-- no one had asked him what was wrong, and ii they treated
him like a dope he would act like a dope.

This is one side oi the workers’ response to the arbi-
tra ry maintenance-production split, On the other hand, they
make eiiorts to overcome the barriers in their way, to
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master the entire process oi production in order to ex-
press their iull human capacities, Production workers do
everything they can to learn about their equipment,0n some
occasions they go to great lengths to make repairs them-
selves without calling the maintenance department.

Maintenance workers also show this striving to break
down artiiicial barriers, Many times they voluntarily grab
a shovel or periorm other tasks which are outside oi their
job requirements. But ii the ioreman orders them to do it,
they will curse him and reiuse.

These eiiorts by both production and maintenance work-
ers to break down the barriers erected between them rep-
resent the striving oi working peopie to master the equip-
ment which makes the things they need, togsin control over
the work process so that labor itseli becomes a source oi
satisiaction to them.

There are many other examples that indicate the eiiorts
oi workers to impose their order on the chaos oi capitalist
production. li we want to know what socialism in the United
States will look like, we should careiully study the activi-
ties oi the working people today, because the ingredients oi
the socialist society appear right now in embryonic, sub-
ordinated ways. '

THE ULTIMATE EXPLOITED

Now I must tie together the two lines oi argument I have
been pursuing so iar, and pose the question-where does
the black struggle iit into all this? Please note: by black
struggle I mean the autonomous black movement. I do not
mean any particular organization, although "a number oi
organizations are part oi it. I am reierrlng to the tendency
on the part oi large numbers oi black people, especially
workers, to iind ways oi acting together independent oi
white control and white approval, and to decide their course
oi action based simply on what they ieel is good ior black
people, not what serves some so-called larger movement,

The elements oi such an autonomous black movement ex-
ist,They are repressed and subordinated, lust as the auton-
omous eiiorts oi workers generally are repressed, The
conscious and determined eiiorts oi the white ruling class
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to ilood the black community with drugs are one indication
oi the serious threat the black movement poses to oiilcial
society.

In spite oi all the eiiorts oi the ruling class to suppress
it, the black movement exists, How does it iit into the gen-
eral movement oi all the oppressed to revolutionize soci-
ety? I wish to make three points.

First oi all, the black workers are the ultimate exploited
in this country. They have no possibility oi rising as a
group to oppress anyone else. in spite oi what many whites
think about such subjects as weiiare, black people receive
no iavors as a group irom the capitalist class.

in the second place, the daily activities oi the black peo-
ple, especially the black workers, are the best existing
model ior the aspirations oi ‘the workers generally as a
distinct class oi people. Other groups in society, when they
act collectively on their own, usually represent partial and
occasionally even reactionary interests, The activities oi
the black workers are the most advanced outpost oi the new
society we seek to establish.

THE CHALLENGE TO WHITE WORKERS

in the third place, the autonomous movement oi black
people poses a constant challenge to white workers to, in
the words oi the black publicist C. L. R. James, ‘take the
steps which will enable the working people to iuliill their
historic destiny oi building a society iree oi the domination
oi one class or one race over another."

The black movement poses a challenge, not merely to
white workers in general, but to those white intellectuals,
workers or not, who regard themselves as in some sense
radical or revolutionary, This is a challenge which, in the
past, they have generally not lived up to. This challenge is
not something limited to history either: it continually comes
up, in new ways as well as old ones, Let me olier a iew
examples.

The system oi seniority was originally iought for by the
unions as a deiense against individual iavoritism and ar-
bitrary discipline by the boss, Through a iairiy involved
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process, seniority has been adapted to serve the needs oi
white supremacy, The boss decided whom to hire iirst, and
the seniority system placed the union label on the practice
oi relegating blacks to the status oi ‘last hired, iirst iired.'
As black workers press iorward with their demands lor
iull equality in all spheres oi ilie, they increasingly come
into coniilct with the seniority system and other devices
which uphold white supremacy, such as certain types oi
tests, and so iorth. The white workers oiten react deien-
sively, in many cases they insist that their resistance is
not due to any prejudice against black people, but is merely
an objection to bypassing what has become the regular pro-
cedure ior advancement. On more than one occasion, black
workers have iorced the employer to open a new job area
to them, only to run up against the rigid opposition oi white
workers. ,_

White revolutionaries must understand, and help the
masses oi white workers to understand, that the interests
oi the entire working class can only be served by standing
iirmly with the black workers in such cases.

Or consider the dispute over jobs in the construction
trades, which reached a peak several years ago in a num-
ber oi cities, and is still going on in some places, in Chi-
cago it took the iorm oi, on one side, a community coalition
led by Rev. C, T. Vivian, a number oi elements around
SCLC and Operation PUSH and various diverse iorces irom
among the black community and youth, along with, apparent-
iy, some iinanclal backing irom the Ford Foundation and
the Chicago Northwestern Railway, The aim oi the struggle
was to gain entrance ior blacks into the construction trades.
The means used was to surround various on-going con-
struction sites with mass picketing in order to stop work
on them until black workers were admitted in proportion to
their numbers in the city. On the other side was s united
iront oi the construction unions and contractors. Oi course
their deiense was that they do not practice racial discrim-
ination: that black workers simply had not applied lor or
passed the tests lor admittance.

What is the position oi radicals to be in a case like this 7
There have been arguments that the Ford Foundation and
other such iorces are using the black movement to weaken
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the construction unions and drive down the cost oi labor.
That argument is not without validity: it is diiiicult to be-
iieve that the Ford Foundation and the Chicago Northwest-
ern Railway are unseliishiy interested in the cause oi black
workers,

.Some radical groups, irom a loity position oi supposed
objectivity, took it upon themselves to advise the black co-
alition that instead oi directing their struggle against the
admittedly uniair assignment oi jobs, they should recognize
the iact that there was a shortage oi jobs in construction
and should join with the unions to expand the number oi
jobs, which would beneiit black as well as white and avoid
the danger oi ‘dividing the working class’ as the present
struggle was allegedly doing. This, oi course, was merely
a radical-sounding version oi the argument given by the
construction unions and contractors themselves, who would
welcome any support irom any quarter which oiiered to ex-
pand the industry.

The response oi the black masses to this argument was
to press iorward the struggle to open those jobs up or shut
them down, Their actions showed their confidence that it
was they who were using the Ford Foundation and not the
other way around, and that as ior the problems oi the con-
struction industry, these could not be oi concern to them
until they became part oi it. _

Some listeners may sense the justice in what l have been
arguing, and at the same time question its practicability.
Wherein lies the basis ior establishing solidarity among the
working class? is it possible to expect white workers to
repudiate privileges which are real in the interests oi
something so abstract as justice?

POISON BAIT

The answer is that the system oi white-skin privileges,
while it is undeniably real, is not in the interests oi white
workers as part oi a class which aims at transforming so-
ciety to its roots, The acceptance oi a iavored status by
white workers binds them to wage slavery, makes them
subordinate to the capitalist class, The repudiation, that is,

13



the active rejection, through struggle, oi this favored status
is the precondition for the participation by white workers in
the struggle oi workers as a distinct social class, A meta-
phor which has been used in the past, and which l still iind
appropriate, is that white-skin privileges are poison halt,
a worm with a hook in it. To be willing to leap from the
water to exert the most determined and violent eiiorts to
throw oil the hook and the work is the only way to avoid
landing on the dinner table.

Let me oiier a historical parallel. Back in the l93il's
when peopie were organizing the CIO, one oi the problems
they had to lace was that many workers in the plants had
worked out a means oi survival which consisted oi gaining
advancement for themselves in return for iavors for the
boss. Old timers still talk abouthow, back in the days be-
fore the union, ii you wanted a promotion or even wanted to
keep your job in the event oi a layoii, you had to mow "the
boss's lawn or wash his car or give him a bottle oi whiskey
at Christmas. in order to bring a union into those plants,
that sort oi activity had to be deieated, it was undeniably
true that those who washed the ioreman's car were the last
workers laid oil, On what basis was it possible to appeal to
the workers to renounce this sort oi behavior which they
lelt was necessary to their survival? The basis oi the ap-
peal was that it was precisely that sort oi behavior which
bound them and subordinated them to the company, and that
the interests oi solidarity oi the entire work iorce demand-
ed the repudiation oi such individual arrangements.

The appeal iell on deai ears until it began to seem that
there was a real possibility oi making some basic changes
in those plants. Until the CIO was present as a real iorce,
until the momentum built up, until peopie began to ieel that
there was another way to live besides mowing the boss's
lawn, they were not willing to repudiate the old way, (The
changes in the iiie oi the workers in the plants brought
about by the coming oi unionism are described in a number
oi books. Permit me here to cite three: Brothgg flijj Mgjgjg,
by Philip Bonosky, Wyndham Mortimer's Autobiography,
and perhaps best of all, ],j]Qlg_t1qj1j_fl_§_i_fl. by Mathew Ward,)

Today, as a result oi the CIO, in vast areas oi American
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industry, any worker who was suspected oi doing the sorts
oi favors ior the foreman that were once taken for granted
would be ostracized and treated with cold contempt by his
leilow workers, (Some people may argue that the previous
statement is an exaggeration, and that the spirit oi togeth-
erness and combstivity has deteriorated over the years, To
the extent that they are right, it should be noted that this
deterioration is in large part due to the habit oi subservi-
ence encouraged by the general acceptance by white work-
ers oi racial privileges.i

The time will come when the masses oi white workers in
our country will regard with disdain those among them who
seek or deiend racial privileges, in the same way they now
have only contempt for someone who would wash the iore-
man's car in return for preierential treatment.

A POWERFUL MAGNET

Today the black movement represents an alternative to
the dominant mode oi iiie in our country, in the same way
the CIO represented an alternative to the old way of iiie in
the factory, The relations which black people, especially
black workers, have established among themselves, and the
culture which has arisen out oi their struggle, represent a
model for a new society, The black movement exercises a
poweriul attraction on all those who come into contact with
it.  

Consider the matter oi the position oi women and rela-
tlons between the sexes, Black women, as a result oi their
struggle for freedom as black people, have achieved a great
sense oi their independence, not merely from one man but
from men in general. This has iorced black men to accept
a degree oi independence for women that is rare in the rest
of the population, Anyone who has observed the changes un-
dergone by white, Latin or Asian women once they go to
work and come into contact with black women can see the
extent to which the old way of women's unquestioned sub-
servience to man has been undermined, The men may re-
sent this process, but it is irreversible.

The rise in general working-class milltancy, observed
by everyone in the last iew years, is directly traceable to
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the lniluence oi black workers, who are generally recog-
nized by all, including white workers, as the most militant
and combative group of workers when it comes to taking on
the company. The black workers are drawing on the experi-
ence they have gained in their struggle for national free-
dom, and are beginning to transmit the lessons of that
struggle to the white workers with whom they come in con-
tact.

The same thing is true also for the insurgent movement
within the military, where the Ci resistance, led by black
Cls, reached such proportions that it forced major changes
in oiilcial government policy.

This is true also for the insurgent movement within the
prisons, where the resistance and courage of black prison-
ers has pulled whites into the struggle for decent conditions
and human dignity.

For decades, politics, to white workers, has been a dirty
word. it has meant nothing more than the right to choose
every four years which gang oi thieves is going to loot the
public treasury ior the next iour. Beginning in I955 with
the Montgomery bus boycott, when an entire city organized
its own system oi transportation as well as of public dis-
cussion and decision-making through the direct participa-
tion oi thousands of people, the black movement has created
a new concept oi citizenship and community. Continuing
through the sit-ins, freedom rides, mass marches and ur-
ban rebellions, the black movement has given new meaning
to politics, and helped the American people in general to
rediscover their tradition of self-organization and revolt.

Many examples oi this phenomenon could be cited from
the only community in this country whose members greet
each other as brother and sister. But the point is made: in
spite oi ail the obstacles placed in its way, the black move-
ment, expressed in the patterns of life arising from strug-
gle, represents a poweriul magnetic pole to vast numbers
of workers looking for a way out of the mess which is mod-
ern iiie.

Recall, ii you will, the anecdote with which lopened this
talk: the case of the white workers acting in solidarity with
the black crane operators. Consider the position of the
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white workers in that case, They are under conilicting
pressures, On the one hand, they see a group of workers
preparing to strike a blow at the company and, like all
workers everywhere, they want to deal themselves in, to
hit back at the enemy which is oppressing them. On the
other hand, to join with the black workers in such a situa-
tion means turning against habit, against tradition, against
their own status as racially privileged workers. .

They are faced with a choice, between their identity and
interests as whites and their identity and interests as
workers, What was it that made that particular group of
workers in that situation decide, in the words oi black ac-
tivist Charles Johnson, to be ‘more worker than white”?

Their actions can only be explained by the fact that,
whether or not they express it in words, the black move-
ment represented for them an alternative way oi iiie, a way
that was better and more attractive than the usual passive,
subordinated iiie they were accustomed to, Anyone who has
ever taken part in collective struggle knows that, regard-
less oi how they may have acted afterwards, the experience
left a lasting impression on them.

What about the tasks oi revolutionaries, and in particular
white revolutionaries, in regard to this vital task of uniiy-
ing the working class around its class interests ?

Things have changed in the last twenty years, it is no
longer possible lor any group which claims to be revolu-
tionary to openly oppose the black movement, Not if it
hopes to have any iollowing. There are one or two groups
in the country that do, but nobody pays any attention to
them. The point today is to define the relation between the
black movement and the general class struggle, And that is
where the differences come out.

Everybody in the movement is opposed to racism, every-
body chants the litany that racism is the greatest barrier
to class unity. Every group puts out propaganda against
racism and sincerely strives to win the workers to the
struggle against it.

But what about those cases where the struggle oi black
workers and black people against racial discrimination ap-
pears to coniilct with the desire to unify the largest possi-



ble number oi workers behind what are called ‘general
class demands”? For example, as sometimes happens,
when the aggressiveness oi black workers in pursuing their
light lor equality tends to alienate white workers who might
be willing to join with them in common eiiorts to achieve
some reiorm oi immediate and direct beneiit to both
groups ? Then the trouble begins. And we must admit that
some lelt-wing groups, especially those dominated by
whites, are all too willing to set aside the special demands
oi the black struggle.

A BAD CIIOICE

A recent example oi this might serve to ciarliy the dil-
ierence between the two approaches, At a large electrical
appliance manuiacturlng plant in Chicago, one oi the radi-
cal groups, the Revolutionary Union, sent a iew people in,
The radicals began putting out a plant newsletter which
raised the issues oi speedup, saiety, low wages—all the
various grievances oi the workers -and also carried on a
iairly aggressive campaign against racial discrimination,
against the exclusion oi black workers irom the better de-
partments, etc.

The group managed to build up considerable support,
most oi it among black workers, which wasn't surprising
since black workers made up almost hail the work iorce
and were most victimized by the oppressive conditions the
group was agitating against.

Alter some time had passed. the strategists in the group-
who, it is sale to surmise, were the white radical who had
initiated it along with one or two newly radicaiized workers
irom the plant, decided that, as a tactic, they ought to try
and throw out the present union, the international Associa-
tion oi Machinists, which ls one oi the worst unions in the
Chicago area, and bring in the United Electrical Workers
union. That is the UE, the old lelt-led union expelled in
I949 irom the CIO and still under what is called progres-
sive leadership.

Anyhow, they took a group oi workers down to the UE hail
and met with the organizers there. The stall people were
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I lighted that they were interested in bringing in the UE,
but they observed that there weren't enough white workers
in the committee, ll they ever hoped to win the plant lor the
UE, they would have to involve more white workers in the
organizing eliort.

That was certainly a logical eliort. And so, what did the
group do? They went back into the plant and began cam-
paigning lor the UE, using the newsletter as their chiei
vehicle. But now there was a change. The main aim became
to reach the white workers, and so the line oi the newslet-
ter now became: all workers unite, the boss makes no dis-
tinction between black and white, do not let race feeling
divide us, bringing in the UE will beneiit us all, our inter-
ests are all the same, etc. As lor the exposures oi racial
discrimination and the campaign to abolish it in the plant,
which had occupied so much oi the group's attention prior
to the decision to bring in the UE, that was laid aside in the
interests oi appealing to the broadest number oi workers
who could be won to the immediate goal. getting a better
union.

What is there to say about a story like this? What is
there to do besides shake your head? Doesn't this repre-
sent, in capsule iorm, the whole history oi labor movement
in this country -- the radicailzation oi the workers ioilowed
by the capituiation, on the part oi the leadership, to the
backward preiudices oi the white workers 7 How many
times does this experience have to be repeated 7 Apparent-
ly an lniinite number until we learn the lesson. _

By the way, the upshot oi the organizing campaign was
that the group didn't succeed in looiing any white workers:
they still considered it a black power group and kept it at
arm's length. But it did succeed in cooling the enthusiasm
oi the black workers who were its initial base.

Was there an alternative course that could have been iol-
lowed in the particular situation 7 I think there was.

NOTHING LESS THAN A TOTAL CHANGE

The alternative would have been to encourage the group
along its original lines, determined to light consistently
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against white supremacy regardless oi what came up or
came down. To develop the group as the core ol a lighting
movement in the plant that carried out struggles on the
shop iioor around all issues oi concern to its members, in-
cluding the issue oi racial discrimination.

it's probably true that such a group could not have been
a majority movement at the beginning, or perhaps even lor
a considerable length ol time. Most likely, as the group
pushed iirmly against racial discrimination it would alien-
ate some white workers who could have been won to it oth-
erwise. That's a choice that has to be made. The group in
the plant made the wrong choice.

i think that a group such as I describe, made up perhaps
in the beginning almost entirely ol black workers, could
have developed as a center oi struggle in the plant, and a
center oi opposition to the company and the rotten union.
As time went on, it could have attracted to itsell white
workers who were so led up with their situation that they
were looking lor radical solutions -- and would even identi-
ly with a ‘black radical’ outiit, so long as it seemed to
oller a way out oi the mess they were in. The very things
which would make such a group repulsive to some workers
would make it attractive to that increasing number oi work-
ers, biack as well as white, who are coming to sense that
nothing less than a total change is worth lighting lor.

The course i advocate oilers great diiiicuities- nodoubt
about it. it is likely that the repression directed against a
radical group that relentlessly iought racial discrimination
would be greater than against a more moderate group. it is
possible that a group such as .i describe could never have
gained admittance into the UE. lireeiy concede all the dil-
liculties. But then, whoever said that making a revolution
was easy 7

As lor the alternative, the course that was actually lol-
lowed, we know all too well where that leads.

Z0

_k


