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This is a speech given by Noel Ignatin in Portland, Oregon, in
1972. 1t is reprinted from the July-August 1974 issue of Radical
America. Published in pamphlet form by the New England Free
Press, 60 Union Square, Somerville, Massachusetts, 02143.

In one department of a glant steel mill In northwest Indi-
ana a foreman assigned a white worker to the job of oper-
ating a crane, The black workers in the department felt that
on the basis of seniority and job experience, one of them
should have been given the job, which represented a promo-
tion from the labor gang. They spent a few hours In the
morning talking among themselves and agreed that they had
a legitimate beef. Then they went and talked to the white
workers In the department and got thelr support, After lunch
the other crane operators mounted thelr cranes and pro-
ceeded to block In the crane of the newly promoted worker
—one crane on-each side of his — and run at the slowest
possible speed, thus stopping work In the department. By
the end of the day the foreman had gotten the message. He
took the white worker off the crane and replaced him with
a black worker, and the cranes began to move again.

A few weeks after the above incident, several of the white



workers who had joined the black operators In the slowdown
took part in meetings In Glen Park, a virtually all-white
section of Gary, with the alm of seceding from the clty in
order to escape from the administration of the black may-
or, Richard Hatcher. While the secessionists demanded, In
their words, “the power to make the decisions which affect
their lives,” it was clear that the effort was raclally in-
spired.

At a large farm equipment manufacturing plant in Chi-
cago, a black worker was being tried out for a repair job
on an assembly line. The foreman had been harassing the
man, trying to disqualify him during his three-day trial
period. After two days of this, the majority of the workers
on the line, black and white, walked off their jobs demand-
ing that the man be accepted for the job. The company
backed down and work resumed.

Later on, some of the same white workers took part In
racist demonstrations at a Chicago high school. The dem-
onstrations were called against “overcrowding” in an at-
tempt to keep out several hundred black students who had
been transferred to the school as a result of redistricting.

CIVIL WAR

The foregoing anecdotes indicate some of the complexli-
ties and contradictions operating within the lives and within
the minds of the white workers in this country. On the one
hand, displays of democratic co-operation and fraternal re-
lations with black workers, and, on the other hand, exam-
ples of backwardness and selfishness whichare unbecoming
to members of a soclal class which hopes to reconstruct
soclety in lts image. What ls taking place is a “civil war”
in the mind of the white worker. In the community, on the
job, In every sphere of life, he is being faced with a cholce
between two ways of looking at the world, two ways of lead-
ing his life. One way represents solidarity with the black
worker and the progressive forces of soclety. The other
way represents alliance with the forces of exploitation and
repression, |

I'd like to speak a bit about this “civil war® and examine
some of what it means for the development of revolutionary
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strategy.

In order to understand the contradictory, often bewllder-
ing behavior of people, especially white people, In this
country, we must take up two questions. The first question
Is — on what does capltalist rule depend ?

There are groups, radical groups, which seem to operate
on the premise that capitalist rule depends on the monopoly
of 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
efforts Into bullding alllances with all sorts of liberals to
preserve constitutional forms of government. They hope,
through these alllances, to limit the ability of the ruling
class to use force against the people,

| do not share this view of the secret of capitalist rule,
| do not agree that capitalist power rests, at present, pri-
marily on guns and tanks, It rests on the support of the
majority of people. This support is usually passive, some-
times active, but nevertheless effective.

COMPETITION AMONG THE WAGE EARNERS

| contend that the key element in the popular acceptance
of capltalist rule is the ideology and Institution of white
supremacy, which provides tbe 1llusion of 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 of competition among the working class is respon-
sible for the continued rule of the employing class and the
inabllity of the working people to overthrow it and establish
their rule.

Why do people compete? They compete in order to get
ahead, The fact must be admitted that, from a certain point
of view, it Is possible to “get ahead” in this soclety. Years
and years of unquestioning loyalty and devotion to the com-
pany will, in a certain percentage of cases, result !n ad-
vancement for the employee — advancement to a position of
lead man, foreman, soft job, high bonus job, etc. Working
people have various uncomplimentary terms to desckibe
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this sort of behavior. Yet large numbers of them live their
lives In this way, and for a certain portion of these, It
“pays off,”

Because of the peculiar development of America and the
nature of capitalist policy in this country, there is a speclal
element added to the general competition which exists
among all workers. That speclal 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 of capitalism. But
black and white workers compete with a speclal advantage
on the side of the white. That is a result of the pecullar
development of America, and 18 not inherent in the objec-
tive social laws of the capltalist system,

In the same way that some Individual workers gain ad-
vancement on the job by currying favor with the employer,
white workers as a group have won a favored position for
themselves by siding with the employing class against the
non-white people. This favored status takes various forms,
including the monopoly of skilled jobs and higher education,
better housing at lower cost than that avallable to non-
whites, less police harassment, a cushion against the most
severe effects of 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 raclst fashion
simply out of blind prejudice, There are much more sub-
stantial causes — the system of white-skin privileges —
which lead them to behave ina selfish, 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 before in his capacity
as helper. They had been friends, 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 of 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 of permitting him to get
that job. They operated the equipment In such a way as to
prevent him from learning how. Workers are very skilled
at that sort of thing.

After two weeks one of the white workers came to him
and sald, “Listen, | 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 afternoon came around,
and the white worker approached him. With some embar-
rassment, he admitted that he had to back down from his
offer. “It's bad enough when all the guys call me a n~-----
lover, but when my own wife quits talking to me, well | 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 ?
They were willing to be “friends” 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
of soclal equality If 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 “thelr place” In the company scheme
of things depénded upon helping to keep the black worker in
“his place.”

They had observed that whenever the black people force
the ruling class, In whole or In part, to make concessions
to raclal equality, the ruling class strikes back to make It
an equality on a worse level of conditions than those en-
joyed by the whites before the concessions. The white work-
ers are thus conditioned to belleve that every step toward
raclal equality necessarily means a worsening of thelr own
conditions, Thelr bonus is cut. Production rates go up.
Thelr insurance Is harder to get and more expensive, Thelr
garbage is collected less often, Their children’'s schools
deteriorate,

This 18 how the white-skin privilege system works. If a
small number of white workers do manage to see through
the smoke screen and join In the fight together with the
black workers, the ruling class responds with bribes, ca-
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jolery, threats, violence and pressure multiplied a thousand
fold to drive the thinking whites back Into the “club” of
white supremacists. And the purpose of all this Is to pre-
vent the white workers from learning the black example,
to prevent them from learning that if blacks can force con-
cessions from the boss through struggle, how much more
could be accomplished if the white workers would get into
the struggle against the boss Iinstead of against the black
workers.

A common approach to the problem posed above is that
of the white radical who goes into a shop which has a typl-
cal pattern of discrimination against black workers. Instead
of directly taking up that issue, and attempting to bulld a
struggle for equality, he looks for some issue, like speedup,
which affects all workers to one degree or another. He alms
to develop a struggle around this issue, to involve all the
workers In the struggle. He hopes that in the course of the
struggle the white workers, through contact with blacks, will
lose their attitudes of racial superiority. This is the ap-
proach to the problem of unifying the working class which
prevails within the radical movement today.

I don’t think it works, History shows it doesn’t work. The
result of this sort of false unity always leaves the black
worker still on the bottom. It always seems to be the de-
mand for raclal equality, the last one on the list, that Is
sacrificed in order to reach a settlement and celebrate the
“great victory” of the struggle.

Present-day unions are, to a considerable extent, the end
product of this sort of approach. It is black and white to-
gether on the picket line, and after 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 theopen hearth, Every
“victory” of thiskind feeds the poison of racism and pushes
further off the real unity of the working class which must
be established if significant progress I8 to be made.

There I8 no way to overcome the national and raclal di-
visions within the working class except by directly con-
fronting them. The problem of white supremacy must be
fought out openly within the working class.
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HUG THE CHAINS OF AN ACTUAL WRETCHEDNESS

Over elghty years ago, Tom Watson, the Georgla agrarian
protest leader, wrote the following words, full of profound
meaning :

“You might beseech a Southern white tenant to lis-
ten to you upon questions of finance, taxation and
transportation; you might demonstrate with math-
ematical precision that herein lay his way out of
poverty into comfort; you might have him ‘almost
persuaded’ to the truth, but If the merchant who
furnished his farm supplies (at tremendous usury)
or the town politiclan (who never spoke to him ex-
cept at election times) came along and cried ‘Ne-
gro rule,’ the entire fabric of reason and common
sense which you had patiently constructed would
fall, and the poor tenant would joyously hug the
chains of an actual wretchedness rather than do
any experimenting on a question of mere sentl-
ment , , . the argument against the Independent
movement in the South may be bolled down Into one
word — nigger,”

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

There are two points In what | have been saying so far
that are distinctive and that | wish to emphasize.

“The first point is that, for revolutionary strategists, the
key problem Is not the racism of the employing class, but
the racism of the white worker, (After all, the boss’s rac-
ism is natural to him because it serves his class interests.)
It 18 the support by white workers for the employers’ raclal
policies which represents the chief obstacle to all soclal
progress In this country, including revolution,
























