Praise for WOBBLIES & Zapatistas

“Therés no doubr that weve lost much of our history. Its also
very clear that those in power in this country like it that way.
Here’s a book that shows us why. It demonstrates not only that
another world is possible, but that it already exists, has existed,
and shows an endless potential to burst through the artificial
walls and divisions that currently imprison us. An exquisite
contribution to the literature of human freedom, and coming
not a moment too soon.”

—DAVID GRAEBER, Author of Fragments of an Anarchist Anthropology and
Direct Action: an Ethnography

“With the patient and intelligent prodding of Andrej Grubacic,
Staughton Lynd, preeminent historian/scholar/revolutionary,
takes us on a calm, leisurely walk through the annals of history
and shows us what it means to be a human being. From the
Zapatista movement in San Cristébal, Chiapas to the steel mills
of rural Ohio, he reminds us that when its all over, said and
done, what truly matters the most is our willingness to reach out
and love somebody.”

—BOMANI SHAKUR A.K.A. KEITH LAMAR, Death Row, Ohio State
Penitentiary

“In these desperate, often tragic, times, we look backward, for-
ward, even to our dreams to be able to keep imagining a world in
which justice may be part of more peoples lives. We look to lives
lived before ours, to stories and their meanings, to strategies culled
[from the worlds of politics or ancient wisdoms. We look in Africa,



Asia, Latin America, Europe, and here in the United States. We
are willing to entertain any new idea or revamped strategy.

Staughton Lynd's life and work put him in a unique position
to seek out someone like Grubacic, ask the pertinent questions,
and tell the meaningful stories. Grubacics experience perfectly
compliments Lynds. Here we have the best of a non-dogmatic
Marxism listening to a most creative and humane anarchism.
But this book is never weighted down by unforgiving theory. Just
the opposite: it is a series of conversations where the reader feels
fully present. It provides a marvelous framework for enriching
the conversation thats never really stopped: about how we may
make this world a better place.

Wobblies and Zapatistas: Marxism, Anarchism and Radical
History is an absolute must read for anyone battered by the
1989-1990 defeat of what many called ‘real socialism.” Here is
a new and vibrant starting point for thought and action—and
a great read as well.”

—MARGARET RANDALL, Author of Sandino’s Daughters, When I Look Into
the Mirror and See You, and Narrative of Power, among other books.

“It is rare that words in a conversation approach the likeness
of something truly new—such is the case of the friendly and
productive dance of anarchist and socialist ideas in Andrej
Grubacic's new book: Wobblies and Zapatistas, book of conver-
sations between Andrej Grubali¢ and Staughton Lynd. It is a
rich piece of literature, clearly benefiting from the lives and expe-
riences of these two extraordinary human beings, and an impor-
tant contribution to the continuing synthesis of revolutionary
ideas. Exploring questions of participatory experiments, worker
democracy, solidarity unionism, civil disobedience, organizing,
and the role of theory and organic intellectuals, Wobblies and
Zapatistas delves into the political questions of the twenty-first
century with the utmost clarity, reflection, and insight. 1d rec-
ommend Conversations to all young people interested in building
a movement towards a better, more democratic world.”

—BRIAN KELLY, Students for a Democratic Society & Student Environmental
Action Coalition



“Young organizers today are faced with a rapidly changing, com-
plex world. Many of us are building new political compasses
with which to navigate such a turbulent landscape. Conversa-
tions between Lynd and Grubacic are a perfect medium to weave
a narrative of social movements that roots us in history. Through
rich storytelling, debate, and political analysis, this book is about
more than Wobblies and Zapatistas. It is a window into wildcat
strikes in Youngstown OH, the civil war in Spain, the streets of
Seattle, mountains of Nicaragua, Israel and Palestine, and that’s
just the start. This is no romanticized bistory or mindless celebra-
tion of confrontation; this is a reflection on the lessons organizers
can learn and carry with them to build a new world. It contains
portraits of Ella Baker and Thomas Paine, thoughts on informal
leadership from Saul Alinsky, and descriptions of the education
of Myles Horton. The reader is treated to historical examples of
interracial solidarity and movement building. We learn of songs
sung in SNCC, of liberation theology and Anabaptists. We read
stories of consensus decision-making in a Supermax prison, and
Rosa Luxemburg’s feelings on internationalism. Lynd calls for
organizers who are ‘long distance runners, not sprinters.” This
book is a tool to help us go the distance.”

—JOSHUA KAHN RUSSELL, Climate Activist, Author, and National

Organizer with Energy Action Coalition, Rainforest Action Network, and the
new Students for a Democratic Society

“Here, Staughton Lynd is a story teller, drawing from critical
moments of popular movements over centuries and continents,
as well as his own experiences as historian and activist. Together,
he and Andrej Grubacic reflect on such key issues of perennial
interest to those of us working to build a just, sustainable future
as: Archbishop Romero’s idea of accompaniment, evolving anar-
chist solutions to the challenges of democracy, the implications of
global citizenship and the Zapatistas’ changing views of economic
and political power, with the goal of “helping us to prioritize. .. to
abandon unsuccessful experiments without condemning persons
who undertook them on bebalf of us all.” I missed more than one
subway stop whilst transported to Chiapas, the Youngstown steel



mills, the fight for the 8-hour day in Chicago of the 18805, the
Freedom Schools in Mississippi and Norman Morrison’s power-

ful protest against the Vietnam war.”

—CATHY WILKERSON, Author of the Weatherperson memoir Flying Close to
the Sun
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Foreword, Forward!

WHEN MY COMPANERO Andrej Grubacic told me that he was
having a conversation with Staughton Lynd it was one of
those times I wanted to be the proverbial fly on the wall.
Andrej is that anarchist who writes provocatively in Zmag
and elsewhere. We've had our little spats about Marxism
(he’s not impressed) and Machno (I'm not impressed). But
he’s generous and inquisitive and always on the lookout for
interesting new ideas about how to live better in this world.
I've been familiar with the name Staughton Lynd for many
years, as has anyone with a fleeting knowledge of the U.S.
left. His travels from SNCC organizer to war protestor to
Yale Professor to ex-Yale Professor to community organizer to
lawyer are the stuff of legend. I became personally acquainted
with him after my own conversation with Andrej about my
work with Irish political prisoners and my time living with
the Zapatistas. Staughton read our interchange, contacted
me, and very generously brought me into conversations he
and Andrej were having with prisoners in the U.S.

Well, it turned out I didn’t have to do a Gregor Samsa to
listen in to Andrej’s encuentro with Staughton, and neither
do you, thanks to this wonderful book. The conversation is
centered on the necessity of a dialogue between Marxism
and anarchism but along the way we are treated to a veri-
table feast of stories and recollections about a remarkable
life in struggle.

The conversation starts with Zapatismo, a good place for
anyone to start these days if they are considering how a better
world might be possible. I was delighted to see Staughton
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Lynd thinking very similar things to myself after his time in
Chiapas. This is not because I want some kind of glory by
association but because Staughton is a man of good sense and
if I read him saying things that I've been saying and think-
ing, then it gives me confidence that the old ticker is still
working. A Zapatista told me that if I wanted to understand
what they were doing I should read Mariategui, the Peruvian
Marxist. When I picked up Mariategui’s Siete ensayos de
interpretacién de la realidad peruana, it was right there, clear
as could be: the problem of the Indian is the problem of land.
A lot of trendy lefties including some famous academics had
been flying into Chiapas and coming out to tell us that this
was the first “cyber revolution” and that the Zapatistas were
all about the new struggle for identity. It seemed to me like
they weren’t listening to Comandanta Ramona when she told
us that she was a Zapatista because she wanted her friends
to have food to eat and she didn’t want so many of them to
die of sickness or in childbirth and she wanted the children
to have an education. Their immediate motivation for rising
on January 1, 1994 was that NAFTA, which went into effect
that day, had taken away the most important achievement of
the Mexican revolution: rights of rural communities to com-
munal lands (ejidos), which before NAFTA made up more
than half of all Mexican land. The first thing the Zapatistas
did after they occupied towns throughout Chiapas on that
January day was not to set up cybernetworks (which they
did) but to occupy lands that had been appropriated by the
big ranchers and finqueros. Staughton picked up on this,
t00, and his friendly and respectful warnings to the current
generation of global activists who have flown into Chiapas
and flown back out talking about identity and rebellion are
worth listening to. He worries about a “movement” that goes
halfway around the world to the latest meeting of the WTO
but fails to build a real movement in their own yard.

He worries, too, about a tendency he sees among some
in the anarchist left to lash out reflexively against Marx and
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Marxists. Staughton Lynd has always been a democrat...in
the sense that we mean and not the electoral party sense...
so we should listen to him when he says, “As a lifelong rebel
against heavy-handed Marxist dogmatism I find myself
defending Marx, and objecting to the so-called radicalism of
one-weekend-a-year radicals who show up at a global con-
frontation and then talk about it for the rest of the year.”

He reminds us that Subcomandante Marcos was originally
a Marxist guerrillero (and professor) from the city. But in
the end he was the right kind of Marxist guerrillero (and
professor), because when he went into the jungle of Chiapas
he kept his eyes and ears open. Instead of trying to teach
Marxism-Leninism to the Mayans, he listened first. He
learned that the best way to lead is by obeying. Many of us
have been encouraged by the result of that openness, fragile
as this experiment continues to be.

Staughton Lynd tells us that we need Marxism to under-
stand the structure of society and anarchism to prefigure or
anticipate a new society.

As he explains why he thinks so, youll hear him tell
wondrous stories about Wobblies, the Haymarket, union
history, the Highlander Folk School, solidarity, SNCC and
the Freedom Schools, Rosa Luxemburg, E. P. Thompson,
Simone Weil, and Jean Gabin. And Norman Morrison.
Some names we should never forget, and after you read this
document you will know why we should all carry the name
Norman Morrison in our hearts.

All of the stories are peppered with common sense. [ won’t
note all of my favorites, as I don’t want to steal Staughton’s
thunder, but one stood out for me. He describes accompa-
niment, a concept he got from Archbishop Romero of El
Salvador, which means “to live amongst [the poor and mar-
ginalized] for a time, and to assist, if possible, in articulating
and transmitting their collective experience.” He tells how
he grew up in an eighth floor apartment in the upper west
side of New York City and it always “seemed a long way to
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the ground, to the world of ordinary people” (he exaggerates:
clearly, his beloved nanny Mary Bohan brought that world
up to him and I'd say she probably took him down into it,
t00). So, he insists, if he can succeed at accompaniment with
such a background anyone can. He tells how easy it is.

“The key is to acquire a skill useful to poor and working
persons. Armed with such a skill, just behave as a moderately
decent human being and ‘accompaniment’ will be a piece
of cake.”

Staughton is right about how easy it is. I learned a bit
about accompaniment in Chiapas, although I didn’t know
it was accompaniment at the time. I was attached to the
Escuela Secundaria Rebelde Auténoma Zapatista “Primero
de Enero” in Oventik. It is a sort of Zapatista teacher train-
ing college, although they don’t have teachers and students,
only promoters and alumni. There, I learned a tremendous
amount about how to teach and why the things we have
been doing in western universities fall seriously short of
the real learning experiences they could be. Young Mayan
teenagers—who had never been out of the mountains of
southeastern Mexico, never flown in an airplane, whose
Spanish language proficiencies were usually less than two
or three years old—were able to discuss the international
financial system with proficiency and understanding, and
at a level far above anything I would attempt with my
school-trained university students in Ireland or New York.
The secret was that their knowledge was grounded in their
own lives. If they set out to learn about poverty, they began
by examining their own experiences of poverty. Then, they
worked upward and outward to Chiapas, Mexico, and the
global system. They spent more time outside of the classroom
than in the classroom.

I spoke at length with the promotores about their phi-
losophies of learning and sharing and I carry one particular
lesson with me.

In a discussion about Zapatista education, a lot of things
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sounded very familiar. They sounded like things I'd read
about Paulo Freire and, more recently thanks to Staughton
Lynd, about Myles Horton. I said to the promotore, “but
this Zapatista education all sounds like what Freire did in
Brazil, aren’t you reinventing the wheel?” “No, you don’t get
the point,” he responded, “this is Zapatista education not
Freirean education. If we are inventing the wheel, at least it
is our wheel!”

I was humbled by such wisdom...and patience.

The goal of the autonomous “primero de enero” school is
to put a Zapatista school with Zapatista promotores in every
town and village in Chiapas.

During my stay in Oventik, the promotores asked me to
lead a discussion on the Irish struggle. We all talked about
the IRA, the hunger strikes, the peace process, the dangers
of electoral politics. We learned from each other and my
favorite line in my cv reads:

“La lucha en Irlanda,” presented to Escuela Secundaria
Rebelde Auténoma Zapatista “Primero de Enero,” Oventik,
Chiapas, Mexico, April 16, 2004.

Nobody in any university ever asked me to discuss “La
lucha en Irlanda.” But people in working class communities
did.

One other experience from Chiapas stands out. My dear
friend Father Henry, a liberation theologist who has been
accompanying Mayans in Chiapas ever since he had to flee
El Salvador, invited me to go with him to bless the bread
oven that a women’s cooperative had just built in his par-
ish. The ceremony was astonishing. The oven was in a hut
strewn with pine needles for the occasion; it was proudly
sitting in the back of the hut, adorned with a huge Zapatista
star. There were candles all around and the ubiquitous copal
incense filled the air. Henry said his few prayers and the
women took over. They cried and wept and recounted all of
the horrible things that had happened to their people over
the years. They spoke about how this oven would enrich the
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community and help to drive out those memories. This went
on for quite awhile. Then we ate tamales and drank atole, a
Mayan corn drink.

A year later another friend of mine was traveling through
the village and the women took her to show off their bread
oven. She was astonished to see the picture that hung in
pride of place on the wall of the cooperative. It was a picture
of the women, Father Henry, and me. She had expected to
see pictures of Henry because he was their parish priest. It
was a bit of a shock. “What is this picture?” she asked. “Oh,
that’s father Henry and his Irish companero. They helped us
bless our oven.”

Being remembered so fondly by such people makes me
prouder than any academic award I've ever got.

I tell you these stories because I want to add something
to Staughton’s words. Accompaniment goes both directions.
Sometimes, if not always, we find that when we take our
expertise to someone, we learn from each other. The accom-
panist becomes the accompanied. That was what El Sup
(Marcos) found out when he went into the jungle intending
to accompany the Mayans. The Mayans accompanied him.

What Staughton Lynd learned from organizing all his life
is that leadership comes from below, it is being someone to
whom others turn for help. Personal loyalty is valued more
than intellectual consistency. “You have to swim in the sea
of the people.”

It reminded me how a dear friend of Bobby Sands once
told me how hard it was to walk with him across the working
class Belfast estate where they both lived. It took forever,
because people kept coming up to him to tell him about
their troubles, to ask a favor, or just to share the latest events
in the area. As I heard more and more of these stories about
Bobby, it dawned on me that this was the secret of leader-
ship, sometimes as simple as just being able to sing to your
neighbors without worrying about being embarrassed. That
empowers them to sing, too.
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Of course, songs are the stuff of revolution and struggle,
and there is no shortage of insight here into how songs
and films and stories play their role in the formation of a
Staughton Lynd...and then continue to play their role in
deepening the consciousness. I've mentioned Mary Bohan
already. One of the first things Staughton asked me when
he first wrote to me was did I know the words to My Old
Fenian Gun, the song that his beloved nanny sang to him
when he was a child! These are the things that make us who
we are. [ won't spoil Staughton’s story of the Minstrel Boy by
telling it here, but that song has been following me about,
too, since [ was a youngster. It was written by Thomas Moore
to commemorate his Trinity College colleagues who left the
comfy university life of Dublin to join the United Irishmen
in the 1798 rebellion (no wonder Staughton takes to this
song). Yet, in the contradiction and irony that haunts many
of our favorite things in life, youd be as likely to hear the
song being sung by marching soldiers or, as I recently found
on YouTube, played as background to a celebration of that
“band of brothers” in Iraq. You might even remember the
corrupt British soldier/adventurers singing it as they marched
to their downfall in John Huston’s version of Kipling’s The
Man Who Would Be King. Staughton Lynd, to his credit, had
a more sensible understanding of the lyrics to the Minstrel
Boy and it led him to a decision that he’s carried with him
through a long life.

There’s so much else here. Jean Renoir’s Grand Illusion,
Ignazio Silone’s Bread and Wine. Moving stories of Lynd’s
mother, Helen. Good reasons to dust off your volume of the
Marx-Engels Reader to re-read the Critique of the Gotha
Programme and The Civil War in France. An invitation to
become familiar with grassroots democracy during the U.S.
Revolution. The history of the Anabaptists. Guerrilla history.
And Lucasville, where courageous men like Bomani Shakur
and George Skatzes showed that Aryan Brotherhood and
Afro-American prisoners can work together...and got sent
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to death row at Ohio’s “supermax” prison for not acting with
hate like prisoners are supposed to act.

If I tell you that today Joe Hill is in “supermax,” you'll
know what I mean after you read this wonderful book. And
then you might want to read Staughton Lynd’s history of
how the Lucasville Five were framed (Lucasville: The Untold
Story of a Prison Uprising). And then let’s do something to
get these men off of death row. The Irish did it when we got
six men freed after serving sixteen years for the Birmingham
bombings, even though the state knew all along that they
were innocent. On that occasion, one of Britain’s top jurists,
Thomas (“Lord”) Denning, said that:

“If the six men win, it will mean that the police are guilty
of perjury, that they are guilty of violence and threats, that
the confessions were invented and improperly admitted
in evidence and the convictions were erroneous.... This is
such an appalling vista that every sensible person in the land
would say that it cannot be right that these actions should
go any further.”

He also commented that, “We shouldn’t have all these
campaigns to get the Birmingham Six released. If they'd been
hanged, they'd have been forgotten and the whole commu-
nity would have been satisfied.”

Well, police do lie, confessions are invented, and testimony
is fabricated. And good people protested and campaigned and
refused to give up until they cut through the lies and stopped
it. Accompaniment was a crucial part of the campaign to
free the Birmingham Six. A journalist called Chris Mullan
investigated the case and made several programs of World in
Action, the BBC’s equivalent to Sixty Minutes, but better. In
1986, Mullan’s book, Error of Judgment—The Truth About
the Birmingham Pub Bombings, set out a detailed case sup-
porting the men’s innocence. A tireless human rights lawyer
from London, Gareth Peirce, kept up the legal side of the
public protest campaign and, more than anything, gave the
men hope and accompaniment during their prison ordeal.
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It all sounds familiar to Staughton’s story of working with
the Lucasville Five: “the most demanding, at times the most
frustrating, and overall the most rewarding work” he has ever
done. I suppose the difference is that the Birmingham Six
had a built-in and active support community in the form of
the Irish community in Britain and Ireland. Unlike so many
in the U.S., the Irish do not revile prisoners. It was their
unrelenting pressure that freed these men by ensuring that
the truth was heard and acted upon. How much more work
will it be to create an active support community for prisoners
in the United States?

Before I let you go, I want to say a few more words about
that Balkan pirate, Andrej Grubacic. After all, this is a con-
versation, even if Staughton Lynd does most of the talking
in its final edited form! Andrej Grubacic takes an innovative
approach to conversation. He has a knack for putting forth
the right question or statement in the right form, leaving a
natural space for his compafero to fill with a recollection or
an analysis that challenges us to move forward our own way
of thinking and acting. Maybe it’s all those Serbian cops he’s
had to deal with that makes him so good at drawing people
out. I don’t know. Staughton Lynd’s (always kind and gentle,
but very powerful) criticism of the dark side of “summit hop-
ping” and erratic “activism for activism sake,” is precious, and
anarchists disregard this at their own peril. Andrej advocates,
and hopes to propagate, a new anarchism, one that is based
on accompaniment, that would utilize guerrilla history as a
facet of accompaniment and a method of militant research,
that would recognize the possibility of interracial solidar-
ity, and all of this in a context of a thoughtful exchange
with Marxism. May he continue to develop the ideas of a
new anarchism, pushing it forward in the direction that is
sketched and offered in this book.

At one point in this conversation, Staughton Lynd says
that all of the experiments in government from below,
whether during the U.S. Revolution or recently in Oaxaca,
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were shortlived. They would be deemed to be failures by
many but the very fact that they happened at all makes them
small victories. Staughton warns that we must maintain the
necessary humility to work out how to make these dreams
more lasting, first of all by working together and combining
what is best from the anarchist and Marxist traditions. Yet it
is still important to remember the victories and the people
who made them. The Metacomets. The Brian Willsons. The
Staughton Lynds.
The Moving Finger writes; and, having writ, Moves on.

DENIS O'HEARN
HAUDENOSAUNEE TERRITORY
NEW YORK

2008
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Zapatismo

STAUGHTON, LET ME BEGIN by saying how exciting this conversa-
tion is for me. As you know, I am an unrepentant anarchist. 1
belong to that perpetually reinvented, and perpetually re-emerg-
ing, ethical tradition, premised on the principles of prefigurative
politics, direct action and direct democracy, decentralization and
grassroots federalism. I believe that the anarchist tradition was
suppressed and crushed by the hegemonic ideologies of Marxism
and Liberalism. I believe that today we are witnessing a large
revival of left libertarian thinking all over the world, and I
propose the term “‘new anarchism” to describe this process. You
are, on the other hand, one of the most fascinating contemporary
protagonists of the Marxist tradition. It is virtually impossible
to write or read about American radicalism after the second
world war without encountering the remarkable activist life of
Staughton Lynd. So I propose for us to begin this conversation
in what might, on first glance, appear to be a somewhat unusual
place: not in 1964 Mississippi, but in 1994 Chiapas, where a
rather remarkable movement emerged, one that invited the rebels
of the world to participate in what you have called, in Stepping
Stones, a ‘fresh synthesis of what is best in Marxist and anar-
chist traditions.” Let us talk about Zapatismo, its novelty, and
the way it places into an hbistorical perspective those defining
radical ideas of the 1960s you write about in Living Inside Our
Hope: nonviolence, participatory democracy, an experiential
approach to learning, accompaniment, anti-imperialism and
anti-capitalism.

Yes, let’s talk about Zapatismo!
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About ten years ago Alice and I were in San Cristébal,
Chiapas, where the Zapatista uprising went public on
January 1, 1994.

We were there with our daughter Martha and a friend
of hers from Chile, Roberto. Roberto and I talked about
our experiences in the armies of our two countries. Roberto
said that when he and his friends were sent to the scene
of working-class demonstrations, they fired into the air. I
said that during the time of Senator Joe McCarthy, I had
been given an “undesirable discharge” from the United
States Army.

Roberto asked, “Were you tortured?” The question made
me realize, once again, that the consequences of being Left
in the United States are much less than in Latin America.

Alice and I were able to visit the community of Chamula,
about ten miles from San Cristébal. What was interesting
there was a church that seemed to combine elements from
both Mayan and Christian traditions. There was no altar and,
apparently, no priest. Pine needles were strewn on the floor.
Families sat in circles on the floor around lighted candles.
Against both walls were niches for the saints, including one
saint to whom you could turn if the other saints did not
respond to your requests for help. “Deacons” came by, to ask
that visitors take off their hats, and to solicit contributions.

Alice and I also talked with a woman named Teresa Ortiz,
who later published a collection of oral histories by Chiapan
women. She had lived in the area a long time.

Ms. Ortiz told us that there are three sources of
Zapatismo. The first is the craving for land, the heritage of
Emiliano Zapata and the revolution that he led at the time
of World War I. This longing for economic independence
expressed itself in the massive migration of impoverished
campesinos into the Lacandén jungle in eastern Chiapas. But
in Chiapas pioneering was different from the movement of
individual farmers to the frontier in the United States. The
Mexican Revolution wrote into the national constitution
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the opportunity for a village to hold its land communally,
in an ejido, so that no individual could alienate any por-
tion of it. Chiapas pioneers fiercely defended these com-
munal landholdings. When the United States insisted that,
as a precondition for participation in the North Atlantic
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), Mexico must delete this
provision from its Constitution, it triggered the Zapatista
uprising. The uprising began on the day that NAFTA went
into effect.

A second source of Zapatismo, we were told, was lib-
eration theology. Bishop Samuel Ruiz was the key figure.
He sponsored what came to be called romar conciencia, a
phrase that means “taking conscience (or consciousness),”
just as we speak of “taking thought.” Taking conscience
also produced countless grassroots functionaries with titles
like “predeacon,” “deacon,” “catechist,” or “delegate of the
Word”: the shop stewards of the popular Church who have
been indispensable everywhere in Latin America.

The final and most intriguing component of Zapatismo,
according to Teresa Ortiz, was the Mayan tradition of man-
dar obediciendo, “to lead by obeying.” She explained what
it meant at the village level. Imagine a village. To use her
examples, we feel the need for a teacher and a storekeeper.
But these two persons can be freed for those communal
tasks only if we, as a community, undertake to cultivate
their milpas (their corn fields). In the most literal sense their
ability to take leadership roles depends on our willingness
to provide their livelihoods.

When representatives thus chosen are asked to take part
in regional gatherings, they will be instructed delegates. If
new questions arise, the delegates will be obliged to return
to their constituents. Thus, in the midst of the negotiations
mediated by Bishop Ruiz early in 1994, the Zapatista del-
egates said they would have to interrupt the talks to consult
the villages to which they were accountable, a process that
took several weeks. The heart of the political process remains
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the gathered residents of each village, the asemblea.

An anthropologist named June Nash has written a book
about a village in Chiapas. She says that village functionaries
(like the teacher and the storekeeper) meet frequently with
the entire local population. According to Nash, at these
meetings the functionaries are expected, not to talk, but
to listen.

Now I want to address two questions. First, what is global-
ization? Second, what is the Zapatista strategy for change?

WHAT IS GLOBALIZATION?
Everyone agrees that the Zapatista uprising was prompted by
something called “globalization” and kicked off a worldwide
anti-globalization movement. It would seem that to build
such a movement over the long run we need to understand
the causes of globalization.

I got a glimpse on visits to other parts of Mexico. For a
time our daughter Martha taught English as a second lan-
guage in a village called Tlahuitoltepec, in the mountains
of the province of Oaxaca (“wah-hah-cah”) which is just
north of Chiapas. (Every village in that part of Oaxaca has
its band. The school was for band members from all over
the region.) One day a farmer explained to me that over
many generations his family had grown corn for the local
and regional market. They could no longer do so, he said,
because of cheaper imports from abroad. Harvesting timber
was becoming unprofitable for the same reason.

Some time later, while attending a school sponsored by the
Mexican network of independent unions, I heard the same
story from a farmer in central Mexico. His family owned
land near the city of Puebla. When he took over the farm
he could not grow corn because corn imported from Iowa
sold for less. He had begun to grow feed for animals. “Ah,” I
said, “you are selling meat?” “No,” he responded. Meat, too,
could be imported and sold at a price with which he could
not compete. “I am raising sheep and selling the wool!” 1
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could only wonder how long it would be before fibers from
the United States would close off this market for him, too.

But why was NAFTA so much desired by United States
corporations? I think the best answer comes from Marx.
Marx argues in Capital that as capitalist firms compete with
one another, they invest in new machinery. This changes the
“organic composition of capital”: an increasing percentage of
investment is in fixed capital, like machinery, and a decreasing
percentage in labor from which profit can be extracted. The
rate of profit accordingly falls. This began to happen during
the 1970s. And at about that time firms headquartered in the
United States began a serious push to invest in Third World
economies. There, as in the maquiladora factories just south
of the border between the United States and Mexico, workers
could be paid far less than in the United States and the rate
of profit would increase correspondingly.

A friend of mine works for one of the largest employers in
the Youngstown area, Delphi Packard. Delphi makes auto-
motive parts. It used to employ more than 10,000 workers
in this part of Ohio. Now it employs only a few thousand
locally but is the largest multinational employer in Mexico,
with a reported Mexican labor force of 40,000. From time to
time when Delphi workers in Youngstown open shipments
from Mexico, they find scraps of paper on which Mexican
workers have written how little they are paid.

WHAT IS THE ZAPATISTA STRATEGY FOR CHANGE?
At the time of the initial uprising, the Zapatistas seem to
have entertained a traditional Marxist strategy of seizing
national power by military means. The “First Declaration of
the Lacanddn Jungle,” on January 2, 1994, gave the Zapatista
military forces the order: “Advance to the capital of the coun-
try, conquering the Mexican federal army....”

But, in the words of Harvard historian John Womack,
“In military terms the EZLN [Zapatista National Liberation
Army] offensive was a wonderful success on the first day, a

~
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pitiful calamity on the second.” Within a very short time,
three things apparently happened: 1) the public opinion of
Mexican civil society came down on the side of the Indians
of Chiapas and demanded negotiation; 2) President Salinas
declared a ceasefire, and sent an emissary to negotiate in
the cathedral of San Cristébal; 3) Subcomandante Marcos
carried out a clandestine coup within the failed revolution,
agreed to negotiations, and began to promulgate a dramati-
cally new strategy.

Beginning early in 1994, Marcos said explicitly, over and
over and over again: We don’t see ourselves as a vanguard
and we don’t want to take power. Thus, at the first mas-
sive encuentro, the National Democratic Convention in
the Lacandén jungle in August 1994, Marcos said that the
Zapatistas had made a “decision not to impose our point of
view”; that they rejected “the doubtful honor of being the
historical vanguard of the multiple vanguards that plague
us”; and finally:

Yes, the moment has come to say to everyone
that we neither want, nor are we able, to occupy
the place that some hope we will occupy, the
place from which all opinions will come, all the
answers, all the routes, all the truth. We are not
going to do that.

Marcos then took the Mexican flag and gave it to the
delegates, in effect telling them: It’s your flag. Use it to make
a democratic Mexico. We Zapatistas hope we have created
some space within which you can act.

What? A Left group that doesn’t want to take state power?
There must be some mistake. But no, he means it. And
because it is a perspective so different from that traditional
in Marxism, because it represents a fresh synthesis of what is
best in the Marxist and anarchist traditions, I want to quote
several more examples.
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In the “Fourth Declaration from the Lacandén Jungle,”
on January 1, 1996, it is stated that the Zapatista Front of
National Liberation will be a “political force that does not
aspire to take power[,]...that can organize citizens’ demands
and proposals so that he who commands, commands in
obedience to the popular will[,]...that does not struggle to
take political power but for the democracy where those who
command, command by obeying.”

In September 1996, in an address to Mexican civil society,
Marcos says that in responding to the earthquake of 1985
Mexican civil society proved to itself

that you can participate without aspiring to
public office, that you can organize politically
without being in a political party, that you can
keep an eye on the government and pressure it
to “lead by obeying,” that you can have an effect
and remain yourself....

Likewise in August 1997, in “Discussion Documents for
the Founding Congtress of the Zapatista Front of National
Liberation,” the Zapatistas declare that they represent “a
new form of doing politics, without aspiring to take Power
and without vanguardist positions.” We “will not struggle to
take Power,” they continue. The Zapatista Front of National
Liberation “does not aspire to take Power.” Rather, “we are a
political force that does not seek to take power, that does not
pretend to be the vanguard of a specific class, or of society
as a whole.”

Especially memorable is a communication dated October
2, 1998, from the Zapatista National Liberation Army to
“the Generation of Dignity of 1968,” that is, to students
who survived the massacre in Mexico City prior to the 1968
Olympics. Here Marcos speaks of “the politics of below,” of
the “Mexico of those who weren’t then, are not now, and will
never be leaders.” This, he says, is the
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Mexico of those who don’t build ladders to
climb above others, but who look beside them
to find another and make him or her their
companero or comparera, brother, sister, mate,
buddy, friend, colleague, or whatever word is
used to describe that long, treacherous, collec-
tive path that is the struggle of: everything for
everyone.

Finally, at the zocalo (the public square in the center of
Mexico City) in March 2001, after the Zapatista march from
Chiapas to Mexico City, Marcos once more declared: “We
are not those who aspire to take power and then impose the
way and the word.”

DOES IT WORK?

Does it work? Can a society be fundamentally changed with-
out taking over the state? I dont think we know yet. Many
people felt that the “other campaign” undertaken by the
Zapatistas during the Mexican presidential campaign of 2006
was counter-productive. By refusing to endorse Obrador, by
focusing on local struggles and criticizing Obrador more
than his opponent, the Zapatistas may have helped to elect
the candidate of the business community, Calderon.

Likewise, we in the United States have not done very
well in ending the Iraq war while President Bush remains
in office.

Latin American liberation theology, and the Zapatistas
most incisively, have given us a new hypothesis. It combines
Marxist analysis of the dynamics of capitalism with a tradi-
tional spirituality, whether Native American or Christian, or
a combination of the two. It rejects the goal of taking state
power and sets forth the objective of building a horizontal
network of centers of self-activity.

Above all the Zapatistas have encouraged young people
all over the earth to affirm: We must have a qualitatively
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different society! Another world is possible! Let us begin to
create it, here and now!

A Haymarket Synthesis

I LIKE WHAT you say about the Zapatistas very much. Our
attempt, with this conversation, at least the way I see it, is to
offer a distinctive contribution to the possible synthesis between
anarchism and Marxism. In my opinion, one of the most excit-
ing, and, at the same time, most neglected examples of anarchist-
Marxist syntheses historically comes from the United States. I am
referring to the Haymarket anarchists and the so-called “Chicago
idea,” an idea that is not all that well known even among U.S.
activists. [ would even go so far to identify something that might
be called a “Haymarket synthesis,” an experience of struggle and
accompaniment, an experience that brings together, in a gener-
ous way, our two respective traditions.

By way of introduction: This question presents itself
somewhat differently in Europe and in North America, I
think.

In Europe, a long-standing feud between anarchism and
Marxism was firmly established in the quarter century fol-
lowing the Communist Manifesto (1848). Viewed from afar
it seems almost like the wars of Protestants and Catholics in
the seventeenth century, or an hostility between extended
families that is handed down from generation to generation.
If I am not mistaken the First International was moved from
Europe to the United States so as to avoid a “takeover” by
anarchists.

11
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This is, well, ridiculous. What is Marxism? It is an effort
to understand the structure of the society in which we live
so as to make informed predictions and to act with greater
effect. What is anarchism? It is the attempt to imagine a bet-
ter society and insofar as possible to “prefigure,” to anticipate
that society by beginning to live it out, on the ground, here
and now.

Isn’t it perfectly obvious that these two orientations are
both needed, that they are like having two hands to accom-
plish the needed task of transformation?

At any rate it is clear that during the past century and a
half neither Marxism or anarchism has been able to carry out
the transformative task alone. Marxism has produced a series
of fearsome dictatorships. Anarchism has offered a number
of glorious anticipations, all of them short-lived and many
of them drowned in blood.

Before turning to North America, with its quite different
experience, | wish to note that in their best moments Marxists
have acknowledged their comradeship with anarchists. Marx
spent a great deal of energy denouncing efforts to imagine the
future, but when his anarchist opponents in Paris created the
Paris Commune he defended them and even declared that
they had discovered the form of the future Communist state.
Lenin, hiding out in Finland on the eve of the Bolshevik
Revolution, described in State and Revolution a state that
“every cook” would be capable of governing, anticipated in
the Russian soviets.

ZAPATISMO AND HAYMARKET

Again and again in these conversations we come back to
Zapatismo and here again they have been where we are
going.

As I understand it, Subcomandante Marcos was a mem-
ber of a Marxist-Leninist sect in Mexico City that somehow
found the imagination to move to the Lacondén jungle in
the 1980s and to stay there ever since.
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In the jungle, these Marxists encountered Mayans who
had been living a decentralized, communal, essentially anar-
chist way of life for hundreds if not thousands of years.

And this is not the first attempt of the kind in North
America! Of particular interest are the so-called Haymarket
anarchists: workers in Chicago who took the need for a
fusion of anarchism and Marxism for granted and did their
best to create it before their untimely deaths.

Read Chapter 6 (“The Flame That Makes the Kettle Boil”)
in James Green, Death in the Haymarket (2006). What do
we learn there?

1. In 1877, Albert Parsons, a former Confederate soldier
and Radical Republican in Texas, now working as a printer,
ran for office in Cook County and received 8,000 votes.

2. In the spring of 1878, Parsons ran for Chicago city
council on a program that called for (among other things)
enactment of an eight-hour day, abolition of vagrancy laws
used to punish the unemployed and of conspiracy laws used
to persecute trade unionists, as well as an end to the practice
of leasing convicts to labor for private employers. He came
close to winning.

3. That same spring Chicago workers began to form a Lehr
and Wehr Verein (association to learn and fight) in order to
defend their public meetings with arms, if necessary.

4. By the fall of 1878 the Socialistic Labor Party in
Chicago had established Scandinavian, Bohemian, French,
English, and German branches.

5. In spring 1879 the Party ran a candidate for mayor. The
campaign culminated in a meeting to celebrate the eighth
anniversary of the Paris Commune attended by more than
40,000 persons. The platform called for city ownership of
streetcars and ucilities.

6. Disillusioned with electoral politics, Parsons, his
wife Lucy Parsons, and his comrade August Spies created
the Socialistic Publishing Company and then joined in
forming the International Working People’s Association in

13
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London. Back in Chicago, they organized clubs of Social
Revolutionaries, remaining convinced by Marx and Engels
(according to Green) “that the road to socialism was a long
one and that there were no shortcuts through individual acts
of terror.”

7. Parsons, seeking what Green calls “a unifying issue and a
solidifying organization,” then turned to a labor organization
called the Knights of Labor and its demand for an eight-hour
day. He helped to form the first Chicago assembly of the
Knights. He and his friends believed that the eight-hour day
could be achieved “only through direct action by workers.”

8. The Knights proclaimed that an injury to one is an
injury to all. In March 1882, skilled English-speaking “cur-
riers” struck in support of German-speaking “tanners” who
were demanding equal pay for all. Hundreds of immigrant
workers in Chicago flooded into the Knights, forming so-
called “mixed assemblies” that included unskilled workers
of all kinds.

9. In October 1883 Parsons and Spies went to Pittsburgh
and announced the creation of the International Working
People’s Association which rejected “all attempts. .. to reform
this monstrous system by peaceable means, such as the bal-
lot.” By 1885 one-fifth of the members of the IWPA were in
Chicago, enrolled in fifteen neighborhood groups or clubs
and in the Central Labor Union, a “parallel central labor
union” with a membership of 20,000.

10. They imagined militant trade unions as “the living
germs of a new social order.” It was called “the Chicago idea.”
They were executed as a result of encounters with the police
growing out of a nationwide general strike for the eight-
hour-day in May 1886.

Were they socialists or anarchists? According to James
Green, in 1884 militant socialists in Chicago began calling
themselves anarchists, but Spies insisted that he remained
a follower of Marx, not Bakunin. “The Chicago militants
thought of themselves as socialists of the anarchist type—that
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is, as revolutionaries who believed in liberating society from
all state control, whether capitalist or socialist.” Green, their
historian, can only report that “they invented a peculiar...
brand of revolutionary socialism they called anarchism.”

The Wobbly Experience

LET US CONTINUE fo explore the history of this “peculiar brand
of socialism.” I maintain that the Haymarket synthesis was kept
alive by the Industrial Workers of the World. Wobblies, whom
both anarchists and Marxists recognized as their own, and
whom respectable contemporaries called “timber beasts,” brought
the Haymarket synthesis back to life. What is so fascinating is
that the IWW, unlike many other groups, and perbaps because
of this synthesis, has persisted and continues to exist. Both of
us are members or fellow travelers of the Wobblies. You are, if
you would allow me to phrase it this way, something of a guru
of the new IWW. How can we account for the resurrection of
interest in the IWW? What is it in the Wobbly experience, and
in this particular culture of solidarity, that makes the idealism
of the One Big Union again, or rather, still, so attractive to
the young people active in, among many other examples, the
Starbucks campaign?

All American radicals love the Industrial Workers of the
World, or Wobblies. They were the Zapatistas of yesteryear.
The Wobblies came into existence in 1905 as a heteroge-
neous assemblage of radicals opposed to the craft unionism
of the American Federation of Labor. The idea was that if
there was more than one union under contract in the same

(O3]
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shop, when one such craft union went on strike the others
were prevented from striking in solidarity by the no-strike
language in their contracts. Thus, the IWW declared, in
practice the AFL was the “American Separation of Labor.”

The preamble to the IWW Constitution, still reproduced
in every issue of the monthly Industrial Worker, declares
in part that the working class must “take possession of the
means of production [and] abolish the wage system.” These
are traditional socialist objectives.

But the anarchist strain was just as strong, or even stron-
ger. The working class must organize itself in such a way,
according to the preamble, that whenever a strike or lockout
is on, affecting one group of workers, “all its members in
any one industry, or all industries if necessary” can strike
together. Echoing the Haymarket anarchists, the preamble
observed that thus workers could make “an injury to one an
injury to all.”

By organizing industrially, the manifesto concluded, “we
are forming the structure of the new society within the shell

of the old.”

A CULTURE OF SOLIDARITY

The Wobblies included in their “one big union” enormously
varied groups of workers. There were metal miners organized
in the Western Federation of Miners. This was the largest
trade union in the IWW and it soon withdrew, leaving
behind the Wobblies’ most famous organizer, “Big Bill”
Haywood. There were immigrant laborers like the textile
workers in Lawrence, Massachusetts who won the famous
1912 strike “for bread and roses.” There were lumber work-
ers in the Northwest who lived in isolated logging camps
and were derisively termed “timber beasts” by respectable
citizens. There were migratory agricultural workers who fol-
lowed the harvests from South to North, illegally hopping
aboard railroad cars for transportation. On the Philadelphia
docks, and in the “piney woods” of the South where men cut
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softwood timber, blacks and whites labored together in an
equality altogether extraordinary in that era of segregation
and lynch mobs.

Not surprisingly, persons whose lives were in many ways so
different found it difficult to make decisions together. There
were battles over strategy, struggles over the appropriate role
of a central office, differences about whether to support the
Socialist Party, splits and defections.

Moreover, during and after World War I the organiza-
tion was mercilessly repressed. Frank Little was castrated
and lynched. Joe Hill was framed on a murder charge, and
executed by a firing squad in Utah. Dozens of organizers
were found guilty of sedition and imprisoned for long terms.
The organization barely survived the early 1920s.

What is all the more miraculous, therefore, is the flamboy-
ant, innovative, and solid culture of solidarity this band of
rebels created and left behind for us.

Again as with the Haymarket anarchists, the central prin-
ciple was direct action. Lumber workers anxious to limit
their backbreaking work simply walked off the job after
eight hours. (In her pamphlet about the 1905 Revolution,
Rosa Luxemburg describes Russian workers who did exactly
the same thing.) In a metal shop in Schenectady, New York,
metal workers invented the idea that instead of leaving the
plant, and picketing, you should sit down next to your
machine and occupy the workplace. (Hundreds of workers
in the 1930s engaged in such sit-down strikes, most famously
at the General Motors complex in Flint, Michigan in 1937.)
Western towns and cities were notorious for prohibiting free
speech. Wobblies thereupon would assemble from all over
the region and fill the jails, to the point that their incarcera-
tion became so expensive that the town fathers, in disgust,
would let them out of jail and permit them to mount their
soapboxes in the public square.

Older readers will recall the style of the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee (SNCC, pronounced “Snick”) in
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the 1960s. I cannot remember a SNCC staft person referring
to the Wobblies but in truth it was a kind of Second Coming;:
the same blue overalls; the same indomitable readiness to sit
in the front seats of the bus, or to “go down to the court
house” to register to vote; the same sense of oneness with
people all over the world struggling for their freedom.

Wobblies and SNCC were also alike in their singing. The
idea was to take the church hymns omnipresent in American
culture and give them new words. Wobbly Ralph Chaplin,
jailed during World War I, took the tune of “John Brown’s
Body” and the “Battle Hymn of the Republic” from the era
of the Civil War, and turned it into “Solidarity Forever.” Joe
Hill transformed the saccharine “Sweet Bye and Bye” into the
promise by long-haired preachers that “You'll get pie in the
sky when you die (that’s a lie).” Just so, in the 1960s Michael
rowed his boat ashore to “get my freedom on the other side,”
and “Go tell it on the Mountain” asked: “Who is that yonder
dressed in red? Must be the children Bob Moses led.”

But hierarchical leadership was precisely that which the
Wobblies most fiercely contested. I first learned of the IWW
from a book in my parents’ living room. It was 7he New
Men of Power by C. Wright Mills. To offset his sad tale of the
bureaucratization of CIO union officials, Mills placed at the
beginning of his narrative one of the eye witness accounts of
what happened when the good ship Verona, full of Wobblies,
approached the shore of Everett, Washington in 1916 to sup-
port protesting workers there. As the barge approached the
dock,

Sheriff McRae called out to them: “Who is
your leader?” Immediate and unmistakable
was the answer from every I.W.W.: “We are all
leaders.”

The sheriff and his men then opened fire, killing five.
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THE NEW MOVEMENT

Crushed by government repression, burdened by the twin
hierarchies of the Communist Party and a trade union move-
ment dominated by the United Mine Workers, the [WW
virtually disappeared as an organization between the early
1920s and recent times. Individual Wobblies played catalytic
roles in the organization of local industrial unions in the first
years of the 1930s. The critique of national CIO unionism as
it emerged in the late 1930s and World War II, that Wobblies
should have undertaken, fell to isolated worker intellectuals
like Stan Weir and Marty Glaberman.

The IWW has been revived by a new generation of young
activists. This phenomenon should no doubt be understood
as part of a larger revival of libertarian socialist thinking all
over the world. How those currents of thought and idealism
survived or reached the United States from abroad is a story
yet to be told.

One can identify certain components of the process.
Murray Bookchin retrieved the idea of “affinity groups”
from histories of the Spanish Civil War. At the occupation
of the Seabrook nuclear facility, and in other environmental
protests of the 1970s and 1980s, participants organized
“spokes councils” to coordinate strategy. Nonetheless I for
one perceive the emergence of a new movement as a great
mystery for which we who went before can only be deeply
grateful.

[ reiterate, at the end of this long discussion, that “anar-
chism” is an inadequate term to describe what the new move-
ment, or movements, affirm. Like the Haymarket anarchists,
like the IWW, those who travel long distances to confront
the capitalists of the world at their periodic gatherings, are
not only opposed to “the state.” They are equally opposed to
capitalism, the wage system, and corporate imperialism.

I leave it to others to find the best labels for this conflu-
ence of intellectual traditions traditionally associated with
Marxism on the one hand and anarchism on the other.

19
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My plea is simply that we not replicate the fratricidal
squabbles of the early pioneers of both traditions. We owe
it to them, to ourselves, to those who will come after us, to
do better.

Luxemburg, Weil, and E. P. Thompson

LET US MOVE from the movement to individuals. Among a few
people who “sought a fusion of Marxism and anarchism,” a few
names, and lives, come to mind and heart. You told me once, in
a different conversation in my house in Brooklyn, that you and
your friend, the late Daniel Singer, used to define yourselves as
(among many other things) “Luxemburgists.” You also mention
Rosa in many of your essays as a revolutionary who offered a
“working-class self-activity paradigm,” and a revolutionary who
might be ‘the most significant theorist of the twentieth century
labor movement.” Another libertarian critic of authoritarian
Marxism whom we both admire is Simone Weil. Perhaps we can
suggest to the attention of the new generation of libertarian revo-
lutionaries, the life, work and ideas of this fascinating radical.
A third person who constructively sought this particular fusion
of traditions, a person who, in a different way, is a mentor-like
Jigure to both of us, is E. P Thompson. Both in his “Letter to
Lesek Kolakowski” and in The Poverty of Theory he advocates
“libertarian socialism.”

Luxemburg, Weil, and Thompson are discussed in my
Living Inside Our Hope. 1 make the point that in each case a
particular thinker emerged from a context, a setting in which
the limitations of Marxism became apparent and thoughtful
revolutionaries looked beyond its boundaries.
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In the case of Luxemburg, the form of Marxism with which
she contested was Social Democracy. Social Democracy is the
idea of a mass political party based on the mass membership
of trade unions with Left leadership. Germany was thought
to be the leading exemplar although every European country
had its version of Social Democracy.

The inadequacy of Social Democracy became apparent—
once and for all—in August 1914 when each of the major
parties instructed its parliamentary delegation to support
war taxes for that particular government. (It is exactly what
Congressional Democrats have done in 2006-2007.) Even
Lenin was astonished, and went to the library to read Hegel
on the dialectic and Hobson on imperialism.

Rosa Luxemburg was not astonished. Fifteen years earlier
in her so-called Junius pamphlets she had counterposed the
reformism inherent in Social Democracy with the possibil-
ity of revolution. Above all in her pamphlet on “The Mass
Strike,” written after her immersion in the 1905 Revolution,
she pinpointed the fallacies of the mass trade union in lan-
guage that still requires no translation: its servile press, which
reports only alleged victories; its time-serving functionaries
who believe all change is decreed from above and then merely
implemented by followers in the streets and (especially) at
the polls; its perpetual failure to confront the fundamentals
of the system that oppresses working persons.

This diminutive female also took on Lenin. Ten years
before the second Russian Revolution of 1917 she said that
Lenin had the “soul of an overseer.” Imprisoned for her oppo-
sition to World War I she grasped what was afoot in Russia,
and wrote the immortal words: “Freibeit ist immer Freibeit
fuer den Andersdenkenden” (Freedom is always freedom for
the one who thinks differently).

This great, great woman was done in by a certain sacred
naivete in her relationships with other human beings.
When her comrade Karl Liebknecht acquiesced in a fool-
hardy attempt at insurrection (which caused them both to
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be killed), she said, “Karl, how could you?” When she was
seized by rightwing thugs to be murdered she asked, “To
what prison are you taking me?”

Simone Weil came on the scene after the great betrayal
of Communism in making Social Democracy rather than
fascism the main enemy, and so enabling Hitler to come to
power. Weil dialogued with Trotsky but found his think-
ing inadequate. She forced her awkward body to confront
what her brain discerned. She went to work in a factory,
where she was hopelessly inept but lasted long enough to
make her greatest single contribution: to comprehend why
factory work does not make revolutionaries, rather it makes
human beings desperate for the closing whistle and unable to
think and feel beyond the next repetitive moment, unable to
imagine a future. She went to Spain and stepped into a pan
of boiling oil soldiers were using to cook their food at the
front, and had to go home. And then she starved herself to
death in solidarity with the impoverished citizenry of France
during World War II.

Weil should be understood in conjunction with what
I described in my essay on her as a “first New Left” that
included the Italian novelist Ignazio Silone, a former member
of the executive committee of the Third International, who
in his book Bread and Wine anticipated liberation theology,
and A.J. Muste, who after a career as a revolutionary Marxist
and an unsatisfactory meeting with Trotsky, sat in a French
cathedral and reaffirmed nonviolence.

Thompson was a Communist who shared the dream
of Western European Communists during World War II
that a Communism linked to the defense of democracy
would emerge after 1945 as the vanguard of humankind.
(Thompson’s brother was killed in southeastern Europe. He
parachuted behind enemy lines and, as I understand it, disap-
peared.) The Hungarian Revolution of 1956 was the turning
point for Edward Thompson. First he wrote about William
Morris. Then he wrote about the early nineteenth century
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British working class. His thinking moved steadily backward
in time, ending in village customs of the eighteenth century.
After the mid-1960s he ceased actively to promote a contem-
porary revolution in England. But throughout, he was a great
voice for the self-activity of ordinary people, subjected to the
“enormous condescension” of historians and self-appointed
political leaders.

So indeed, there is a thick tradition of fusing Marxist and
anarchist insights by discontented Marxists, among whom I
include myself.

But the problem we now face seems a little different.
Anarchism is now the reigning orthodoxy, propounded by
theorists whose writing is incomprehensible and who have no
discernible relationship to practice. As a lifelong rebel against
heavy-handed Marxist dogmatism I find myself defending
Marx, and objecting to the so-called radicalism of one-week-
end-a-year radicals who show up at a global confrontation
and then talk about it for the rest of the year.

These are harsh words. But I consider them deserved.
Anarchists, above all others, should be faithful to the injunc-
tion that a genuine radical, a revolutionary, must indeed
swim in the sea of the people, and if he or she does not do
so, is properly viewed as what the Germans called a “socialist
of the chair,” or in English, an “armchair intellectual.”

It is a conspiracy of persons who make their living at aca-
demic institutions to induce others who do the same to take
them seriously. I challenge it and reject it. Let them follow
Marcos to the jungles of Chiapas in their own countries, and
learn something new.
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The Working Class

1 BELIEVE WITH my whole heart that the generation of new
anarchists still has to and must learn how to “swim in the sea of
the people.” This “swimming lesson” might indeed be the most
crucial challenge for the new anarchism. An intimately related
problem is the tendency that I see in many new anarchists to a
rather peculiar lack of class sensitivity and class analysis. A good
number of new anarchists, and even some Marxists, have almost
abandoned the working class, and any aspiration to a working-
class movement. It seems that the movement has moved from one
reductionism to another. What are your thoughts on this?

Toward the end of the 1960s, radicals of all sorts in
the United States focused their attention on “the working
class.”

As I have indicated elsewhere in these conversations, there
were several reasons for this, some good, some not so good.
In 1963 Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) formed
an Economic Research and Action Project (ERAP), which
projected the idea of an interracial movement of the poor.
It was assumed that joblessness was increasing in the United
States because of the increasing use of automation and other
new technology.

Accordingly students dropped out of college or put train-
ing for professional careers on hold and went to live in urban
ghettoes in hope of organizing a Northern equivalent of
SNCC. The most successful projects were in the Appalachian
community of Uptown in Chicago, and in Newark. The most
successful organizers were women, because of the bond they
were able to establish with low-income women on welfare.

In general, however, within three or four years it was
clear that this organizing was not going anywhere. It seemed
strange to people living in central Newark or the East
Side of Cleveland that obviously well-to-do young white
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people, who didn’t need to be doing it, would move into
the neighborhood and live together in a “freedom house.”
The Vietnam war caused the economy to prosper (relatively
speaking) in the late 1960s, so that unemployment decreased
rather than growing. Moreover, the Vietnam war gave rise to
an enormous resistance movement made up of students and
ex-students subject to the draft. By the end of 1967 ERAP
organizers, like Rennie Davis and Tom Hayden, were drifting
away from ghetto organizing and into anti-war work.

Meantime, the Progressive Labor Party (PLP) had infil-
trated SDS and was the most effective of several far Left
groupings in pushing a turn toward the working class. The
basic reasoning was simple. Students, it was said, were nei-
ther numerous enough nor sufficiently strategically situated
to be able to change American society alone. The same was
true of African Americans. In order to amass a movement
large enough and militant enough to change the structure of
American capitalism, it was argued, a way had to be found
to enlist the predominantly white working class.

Within SDS there was some consideration of the con-
cept of a “new working class”: white-collar workers subject
to some of the same oppression and deprivation as workers
in heavy industry. On the whole, though, it was felt that
blue-collar workers were most truly workers and would-be
organizers concentrated on reaching them. Accordingly, in
the late 1960s and early 1970s many young people sought
factory jobs in basic industries like steel and auto.

These young people sought out blue-collar employment
in the same spirit as previous “colonists” on the Left, some
of whom were still on the job, in places like Gary, Indiana
or South Chicago. Typically, the colonists, whether old or
young, found themselves writing union election leaflets for
more genuine steelworkers or auto workers whose ideology
was far more conservative.

Another variant of the turn toward the working class, well
described by Cathy Wilkerson in her memoir, Flying Close
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to the Sun, assumed that white working-class youth would
be attracted by street-fighting tactics on the part of former
students turned revolutionaries.

The ideological warfare surrounding this new strategy
was overwhelmingly dogmatic and heavy-handed. Students
who had never read Marx confidently brandished the writ-
ings of Che Guevara, Regis Debray, Frantz Fanon, or Mao
Tse-Tung.

ANOTHER PATH

At the time I, too, was seeking a way to become a full-time
radical and to contribute more effectively to fundamental
social change.

I had lost my career as an historian. (At five Chicago
universities, the chairperson of the History Department
offered me a job only to be overruled by the administration.)
I needed a new way to make a living.

For a time I considered going to work in a steel mill. A
friend who worked for U.S. Steel in Gary dissuaded me.
“Staughton,” he told me, “you could be in the mill twenty-
five years and people would still say: Let’s see what the
Professor thinks.” I remember saying to myself, “Well, if I
am stuck with being a smart cookie, I had better find a way
to use what’s between my ears.”

An important transitional experience was employment
at Saul Alinsky’s new school for organizers in Chicago, the
Industrial Areas Foundation Training Institute. I was in
the bathtub shortly after the Democratic Party convention
protest in 1968 when Mr. Alinsky phoned to offer me a job.
From his point of view, I believe I represented an opening to
the young people of the New Left. From my standpoint, it
seemed to me that despite many differences with Alinsky, we
of the New Left might very well have much to learn from the
nation’s most successful community organizer.

We were an odd couple. I was a romantic idealist. Alinsky
believed that human beings were motivated by money, sex
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and power. Nevertheless I learned from him. I learned that
before projecting my own ideas of what needed to be done,
I should listen and try to be sure that a given issue “was
there” in the minds of people on the streets before trying to
organize around it. I learned that the most important leaders
were informal, the people to whom others turned for advice.
I learned that in forming a leadership group, one should ini-
tially assemble informal community leaders as a “temporary
steering committee” in order to discover, in practice, who
could best give the group direction.

Another opportunity to learn presented itself when
Marcus Raskin of the Institute for Policy Studies asked Alice
and myself to try our hand at organizing around health and
safety in the workplace with the help of the just-enacted
Occupational Safety and Health Act. We formed the Calumet
Environmental and Occupational Health Committee (or
“choke”). We drew on this work years later when we helped
to form Workers Against Toxic Chemical Hazards (WATCH)
in Youngstown.

In the end, I decided to try to become a lawyer. There
were at least three reasons for this decision.

Even after I was no longer able to teach, I continued to
do oral history. My wife and I compiled a volume of oral
histories entitled Rank and File. One evening in Gary I
interviewed a steelworker named Frank Felix. Like most of
those we interviewed for our book, he felt that the employer
was oppressive and the union was not much help. When I
turned off the tape recorder he said, “OK, I gave you what
you wanted, right?” I said, “Yes.” Frank continued, “Now
it’s your turn to help me.” He disappeared into a nearby
bedroom and returned with a shoebox full of letters to every
imaginable government personality or agency. I had to con-
fess that I was not a lawyer and could not assist him. But that
evening helped me to resolve that I would go to law school
with the particular mission of helping rank-and-file workers
mistreated by the company and deserted by the union.
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The law offered Alice and myself an opportunity to work
together. She had shown in doing draft counseling, and then
in training draft counselors, an enormous ability to relate to
persons in vulnerable circumstances and to master a mass of
administrative regulations. My talents were different but it
seemed that we might make an effective team.

Most important, employment law appeared to offer the
possibility that without disguising our class origins or our
years of higher education, we could present ourselves as per-
sons with professional training whom workers might find
helpful. This is just what occurred. It was as if the unspo-
ken question always hovered in the air, “Who is that guy?”
(meaning myself), and the answer, spoken or unspoken, was,
“He’s our lawyer.” That said, everyone could relax and we
could get down to business.

Years later, in Central America, Alice and I came to view
the mutual aid of worker and legal professional as a form of
what Archbishop Romero called “accompaniment.”

WHAT I LEARNED

I devoted almost a quarter century—first as a law student,
then (briefly) as an attorney at Youngstown’s leading union-
side labor law firm, then (with immense satisfaction for
almost twenty years) as a Legal Services lawyer—to the
question posed by the movement of the late 1960s, What
about the working class? I do not regret these years. What
did I learn? I want to begin, not with grand theory, but with
some of the particular things I learned, at ground level, over
the years as a lawyer for the rank and file.

1. One should not expect a coherent ideology from work-
ers, at least as a group. Growing up working-class is not an
Ivy League sherry party. Personal loyalty is valued more
highly than intellectual consistency.

2. Youngsters who grow up in working-class communities
are constantly under the thumb of figures of authority. They
encounter, first the father, then the priest and school teacher,
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then (after high school) superiors in the armed forces, and
finally, supervisors in the mill. These rites of passage make it
difficult for a person to value his or her own thoughts and
feelings.

3. However, there are individual, self-taught working-class
intellectuals who develop a breathtakingly comprehensive and
committed orientation to changing society. John Barbero was
the son of an Italian steelworker discharged for union activity
in the 1930s. John enlisted in World War II but emerged
from the war a de facto pacifist: “I was lucky,” he liked to say,
“I didn’t have to kill anybody.” John learned some Japanese
and Korean at language school and as a guard for prisoners of
war. After the war ended, he married a Japanese wife, a gifted
painter, whom he brought back to Niles, Ohio. While finish-
ing college at Youngstown State University, John discovered
a kindred spirit in Ed Mann. Together Barbero and Mann
passed through the United Labor Party of Akron, a remark-
able fusion of Trotskyists and persons belonging to the TWW.
The two were civil libertarians, fought racial prejudice both
in the mill and in the community (at a time when public
swimming pools were segregated), opposed both the Korean
and Vietnam wars, and were independent socialists with a
lower case “s.” Alice and I moved to Youngstown because of
these two men. Meeting them in 1971, I had the reaction
that I would never again meet persons who so fully embod-
ied working-class radicalism. “On this rock let me build my
church,” I thought. I might add that John came to the house
once a week to play Scrabble and regularly beat me.

4. In organizing among workers, it is essential that from
the very first meeting workers are in the majority and create
the atmosphere and tone of all occasions. Too often middle-
class radicals sit around a table and ask each other, “How
can we attract workers?” The result is that when one or
two workers show up they are likely to feel uncomfortable,
unsure whether they can hold their own in a room full of fast
talkers from another social world. The key to the success of
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the Workers’ Solidarity Club of Youngstown was that college
professors and lawyers were always in the minority.

5. When workers from different kinds of industries,
workplaces, and unions (or lack thereof) sit together in a
circle, addressing problems that anyone may bring to the
group, class consciousness develops naturally. This was the
experience of the Workers™ Solidarity Club over more than
twenty years.

6. Once you become known to workers as a trustworthy
and helpful person, all kinds of radicalism may be acceptable
because “we know him.” During Gulf War I, I picketed every
day in downtown Youngstown.

7. Despite the general absence of articulated world views,
or perhaps because of it, working-class people can learn
from experience and make big intellectual leaps. Steel mills
closed in Youngstown in three successive years. When the
first mill closed, 100,000 persons signed a petition blaming
the government (not the company) for its environmental
and trade policies, and carried it to Washington D.C. in
chartered buses.

The next year, when a second mill closed, steelworkers
concluded that their labor had created the capital that the
industry was using to create new facilities elsewhere in the
country and put them out of work. They distinguished the
company’s “greenfield” approach of throwing away a whole
community and its experienced work force, like an orange
peel, from a preferable “brownfield” strategy that would seek
to retain existing assets, such as trained workers, infrastruc-
ture (often provided by the community free or at less than
cost to induce the company to locate there), and the more up
to date machinery, to rebuild their existing workplace. By the
third mill closing Youngstown workers perceived that U.S.
Steel was not committed to the steel industry but would put
its money wherever the rate of profit was highest. They were
prepared to smash down the door of U.S. Steel’s Youngstown
headquarters and occupy the building.
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8. Although national unions are top down, hierarchical
bureaucracies, workers need local unions and will create and
recreate them regardless of what Left intellectuals may think
or say. The problem comes when workers escape from the
mill to become local union officers and instead of reaching
out horizontally to other kinds of workers and local unions,
set their sights on higher office within the national union.

9. A great deal of potential creativity and solidarity is
locked up in persons who may rarely have had the opportu-
nity to speak in public or to use their natural authority. We
were privileged to work with one middle-aged steelworker’s
wife who, by telephoning radio talk show hosts, singlehand-
edly assembled LTV Steel retirees whose health insurance had
been terminated when the company declared bankruptcy.
Similarly we came to know four workers for General Motors,
two white and two black, who with our help forced the
company and the union to do an epidemiological study of
cancer deaths among former Lordstown workers and in the
community at large.

10. The particular virtue of the working class is that from
time to time there comes into existence a solidarity that pre-
figures a better world. Race and gender differences can be
overcome when confronting common oppression. Especially
in the face of the layoffs that decimated the Midwestern “rust
belt” at the end of the twentieth century, workers often spon-
taneously acted out the idea that an injury to one is an injury
to all. I have experienced steelworkers and visiting nurses lay
aside hard-won contractual provisions for seniority so as to
make sure that there would be some work for everyone who
worked together. Instead of putting the most recently hired
worker on the street with nothing, while the rest of the work
force works full-time and even accepts overtime, they would
say, “We'll all take a little less.” Indeed I experienced exactly
this at the Youngstown Legal Services office. When President
Reagan cut the national Legal Services budget in the early
1980s all the lawyers in the office, regardless of seniority,
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volunteered to work four days a week. The secretarial staff
was underpaid to begin with and was not asked to take less.

SOLIDARITY UNIONISM

About 1990, a network of groups and individuals concerned
with “workers’ democracy” held two national meetings, the
first in St. Louis, the second in Minneapolis. My friend and
mentor, Stan Weir, was to deliver the keynote address in
Minneapolis. He was unable to do so for reasons of health
and I was asked to substitute.

At the time I had spent roughly twenty years trying to
figure out the historical role, if any, of the working class in
highly-developed capitalist societies. In addition to the oral
history and day-to-day experience as a lawyer sketched above,
I had written analytical labor history and law review articles.
I had come to believe that before the passage of a new federal
labor law and the creation of the CIO, both in 1935, there
had been a period of three or four years in which, without the
help of national institutions, workers in particular locations
turned to each other and organized from below. It was so
not only in well-known local general strikes in Minneapolis,
Toledo, and San Francisco, but in locations like Barberton,
Ohio and the anthracite coal country of Pennsylvania, cotton
textile communities in the South, and in a plant in St. Louis
that extracted nuts from their shells. I had concluded that
the problems with CIO unionism did not begin with class
collaboration during World War II or the anti-Communist
witch hunts after the war, but with the very first contracts
in steel and auto, when trade union bureaucrats voluntarily
gave up the right to strike.

So I resolved to “let it all hang out,” to try to sum up
everything I had learned. In a cavernous room on the top
floor of a decaying old building in Minneapolis I stood in
the midst of several dozen younger comrades and talked
on and on. Afterwards it was suggested that I present my
remarks in a small book. I did so, and at this point I refer
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the interested reader to Solidarity Unionism: Rebuilding the
Labor Movement from Below (Charles H. Kerr, 1992), and to
several kindred elaborations: my articles on solidarity union-
ism in Living Inside Our Hope (Cornell University Press,
1997), including “The Possibility of Radicalism in the Early
1930s: The Case of Steel”; my introduction to a volume of
essays by like-minded labor historians, “We Are All Leaders”:
The Alternative Unionism of the Early 1930s (University of
Illinois Press, 1996); and to a new edition of Labor Law for
the Rank and Filer, with IWW organizer Daniel Gross (PM
Press, 2008).

The core idea of solidarity unionism is simple. Workers
should look primarily to each other to accomplish their
objectives, rather than depending on laws, government
agencies, or distant unions. Collective direct action is likely
to resolve problems more rapidly than filing a grievance or
bringing a complaint to the National Labor Relations Board.
This doesn’t mean that written resolutions of particular prob-
lems with the boss cannot be helpful or that Section 7 of
the National Labor Relations Act is useless. It is a question
of emphasis. So-called labor relations in the United States
have drifted into a lockstep where it is expected that a union
will seek to become the sole voice for workers in a given
workplace, and will negotiate collective bargaining agree-
ments that, first, surrender to the employer the “management
prerogative” of making big decisions about the enterprise,
and second, take away from the workers their only way to
resist those decisions, namely, to take collective direct action
whenever and however they so desire. Working people must
step outside this lockstep.

There is a fierce joy that comes from successful collective
action. I recall a situation at the Legal Services office where
I worked. The executive director had taken steps that were
felt to destroy the culture of work we had created together.
Our weapons of choice were two petitions, one to the Board
of Directors of the agency, the other to the National Labor
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Relations Board seeking a union election. I remember how
one by one every single person in a very heterogeneous work
force approached me to sign the petitions. And we won.

AND SO?

And so, what is the historical mission of the working class?
At the risk of seeming simple-minded, I believe it is a good
deal like the historical mission of prisoners, students, farmers
in the Third World, women, African Americans....

In other words, workers are a mighty force that can heave
the world forward toward a new day, but they are only one
such force. In Russia in 1904-1905 and Hungary in 1956,
yes, students could not change the world alone, yet they
played an indispensable role in setting the stage for workers
to act.

We are all leaders, not just as a collection of individuals,
but as persons embedded in different kinds of institutions
and communities of struggle.

The framework within which all these aspirations must be
lodged is the collective action, not of taking state power, but
of building down below a horizontal network of groups and
persons that is strong enough to command the attention of
whoever is in government office. This is the concept of “man-
dar obediciendo,” to decide in obedience, exemplified at this
writing by Subcomandante Marcos in Chiapas from below
and by Evo Morales, president of Bolivia, from above.

Direct Action and Accompaniment

YOU MENTION ACCOMPANIMENT, and we have already touched
upon direct action a few times in our conversation. I propose
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that we use these twin concepts to signal a possible path to an
anarchist-Marxist synthesis. One of my favorite essays of yours is
from 1963, on Henry Thoreau the Admirable Radical. Thoreau
is yet another figure whom both anarchists and Marxists, for
good reasons, see as belonging to their own tradition. In the essay
I mention, you pointed out that what was central for Thoreau
was not ‘growing beans” but the notion of direct action. Direct
action, understood as an imperative that one practice what one
preaches, or as a way of actively engaging with the world in
order to bring about change in such a way that means and
ends become indistinguishable, is a signature trait of the new
anarchism. Let us broach the questions of the relation of direct
action and theory, and of accompaniment, as a form of praxis
and mutual aid.

What direct action means is self-evident. It is well
described in the quotation from my essay on Thoreau con-
tained in your question. Here are three other versions of a
definition. In Jewish tradition, the question is asked: If not
now, then when? If not I, then who? Adam Michnik, the
philosopher of Polish Solidarity, once said:

Start doing the things you think should be done.
Start being what you think society should become.
Do you believe in free speech? Then speak freely.
Do you love the truth? Then tell it.
Do you believe in an open society?

Then act in the open.
Do you believe in a decent and humane society?
Then behave decently and humanely.

A final example comes from my granddaughter’s essay on
Burma.

There are things that can be done other than
marching in the streets. Hannah Beech reported
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that in Yangon [Rangoon], residents joined in a
raucous [protest] at 7:02, 8:01, and 9 PM every
day in which everyone banged on pots, pans,
and other things to express their distaste for the
regime and its lucky number 9, which is the
sum of each of the times [7 plus 2, 8 plus 1, 9].
Recently, those living in Yangon have plunged
the city in a nightly blackout, turning off all
lights [and] television at 8 PM, the time of the
government’s news broadcast.

The more interesting, and difficult, question is: What
is the relationship between direct action thus understood,
and theory?

LIBERATION MAGAZINE AND STUDIES ON THE LEFT
The contrasting approaches of New and Old Left may be illus-
trated by two magazines: Liberation and Studies on the Left.

From its creation in 1957 until 1967, when I left the East
for Chicago, the editorial board of Liberation included at
various times A.J. Muste, David Dellinger, Barbara Deming,
Bayard Rustin, Paul Goodman, Sidney Lens, and myself.

I recall attending meetings in downtown New York City
at the end of the 1950s. Neophytes like myself sat along the
wall. Around a central table sat David McReynolds, later
peripatetic organizer for the War Resisters League and at
the time editorial assistant for the magazine, and the Big
Three: Muste, Dellinger, and Rustin. We were supposed to be
considering articles for potential publication but most of the
time was consumed by the Big Three describing their recent
travels and activities, and their reflections about same.

By way of contrast, the editors of Studies on the Left
never met in person, at least while I was involved (roughly
1964-1966). There were two factions. Tom Hayden, Norm
Fruchter, and I believed that the theory required by the New
Left should grow out of its multifarious activities. Eugene
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Genovese, James Weinstein, and Stanley Aronowitz believed
that the New Left would flounder unless it had proper theory,
and that the necessary theory had already been discovered: it
was Marxism. Hayden, Fruchter, and I ultimately resigned.

Who was right? There is no doubt—and once again I refer
the reader to Cathy Wilkerson’s revealing memoir—that it
would have been helpful to New Left activists had more
mature and seasoned analysis been available to them. In its
absence, they tended to gravitate to the latest pop Leftist:
Regis Debray, with his theory of “focos” (liberated zones);
Frantz Fanon, who argued that violence was therapeutic for
the oppressed; Carl Oglesby (then and now my dear friend),
brilliantly pasting together fragments of Left theory into a
scenario to which none of us could live up.

The problem was that Marxism was not much help, either.
Ever since I could remember various Left publications had
been predicting an imminent collapse of United States capi-
talism. It didn’t happen and hasn’t happened yet. The most
weighty of these publications was Monthly Review, initially
edited by Harvard-trained economist Paul Sweezy and trade
union educator Leo Huberman. But Monthly Review had
almost no contact with the labor movement in the United
States, and placed a series of mistaken bets on China vis 2 vis
the Soviet Union, and other disappointments.

THEORY AND PRACTICE IN MARX

Marx himself, had we paused to look, exhibited a range of
experiments in the relation of theory to practice. As a young
man he wrote in his 7heses on Feuerbach: “The philosophers
have only interpreted the world, but the thing is, to change
it.” In middle age he said, I believe in his Critique of the
Gotha Program: “Every step in the real movement is worth
a dozen programs.” A touching portrait of Marx’s modus
operandi as a man approaching old age was presented to me
when I was a Harvard undergraduate by a visiting scholar
who had access to Marx’s unpublished papers, Karl Korsch.
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Korsch recalled that Russian revolutionaries including
Vera Figner had asked Marx whether it might be possible
for Russian society to move directly from the village com-
mune, or mir, to socialism, thereby bypassing the horrors
of capitalism. In order to answer the question Marx learned
Russian and immersed himself in Russian economic statistics.
A brief letter to Comrade Figner finally emerged after several
discarded drafts. Korsch said that the overwhelming impres-
sion from Marx’s papers was that in the twilight of his powers
Marx had become a passive recording and copying instru-
ment, unable to turn theory into practice as in his youth.

IS THERE SUCH A THING AS THEORY
ARISING FROM PRACTICE?

As humorous prologue to this immensely important
question, let me seek to immortalize a comment of the late
Marty Glaberman.

Glaberman, who spent many years working in automobile
factories in the Detroit area, once tried to describe a wildcat
strike. He said: You are working at your machine. You see
a group of fellow workers coming down the aisle. There are
too many of them to suppose that they are going to the tool
room. It is too early for lunch. Only one possibility remains,
so you shut off your machine and follow the line out to the
parking lot. Once there you ask the nearest colleague: What
the hell is this all about?

It was also Marty who said of the early 1970s, when wild-
cats in the plants were at their height: An optimist is a person
who brings his lunch to work.

Someone out there may ask the question: What good is
theory anyway? We know what our values are, why not just
practice them and let everything else take care of itself?

I respect that attitude. I suspect it is an attitude of the
young, who consider the amount of time available to them
to be infinite. In response, I can only put on the table some
inspirational examples of theory and some situations when
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it seemed to me that the absence of theory was a crippling
handicap. Let’s go back to the New Left, and to SNCC.
There is a wonderful book by Charles Payne, entitled 7ve
Got the Light of Freedom, in which he argues that SNCC did
have access to theory and offers Myles Horton’s theory of
education and Ella Baker’s theory of organizing.

During the 1930s, Myles Horton founded the Highlander
Folk School in Tennessee. There are two stories about
Myles which, along with a book of recorded conversations
between Myles Horton and Paolo Freire entitled We Make
the Road by Walking, provide an introduction to his theory
of education.

Myles Horton came from a dirt-poor family in the
Appalachian mountains. As a teenager during the Great
Depression he found himself spending the summer in
Ozone, a remote hamlet in the Tennessee mountains, teach-
ing Bible studies for the YMCA. About halfway through the
summer he decided that he couldn’t stand just talking about
the Gospel while people were starving in the here and now.
He let it be known that on such-and-such an evening there
would be a meeting to discuss, What is to be done?

People walked across the mountains barefoot to get to
that meeting. And as the time to begin approached, young
Myles realized he didn’t have any solutions to offer. In panic
and desperation, he said to the assembled crowd: “Let’s just
go around the circle and see what ideas people have brought
with them.” The group did as suggested. People built on
each other’s contributions, and solutions began to emerge.
“Highlander education” was born.

Later, after the Center was founded, Myles would host
gatherings of grassroots trade unionists confronting the dif-
ficult and dangerous task of organizing unions in the South.
At a time when Jim Crow was still universal in that part of the
country, he made no distinction between blacks and whictes.
Blacks and whites were assigned to cabins in the order that
they appeared at the conference site. Everybody ate together.
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Only at the end of their time together, after participants
had shared an interracial experience, would Myles say: “Now,
we all know that distinctions between blacks and whites are
ridiculous and that the races have to work together if we're
going to get anything done. How can we explain this to our
fellow workers?”

Ella Baker’s theory of organizing was that the organizer
had to go out among the people, listen, and encourage the
formation of small groups prepared to attempt whatever the
people themselves had proposed. As I have already described,
when my wife and I moved to Youngstown enough of Ms.
Baker’s wisdom had rubbed off on me that I insisted that
there must be a majority of workers in the room when any
activity for workers was discussed. Only in that way could an
atmosphere be created such that when a new working-class
person came into the room he or she would feel at home and
able to offer ideas without fear of ridicule or criticism.

MORE THEORY?

These are examples of a homegrown, close-to-the-earth kind
of theory that evolved directly from folks’ experience in
organizing.

I think there is another kind of theory that is needed, too.
Recall that I made the point early in these conversations that
in order to combat capitalist globalization one needed an
explanation of why the export of capital was taking place.
I found, first in SNCC, then in Youngstown, that in the
absence of a theory to explain what is going on economically
the best-intentioned, most grassroots and democratic sort of
movement is likely to flounder.

I have explained that SNCC began in direct action to
desegregate public accommodations and then moved on to
obtaining the vote for African Americans (which, as has often
been observed, also turned out to require direct action). After
I was asked to be Freedom Schools coordinator, as Freedom
Summer approached I hesitantly but persistently spoke as
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follows: It’s no longer possible to speak of a significant “Black
Belt” of Southern counties where African Americans are a
majority, because the mechanical cotton picker is destroying
their livelihoods and forcing them to move North. Doesn’t
the movement also need an economic program? What will
be our answer, after people have the vote, to the problem of
African American unemployment? I have a letter I wrote to
Howard Zinn in June 1964 in which I named three SNCC
staffers I had approached with this concern who reproved me
for wanting SNCC to have an “ideology.”

As 1 saw it then, and see it now, I only wanted SNCC
to look beyond the next bend in the road. In fact after the
traumatic experience at the Democratic Party convention in
Atlantic City in August 1964, SNCC was unable to formulate
a program for moving forward. Bayard Rustin wanted SNCC
to enter into coalition with the trade union movement and
the Democratic Party to seek economic justice for African
Americans. But the trade union movement, in the person of
Walter Reuther, and the Democratic Party, in the person of
President Lyndon Johnson, had just finished deriding and
subverting the efforts of black Missisippians to be seated as
convention delegates. Moreover, these same so-called leaders
were promoting an escalated war in Vietnam. As Bob Moses
memorably described the dilemma to a SNCC conference
in Waveland, Mississippi in November 1964, this was “the
box” in which SNCC found itself. A program was needed to
extricate the organization from the box, an economic analysis
was needed in order to formulate that program, and neither
analysis nor program was forthcoming,.

Something similar presented itself throughout the Midwest
ten or fifteen years later. Factories were closing as corporate
directors sought to employ workers at lower wages in the
South or in other countries. What should be labor’s answer? I
have explained that U.S. Steel was not committed to the steel
industry at all but would put its money wherever the rate
of profit was highest. Sure enough, in the early 1980s U.S.
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Steel changed its name to USX and, rather than modernize
its mills in Pittsburgh, bought the Marathon Oil Company.

I concluded that the only way to save manufacturing in
the United States was to expropriate property without com-
pensation, as the North did in the Civil War when (as I recall
the figure) $2 billion in slave “property” was set free. This, of
course, would be some variant of socialism. Rather than put
forward such a politically controversial program, the trade
union movement in the United States prefers to stumble
from defeat to defeat, still without an answer, confronting
each new plant closing with the same tired old words.

WHAT ABOUT ANARCHISM?

In all humility I offer one following observation. When our
movement collapsed at the end of the 1960s, leaving some
of us in a state of Post Traumatic Stress, naturally we looked
with fear, trembling, and hope to the possibility of a new
movement, a new upsurge. Tom Hayden wrote about the
suicide of Abbie Hoffman that we were all waiting for a new
movement, and he guessed Abbie came to the point where
he couldn’t wait any longer.

The new movement did arrive, first in the pentecostal
appearance of the Zapatistas in 1994, then in 1999 and
after at Seattle, Quebec, Genoa and Cancin. Moreover,
mirabile dictu, it arrived not exactly with a theory, but at
least with a rhetoric: the vocabulary of anarchism. I could
only marvel that somehow, in an underground process no
historian has explained, small fires kindled by writers like
Paul Goodman and Murray Bookchin had emerged as a for-
est fire of belief that capitalism has had its day, that another
world is possible.

Far be it from me, and I mean this, to tell these splendid
and heroic young people that they need more and better
theory. I will just say that I am worried that in the absence
of theory, many of those who protest in the streets today may
turn out to be sprinters rather than long-distance runners.
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One of the things that has helped me to keep going
through the years is the belief that history has a structure,
that just as capitalism took the place of feudalism, so some
form of socialism—no doubt after many tragedies, many
false starts, in many different forms—will take the place
of capitalism. Moreover, this structure of history really is
dialectic. After the fall of the Berlin Wall and Iron Curtain,
after the collapse of Soviet Communism, pundits opined that
history had come to an end and capitalism had won. Fifteen
or twenty years later (I am writing late in 2007) the whole
of Latin America, in alliance with much of the developing
world, has arisen to reject market capitalism, to safeguard the
resources of developing countries, to say No to the United
States. I am full of hope.

High and Low Theory

WHAT YOU SAY about ‘theory that arises from practice” and the
need for “more theory” reminds me of an essay on the new anar-
chism written by David Graeber and myself. In that essay, titled
Anarchism, or Revolutionary Movement for the Twenty-first
Century,” we distinguished “low theory” from “high theory.” We
tried to argue that new anarchism might not need High Theory,
in the familiar sense of today. Anarchism does not need a single,
anarchist High Theory, a notion completely inimical to its spirit.
Much better, we think, would be to apply the spirit of anarchist
decisionmaking processes to theory: this would mean accepting
the need for a diversity of high theoretical perspectives, united
only by certain shared understandings. Instead of being based
on the need to prove others’ fundamental assumptions wrong, it
would seek to find particular projects in which different theories
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co-exist and reinforce each other. So, much more than High
Theory, what new anarchism needs is low theory: a way of grap-
pling with those real, immediate questions that emerge from a
transformative project.

LOW THEORY IN PRACTICE

I think I immediately understand what you and David
Graeber are talking about because of the Workers™ Solidarity
Club of Youngstown. Let me review the Club’s story.

The Club grew out of a strike by electric utility workers in
Youngstown in 1980 or thereabouts. The strikers got almost
no support from the official trade union movement, leaving
behind among some members of Utility Workers Local 118
a desire for a better way to mobilize strike support for any
group of workers in the Valley who “hit the bricks.”

Meantime, members of the Local had twice asked me to
lead classes on labor history and labor law. The second time
I said to myself, “I'm not going to talk about how to process
a grievance. I'm going to talk about why we are all so disap-
pointed in the official trade union movement, why we are
all, as I put it, broken-hearted lovers.” We are persons who
have devoted a good deal of our time and our dreams to
the labor movement. Let’s talk about what went wrong, and
what might be done differently.

My favorite evening during that “class” was a discussion
of an encyclical “On Human Labor” that had just been
issued by the Pope. The Pope said there were two kinds of
labor: for money and for the glory of God. Bob Schindler, a
lineman, a member of Local 118 and along with Ed Mann
the heart and soul of what became the Club, said that when
he got up on the utility pole he did so for the glory of God.
(These were not idle words. Years later I got a better idea
what Bob was talking about when he described how he and
fellow workers acted during the winter ice storms. If they
encountered a customer who had lost electric power they
were supposed to fix the line but then report the address
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to the company so that service could be resumed the next
day. Bob and colleagues would hook things up then and
there so that the customer, often an elderly woman living
alone, would have power that night. It was also Bob who
on his own initiative went to Nicaragua to try to complete
the work Ben Linder had been doing on electric service in a
remote village.)

When the so-called class ended we all wanted to continue.
Alice, my wife, suggested the name Workers’ Solidarity Club.
For the next twenty-some years, workers anywhere in the
Valley knew that on the second Wednesday of the month
they could find friends willing to help at 4140 Southern
Boulevard, the address of Local 118, at 7 p.m.

This brings me to the convergence of our practice with
“low theory.” Our regulars included a diversity of perspec-
tives. A couple would periodically respond to Democratic
Party election campaigns. At the other end of the spectrum,
Ed Mann, after several terms as president of Local 1462,
United Steelworkers of America, after he left office always
introduced himself as “member of the IWW,” and Tony
Budak called himself an “aspiring anarchist.”

1. We had no membership roster and no dues, but raised
money when we needed to by passing the hat.

2. We had no chairman or other officers. If a member
invited a speaker, that member would be chairperson for
the evening.

3. We felt no need collectively to approve each action by
an individual member.

When a member wanted to do something he or she did
not ask the approval of the Club. Rather he or she would say,
for example, “I stopped by the picket line of the so-and-so
workers and they say they need firewood. I'm going to take
a truckload in the morning. If anyone wants to go with me,
let me know.”

4. We hardly ever voted. Ed Mann would say, “Does any-
one disagree?” and we would all burst into laughter.
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5. At the end of the evening we stood in a circle and sang
the first and last verses of “Solidarity Forever” (sometimes
adding the verse about farmers in deference to Merlin Luce,
who, before becoming a steelworker, grew up on a farm in
western Ohio).

Club members took part in some lengthy and dramatic
strikes. One was at a local hospital. Concerned members of
the Club met in the Lynd basement one evening. As people
told how they would explain refusing to cross a picket line,
Alice wrote down the words. By the end of the evening we
had our first leaflet, captioned: “Think Before You Cross A
Picket Line. Think Before You Take Your Neighbor’s Job.”
The media thought our little group was somehow connected
with the official labor movement and gave us a lot of pub-
licity. Wednesday afternoons folk would gather outside the
main entrance to the struck hospital. When a local court
enjoined mass picketing, we paid no attention but one day
went to the homes of corporate members of the hospital
board of directors where there were many arrests.

The Club ended after at least four key members, including
Ed Mann, died. In its last few years it took the form of a
monthly newsletter, and meetings became editorial gather-
ings at Bob Schindler’s home. This, too, came to an end

when Bob died.

ANARCHISTS NEED MARXISM

I also agree with you in wishing to distance myself from
recent Left “high” theory. My objections are simple: 1. It is
unintelligible; 2. It is produced by persons with no discern-
ible relationship to practice.

Nevertheless, I am convinced that anarchists need
Marxism. Let me try to explain.

I lived through a movement participants in which had
no consensus strategy about how to reach the better world
we all desired, mixed political gestures with alternative life
styles, easily became discouraged when victory did not come
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quickly, and in their frustration, sometimes turned to sense-
less violence. It was the movement of the 1960s.

I perceive the new anarchism as a very similar movement.
Well-intentioned individuals drift in a sea of vague idealism,
but with little conception of how to get from Here to There.
When people return to their homes from apocalyptic demon-
strations they have no notion about how to turn their energy
into day-by-day organizing until the next demonstration.

It seems to me that the critique of “utopian socialism”
voiced by Marx and Engels applies with equal force to lat-
ter day anarchists. They want something better, something
qualitatively different, but they do not know how to make
it happen. Countless small prefigurative experiments are
launched within the belly of the capitalist beast. Most fail.
Those that survive tend to be transformed into replicas of
that which initially they opposed.

I want to make it clear that I am not a believer in “scientific
socialism” as a solution to all problems. I oppose Marxism
Leninism as well as Stalinism. I am keenly aware of Marx’s
authoritarian personality and desire for control.

Nevertheless, the general theory of class conflict expressed
in The Communist Manifesto and the theory of capitalist
development presented in Capital seem to me fundamentally
correct. Much as I share Luxemburg’s critique of Leninism, I
believe Lenin’s analysis of imperialism is also basically true.

There is one other aspect to my insistence that anarchists
need Marxism. I think we need to take seriously the fact that
most of humanity is in a different situation than footloose
students and intellectuals, and is necessarily preoccupied
with economic survival.

This was brought home to me as a graduate student in his-
tory when I took a long look at tenant farmers and artisans
during the period of the American Revolution. Most of my
Left colleagues who sought to view history “from the bottom
up” focused attention on the ideology of such groups. I found
otherwise. Whether a tenant farmer was for or against the
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Revolution in the Hudson Valley of New York depended on
the politics of his landlord: whatever the landlord supported,
the tenant opposed, in the hope that if the landlord’s political
party was defeated the tenant might come to own his farm.
Similarly, artisans before and after the Revolutionary War
favored whatever political party most effectively opposed
the import of British manufactures: this meant the Sons of
Liberty in 1763-1776 and Federalists including Alexander
Hamilton, who wanted a national government with a strong
tariff, in 1787-1788.

There was nothing ignoble about wanting to own the
farm on which a tenant labored, or to preserve an artisan’s
livelihood in making shoes, or hats, or nails, or sails, or rope,
or barrels. But it is necessary to recognize the concern for
economic survival that drove these lower-class protagonists.
And Marxism appeared to do this more understandingly
than does anarchism.

Does anything require us to reject the project of combining
what is best in anarchism and Marxism? Are we fated end-
lessly to repeat the squabbles within the First International?
It should be remembered that when anarchists launched
the Paris Commune, Marx defended them. Likewise, when
anarchists and Social Revolutionaries in Russia wondered
whether Russia could altogether bypass the capitalist stage
of economic development, Marx took the question seri-
ously. There is a good deal of truth to the notion, famously
expressed by Marx himself, that Marx was more flexible than
his followers and in this sense was “not a Marxist.”
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Burnham'’s Dilemmma

THIS MIGHT BE & good moment to ask you about the problem
that “has nagged at and puzzled you all your adult life”—the
problem of transition from capitalism to socialism. Let us talk
about E. P Thompson’s “warrens” and the so-called Burnham’s
dilemma. In what sense are the temporary spokes councils of the
new anarchists, as you recently stated, “very different from the
kinds of institutions (guilds, banks, corporations, or free cities)
whereby the bourgeoisie built up a base of power within feudal
society,” but “not so different from the radical Protestant congre-
gations that were also part of the capitalist new society within
the shell of the old’?

If another world is possible, a student asked me once, should
we want to begin to bring it ‘from the ashes of the old,” or
“within the shell of the old”? And, if we want to build it within
the interstices of the hierarchical society, how shall we proceed?
What institutions and intuitions can serve the new anarchist
movement in “warrening” the present society with the emerging
institutions of the new?

I have discussed this problem elsewhere. Briefly, an ex-
Trotskyist named James Burnham wrote a book entitled
The Managerial Revolution in which he argued that the
institutions of a capitalist society—free cities, guilds, banks,
corporations, Protestant congregations, courts, in the end
parliaments—developed within feudalism long before the
bourgeoisie seized state power. Socialist institutions could
not develop within capitalism, he contended: notably, trade
unions did not prefigure another world but were institu-
tions that ameliorated capitalist excesses and thus stabilized
capitalism.

I read this when I was fourteen or fifteen and only began
to find an answer at age sixty-five. The answer, it now seems
to me, is that the revolution to which we aspire need not and
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should not seek state power. Rather, its project should be to
nurture an horizontal network of self-governing institutions
down below, to which whoever holds state power will learn
they have to be obedient and accountable.

Here I would like to stress a pedagogical reason for the
importance of this problem. It is not just that poor and
oppressed people are preoccupied with economic survival,
as suggested above. Additionally, I believe passionately that it
is unfair and unrealistic to expect poor and oppressed people,
or, for that matter, anyone else, ardently to desire and sacri-
fice for something they have not experienced. We learn, as
the poet John Keats once said, from what we experience “on
our pulses.” How can we expect people to hunger and thirst
for something new and different if they have never had even
a moment to experience it, to taste it, to live inside it?

Lately I have been wondering if this is why great leaps
toward the new, post-capitalist world seem to spring from
communities that are still in living contact with pre-capitalist
folkways and institutions: in Chiapas, in Bolivia, in South
Africa, to name a few.

Accompaniment

LET US MOVE 7o the second concept that we have chosen to aid us
in our travels through this contentious territory of synthesizing
what is best in the anarchist and Marxist traditions. How do
you define ‘accompaniment,” a form of engagement that you
have been advocating from the 1980s? And how would you
define it today, in the light of the new anarchist and Zapatista
critique of vanguardism, in the light of “mandar obedeciendo™?
My concern is for new anarchism to find its way from guilt, anti-
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intellectualism, and theoretical elitism of the likes of Holloway
and Negri, to accompaniment.

“Accompaniment” is a word that Alice and I began to use
in the 1980s to describe how we wished to relate to the poor,
to draftees and soldiers, to African Americans and other
marginalized groups, to workers, and to people resisting
United States imperialism in other parts of the world. Later
we sought to approach prisoners in that same spirit.

We encountered the term “accompaniment” during visits
to Central America and in reading about liberation theology.
But years before Alice and I encountered the word, we had
made the acquaintance of the concept in a series of practical
situations.

Two agents of the FBI came to see me in our tiny Chicago
apartment after I applied for Conscientious Objector status
in the early 1950s. I let them in, and explained that if there
were ever a socialist revolution in the United States, I would
expect to be a part of it but in a nonviolent capacity.

At Macedonia, the single person of working-class back-
ground was Jack Melancon. Jack told us, “Sometimes all you
can do for another person is to stand in the rain with him.”

At the end of the 1950s, when I decided to go to gradu-
ate school and study history, I wrote in an unpublished
memorandum: “I feel the need for a trade. I feel the most
natural way to relate to others is by unselfconsciously offer-
ing a service of unquestioned usefulness.” Later, the law
appeared to offer a more useful service of this kind than
teaching history.

When at the end of my graduate studies Alice and I
accepted Howard Zinn’s invitation to move to Atlanta so
that I could teach at Spelman College, Alice made it clear
that she was uncomfortable with the idea of picketing or
sit-ins, but was willing to take pare in a “live-in”: to live on
the campus of an all-black Southern college.

Speaking just for myself, by far the single strongest push
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in the direction of “accompaniment” came after my father’s
death in the early 1970s. His papers included a manilla enve-
lope on which he had written, “Stau [one of his nicknames
for me], save these.” The envelope contained his first three
published articles. The first, entitled “But Why Preach?” had
to do with my father’s decision to go to Union Theological
Seminary. The other two articles concerned a preaching
assignment he undertook during the summer between the
first and second years of divinity school: he became the
temporary pastor of a Rockefeller oil camp in Elk Basin,
Wyoming.

My summary of my dad’s experience that summer in
Living Inside Our Hope went as follows:

My father arrived by stagecoach. Necessarily,
his first project was to find a house in which to
spend the night (very much as with Mississippi
Freedom School teachers when they got off
the bus in the summer of 1964). Then came
the most important decision of the summer. “I
learned at the supper table,” he writes, “that the
men did not like the idea of my calling on their
womenfolk while they were off in the field.”
After supper he made the rounds of the foremen
and was hired as a roustabout by the Standard
Oil subsidiary. He slept in a seven-by-nine foot
cubicle in the company bunkhouse, ate at the
company cook shack, and made $4.05 a day for
a six-and-a-half-day week.

He preached in the schoolhouse on Sunday evenings.

ARCHBISHOP OSCAR ROMERO

The pastoral letters of Archbishop Oscar Romero in the years
before his assassination in 1980 remain the richest descrip-
tion of accompaniment.
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The “kingdom of heaven,” Romero wrote, “is not some-
thing that comes only after death.... [I]t has already been
inaugurated in history.” Poor people, especially, have begun
to “live together in such a way that they feel themselves to be
brothers and sisters.” It was therefore the poor to whom Jesus
turned: “he united himself with, defended, and encouraged
all those who, in his day, were on the margin of society...
sinners, publicans, prostitutes, Samaritans, lepers.”

Sin is everything that gets in the way of the coming of
the kingdom. The church must denounce “structural sin”
and “institutionalized violence,” Romero wrote. Therefore
the church should condemn the capitalist system. Many
corporations base their ability to compete in international
markets on starvation wages, and oppose trade unions.

The church should set up and encourage base commu-
nities of the poor, and should resist their manipulation by
political organizations. Christians may belong to political
organizations but should be urged to profess their faith
openly. The church should favor “profound, urgent, but
nonviolent changes.”

FATHER URIEL MOLINA

Five trips to Nicaragua in 1985-1990 gave us a language of
“accompaniment” to describe what we were aspiring to do
in the United States. Repeatedly, Sandinista activists told us
that they first became politically involved by working with
priests and nuns who had been touched by the new teach-
ings of Vatican II and liberation theology. When the Frente
Sandinista de Liberacién Nacional (FSLN) came to power
in 1979, it declined to execute people who had carried out
atrocities under the old regime.

On three of our visits to Nicaragua, we stayed in Managua
with a family that spoke no English. Just around the corner
was the Church of St. Mary of the Angels, where Father
Uriel Molina, a Franciscan, was the parish priest. Outside
the entrance to the church was a wrought iron statue of
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St. Francis and the wolf whom he tamed. Inside, the walls were
covered by murals of old and new examples of Nicaraguan
popular resistance. A band of former soldiers using electric
instruments played the Missa Campesina or Peasants’ Mass
written by Carlos Mejia Godoy. (His son, Camilo Mejia, was
later the first well-publicized soldier to refuse further service
in the second Iraq War.) Jesus is depicted as a sunburned
farm laborer standing in line for his pay.

The liturgy included the civil rights anthem “We Shall
Overcome,” sung in English and Spanish. Another part of
the service allowed congregants to circle the church floor,
greeting one another in peace. Many of those present were
diminutive, elderly women who, as they approached, would
show you a picture of a son killed in the North. On one
occasion during this so-called Peace of God a bearded man
ran across the floor and embraced me. It was Abbie Hoffman,
whom [ had last seen in a Chicago jail cell in 1968, and
who committed suicide not long after. At the Church of St.
Mary of the Angels, for the first and last time in my life I
took communion.

During our 1986 visit Alice and I joined other Americans
in picketing against the contra war in front of the United
States embassy in Managua. A tall man came up to us and
asked if we were Staughton and Alice Lynd. He said he was
Joe Mulligan, a Jesuit priest, who in the 1960s had come to
our home in Chicago on Wednesday evenings to talk about
the war, the draft, and what was to be done. He and I had
been arrested together in August 1968. He was now living
in Managua. There he served poor barrios where there was
no priest, helped in the formation of base communities and
cooperatives, and said mass for disabled soldiers, Sandinistas
and contras alike. He became our arranger and guide for later
visits to Nicaragua.

In August 1987, our friend Father Joe translated two con-
versations with Father Uriel, which we recorded. Following
are excerpts from Father Uriel’s responses to our questions.
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I am just a person who has opted for the reli-
gious way. Religious experience presents itself, at
least for me, as an enigma. I studied law before
I became a religious person. At a certain point
I realized that I wanted to turn myself over to
something: I still did not know what it was.

There were different stages in my experi-
ence of God. I came to live in this community
[Barrio Riguero] with university students who
had Marxist concerns. For these young people
there was no contradiction between the kinds
of lessons I was getting from the Gospel and
the kinds of Marxist concerns that these people
had.

There is a letter from Comandante Borge to
Ernesto Cardenal in which Borge says, “I feel
that a God grows in me, but if I do not feed
Him, He will die.” I feel that I could have writ-
ten that statement. There is a God that grows
within us but if you don’t feed it, it will die. The
problem is, how do you feed this experience?

The path to God can be none other than the
path to find humanity. If we take off from the
words of the parable of the Good Samaritan, the
important thing is the walking of that road.

The priest and the Levite when they went by
probably were thinking about religious things
that they had to do, so they couldnt attend to
the wounded person, when the most important
thing is to be thinking about the wounded per-
son and how to take care of him. Attending to
that wounded person is the real path to knowing
God. The real path to God is to have a tender
experience with humanity.

For me it is a clear fact that the Christian base
communities in Nicaragua arose and flourished



WOBBLIES & Zapatistas

in a time of very hard repression under the
dictatorship. The Christian base communities
became the only space where people could
protest and project a new future and organize
towards that.

I believe this is a very creative moment for our
pastoral work. It is a situation like that of the
people of Israel in exile, in Babylon, when as a
people they had nothing and they were losing
their identity and in danger of being attracted
to the gods and values and idols of Babylon.

The prophets like Ezekiel were there to try
and remind them of their identity and try to
keep them together as a people and to rebuild
themselves as a people.

We should see the Christian identity not
so much in terms of what goes on inside the
church, the liturgy, as in relation to the lived
experience of people in society.

We ourselves may not be the ones to discover
our role but others may point us to it. For
example, during the time of the insurrection
against Somoza, we felt that we might lose, we
might all be killed. One day I was talking with
a young man who never came to church but
was a very dedicated person. I said, “Things
are looking very bad. Maybe we better pull out
because it looks like it is all over and we are all
going to be wiped out.” And the young man,
William, said, “If you do that then the whole
community will lose their hope, because your
presence here is during the day like an open
door and at night, a light.”

In the time of the New Testament, Christians
were called atheists. They rejected the gods of
the empire and the standard religious beliefs,



STAUGHTON LYND & ANDREJ GRUBACIC

so they were called atheists. Now there is a new
need for a kind of atheist vision where the idols
need to be knocked over and the true God is to
be found, because the old conception of God
doesn’t speak to people today. It may be time
for becoming atheists with regard to ideas about
God, and discovering the true God.

After our visits to Nicaragua, Father Molina’s pastorate at
St. Mary of the Angels was taken away from him and he was
excluded from the Franciscans for being too radical.

Intellectuals and Accompaniment

WHAT IS THE role, if any, of a radical intellectual in the project
of accompaniment?

I have two responses, one straightforward and generally
applicable, the other somewhat more nebulous.

My basic response to this question is: Let “intellectuals”
become doctors, teachers and lawyers. When my wife and I
lost our initial professions, I as an academic historian and
she in early childhood education, we decided to become
lawyers.

Thirty-five years later I can report that I am the beloved
friend and comrade of many, many working people in
Youngstown and, to a lesser extent, Pittsburgh. Former steel-
workers who are now employed as security personnel in stores
and banks call out to me, “Hi Staughton! Remember me? I
used to work at...U.S. Steel, or Commercial Shearing, or
Delphi Packard.” Most often I do not remember that specific
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individual. Sometimes the men who greet me in this way are
now uniformed officers at one of Youngstown’s prisons.

With a dozen or so men the relationship is closer. Jack
Walsh used to work at Schwebel’s Baking. In 1977, when
I had just arrived in Youngstown and Jack was in his thir-
ties, he was involved in a wildcat strike, and discharged. He
saw a photograph of me in a local newspaper, leading an
anti-war march in August 1965 with red paint all over my
shirt. Instead of thinking, I want nothing to do with that
Commie, Jack reacted: That’s the lawyer I want.

Over the years a pattern developed. Wherever he worked
Jack sought to organize a union and acquired the nickname
“Union Jack.” At some point he would be fired. I would
get a mid-morning call at Legal Services where I worked.
“Staughton, are you busy?” “What's up, Jack?” “Well, to tell
you the truth, I've been fired again.”

I represented Jack in unemployment compensation
hearings and at the National Labor Relations Board. In one
unemployment compensation hearing, the hearing started
in bright afternoon sunshine and when we emerged it was
dark, with snow falling.

Now Jack is entering old age, he is divorced, he is strug-
gling with cancer. And he says: “Staughton, any time you
want a quart of milk in the middle of the night, you know
my phone number.”

All this is the more extraordinary because my personal
background is upper middle class. My parents were both
tenured college professors. We were not inconvenienced
during the Depression of the 1930s. We went to New
Hampshire for the summer throughout those years. During
the winter we lived on the eighth floor of an apartment
house on Central Park West in New York City. Throughout
my childhood it seemed a long way to the ground, to the
world of ordinary people.

Accordingly I feel, If I could do it anyone can do it.
Once again: The key is to acquire a skill useful to poor and
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working persons. Armed with such a skill, just behave as a
moderately decent human being and “accompaniment” will
be a piece of cake. People will need you, and over time, as
you offer a useful service trust and friendship will emerge
of themselves.

ON BEING AN INTELLECTUAL

There is, to be honest, a further residual meaning to being
an “intellectual.” It has to do with being very bright, with
seeing through this or that posture or mannerism, with being
consistent over time, with having the courage to stand alone
in relationship to peers and political companions.

Being an intellectual in this sense has nothing to do with
making one’s living in a college or university. The person I
have known who most qualifies as an “intellectual” is Lee
Hosford, who lived with me after I dropped out of college
in 1948-1949. My son is named for him.

Lee was the son of a suburban railway engineer in
Pasadena. Before I came to know him, he had attended
Reed College in Portland, Oregon. He seemed to have
belonged to every possible radical political group and to
have experienced every imaginable form of addiction. When
I later spent time with him in Cambridge after I returned
to Harvard, he pretended to go to college but in fact sat in
the cafeteria at Boston University and gambled. Later still,
in the late 1950s, he was imprisoned in San Quentin for
armed robbery to get money for drugs. I hitch-hiked across
the United States to visit him in prison.

Finally, while I was going to law school in the 1970s,
Lee came to live with us in Chicago. He was a hollow shell
of what he once had been. His last words to me, as he was
boarding a bus for a treatment center (which he did not
attend), were: “Staughton, I'm just a lost soul.” Not long
after I heard from his mother that Lee was dead. I wrote
a long, long letter to my son about the man for whom he
was named.
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When I met Lee I was enveloped in middle-class optimism
about life. Surely, properly understood things were getting
better. One had only to put one’s shoulder to the wheel and
all would, in the end, be well. If asked, one always responded
that one was “fine.”

Lee changed all that. He maintained that in every twenti-
eth century war the way in which prisoners were treated had
deteriorated. He pointed out that Trotsky had said to the
anarchist rebels at Kronstadt, “I will shoot you down like
pheasants.” He told me how Bukharin had abased himself
when condemned by prosecutor Andrei Vishinsky in the
1930s. Vishinsky called him a “running dog” and “lackey”
of the imperialists, to which Bukharin responded: “Citizen
prosecutor, you have found the word.” Whereas I was (and
still am) inclined to books with happy endings, Lee favored
deeply pessimistic authors like Celine. On the other hand,
Lee also introduced me to Yeats. There is in my mind an
image of following ever smaller stream beds up a steep hill-
side that I associate with Yeats, and with Lee.

So what is an intellectual? Two of my high school teachers
helped me to become one. I wrote a paper in a history class
taught by Katherine Wells about the fact that European Social
Democratic parties supported their respective national gov-
ernments in World War I, which still defines my fundamental
skepticism about the trade union movement. In an English
honors seminar taught by Elbert Lenrow I first encountered
(in translation) the Greek tragedians, and Shakespeare.
Othello’s soliloquy about his love for Desdemona, beginning
“Had it pleased heaven to try me with affliction,” still seems
to me the greatest love poem I know of in any language; and
a challenge to historians, since these words of a black man
to his white wife were staged in London at almost the same
time that the first permanent British colony was established
in Jamestown.

In college, the only subject that caught my imagination
was anthropology. I remember reading Native American oral
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histories in the small anthropology library across from the
Peabody Museum. In law school, the only teacher I admired
was the late Harry Kalven who died at the beginning of
my second year. He taught the First Amendment as a com-
mon law process whereby the law “worked itself pure.” He
considered the ultimate speech test to be that enunciated
by the Supreme Court in a short, per curiam opinion of
the late 1960s in a case involving a leader of the Ku Klux
Klan, Brandenburg v. Obio. Brandenburg held that speech is
seditious only when it advocates imminent lawless action
under circumstances that make such action likely. (Since
Brandenburg made his heated remarks in a cow pasture to
an audience of television cameras, his speech did not qualify
as seditious.)

I AM AN OUTSIDER

Thus it came about that, despite my relatively sheltered and
privileged background, I came to be an Outsider and a friend
of other Outsiders.

Workers, African Americans, and others who are relatively
unprivileged and deprived, feel this outsiderness about
themselves. The ultimate question about “accompaniment,”
I suppose, is whether persons from upper- and lower-class
backgrounds can come to feel this together.

I believe it is so with me. There is a very funny chapter
in Howard Zinn’s autobiography, You Cant Be Neutral On
A Moving Train. Howard comes from an extremely poverty-
stricken background: his father worked as a waiter, and the
family moved from apartment to apartment to avoid the rent
collector. Toward the end of his book, Howard talks about
meeting me. He tells how we climbed a mountain in New
Hampshire together with his children, Myla and Jeff. All the
way up that mountain and all the way down it, Howard and
I talked politics. We couldn’t find anything about which we
disagreed. As he observes, “class analysis” could not explain
our relationship.

01
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With one or two exceptions, all the close friends of my
adult life have been working-class intellectuals. They include:
Lee Hosford; Howard Zinn; Wally Smalakis, whom I met
when we both worked as “stock boys” at the Hyde Park
Coop in Chicago and who testified before my draft board
at the hearing to determine whether I would be classified as
a Conscientious Objector; Jack Melancon at the Macedonia
Cooperative Community; Vincent Harding; Youngstown
steelworkers Ed Mann and John Barbero (see their stories
in Rank and File and The New Rank and File); Stan Weir
and Marty Glaberman, lonely working-class critics of the
trade union movement whom I was privileged to know in
their last years (Stan’s story is in Rank and File and “We Are
All Leaders,” and I edited Marty’s writings in a book entitled
Punching Out).

Radical Intellectuals

WHAT ABOUT RADICAL intellectuals who choose to make a
living in a college or university? At the 1968 New University
Conference you said that none of the following put bread on
the table by university teaching: not Marx, not Engels, not
Plekhanov, not Lenin, not Trotsky, not Bukharin, not Rosa
Luxemburg, not Antonio Gramsci, not Mao Tse Tung. You said
that intellectuals should live amongst the poor and marginalized
for a time, and assist, if possible, in articulating and transmit-
ting their collective experience. Instead of being caught in the
“upward scramble” of the university, a conditioning institution
that is a marvelously effective instrument in making us middle
class, you invited radical scholars to begin with the reality of the
movement and “observe how an intellectual function crystallizes
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out from its activity.” Our mutual friend, Jesse Lemisch, who
was the first to use the later famous expression “history from
the bottom up,” responded with a critique. I do not think that
the Journal of American History had ever before or will ever
again publish an essay with a title like “Who Will Write a Left
History of Art While We Are All Putting Our Balls on the Line?”
Jesse argued that the movement should not define our scholarly
goals, that we need people who know about everything and not
Just about the movements. He asked, what if “ the movement
is wrong,” for instance, when it is sharing the larger society’s
sexism? Instead of intellectuals becoming captives of the current
Left and reduced to a mere accompanying role, he argued for
constructing a broadly ranging Left culture that “has no imme-
diate or even apparent long-term usefulness to the movement.”
Lemisch emphasized the importance of doing history regardless
of its relevance to current movements of resistance. This came to
be known as the “Lynd Lemisch debate.” Now, and this is the
reason why I am introducing it, this is a question of tremendous
importance for my generation of revolutionaries. A good number
of my friends involved with the new anarchist movement are
academics. AK Press has just published a book edited by two of
them, and on the flip side of the book you can read ‘from the
ivory tower to the barricades.” Are universities not an important
site of struggle? If we are all only on the barricades, who is
going to write The Making of the English Working Class, or
Intellectual Origins of American Radicalism, or A People’s
History of the United States?

THE ROLE OF LEFT INTELLECTUALS IN ZAPATISMO
I believe that the history of the Zapatista movement offers
enormous support to the position I advocated in 1968.
Let’s recall that our conversations began, at your sugges-
tion, with Zapatismo. No doubt that is so because both you
and I, along with the rest of the international Left, consider
Zapatismo as the beginning of a new movement, a movement
against globalization, a movement affirming that another
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world is possible. You incorporate the word “zapatista” in
your e-mail address. I consider that the Zapatistas helped me
to begin to answer a dilemma concerning the seizure of state
power that I had been unable to resolve for 60 years.

So what does Zapatismo tell us about the role of radical
intellectuals? As I understand it, the man who has taken the
name of “Marcos” and other members of a small Marxist sect
gave up their academic affiliations in Mexico City and moved
to the Lacandén jungle in Chiapas. There they “accompa-
nied” indigenous Mayan communities for the next ten years,
until, on January 1, 1994, all concerned were ready to make a
public appearance. (Understand, I am not opposed to books.
A book about those 10 years of accompaniment, by someone
in a position to write it, would be immensely valuable.)

What we should learn from this experience goes beyond
physical relocation. As Teresa Ortiz put it to my wife and
myself, when we spoke with her in San Cristébal several years
ago, the Marxists from Mexico City learned more from the
Mayans than the Mayans learned from the Marxists. There
was in addition the demand for land by Emiliano Zapata and
his followers during the Mexican Revolution which was still a
live memory in Chiapas, where very little land had changed
hands; and the influence of liberation theology, sponsored by
the then-bishop of the diocese, Samuel Ruiz.

All these ideological elements had to be discussed and
re-discussed, practiced and practiced again. The emerging
synthesis could not have been created in a university library.
It required the humility and persistence of students and pro-
fessors prepared to live, and learn, in settings more primitive
than they could have imagined.

We on the Left like to think of ourselves as scientific. Well,
consider the Lemisch and Lynd positions as hypotheses, and
Zapatismo as the experiment. Doesn’t that experiment sup-
port what I advocated forty years ago in the most dramatic
and sweeping way?
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THOMPSON, ZINN AND LYND

At the end of your question, you ask, if we are only on
the barricades who would write 7he Making of the English
Working Class, A Peoples History of the United States, and
Intellectual Origins of American Radicalism?

Thompson wrote his masterpiece not during his brief (and
in the end, unhappy) sojourn at Warwick University, but
during the 1950s when he was a tutor for the Department
of Extra-Mural Studies at the University of Leeds. Each tutor
taught four or five classes and had to travel long distances. A
common pattern was that an initial recruitment of fourteen
or fifteen lost six or seven during the autumn but gained
two or three latecomers. Colleagues did not live near each
other. Thompson drew emotional sustenance less from fellow
professionals than from his students, with whom he often
joined in political demonstrations.

Thus Thompson did his greatest scholarly work during
the period of his fullest immersion in working-class life.
He stressed how much he learned from his students. One
assignment—thirty or forty years before this assignment
became commonplace in the United States—was to find
an older person to talk about his or her younger days. As
Thompson came upon original sources, he shared them with
his students and asked them to comment in class. Sheila
Rowbotham recalls a class on the history of mining when
one student finally told the instructor: “Give me the chalk,
Mr. Thompson.”

Dorothy Greenald—to whom, together with her hus-
band, 7he Making is dedicated—came from a miner’s home
where there was only one book. Thompson, she later recalled,
“brought it out that your background wasn’t anything to be
ashamed of...that changed me really.”

Howard Zinn’s trajectory was similar. Although he made
his living as an academic, first at Spelman College and then
at Boston University, he seemed entirely indifferent to aca-
demia. I recall that when he first recruited me to join him
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at Spelman College, I, fresh out of graduate school, asked
Howard what papers he was working on to present at which
conferences of historians. He looked at me as if I were speak-
ing a foreign language. He was one of two adult advisers to
the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, and his
head was into recording their experience and participating
in their actions and emerging strategy.

I can share comparable patterns in my own journey. My
graduate school instructors in history wanted me to go on
to some pretentious program at another Ivy League school.
I asked them instead to write letters of recommendation to
“Negro colleges” in the South, where the student movement
was beginning. I did better scholarship on the Constitution
while I was teaching five courses at Spelman, and travelling
across town to borrow books from the Emory University
library, than when I came to Yale. I wrote Intellectual Origins
not to obtain tenure—I knew from the beginning that it
might cost me tenure—but with a sense of desperation that
my beloved movement was losing its bearings as it turned
toward pop Marxism and fantasies of violent insurrection.
Later on, in law school, my favorite professor offered to help
me get a summer job at a downtown public interest firm. I
said No, I wanted to work for a personal injury lawyer in
the working-class suburb of Hammond, Indiana. In public
interest firms, I tried to explain, lawyers met on upper floors
of skyscrapers, decided what law suits would be good for the
world, and then went looking for clients. On the other hand
in the Hammonds of this world, people who needed help
would bring their problems through the door.

I believe I have also demonstrated that one need not be a
college or university teacher in order to write a book. Since
leaving academia I have written or co-edited more than half
a dozen books, including three collections of oral histories,
a revised documentary history of nonviolence in the United
States, a history of the struggle against steel mill closings in
Youngstown, a history of a 1993 prison rebellion in Lucasville,
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Ohio, a collection of essays on unionism in the early 1930s,
and a manual on labor law for the rank and filer.

Truly I think that for persons who consider the Zapatista
experience exemplary and paradigmatic, that experience is
dispositive with regard to the question of whether Left intel-
lectuals should remain within the university, and the debate
between Lynd and Lemisch should move to the “Closed”
folder.

Dual Power

WITH THE CONCEPTS of direct action and accompaniment in
mind I would like us to go back to your article “Decentralization:
a Road to Power?” published in Liberation, where you gave a
definition of revolution that greatly influenced me, as it did
many other anarchist writers. You wrote that “No real revolu-
tion has ever taken place—uwhether in America in 1776, France
in 1789, Russia in 1917, China in 1949—without ad hoc
popular institutions improvised from below simply beginning to
administer power in place of the institutions previously recog-
nized as legitimate. That is what a revolution is.”

Many other writers have described what I also described
in the passage you quote. The last chapter of On Revolution
by Hannah Arendt is one example. Another is Trotsky’s
History of the Russian Revolution, which coined the term
“dual power” to characterize the historical moment when
the two powers—on the one hand, the official, traditional
state dominated by the possessing classes, and on the other
hand, the new self-acting popular committees—confront
one another.
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But what are the circumstances that bring this moment
about? This is what I have called Burnham’s dilemma. The
bourgeoisie went about their daily lives over a period of
centuries in a manner that gave rise to a plethora of new
institutions in which they expressed their own dual power.
How do those at the bottom of capitalist society, or on the
receiving end of United States imperialism, do likewise?

Peasant communities have such an institution: the village
itself, with its necessary decisions about ploughland and com-
mons, rotation of crops, and the like. I was fascinated in the
Golan Heights when the remaining Arab villagers explained
that they resisted Israelis’ conception of absolute property
boundaries. We prefer, they explained, to adjust the boundar-
ies of family farms from generation to generation so as to take
into account the changing size of different family units.

In the Southern civil rights movement, Baptist congrega-
tions were institutions of dual power in a very real way. That
is where protest marches would originate, where discouraged
demonstrators would gather to lick their wounds and repair
their spirits.

I have not found such presently-functioning alternative
institutions to the same extent in working-class Youngstown.
There is an overlay of peasant culture because so many families
are from Italy and Eastern Europe. Local unions sometimes
function as centers of resistance to a factory shutdown but
local unions are forever corrupted by the ambition of men
who get out of the shop to become local union officers and
wish to rise even higher in the union hierarchy.

In the Sixties, when I wrote the article you mention,
there were many attempts to create what we called “paral-
lel institutions,” a term resembling “dual power.” But what
have survived? Only two national networks: Headstart, for
pre-school children, and Legal Services, for persons too poor
to afford an attorney in a civil (non-criminal) matter; as well
as a scattering of NGOs, and colleges and universities still
influenced by dreams of the Sixties, like The Evergreen State
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College in Olympia, Washington.

I am inclined to think that Latin American societies,
struggling to shake off the impositions of neo-liberalism and
globalization, offer the most hope. True enough, someone
else’s grass always looks greener. But I see in the South a
wonderful spectrum of varieties of “mandar obediciendo,”
governing in response to what Marcos calls “the below.”

Nevertheless, and in spite of all the above, I am unrepen-
tant in affirming the words you quote that I wrote forty years
ago. Why is this? Because I have experienced the beginnings
of the dual power process, first in Mississippi in 1964, then
with Youngstown-area workers over the past quarter century.
Let me explain.

THE FREEDOM SCHOOL CONVENTION

During the summer of 1964 I was coordinator of Mississippi
“Freedom Schools.” These were improvised summer high
schools that usually met in church basements. They were
hugely successful.

According to Sandra Adickes, a teacher from New York
City who worked in the Hattiesburg, Mississippi Freedom
Schools, it was I who suggested a “Freedom School conven-
tion.” I have only a visual memory of a meeting in Jackson to
which I had invited the coordinators of the twenty or thirty
local Freedom Schools. It was at that meeting we made a
decision. The idea was that each school would send two or
three elected delegates to a gathering in one location to talk
about their collective future.

We did it. Now remember, it was dangerous for African
Americans—young or old, male or female—to travel around
Mississippi by themselves. They came, mostly by bus. They
came to Meridian, near Philadelphia, Mississippi where
in June three young men had been murdered, including a
young black Mississippian, James Chaney.

The Freedom School convention met at what appeared
to be a seminary building on the outskirts of Meridian that
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was no longer in use. It was the end of the first week in
August. During that week the bodies of the three young men
who were murdered had been found in an earthen dam in
Philadelphia, and a statewide convention of the Mississippi
Freedom Democratic Party had been held in Jackson.

The first evening, Friday evening, there was a memorial
service in downtown Meridian for the three young men. I
remember young African American men, in their best black
suits, walking along the sidewalks in silence to reach the
meeting place.

At the convention there were many workshops, which
ultimately reported to the delegates as a body and offered
resolutions for approval. These resolutions included topics
like the concentration of land ownership in Mississippi and
relations with Cuba. (I cannot remember whether there was
a workshop on the mechanical cotton picker, probably the
single most important economic force shaping the lives of
these young people.) There was also general discussion of the
question: At the end of the Summer Project, should we try
to create a statewide alternative school system? The delegates
decided, No. I thought then and think now that it was the
correct decision. We did not have the resources to pull it
off, and many young African Americans already facing many
difficulties would have had to go forward into adult life with
inadequate credentials.

But the discussion, like the discussions at the Petrograd
soviet reported by John Reed in 7éen Days That Shook the
World, stays in the mind. Professor Dittmer of Tougaloo
College in Jackson, an African American institution, reports
that he could always tell which of his students had been
in the Freedom Schools: they thought for themselves, they
asked questions.

And years later, as a law student, I learned what happened
when black students in Philadelphia went back to their
segregated schools that September. They wore buttons that
said “SNCC” and “One Man, One Vote.” They were sent
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home. They went to court. They won. And that victory, in
a case called Burnside v. Byars, was the precedent later cited
by the Supreme Court of the United States when it upheld
the right of a young white woman named Tinker in Des
Moines, lowa, to wear a black arm band to school to protest
the Vietnam war.

THE WORKERS’ SOLIDARITY CLUB OF YOUNGSTOWN

And in fact, I have abundantly experienced the same thing
here in Youngstown. As I indicated earlier, the Workers’
Solidarity Club became embroiled in a very large hospital
strike at Trumbull Memorial Hospital in Warren, Ohio. Ed
Mann and Ken Porter visited their picket line. Most of those
on the line were women, but the local union president and
the union staff representative were male. Members of the
Club met in the Lynds’ basement to talk about what we
might do. We decided to rally once a week in support of the
strike and pass out a leaflet.

The weekly gatherings at the hospital entrance were a
resounding success, and grew larger and larger. Established
local unions, such as the UAW local at General Motors
Lordstown, encouraged their members to turn out, and they
did. Someone improvised the chant, “Warren is a union town,
We won't let you tear it down.” On one occasion there was a
march from a park in downtown Warren to the hospital. The
marchers were wall to wall: that is, they took over the main
street of this medium-sized industrial city, with the front row
of marchers stretching from the shop windows at one side of
the main drag to the shop windows on the other side.

The hospital got an injunction. We paid no attention to it,
and so the judge ordered a hearing as to whether we should
all be held in contempt. Ed Mann was called to the stand. He
was asked, Why did you violate the injunction? Ed replied,
What injunction? I've never seen one. Nobody ever read an
injunction to me.

The judge looked around the courtroom. There was a
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standing-room only crowd: working-class men and women
dressed cleanly but informally leaning against the walls, left,
rear, and right. They all could vote when the judge next ran
for office. Finally the judge said, Well, Mr. Mann, now that
you know that there is an injunction: don’t violate it again.

The next thing that happened passed into local mythol-
ogy as the event at Country Club Lane. One Wednesday
afternoon, on the street outside the hospital entrance,
the crowd decided that blocking the entrance and giving
speeches wasn't enough. They would go to the homes of the
hospital trustees, many of them located on a nearby street
named—believe it or not—Country Club Lane. There one of
the strike supporters wrote a slogan with her lipstick on the
glass front door of one of these big houses. She was arrested.
The crowd surrounded the patrol car so that it couldn’t move
(exactly as at the University of California in Berkeley during
the Free Speech movement eighteen years before). Finally the
crowd returned to the hospital, where police officers seized
Ed Mann and dragged him across the street. A photo in the
local newspaper showed Ed clutching the top of his pants as
the cops dragged him across the ground. We made a poster
of it with the caption, “LABOR LEADER COOPERATES
WITH WARREN POLICE.”

There were other glorious battles. Workers at a Buick deal-
ership in south Youngstown went on strike, and a particularly
reactionary judge issued a sweeping injunction. He held a
striker in contempt of court for bringing a cup of coffee to a
picketer, thus momentarily placing two men at an entrance
instead of the permitted one.

We foiled the judge by means of a weekly “honk-a-thon.”
The Buick store fronted a main street. Strike sympathizers
formed a long cordon of cars, and drove slowly—oh, so
slowly—past the Buick place at times of the week when it
was especially busy, like Saturday afternoon. Were we march-
ing? No. Were we picketing? No. We were just community
residents going about our business, with signs fastened to our
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cars disparaging the ancestry and motivation of the owners
of the dealership.

At Buick Youngstown, as at Trumbull Memorial Hospital,
the intervention of the Workers’ Solidarity Club saved the
local union.

SOLIDARITY USA
All the steel mills in Youngstown closed over a three-year
period, one each year, from 1977 to 1980. After the mills
closed, the struggle was to hang on to the pension and health
care benefits that the companies had promised to their work-
ers in better days.

Several steel companies—Youngstown Sheet & Tube,
Jones & Laughlin, Republic Steel—had been absorbed into
a conglomerate known as LTV Steel. One day in the mid-
1980s, as I walked past a local newsstand on the way to my
Legal Services office, I noticed that LTV Steel had declared
bankruptcy.

Not only had the company declared bankruptcy, it turned
out. LTV Steel also stopped payment of health care benefits
to retirees. People died as a result. A man named Roy St.
Clair who had a heart condition had been released from a
local hospital. He experienced a recurrence of symptoms, but,
afraid that he had no way to pay for further medical care, did
not return to the hospital. Instead he spent a day frantically
calling local insurance providers in search of replacement
coverage. Mr. St. Clair died the next day.

In the office building where Legal Services was located,
there was an eye doctor on the floor below. The eye doc-
tor’s receptionist was a woman named Delores Hrycyk
(pronounced “her-is-ik”). She was the wife of an LTV Steel
retiree. She called local radio talk shows and said there
would be a rally about LTV in the downtown square the
next Saturday. A thousand people attended. It seemed that
every local politician and union officer east of the Mississippi
wanted to talk, but none of them had any idea what to do.
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Ed Mann, himself an LTV retiree, stood at the back of the
crowd with a megaphone calling out, “Bullshit!”

Ms. Hrycyk announced a follow-up meeting in a
Youngstown church. There she posed the question, What
shall we call ourselves? It was suggested from the floor that
we were something like Polish Solidarity, which had recently
been in the news. “All right,” Delores pronounced. “We'll call
ourselves Solidarity USA.”

We met periodically in the Odd Fellows hall in nearby
Hubbard. Our signature activity, however, was to charter a
bus to go wherever we thought we might be heard. We went
to city council meetings in Cleveland and Pittsburgh, to the
headquarters of LTV Steel in Cleveland and of the United
Steelworkers of America in Pittsburgh, to Congressional
hearings in Washington D.C., and to the bankruptcy court
in New York City. We would contact, for example, LTV
Steel, but we never asked for an appointment. Instead we
would say, “We're coming Tuesday morning.” Our buses—
sometimes half a dozen of them—would arrive, and we
would set up a massive picket line. Without fail a representa-
tive of the beleaguered entity within would appear and invite
“your lawyers” or “your leaders” to a meeting, sometimes
specifying how many persons might take part. We always
answered, No, we have a committee: we want you to hear
from the people who have actually lost their benefits. Then
Alice and the committee would go in, enter the elevator, and
do their thing in some upstairs office, and I would stay on
the sidewalk outside and walk up and down, up and down,
with the elderly picketers.

As during the struggle against steel mill shutdowns, so
in the struggle to preserve retiree benefits an analysis gradu-
ally emerged. We came to see that companies had promised
retiree benefits when they took it for granted that the good
times after World War IT would go on forever. Now, though,
there were more retired steelworkers than there were active
employees, and the so-called “legacy costs” that the company
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had promised to retirees were increasingly burdensome. I
shall never forget lunchtime in a New York City cafeteria
while we waited for bankruptcy court to resume that after-
noon. We had obtained a copy of the tentative collective
bargaining agreement under consideration by the company
and union. I made a rough calculation showing that active
workers, who still produced surplus value for LTV, had been
promised $7.00 in new compensation for every $1.00 envi-
sioned for retirees.

We were successful. LTV resumed payment of health care
benefits. The company tried to dump its pension obligations
on the United States government, but a federal court found its
action unlawful. (In any event the Pension Benefit Guaranty
Corporation would have provided only pension payments
owed after retirement. Most members of Solidarity USA had
also lost so-called supplementary pension benefits that had
been negotiated by the union to compensate members who
were laid off before retirement age because of plant shut-
downs.) Miraculously, but also because of many, many early
morning and late night bus rides, when LTV Steel emerged
from bankruptcy the retirement benefits promised to former
steelworkers and their families were substantially intact.

WATCH

One day four men showed up at the Legal Services office.
Two were white, two African American. They said they had
been sent to me by our local state representative, a family
friend. They said they were chemically poisoned automobile
workers.

I responded, You are what? I'd heard about “black lung”
among coal miners and “brown lung” as an affliction of tex-
tile workers. But automobile plants?

One of the four men, Chuck Reighard, invited Alice and
me to go on a tour of their plant. At the end of the tour, he
would be waiting for us on the stairs, and take us up to see
the paint booth on the second floor.

~
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The paint both turned out to be an enclosed space with
a conveyor line down the middle of the room that carried
each automobile chassis from one end to the other. On either
side of the line stood men and women, wearing white cotton
masks, who for ten hours a day sprayed paint toward the
chassis as it moved slowly past. Inevitably the paint spray also
went into one another’s faces.

The four and I met at the office. I said I was convinced.
We decided to set up a meeting with the local union officers,
and to take along the state representative and the head of the
Working-Class Studies program at the local university.

The meeting was a failure. We knew that the local union
president had worked in the cushion room, and experienced
respiratory difficulties. But he and the others were terrified
that we might create a fuss that would cause General Motors
to close their plant rather than a counterpart facility in
Michigan or Ontario.

The four men and I met once again. One of them said,
What about the obituaries? I said, What about the obituar-
ies? They explained that they kept close track of obituaries
in the two local newspapers, and the deceased identified as
former GM employees seemed to die at very early ages. I
asked that they xerox all the relevant obituaries during an
18-month period. They did it.

We met again. Now what? I inquired. One of the men
said, What about the Vietnam Memorial? Their idea was
to create a “Lordstown memorial” on which, using the
information from the newspapers, the names of former GM
employees and their ages