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Imagine ardiond andys in mid- 1955 evauating the Situation for African
Americansin the South. The"logica" concluson would be thet there was very little
Black people themsdlves could do to change their oppressive conditions. Blacks were
relegated to the bottom of the economic order and most were disenfranchised. White
office holders were overwhdmingly hogtile localy, and nationd advocates of Black
rights were an ineffective minority. In Southern courts, white testimony would be
accepted over Black regardless of the actual facts of the case. Except for asmall but
sgnificant Black press, white proponents of continued Black subordination controlled the
media. White supremacist groups induding the Ku Klux Klan and the White Citizens
Council operated fredy, while members of groups advocating racid equdity like the
NAACP faced severe repression.

Day-to-day oppressive life circumstances forced African Americansto abide by a
variety of humiliating conditions. Segregetion — in schools, bathrooms, waiting aress,
water fountains — separated Blacks and whites, causng Blacks to experience a lower
qudity of life, and to be flooded with messages of inferiority.  Even minor
"tranggressions’ of the segregated order might be punished immediaidy and severdly,
leaving little space for resstance. Most Black people were unwilling to fight the system
openly, and many de facto accepted the labdl of "inferior." Perhgpsalegd dtrategy of
change could be attempted, but the 1954 Supreme Court decison in Brown vs. Topeka
Board of Education had led to increased repression rather than to integration. And yet:
just a decade later amass movement had transformed America, both Black and white

consciousness were forever dtered, and landmark legal changes had passed Congress.



Forty-seven years later, in 2002, workers rights are widedly violated; workers and
unions face enormous difficultiesif they attempt to organize unions and act collectively.
The objective conditions are not nearly as grim as those faced by Black peoplein the
south in 1955, but are daunting nonetheless. Politicaly, workers can vote and unions
have congderable palitical clout, but within a syssem dominated by business and
consarvatives. At least in theory various labor laws grant workers and unions significant
rights, although an employer offensve, combined with court and regulatory rulings, has
eliminated much of the benefit that |abor laws were supposed to provide (Friedman et d.
1994). Labor laws permit practices (captive audience meetings, one-on-one's,
predictions of closure) that some day may be viewed as people today view the poll tax
and Jm Crow ordinances. Those provisionsthat are supposed to protect workers are
routinely violated, and violators face minima pendties. Inside the workplace, employers
humiliate workers and demand acceptance of oppressive and demeaning conditions.

The campaign to build aworkers movement can learn agreat ded from the civil
rights movement. Obvioudy, no two movemerts face the same conditions or follow
exactly the same trgectory, and there are different interpretations of the civil rights
movement, so other analysts might draw very different lessons. We make no attempt to
provide a history of the civil rights movement, but these are some of the lessons we draw
from it, together with what we see as some of the potentid implications for building a
movement for workers rights. Our baseline premiseisthat workers' rights can be won

only through a mass movement taking risks and engaging in militant confrontations.

POWER AND SUBORDINATION



Civil rights:

The fundamental reason groups endure oppression is because they lack power.
Many years ago Max Weber defined power as the ability of groups or individuds to
redlize their own will despite resstance. Prior to the civil rights movement Black leeders
pleaded and begged powerful whites to end segregation and implement racid equdity.
Whites routinely ignored these requests and reminded Blacks that even if they wanted to
implement change they could not becauise segregation was required by law. Under such
conditions Black leaders returned to their communities empty handed and were often
perceived as“Uncle Toms’. But the red problem was that neither they nor their
community had the power to force change.

The avil rights movement succeeded because it generated the power necessary to
overthrow the Jm Crow regime. That power derived from the ability of the civil rights
movement to create socid disruption.  The god of nonviolent direct action was to create
such massive crises within the Jm Crow socia order that the authorities of oppression
had to yield to the demands of the movement before order could be restored. Disruption
enabled Black leaders to demand change rather than plead and beg for it. Disruption
provided the movement with the sanctionsthet alowed it to redize itswill eveninthe
face of resstance. Without such disruption the Jm Crow regime could not have been
overthrown.

Workersrights:

Anindividud worker haslittle power. Workers gain their power through

solidarity, and unions are workers' collective voice. The labor movement focuses so

much attention on organizing in order to increase union dengty, and with it worker



power. Currently labor istrgpped in avicious cirde low union dengty makesit difficult
to exert power and lack of union power makes workers reluctant to join unions. Exigting
unions are often willing to accept their subordination and rardly willing to srike, take
other militant action, or to support only those politicians who stand up for worker rights.
Thisroute is safe and produces smdll victories but has little chance of achieving amgor
change. Workers and unions hold strategic positions that would make it possible to
disrupt the system, if people and organizations were willing to run risks and if effective
campaigns could be mounted. On asmal scae this hgppens many times each year, but
labor has not attempted to win the right to organize through a sustained program of

disruption.

ATTACKSCAN HELP
Civil rights.

White supremacists had aways worked to undermine the NAACP.  From 1954 to
1958 overt attacks became highly organized and effective (Morris 1984) . In South
Carolinateachers were barred from NAACP membership; in Arkansas it becameillegd
for any state agency to employ a member of the NAACP. In Alabama, Louisiana, and
Texas the attorneys genera obtained injunctions barring NAACP operations. In most
Southern states the NAACP was required to make available its membership lids,
exposing members to arange of reprisals. These attacks became most ferocious after the
1954 Supreme Court decision, a exactly the time that membership in the NAACP would

otherwise have been expected to increase dramatically.



The consegquence of these repressive actions was to make it practically impossble
for NAACP activigts to operate. That meant they could not pursue an effective
bureaucratic legal srategy. Asaresult, the NAACP could not function effectively and
failed to offer an attractive base for mobilization. People seeking amild and legdidtic
organization, and wishing to avoid radica action, were faced with the fact that even
cautious actionsingde the rules were severdly repressed. Thus, people had to either
accept continuing inequality, or build a mass movement. Implacable white segregationist
opposition exacerbated the deep racia inequdlities upon which amilitant mass
movement could be developed.

Worker rights:

The Wagner Act of 1935 st rules and created enforcement mechanisms intended
to guarantee fair play between employers and unions and to actively promote
unionization. In doing so it established a regulatory regime enabling some kinds of
activities and congraining others. Thisregime helped establish |abor peace and a table
labor supply by maintaining a system that provided sgnificant benefits to employers,
workers, and unions providing they acted within established channels.

A successtul regulatory regime must channd activity within accepted limits. To
do so it must provide both rewards for accepting the regime and pendties for violating its
rules. Thislabor regime has broken down: employers are in effect rewarded for bresking
the rules (Snce the legd pendties are much less than the cost of workers having a
collective voice through a union) and workers/unions are pendized for playing indde the
rules (snce the system congtrains worker actions without enforcing legd rights).

Because the altered system provides workers and unions much less hope of winning



within the rules, labor isin effect coerced to go outsde the rules, and develop innovative
movement gpproaches (Friedman et a. 1994, Clawson 2003, Robinson 2002,
Lichtenstein 2002, Nissen 1990)

The conseguence of the post-1970s employer assault is that, for workers and
unions, asfor African Americansin the 1950s, there are few reasons to play within the
rules. More and more unions are Smply ignoring the NLRB process, which hamatrings
them and brings nothing but justice delayed and denied. In effect, it is only when
workers and unions mobilize community support, and focus enough publicity, thet
employers are forced to respect workers rights. Community mohilization isthe only
viable subgtitute for ineffectud state regulatory agency protection. In order to build that
support, unions are coerced to pay attention to community needs and concerns, and to

adopt radicd tactics — exactly as happened in the civil rights movementt.

ORGANIZATION YES, BUREAUCRACY, NO
Civil rights:

In 1955 the obvious organization to lead the civil rights movement wasthe
NAACP. Asasocid change organizationit had by far the largest membership, its centra
purpose was to expand Black rights, and its legd strategy had just won a huge victory.
But over the next decade the NAACP was not the driving force and not only because of
the repression it faced. Itsofficid leadership was predominantly white, and as such
different from mogt of the membership. Decison-making was centraized, dow, and
cumbersome. Procedures discouraged mass participation. For example, when the

Montgomery bus boycott was being initiated, E.D. Nixon (incidentally aloca union



leader and loca NAACP president) went to NAACP officids to explore organizing the
boycott through the NAACP, only to be told that the organization could not proceed
without notifying the New Y ork office and recelving its gpprova. There was no timeto
wait for that so the leaders formed an ad hoc organization, the Montgomery Improvement
Association (Morris 1984).

Although the civil rights movement was not spearheaded through the established
bureaucratic organization, neither was it Smply spontaneous and un-organized. The
typica form was an organization of organizations, formed specificaly around a particular
struggle (Morris 1984). Creation of these movement centersinvolved organizing the
organized. Black communities dready had a number of organizations that worked to
promote Black rights, but these organizations were mired in conflict and competition.
During the movement they came together. Typicaly leaders from each of these groups
became members of the Board of Directors of a new organization such asthe MIA. The
Southern Chrigtian Leadership Conference (SCLC) headed by Reverend Martin Luther
King Jr. itsdf had the character of an organization of organizations, rather than recruiting
individuds for direct membership.

Smilarly, in the spring of 1960 when students participated in awave of St-ins,
subsequent activities were not left to spontaneous action. Students, with the aid of the
SCLC, were brought together. Ella Baker of the SCLC, but something of a maverick
within it, and as awoman somewhat marginaized, urged sudents to form their own
organization and develop their own leadership. Students cdled their new organization
SNCC, the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee — a committee, not an

organization; to coordinate, not control. The new organization was characterized by loca



autonomy and little centrd direction (Carson 1981). Throughout the movement, activity
was concentrated in those places that had (or quickly developed) such loose coordinating
organizations, and these organizetions were centrd in fostering and sustaining activism.
Most of the important activity was fostered and encouraged by non-bureaucratic
organization. Bureaucratic organizations served in important supporting roles rather than
as cataytic forces.

The movement supported amultiplicity of organizations; activity was not dl
unified underneeth one umbrdla. Martin Luther King and the SCLC were centrd to the
movement's mogt notable victories. The NAACP was the driving force behind most of
the legd victories and had more directly affiliated members than any other group. SNCC
provided the shock troops in many of the most dangerous locations, and coordinated
Missssppi Freedom Summer in 1964. The Congress of Racid Equality (CORE)
initiated the Freedom Rides. Relations between the groups were not always harmonious,
but the existence of dternative groups fostered and promoted arange of Strategies.
Worker rights:

The AFL-CIO is highly bureaucratic in many ways, but de-centralized and quick
to respond in others, since mogt activity takes place in one of the more than 30,000 union
locdls, and for most actions the loca does not seek approval from above. Locasvary
enormoudy in ther levels of internd bureaucracy and in their ability to act quickly and
cregtively. Abovethelocd leve, any atempt to coordinate larger action islikely to
encounter byzantine palitics and require multiple approvas. If worker activistsin Locd
A had friends and neighborsin Locas B and C, and wanted to al work together to face

some emergency, getting officid gpprova of coordinated action might potentidly require



each activigt to get the gpprova of their loca union executive board (meeting every other
week), with only the presidents of the three locals — not the activigts themselves —
officidly able to coordinate action. Moreover, if the action were ambitious each of the
three locals would potentialy need the approva of itsregiona or nationd office. The
three locas together would need to gpproach the community's Centra Labor Council.
Currently there is no mass movement for worker rights. If such amovement
deveoped it ishighly likely that it would do so outside the forma structure of exigting
union governance. Probably anew organization, or set of organizations, would develop
that would work closely with established unions and other community organizations,
drawing on their resources and coordinating activity with them. Jobswith Justiceis an
example of such an organization. Judt asin the civil rights movement it isan
organizaion of organizations. its members are loca unions or community groups (Early

and Cohen 1997).

CHARISMA, LEADERSHIP AND MEDIA
Civil rights:

It's hard to imagine the civil rights movement without Martin Luther King. His
speeches and bold actions captured people'simaginations and inspired action. Whenever
he came to town, any town, he drew a crowd, moved people, and left them eager to take
part in the movement.  King was generous with histime and aways willing to help the
movement, even to raise funds for what were in some sense competing organizations. He
never sought persond wedth, and athough he had human flaws, his life and example

inspired many. Although Dr. King is certainly the most noteworthy charismeatic leader,



the movement created many others as well, some little known to history (Reverends C.T.
Vivian, Fred Shuttlesworth, and T.J. Jemison and Ms Fannie Lou Hammer), and some
with sgnificant recognition (Macom X, Stokely Carmichadl).

Charismaisin some sense crested by a movement; it isarelationship between a
leader and afollowing. The Montgomery bus boycott wasinitiated by an uncharismatic
Pullman car porter, an activist oriented seamstress, and members of the Women's
Political Council, who helped choose King to give the speech at the beginning of the
boycott. Both King and Jemison (who led an earlier bus boycott in Baton Rouge) were
able to be the leaders they were partly because of their newcomer status. they had not yet
made enemies or been identified with a particular camp. At the time of the Montgomery
bus boycott Dr. King was only 25 years old.

Leadership is crucia to socid movements. Leaders devise the strategies and
tactics of movements and supply them with vison and set their gods. They serve as the
spokespersons and symbols of the movement (Morris and Staggenborg 2002). The civil
rights movement exhibited such leedership. A mgor lesson of that movement isthat no
one leader, no matter how charismatic, can lead a movement. Leadership teams and
cadres of leadership teams lead mgor movements. Found within such teams are
individuas with contrasting taents and abilities who engage in adynamic and cregtive
decisiontmaking process. |deas, strategies, tactics, anadyses and assessments are
hammered out in the context of leadership teams. Such |leadership teams were embedded
in SCLC, SNCC, CORE, NAACP and numerous community organizations. These teams

provided the dynamic vison and goas of that movement and guided its actions.
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Although the white students of Mississppi Summer, or the white ministers who
marched a Selma, helped generate important publicity, the leadership of the movement
was dmost exclusvely Black. Many of these leaders had been active for years, in ways
that are now largely forgotten. Ministers, NAACP chapters, and community leaders had
chalenged segregation in numerousways. The Little Rock school de-segregation case
was onein along line of Arkansas actions that chalenged the white school syssem. Rosa
Parks was not an ingenue who just happened to betired: she had attended the Highlander
Center and was the long-time secretary of the local NAACP chapter (Payne 1995, Morris
1984, Williams 2003).

Media coverageis crucid for movement success. Such coverage getsthe
movement’ s message out to the public and exposes the great suffering caused by the
oppression of dominant groups. Mgor media are owned by dites who are usualy not
interested in covering strugglesinitiated by subordinate groups. The chalenge of
movement leadersis to overcome such media blackouts by engaging in bold action that
the media cannot ignore (Gitlin 1980).

Charismatic leaders can be of greet help in attracting media coverage and thiswas
certainly true regarding the role of Martin Luther King in the civil rights movement. One
of King's lieutenants explained that King “gave the Black community an advantage [it]
has never had—Namely, that any time King went to a community, immediately the focus
of the nation was on that community... He had the eyes of the world on where he went”
(quoted in Morris, 1984 p.92). These “eyes’ were the media from across the world that
King used to expose the racism and brutdity of Jm Crow and to convey the noble work

of the civil rights movement.
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It would be a mistake to assume that charisma was the only factor that riveted
media attention to the civil rights movement. It was the ability of the movement to
generate bold and dynamic confrontations between Black people and the segregationists
that attracted media attention. Socia disruption framed as colossal struggles between
good and evil and between democracy and oppression attracted the media. Real human
dramais hard to ignore and leaders and grassroots people who are willing to confront
oppressors in dramatic fashion generateit.

Worker rights:

Today's U.S. labor movement has no leader remotely as charismétic as severd of
the leaders of the civil rights movement. Most current labor |eaders moved up on the
bags of thar ability to succeed within exigting bureaucratic unions, not on ther
experience and successin leading disruptive socid movements. The experience of the
civil rights movement indicates that if a charismatic leader emerges, he or she islikey to
do so in relationship to a developing movement. The person who does so will probably
be someone relatively new to the scene and will not necessarily be someone with
experience as an organizer.

Civil rights leaders and activigts directly experienced the conditions they were
fighting; even arespected, educated Black minister had to live by Jm Crow laws and
practices. SNCC staff were paid $10 aweek and lived among the people they were
trying to organize (Payne 1995). Upper level labor leaders are insulated from both
economic deprivation and workplace subordination; to a lesser degree that is true of most
union staff and many loca-level labor leaders. Labor leadership often does not reflect

the racial and gender composition of the workers that the union represents or needs to
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organize. In organizing campaigns, continued funding for the organizing typicaly

depends on approval from above rather than support from below. Marshal Ganz (2000)
has forcefully argued that the success of Chavez and the farmworkers resulted in
sgnificant part from the fact that the leadership reflected the membership and had to rely
on internally generated resources.

Labor's mediarelations are dramaticaly better than they were a decade ago, but
labor’ s gtrategy relies primarily on press conferences and made-for-mediaevents. This
past summer’s Congressiona hearings on worker rights indicate that even dramatic
Congressond testimony generates minima press coverage. If the labor movement
creates red human dramain struggles between workers and oppressive corporations, that

is likely to be covered even by a corporate-owned media

MATERIAL CONDITIONSIMPEL ACTION
Civil rights:

African Americansin the South could not escape oppression. No matter how
educated, successful, respectable, mord, or dignified, Black people had to suffer
continuing second-class trestment and daily humiliations and to abide by the racid caste
etiquette system. Nothing a Black person could do would make that go away; they
couldn't change their skin color and no personal action could diminate racism. People
who avoided the movement nonethel ess understood the anger; people who were trying to
cope might a any point experience the indignity or dight that would impe them to
action.

Workers rights:



Workerstoday have more possbility of escape than African Americansin 1955.
Workers can open asmdl business, go to college, or just change jobs. But most of the
time, for most workers, none of these are viable options. Even if on€'s current job is
lousy, it may not be easy to find another that pays as well, and most of the time workers
can't afford to be without ajob. Inagreat many jobsit is not possible to escape
deadening boredom, dangerous conditions, or degrading-humiliaing conditions and
treatment.

Inred terms, over the last 30 years workers wages barely increased; if thereisan
economic dow down things are likely to get worse.  Workers know thet their family
struggles to get by and that because of the enormous disparities of income and wedth the
rich do not have to live by the same rules that govern workers lives. Neither conditions
on the job, nor worker’ swages are likely to change sgnificantly unlessthereisa
workers movement. Nor are hedlth and safety conditions going to improve. All
indications are that work hours will become more demanding; employers are not seeking
to control overtime or shorten hours. As aresult, even workers who don't want to take

action are likely to experience daily spursto action.

INFRASTRUCTURE AND EARLY FUNDING
Civil rights:

Given how poor in resources — money, power, access to media— the Black
community was, it would be easy to conclude that the civil rights movement could only
succeed by enligting powerful dlies and by receiving funding from wedthy white

organizations. A number of anaysts have reached just this concluson.
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It istrue that before the movement was over outside groups had provided
sgnificant resources, not only money but personnel and media atention. The UAW
contributed $35,000 and severd libera foundations gave hundreds of thousands of
dollars (Piven and Cloward 1977). Wedthy individua whites contributed. The Kennedy
Jugtice Department intervened forcefully on a number of occasons. Hundreds of dlite
white Northern college students came to Mississppi Summer in 1964. All these
resources substantially helped the movement.

But these resources came only after the movement had demonstrated its power.
The early civil rights movement drew dmost exclusively on indigenous leaders many of
whom had been struggling around these issues for years. Funding came primarily by
passing the hat a meetings and church gatherings, with ordinary people putting in as
much as they could afford. Much of the early money that came from the North came
from Black congregations and NAACP chapters. Outside resources offered awelcome
boogt, but it was aboost to an dready solid base (Morris 1984).

Worker rights:

The labor movement has yet to create a high profile struggle that captures the
public imagination around the right to organize, but each year sees hundreds of small-
scale struggles around theissue. Although most receive little recognition, thousands of
local leaders have engaged with these issues; their experience would be invauable if and
when afull-scae movement emerged.

A crucid gtrength of the labor movement isthat it is self-funding. The labor
movement receives dmaost no money from foundations or wedlthy donors; ordinary

workers pay substantid dues. Some of that money adready goes to right-to-organize



struggles, and labor has the cgpacity to direct far more to such an end. Thefunding is

available, if and when the members and leadership choose to use it for this purpose.

THE CHURCH
Civil rights:

The Black church was one of the keys to the civil rights movement, and this was
so for severa reasons. A large fraction of the population regularly attended Sunday
services and numerous other religioudy based activities. Ministers had enormous
authority and respect and many were spellbinding speakers. The church spoke with
mord authority, and it was difficult for whitesto dismissit or attack it asevil. Religion
and the Bible were widdy accepted by both the white and Black population, and
provided numerous stories, parables, sayings, and examples that supported movement
activities. Segregation meant that church activities brought together Black people, and
only Black people; no white presence monitored discussions or activities. Churches had
meeting paces and other resources (phones, mimeograph machines and overlapping
networks of communication) that could be used by the movement. And, perhaps most
important, the church was a Black controlled indtitution, not directly answerableto a
white power structure. Ministers could only be fired by their congregations; teachers
could be — and were — fired by white school boards.

Worker rights:

No sngle ingtitution provides a comparable source of strength for a movement for

worker rights. Unions are some of the few indtitutions that are controlled by workers and

that bring together only workers, without the need to compromise with business
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viewpoints or be subject to employer scrutiny. Unions control significant resources and
their leaders are not subject to business control. But in comparing unionsin 2002 to
African American churchesin 1955, far fewer workers regularly attend union meetings,
the union has less mord standing, few union leaders are spellbinding speskers, and
unions are much more subject to outside atack and dismissa.

Churches might be an important part of a movement for worker rights, but most
churches are not segregated to include only workers or only employers. Support for
worker rights might therefore be divisve within the congregation (Warren 2001; Fantasia
1988). In 1955 Black ministersimmediately understood the issues, whether or not they
joined the movement. Today, even sympathetic ministers often know releively little
about worker issues. Nor isworker church attendance today comparable to Black
attendance in the South of 1955. Churches are a potentidly powerful dly, but are
unlikely to be as centra to aworker rights movement as they were to the civil rights

movement.

ACTIONS CHANGED CULTURE
Civil rights:

Before the civil rights movement began, Southern whites were convinced of their
mord rectitude; most argued that Blacks as well as whites preferred segregation.
Northern whites generaly thought little about segregation and the systemétic denid of
Black rights. Ignorance about Africa and about Black history were pervasive not only

among whites but within the Black population aswell.
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Associated with the civil rights movement was a more generd changein the
culture, above dl for the Black population but for whites aswell. By 1965 many
“Negroes’ who had been socialized to despise Black culture were proclaming that
“Black is beautiful” and adopting hairstyles and clothing to match. Connections to Africa
were strengthened and people began the serious study of Black history, re-discovering
dave narraives and along list of Black accomplishments. By 1980, even an opponent of
the 1964 Civil Rights Act such as Rondd Reagan declared his newfound commitment to
equality (now used to oppose affirmative action).

The change in the culture was an important part of the civil rights movemernt,
interacting with and aiding the development of the movement, but it’'s important to
redize tha the culture changed primarily in response to the strength of the movement.
People devel oped a sense of pride and accomplishment through the successes of the
movement. Interest in Black history developed because Black people were making
history. Whites suddenly discovered the inequity of segregation and came to embrace
equality because a strong Black movement would not go away. Of course thiswas an
interactive process. learning the truth about Africa or Black history helped strengthen the
resolve of participantsin the movement. At least by the time of the “I have a dream”
gpeech most whites were convinced of the mora authority of the Black movemen.
Worker rights:

Workers and unions stand in a contradictory position. 1n some ways workers are
low-vishility and unions are viewed negatively. Michael Zweig (2000) can correctly say
that the working class mgjority is“America s best kept secret.”  One common image of

unions cals to mind corrupt union “bosses” Business, at least until recently, was
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venerated. But a the same time the public distrusts business, thinks that corporate
leaders are grosdy overpaid, knows that workers are exploited, and wants someone to do
something about it. The Enron and WorldCom scandals brought to the fore amistrust of
busness. Ordinary workers are seen as everyday heroes.

Mogt of the time unions aren't viewed favorably, but when unionsfight for a
principle and win, asin the Teamsters UPS strike of 1997, thereis strong public support.
Smilarly, the globa justice and anti- siweatshop campaigns caught the public imagination

when campaigns publicized corporate abuses.

POLITICAL CHANGE FOLLOWED
Civil rights:

The civil rights movement led to two historic pieces of legidation, the Civil
Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Both hills passed only after years
of mass movement, demongtrations, and heroic sacrifice. Until that base had been laid
the movement did not focus much of its effort on conventiond politics, athough it
definitely supported legidation and promoted voting (probably providing the margin of
victory in the 1960 presidentid dection). The movement was very concerned to aid
passage of the two key acts, dthough it did not do so through persond lobbying of swing
legidators, but rather by launching fresh demondrations. The March on Washington was
planned to promote passage of the Civil Rights Act; the confrontation in Seimato spur
the Voting Rights Act. During much of the movement liberd's dominated the federd
government, but key parts of the government, especidly the FBI, were hodtile to the

movement and worked to destroy it. The Kennedy administration did provide support,
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but it did so only rductantly and because the movement put the Kennedysin apostion
where they had to respond one way or ancther: to intervene to support equd rights for al
citizens, or to permit Southern segregationigts to flagrantly violate human rights.

Worker rights:

Today's labor movement has de facto decided not to push for labor law reform
because any legidative effort islikely to produce laws that are wor se than current ones
(witness Rep. Norwood's summer 2002 proposal to outlaw card-check recognition). In
the absence of a mass movement there exists no public understanding of the worker’s
plight. Thus, the larger culture is hodtile to unions and given that money dominates
palitics and both parties support business, in Congress today any changein labor law
would erode worker rights without providing additiond leverage. The dvil rights
movement experience suggests that [abor needs to first change the dimate of opinion
through grassroots campaigns that saize the public imagination and show the need for

legd reform. Only after those have attained a certain momentum will it be productive to

push for sgnificant legd change.

COURT DECISIONSNEVER STOOD ALONE
Civil rights:

Regulatory and court decisions, including Supreme Court rulings, aided
organizing activity. These decisons were not enforced by the government, however,
except insofar as the movement forced the government's hand.  School segregation would
have continued if Arkansas activists had not ingsted on Black children's right to attend

white schools, leading to a huge confrontation in Little Rock. It took the Freedom Rides



to get the federal government to begin to enforce the ban on segregated interstate
trangportation. At no time did Southern segregationists respond to court decisions by
saying, "we don' like t, but of course we will obey thelaw." The civil rights movement
never treated legal decisions as accomplished fact, but only as aids to organizing (Payne
1995, pp. 210-218); many of the decisons came only because the movement had put the
issue on the agenda and embarrassed some part of the government.

Worker rights:

The group that builds a socid movement and presses aggressvely wins most of
the court and regulatory rulings. For 40 years employers, not the labor movement, have
hed the initiative, in court and regulatory decisons asin much ese. Employersare
continudly violating the law and vehemently indsting they have aright to do so and that
their actions are or should be legd. De facto they have stretched the limits of the law and
whittled away at workers rights (Friedman et a. 1994; Gross 1995; Weiler 1983;
Geoghegan 1991). If there has been a socid movement around worker rights, it has been
by employersto limit or abridge those rights. If labor wants better court and regulatory

decisons, it needs a mass movement, not better lawyers.

EXPECT FAILURES
Civil rights:

We remember the successes, but the civil rights movement had plenty of setbacks.
In retrospect we can see that even they were important learning experiences and helped
prepare the way for future successes, but at the time it would have been easy to see them

as unqudified faillures. Thousands of people were arrested in Albany, Georgia in 1961,
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among them Martin Luther King. The Black community demondtrated an unpardlded
willingness to sacrifice; it would be hard to imagine that a community could do much
more. And yet the white power structure managed to weather the storm without making
changes. It did so in part through a careful effort to defuse any symboal that could have
spurred organizing: demondirators were trested peacefully and when Dr. King went to
jail the palice chief persuaded white busnessmen to pay hisfine (so he could no longer
day injail). Smilarly, the SCLC's late 1950s voter registration drive had few successes
to report. Looking at those campaigns, a defestist could have argued the strategies
smply would not work. Instead, the movement figured out what went wrong and
launched new campaigns. Perhaps the turning point and most important victory in the
entire avil rights movement was the confrontation in Birmingham. That movement
owed agreat ded to the lessons of Albany; it largely replicated Albany, with afew
crucid differences.

Worker rights:

If and when the labor movement launches a serious mass movement around
worker rights, there are bound to be failures. Only subsequent history determines
whether an action turns out to have been a dead-end or a precursor and learning
experience (Weinbaum 1997). Often anew tactic initidly fails, but the same basic
approach works later if it's properly executed as part of acomplete package. Some of the
innovative campaigns of recent years that today are judged margindly successful may
later be seen as billiant tactics that form the foundation for the workers rights
movement. We don't want to replicate previous mistakes, but neither should we give up

too early. One of the most notable [abor victories of the past quarter century was the Los



Angdes Judtice for Janitors campaign. But in the first two years of that campaign more
than amillion dollars was spent without enrolling a single dues- paying member. If SEIU
had pulled the plug at that point the campaign would have been judged an expensive

falure

VICTORY TAKESHUGE SACRIFICES
Civil rights:

We tend to look back on the successes and to say that the height of the Southern
movement "only" took ten or twelve years— but in the height of struggle a short period
can s2em an eternity. Anne Moody's moving autobiography, Coming of Agein
Mississippi (1968), discusses her life-long commitment to Black equdity and freedom,
including her participation in ast-in, credible threets to kill her or her family, and her
experiences as an organizer stationed in aremote and dangerous area. By the time she
burns out and withdraws from the front lines the reader feds her exhaudtion: and yet, on
examination, her intense involvement as an organizer lasted only afew short months.

During the years of struggle thousands and thousands of people made impressive
sacrifices. The Montgomery bus boycott lasted for 11 months; as one example of the
effect on people's lives, one participant walked 11 miles to work every day of the boycott,
worked at physical labor, and walked 11 miles home (King 1958). Many people who
participated in the civil rights movement logt their lives; many more lost their jobs or
were evicted from their homes or were brutaly beaten.

Crucid to the success of the movement was the fact thet a key junctures people

aways stepped up, volunteering to run serious risks and to make sacrifices that no one
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could reasonably have demanded of them. The leaders of the movement led by example,
putting themsdvesin the front line. At certain historic confrontations virtualy the entire
Black population of some locality supported the movement, and supported it not just
through passive verba support, but dso in active participation and sacrifice, despite
inconvenience, arrest, and physical danger.

Worker rights:

Labor's past contains many struggles that matched the civil rights movement in
commitment and militancy. Even today, in certain organizing drives or strikes workers
show an amazing solidarity and willingnessto bear cogts or run risks. But in the last two
or three decades there have been only a handful of struggles that could even begin to
match the day-to-day heroism that permeeted the civil rights movement. At no time have
such struggles meshed together to creete the sense of a mass movement with a dynamic
and afuture.

Labor will not be able to win worker rights without a mass movement, on ascae
with the civil rights movement and demondrating an equivdent level of commitment.
Specific struggles indicate that many workers, staff, and dlieswould be prepared to
engage in such amovement, but so far the labor movement has not even attempted such a
campaign. Labor must come to recognize that it is currently a the mercy of employers
because it has lost the power to redize its interests. The only way for labor to restore that
power is through adynamic socia movement that generates widespread disruption that
sarves as the leverage by which labor demands can be made and redlized. Labor isthe

only actor ideally Situated to disrupt the economy &t its core, and in so doing, creste a
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massive crigs cagpable of generating a transformation of the exploitative relaionship
between labor and capital.

Labor does not have agood excuse for allowing employersto dominate it. Unlike
southern Black people in the 1950s, labor has considerable resources and national
organizationa structures that can serve as the conduits of mass movements. But one of
the lessons of the civil rights movementsiisthat entrenched leaders are not likely to be
risk takers and to alow their people to utilize exigting organizations for insurgent
purposes. Many Black ministers and NAACP leaders refused to open up their churches
and NAACP chapters to the emerging civil rights movement. Y et in many of those
instances grassroots peoples and leaders wrestled control from the incumbents and used
“thelr” organizations and resources to launch and sustain the movement. We bdieve that
this same dynamic must unfold throughout unions if labor isto rise up and build asocid
movement cgpable of liberating workers.

Finaly, afundamenta question faces workerstoday: do they have the courage to
get up off their knees and confront powerful employers and corporations who believe that
it istheir duty to control them and the profits they generate? A movement requires mord
authority and enormous sacrifices by its participantsif it isto succeed. In mass
movements people must be willing to go to jail, be beaten, and even to lose their livesin
anoble and just movement designed to win their rights and restore their dignity.

Although we do not know whether contemporary workers possess such courage, we do

know that Jm Crow was overthrown because southern Blacks did.
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