
4 
ROLE OF THE LEFT 

The parties of the left participated actively in the affairs 
of the UAW during World War II. While the precise extent of 
the influence of these parties is difficult to ascertain, it is 
reasonable to assume that this influence was at a peak during 
the war years (except for the Socialist Party which was con­
tinuing a decline of many years). The organizations most in­
volved with the struggle over the no-strike pledge were the 
Communist Party and the two Trotskyist organizations, the 
Socialist Workers Party and the Workers Party. The Socialist 
Party, although many members and supporters were involved 
in the situation, did not have the kind of unified trade union 
policy or party discipline that would have given it cohesive 
force and impact. The SP members and supporters acted to 
some degree as individuals, were sometimes on opposite sides 
in the anti-no-strike pledge campaign, and occasionally 
worked with people from other organizations to give their 
views effect. Because of the ambiguous role of the SP in the 
UAW during World War II, I will not discuss the SP in con­
sidering the left organizations. 

It is difficult in the nineteen-eighties to comprehend 
the nature of the politics and organizations of the left in 
the nineteen-forties. In both the Communist and Trotskyist 
organizations, party discipline was stronger and more rigid 
than anything that would be feasible today. Whether party 
policy was arrived at relatively democratically, as in the 
Trotskyist organizations, or relatively undemocratically, as 
in the Communist Party, every member was bound to carry 
out the program as effectively as possible without any public 
criticism. 

There was also a bitterness between the organizations 
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that goes beyond the confines of ordinary political debate, 
much less comradely debate, which must be understood to 
be able to distinguish the rhetoric of the time from the polit­
ical reality and to be able to understand the judgments, cor­
rect and mistaken, made by the CP, the SWP, and the WP. 

The period of World War II was over thirty years closer 
than our time to the Bolshevik Revolution, the struggle be­
tween Stalin and Trotsky, and the rise to power of fascism 
and nazism. The period of the thirties had been the period 
of the Moscow trials and the final destruction, through im­
prisonment, assassination or exile of the leadership of the 
Russian Bolshevik Party at the time of the revolution. Trot­
sky had been assassinated by an agent of the Stalinist regime 
in 1940. The contacts between Communists and their op­
ponents on the left in the United States were often violent. 
I recall that my last appearance on a street corner platform 
in New York in the spring of 1939 was attended by the 
physical overturning of that platform by a band of young 
people from the Young Communist League who successfully 
attempted to break up the meeting. 

Under these circumstances the harsh rhetoric of the 
left organizations was not entirely rhetoric. It was often 
meant literally. It also colored the judgments of these organi­
zations and their evaluation of persons and events. There was 
also involved, especially in the case of the CP, the deliberate 
distortion of events and their meaning to achieve acceptance 
of party policy. 

The sharp turn in Communist Party policy as a result of 
the German invasion of Russia and the shattering of the 
Hitler-Stalin pact and the attendant embarrassments and 
difficulties are generally known and have been widely docu­
mented. Some aspects of that change, however, need to be 
mentioned. It has generally been assumed that during the 
period of the Hitler-Stalin pact the CP encouraged indis­
criminate strikes to interfere with American military produc­
tion and, more generally, to encourage militant opposition 
to the American status quo. The Allis-Chalmers and North 
American Aviation strikes are cited as examples. In fact, 
there are different degrees of militancy in different unions. 
In unions where CP influence or control was dominant 
(United Electrical Workers, National Maritime Union, the 

63 



furriers union, west coast longshoremen, etc.), there was no 
great incidence of strikes during the 1939-1941 period.* 
Strikes with which the CP was associated tended to appear in 
unions which the CP did not dominate, but in which they had 
significant points of strength which they wanted to extend. 

That would indicate that in those industries in which 
CP influence was decisive they behaved like all labor bureau­
crats. Their first concern was to protect their organizational 
base. Their militancy was largely verbal. In those unions in 
which the CP did not exercise control on the national level, 
the ability of the CP people in the union to develop militant 
strike policies was pretty clearly a reflection of the basic 
militancy of the rank and file workers in the situation. All 
accounts of the Allis-Chalmers and North American Aviation 
strikes indicate that this is empirically true. But it is also an 
extension of a point made earlier, that militant programs 
were always seen to be essential to union electoral victory, 
that a militant stance (real or fictitious) was imposed on 
union activists by the rank and file and not the reverse. I do 
not mean to imply that rank and file workers imposed strike 
militancy on CP union activists before June 1941. The CP 
was not that responsive to working class pressure, as their 
policies following June 1941 made quite clear. Simply that 
CP militancy before 1941 was subordinated to the bureau­
cratic needs and realities of union leadership. 

CP militants in the labor movement, however, were 
aware of how different policies would be received by work­
ers. Bob Travis recalls that both he and Wyndham Mortimer 

*"Matles produced a clipping from The New York Times dated 
June 12, 1941, which reported that of all strikes in industries holding 
military contracts from January to June 1941 — before the Soviet 
Union was attacked by Hitler — not one strike had involved the UE; 
and that of more than 2 million man-hours lost in labor disputes in war 
industry, the UE was responsible for none." James J. Matles and James 
Higgins, Them and Us, Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1974, 
page 207. The New York Times was wrong and, naturally, Matles did 
not try to correct the record. UE locals 441,1145, and 1225 at Phelps-
Dodge, Minneapolis-Honeywell, and Sklar Mfg. conducted strikes dur­
ing this period. Nevertheless, it remains true that there were remarkably 
few Communist-led strikes in the "defense" period. Cochran, Labor and 
Communism, pages 164-66. 
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opposed, within the CP, the unconditional support of the no-
strike pledge. Both of them were opposed to strikes during 
the war but they thought some other way should be found 
to express an anti-strike point of view, such as compulsory 
arbitration. 

The key to Communist policy during the war was the 
Soviet Union.^ There is a rather simple political justification 
for it. If you believe that the Soviet Union is a socialist soci­
ety; and if you believe that socialist revolution anywhere 
depends for its success on the survival of the Soviet Union in 
the form that it had in the nineteen-forties; then a case can 
be made for a policy which places the military defense of 
the Soviet Union above all other considerations. This, of 
course, is not the classic Leninist position either on the de­
fense of the Soviet State or on the role of Marxists in an 
imperialist war. However, we can assume that it was a point 
of view that was acceptable to the members of the Commu­
nist Party. 

The public defense of CP policy, on the other hand, 
tended to avoid discussions of socialist revolution and leaned 
heavily on traditional bourgeois patriotism and defense of 
the democracies (the U.S., Great Britain, and the Soviet 
Union) and the defeat of fascism. 

The contrast between the CP's position before and after 
June 1941 is relevant both to understanding the Party's posi­
tion during the war and how it was received by auto workers 
who came into contact with party activists and party publi­
cations. 

In The Communist of July 1941 , William Z. Foster, CP 
Chairman, had an article entitled, "Yankee Imperialism Grabs 
for the Western Hemisphere,"4 in which he wrote: 

The present war constitutes a violent redivision of the 
world among the great imperialist powers. The main mo­
tive power behind the savage struggle for markets, raw 
materials, colonies and strategic positions is the ever-
deepening general crisis of the obsolete and rotting world 
capitalist system. Assertions that either group of the war­
ring powers is fighting for democracy and civilization are 
an insult to the people's intelligence. . . . 

United States imperialism is up to its eyes in this 
bloody and ruthless struggle for empire. It is already in 
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the war economically, financially and diplomatically, and 
its Wall Street government is now watching for a favorable 
opportunity to violate the will to peace of the American 
people by plunging the country into the war fully as an 
active belligerent. The strongest imperialist power, natur­
ally the United States is setting itself no modest goals in 
the war. It, too, is fighting for world hegemony.** 

The contrasting position appeared in the October 1941 
of The Communist: 

. . . production today — all production, every phase of 
economic activity — has become a battle front for na­
tional defense, for the defense of the United States. . . . 

The chief reason for this lies in the fact that produc­
tion for the defeat of Hitler Germany, for the crushing of 
fascism and the triumph of democracy, now serves a true 
national interest. It serves the interests of the United 
States, of the entire nation and all of its people, and not 
just the interests of the employers. It serves the interests 
of the national independence and freedom of our country, 
of the progress and well-being of our people. . . . For the 
immediate and ultimate class aims of the American work­
ers, which are in accord with and advance the genuine 
national interests of the country, necessitate and demand 
that Hitlerism — which is now the worst and most deadly 
enemy of the international working class, of all peoples 
and nations — shall be smashed and wiped off the face of 
the earth 6 

The battle of production should therefore be carried 
on under the following slogans: For National Unity in 
Defense of the United States! For Full Participation of 
the United States in the Anti-Hitler Coalition! All Aid to 
the Soviet Union, Great Britain and China! Mobilize the 
Entire National Economy for Maximum Production to 
Crush Hitler and Hitlerism! Expose and Combat the Pro-
Hitler Appeasement Forces That Are Sabotaging Produc­
tion and National Defense! For the Unity of American 
Labor in the United National Effort Against Hitler! De­
velop Labor's Organized Strength, Initiative and Activities 
for Maximum Production for National Defense! . . J 

Labor can accelerate the establishment of harmonious 
and cooperative relations with the technical and produc­
tion managements by continuing to display greater and 
ever greater initiative and creativeness in the battle of 



production, in increasing its output to the maximum in 
the shortest possible time, in pressing for and winning 
greater support for such policies as set forth in the Murray 
Plan and in strengthening labor's organizations and inde­
pendent activities in promoting national defense and 
national unity. . . . 

This is not simply a change in policy resulting from 
changing circumstances. Britain, the United States, and China 
(ruled then by Chiang Kai-Shek) had been transformed from 
imperialist powers to great democracies by virtue of Hitler's 
attack on the Soviet Union. At the same time Hitlerism had 
been promoted from one among many imperialist powers to 
the main, the sole enemy. However one may justify defense 
of the Soviet Union as legitimate working class policy, de­
fense of American imperialism and class peace on the grounds 
of national defense and defense of democracy was not quite 
the same thing, either practically or theoretically. To auto 
workers who were confronted with this change, there was no 
visible change in the class character of the American govern­
ment or American society by which it could be justified. As 
time went on such face-saving expressions as "technical and 
production managements" were abandoned and we find Earl 
Browder saying, "It is strange but true that the working class 
of this country has the task to force better profits on unwill­
ing employers."9 

The consequences of the CP position on the war and 
defense of the Soviet Union in terms of concrete day-to-day 
policies put the Communists in the extreme right wing of the 
labor movement. (Among other things, this makes for a 
rather ambiguous terminology. Historians still tend to call 
CPers and supporters of the CP in the union movement, left 
wingers. It has little relation to fact or theory.) The Commu­
nist Party endorsed an absolute no-strike pledge so complete 
that they opposed even the strike against Montgomery Ward, 
a strike which Harry Bridges ordered his longshore members 
to break. This was one of the rare strikes during the war 
that the labor leadership endorsed because of both the ex­
treme reactionary policies of the company and the lack of 
any connection between retail sales and war production. The 
Daily Worker stated that "Those who violate the no-strike 
pledge are scabs and should be so treated. Scabs were never 
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handled with kid gloves."1 1 

CP supporters also pressed for incentive pay plans, that 
is, piece work, a form of payment which the auto workers 
had been trying desperately to eliminate from the industry. 
It was denounced as speed-up and defended as the only way 
under the wartime wage freeze for workers to earn more 
money. But, although there was no denying that its purpose 
was to increase production, rarely did supporters of CP poli­
cy speak as frankly as Harry Bridges in 1942: 

The majority of the time of officers, of grievance commit­
teemen, of the unions as a whole must go to winning of 
the war. How? Production. I'd rather say speed-up, and I 
mean speed-up. The term production covers the boss, 
government and so on. But speed-up covers the workers — 
the people who suffer from speed-up are the workers. To 
put it bluntly, I mean your unions today must become in­
struments of speed-up of the working-class of America.1^ 

Politically, the CP was the least critical segment of the 
labor movement in its relations with the Roosevelt adminis­
tration. It accepted proposals to draft workers, it urged en­
dorsement of a fourth term for Roosevelt without setting any 
conditions, it accepted infringement on the civil liberties of 
Americans and the rights of workers. It denounced oppo­
nents in the labor movement as Trotskyites, spies, traitors 
and saboteurs, encouraging government action against mili­
tants and dissidents. The outstanding example is CP support 
for the trial of Teamster and Trotskyist leaders under the 
Smith Act in 1941, an act under which CP leaders were them­
selves tried and convicted in the postwar years.1 

Even those labor bureaucrats who collaborated with 
Communist supporters during the war were often made un­
easy by the extreme conservatism of the CP. Sam Sage, who 
worked with CPers to break and prevent strikes, noted: 

The funny thing was that as a natural effect of Russia be­
ing dragged in on our side because Germany attacked her, 
we found the Stalinists aligned with us. They went all out. 
In fact, we had to hold them in check many times. They 
would have gone overboard on this stuff. You could only 
go so far and then you began to alienate the workers in 
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the shop. The Stalinists would have gone so far as to even 
throw collective bargaining out the window if you could 
get more planes.*•" 

Although the policies of the Communist Party and its 
supporters are easy to document, the influence of the Party 
is something else again. Universal problems of gauging polit­
ical influence are compounded by problems created by the 
organizational practices of Communists and Trotskyists, 
above all, confidentiality of membership. When information 
is available, such as membership figures, it is inherently sus­
pect. The CP is not the only organization that falsifies or 
exaggerates membership figures for the government, for the 
public and for its own members. 

A study by Nathan Glazer probably comes as close as 
anything to true figures of CP membership. The first war­
time figure presented is one for April 1942 for which date a 
membership of 50,000, of which 44,000 were registered, is 
given. It follows a membership of 55,000 (registered) for 
January 1938, which is the highest figure to that da te . 1 ' 
However, Glazer notes, "I have one membership report — 
that for 1942 — in the exact form in which it was given to 
high party officials. In that report it is asserted the party has 
a membership of 50,000, of which 44,000 have registered, 
and this is the highest party membership in h is tory ." 1 8 This 
obviously puts the 1938 figure in question as well as the 
second wartime figure, 65,000 for January 1945. The abso­
lute numbers would not matter very much. What is signifi­
cant, however, is an indication whether the influence or 
membership of the party was growing or declining. That is, 
for all practical purposes, unavailable in numerical terms. 

Glazer has other estimates on party membership in cer­
tain industries. In the auto industry his figures indicate 407 
members in May-July 1928, 550 in May 1935, 1,100 in 1939, 
and 629 in April 1942 . 1 9 The figures indicate a decline in 
membership during the first year of the war but that is not 
very helpful. The figures are of doubtful accuracy. Even if 
accurate they do not indicate whether the decline was the 
result of party policy during the Hitler-Stalin pact or after 
the pro-war turn. Bert Cochran indicates that CP union in­
fluence declined during the Hitler-Stalin pact period. 
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In organizational control, they suffered noticeable losses 
from the high point of the late thirties, but losses difficult 
to measure statistically. . . . They had been cut down in 
the auto unions so that their hold or influence was limited 
to a number of scattered, though important, local 
unions. 20 

There were periods of very successful recruiting during 
the war years in Michigan auto plants. Roy Hudson reported 
recruitment of 300 new members in Michigan early in a drive 
for 500 members . 2 1 Of the 300 recruits, 225 were auto 
workers. However, the CP had great difficulty holding its 
new members, especially those from the working class. Al­
though the party generally grew during the thirties and for­
ties, Glazer notes that "even though the party increased five­
fold since the late twenties, there had been no such increase 
in the cadres in important industries."2 2 This in spite of the 
fact that the CP (like the Trotskyists) placed special emphasis 
on recruiting proletarians in heavy industry. "In Michigan, 
for example, with its consistently high industrial member­
ship, turnover was also frightfully high. In January 1945, 
two-thirds of the membership in Detroit, John Williamson 
reported, had been in the party less than a year. The party 
there had as high a membership as ever."2^ 

There were known centers of CP strength in the Detroit 
area. Local 155, an amalgamated local on the east side of 
Detroit, was controlled by John Anderson and Nat Ganley. 
Ganley was an open spokesman for the CP during the war 
years. The Plymouth local 51 , with " P o p " Edelin and others, 
was a CP stronghold. In the huge Ford Rouge local 600, CP 
influence was strong in several of the buildings or units. This 
gave the CP, in addition to its own members and the circula-
of its own press, access to local union newspapers and regular 
union channels of communication and influence. Much CP 
influence in the UAW spilled over from their control of other 
unions. "One third of the C.I.O.'s executive committee, 
leaders of well over a million workers (a quarter to a third of 
the C.I.O. as a whole) were identifiably of the left, if not 
members of the Communist Party."2** 

The activities of the Communist Party in the auto in­
dustry undoubtedly influenced the frequency of wildcat 
strikes and the vote on the no-strike pledge. But much of 
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that influence was indirect and some of it counter-productive. 
Starobin discusses one aspect of the problem. 

In the early thirties the Soviet model could be hailed as 
relevant to the planlessness of America, floundering in 
crisis. By the end of the decade American Communists 
had to answer for the hollowness of Soviet democracy, 
for Stalin's perversion of what the West had believed so­
cialism to be. The U.S. Party defended Stalinism. Failure 
to have done so would have been unthinkable, given the 
dynamic and the cohesion which arose out of its own 
concept of internationalism. Yet the defense was costly. 
The hold which the Communists had acquired in Ameri­
can life, especially in intellectual and cultural life, became 
tenuous and uncertain. The protestations that American 
socialism could be constitutional, democratic, and con­
sonant with the historic American heritage were hard to 
believe. No matter how nimbly the Party leaped from 
projecting "collective security" in 1937 to the isolation­
ism of the "phoney war" period in 1940 following the 
Soviet-German Pact, then to "national unity" on behalf 
of defending America in concert with Russia in 1941, and 
finally to the desperate projection in 1944 that the Cold 
War could be avoided, the American Communists could 
no longer claim that their hard work in helping to orga­
nize America was proof of their integrity as socialists; 
this integrity had been undermined.2° 

The dedication, energy, and ability of men like Nat 
Ganley and other spokesmen for the CP were not sufficient 
to counteract the effect of the relation of the CPUSA to the 
Soviet Party. The mass quacking at conventions whenever 
Ganley got up to speak was not simply a right wing tactic. 
More often it was the reaction of union militants who simply 
refused to accept the protestations of patriotism.* 

But there is another element of the problem faced by 
the CP which Starobin does not see. It stemmed from "the 
protestations that American socialism could be constitution­
al, democratic, and consonant with the historic American 

*The quacking, made popular by Walter Reuther in the union faction 
fighting, stemmed from the cliche, if he walks like a duck and talks 
like a duck, he must be a duck. 

71 



heritage," that is, that socialism was no longer revolutionary. 
From the time of the Seventh (and last) Congress of the 
Comintern which adopted the program of people's front 
(with bourgeois parties) and collective security (with the 
imperialist powers) in 1934, the CP became dominated by 
parliamentary concerns and attempted to achieve respect­
ability within the framework of the American two-party 
system. This is not to say that the CP was not willing to 
mount militant campaigns. But they were limited to areas 
such as union organizing and civil liberties and did not in­
clude a frontal challenge to American capitalism. As a result, 
the party recruits during the period of growth in the thirties 
and forties reflected the party's politics. They tended to have 
a rather abstract allegiance to socialism and a more concrete 
allegiance to left-wing Democratic politics and the posts and 
privileges that came with CP influence in the labor and other 
movements. 

Combined with this political conservatism was another 
feature of CP policy which was shared with the Trotskyists — 
an elitism which saw posts in the union movement and con­
tact and influence with leaders as more important than sim­
ply rank and file support or activity. Much of the influence 
of the CP in the forties in the UAW was exercised indirectly 
through advice and assistance to very traditional types of 
labor bureaucrats. In such situations the CP (like the Trot­
skyists) could be very self-effacing, helping to write pro­
grams, sending advice in private correspondence and meet­
ings, without public commitments. It was similar in some 
respects to CP support of President Roosevelt, which never 
went publicly to the point where it might embarrass the 
recipient. One result of this kind of support to union leaders 
(like Thomas, Addes, and Frankensteen) was the appearance 
of much more influence than was actually wielded. The Trot­
skyists very often called people like Addes and Frankensteen 
Stalinists and fellow travelers with what seems, with hind­
sight, relatively little justification. The coincidence of patri­
otic and bureaucratic policy between conservative American 
trade unionists and CP activists was not the result of the 
bureaucrats deferring to the CP. They were quite capable of 
working out their own form of capitulation to American 
capitalism, using the CP to write a leaflet here, corral a few 
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votes there, and act as a trial balloon on another occasion. 
The CP recruited many auto workers during the war and 

had considerable influence in the auto union. They were 
especially successful among black workers. Although on a 
national scale they attempted to restrain the militancy of 
the black movement, on a personal level and on the shop 
floor, CP members were the most consistent and principled 
element in the labor movement in fighting for the rights of 
black workers.26 Nevertheless, I think it is possible to say 
that there was at the same time a decline of CP influence in 
the rank and file. CP ties with union bureaucrats served to 
widen the gap with the membership in a period when the 
union in general was being rapidly bureaucratized. When the 
CP, after the war, came under attack from the union bu­
reaucrats, there were practically no members ready to stand 
up for the democratic rights of the CPers in the union. 

The Trotskyists were divided into two organizations 
during World War II. The larger group that was orthodox in 
its support of Trotsky's policies was the Socialist Workers 
Party (SWP). It was connected with the Fourth International 
although formal ties had to be severed because of legal re­
strictions in the U.S. The dissident Trotskyist group was the 
Workers Party. The two groups had split in 1940 over the 
question of defense of the Soviet Union, a dispute brought 
on by the Stalin-Hitler Pact and the Soviet invasions of Po­
land and Finland. In 1940 both wings accepted Trotsky's 
definition of the Soviet Union as a degenerated workers' 
state. At its first convention in 1941, however, the WP adopt­
ed the position that Russia was a "bureaucratic collectivist" 
society. It was a position that had certain ambiguities but, at 
the very least, removed from any consideration of either 
tactics or principle the need to support or defend the Soviet 
Union. 

The SWP was the larger of the two organizations and the 
one with deeper roots in the auto industry. Membership is 
very difficult to estimate, but it is unlikely that the SWP had 
more than 2,000 members nationally. However, the organiza­
tion had influential people in Detroit, Flint, and elsewhere 
in the auto industry. John Anderson at the Fleetwood plant, 
Irwin Bauer at Budd Wheel, both in Detroit, Kermit and 
Genora Johnson in Flint (she had been the head of the 
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Women's Emergency Brigade in the GM sitdowns and he had 
been the first president of the local to which the Chevrolet 
plants originally belonged) gave substance to SWP influence 
in the UAW. 

The fundamental position of the SWP was that the 
United States was fighting an imperialist war and that the war 
was imperialist on both sides. They supported defense of the 
Soviet Union and of certain colonial nations, such as China. 
But they also held the Leninist position that such defense by 
the working class did not involve lessening or limiting the 
class struggle against its own bourgeoisie. 

In the heat of the "war for democracy," the New Deal 
is melting away. Its much-vaunted social reforms, the 
CCC, NYA, WPA, etc., its social and labor legislation are 
being liquidated. The government war agencies have been 
tucked away in the pockets of Big Business. Reaction­
aries of the vilest stripe are being coddled by the adminis­
tration, not only at home but internationally. The State 
Department is maintaining toward Petain, Franco and 
Mannerheim an attitude singularly fraternal for a govern­
ment that is urging the masses to fight and die "against 
fascism."2° 

In the labor movement, the SWP was critical of the 
labor leadership for relinquishing labor's rights and for sup­
porting the war. 

The program of the UAW leadership: support of the 
war, coalition with the Roosevelt war government, eleva­
tion of the War Labor Board as super-arbiter; surrender of 
the independence of the labor movement — this program 
the membership accepts at the present juncture of affairs. 
But the inevitable consequences of this program are the 
weakening of the union, the demoralization of the mem­
bership, inability to organize the new unorganized war 
industries, general stagnation and decay, the worsening of 
working conditions and the lowering of wages and living 
standards. The leadership has already reconciled itself to 
these consequences, but the membership is determined to 
resist them.** 

They were, naturally, especially critical of the CP and 
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of all labor leaders associated with the CP for acceptance of 
an unconditional no-strike pledge and for support of incen­
tive pay and other retreats from working class gains. 

Their public face as an organization was clearly anti-
capitalist and anti-war. Eighteen leaders of the Party were 
convicted in 1941 under the Smith Act of conspiring to over­
throw the Government of the United States. The trial took 
place after the German invasion of Russia. The testimony of 
James P. Cannon, National Secretary, was published by the 
SWP as a primer of the Party's views on capitalism, socialism, 
revolution, the war, etc. Responding to questions from his 
defense counsel, Cannon indicated the Party's anti-war 
position: 

Q. Will you state the reasons why the Party would not 
support a war conducted by the present government of 
the United States? 

A. In general we do not put any confidence in the rul­
ing capitalist group in this country. We do not give them 
any support because we do not think they can or will 
solve the fundamental social problems which must be 
solved in order to save civilization from shipwreck. . . . 

Q. What kind of war would you consider a war waged 
by the present government of the United States? 

A. I would consider it a capitalist war. . . . Because 
America is today a capitalist nation. It is different from 
the others only in that it is stronger than the others and 
bigger. We do not believe in capitalist policy. We do not 
want to conquer any other country. We do not want to 
gain any colonies. We do not want bloodshed to make 
profits for American capital. 

Q. What is the Party's position on the claim that the 
war against Hitler is a war of democracy against fascism? 

A. We say that is a subterfuge, that the conflict be­
tween American imperialism and German imperialism is 
for the domination of the world. It is absolutely true that 
Hitler wants to dominate the world, but we think that it 
is equally true that the ruling group of American capital­
ists has the same idea, and we are not in favor of either 
of them.30 

The concrete carrying out of this anti-war program, 
however, involved certain contradictions and ambiguities. 
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The SWP supported the military defense of the Soviet Union 
and they therefore favored shipment of war materials to 
Russia. (Some of the Party militants became seamen on the 
Murmansk run, which delivered war materials to the port in 
northern Russia.) But this did not really involve anything 
over which SWP members could have any significant influ­
ence. What did modify the Party's influence in the UAW was 
a political-organizational policy of caution designed to pre­
serve the positions and influence of Party militants in the 
UAW. This may have been, in part, a consequence of the 
Smith Act trial which wiped out their strong influence in 
the Minneapolis Teamsters' Union (with the approval and 
collaboration of Teamster President Dave Beck). It may also 
have been the result of a judgment, not entirely unreasonable 
under the circumstances of a major world war, that there was 
little anyone could do until the war was over and that a ma­
jor aim was to preserve the Party cadres for future struggles. 

One consequence of this was that SWP members did not 
play a significant role in organizing the Rank and File Caucus 
before the 1944 convention of the UAW, although union 
members close to the SWP did function actively in the Cau­
cus. It is difficult, however, to draw a line separating the 
policy of caution from the general elitism that was character­
istic of the Trotskyist movement which led them to prize 
posts in the union and contacts with union leaders above 
direct influence with the rank and file — although trade 
union policy was never viewed in this form. Theoretically, 
influence with leaders was a means to influence the ranks 
and influence among the ranks was a means to achieve lead­
ership or to influence leaders. In practice it never worked out 
that way. It can be argued that this elitism, which dominated 
the SWP and the WP, as well as the CP, was more important 
than the obvious differences in concrete political policy in 
separating the militants of the left from rank and file workers 
and led to the loss of support and isolation from the working 
class of all of these organizations after the end of World 
War II. 

The Workers Party was opposed to all sides in the war. 
After the German attack on Russia in June 1941, the Politi­
cal Committee of the WP said in a statement: 
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The struggle that every class-conscious and militant 
worker must conduct against Stalinism and its agents, 
and conduct now with redoubled energy, is an integral 
part of the struggle that labor in this country must con­
duct against those who are still its main enemies — the 
American imperialists, the ruling class, and their war­
mongering spokesmen. "*1 

The statement concluded with the slogans that sum­
marized the Party position: 

Against the imperialist war camp of Berlin-Rome-
Tokyo! 

Against the imperialist war camp of Washington-
London-Moscow! 

On with the fight for the only sacred and just cause — 
the victory of the Third Camp, the camp of the suffering 
peoples, the camp of the exploited workers of all lands, 
of the disinherited and oppressed masses of the colonies! 

Long live the coming victory of freedom and peace, 
the victory of the international socialist brotherhood of 
the people'. 

After Pearl Harbor the Party issued an anti-war state­
ment of the National Committee of the WP which stated its 
opposition to both sides in the w a r . ^ In January 1942 the 
Party organ, Labor Action, published an article by the Na­
tional Secretary, Max Shachtman, critical of the SWP for not 
responding to Pearl Harbor with an official, public, anti-war 
statement. 

The WP was for prosecution of the class struggle and, 
like the SWP, for an independent labor party. Its attitude 
toward the working class ranged from abstract statements of 
working class militancy to concrete complaints about the 
backwardness of the workers. In February 1942 one of the 
leading labor strategists of the Party wrote: 

Labor's perspective for this war is only "blood, sweat, 
tears and toil" insofar as the Roosevelt Administration has 
plans for it. But the economic conditions, the class inter­
ests, the rich traditions, the glorious opportunities for 
expansion, and the growing political consciousness of the 
American workers, indicate that labor has for itself, in a 
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groping, unclear fashion at present, to be sure, a different 
perspective. For the American labor movement is now the 
mightiest in the world. It hasn't gone through the terrible 
defeats and demoralization of the European working class. 
It is fresh, growing, militant and unafraid, as its history 
shows. 

Labor has come of age in America.^ 

A few months later, in an analysis of the 1942 UAW 
convention, the Party's Labor Secretary began his discussion 
with: 

The most significant occurrences of the recent United 
Auto Workers' convention demonstrate anew the woefully 
inadequate political preparation of the American workers 
for playing a class role in the Second Imperialist World 
War.36 

In his conclusion he noted: 

Fully 95 per cent of the delegates to the UAW conven­
tion disagreed with the antics and the proposals of the 
leadership. Yet this leadership came away with the vic­
tory. The militants among the delegates talked and talked 
and pounded. But their fury and militancy accomplished 
comparatively little. The reason is easy to see. These mili­
tants had no political or organizational program. They do 
not understand capitalism and bourgeois-democratic so­
ciety. They confuse politics with parliamentarianism. 
They do not think in terms of working class politics and 
of the urgent need for militant and independent working 
class political action.**' 

The attitude of the WP toward the CP, and, in particu­
lar, the validity of its judgments appear different thirty 
years later than they did at the time. As was indicated earlier, 
there was justification for the intense hostility between Com­
munists and Trotskyists in the historical and political devel­
opments of the preceding two decades. However, the inten­
sity of that hostility tended to distort judgment. For exam­
ple, reports from the 1943 UAW convention clearly exagger­
ate the role and influence of the CP (as the CP exaggerated 
the role and influence of the Trotskyists). 
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The Addes-Frankensteen group was definitely the 
camp of the Stalinist Communist Party. . . . This was a 
faction that followed the Stalinist political line with a 
high degree of consistency under the direct leadership of 
the Stalinist whips on the floor of the convention.**° 

The Addes-Frankensteen faction was made up in large 
part of the Stalinists (the Communist Party-liners), was 
supported by them and in the main organized by them.*'" 

There is no basis in fact for these judgments. In part, 
I suppose, it was a reflection of a paranoia directed at the 
CP. In part, also, it reflected an unwillingness or an inability 
to see American labor bureaucrats dominated by an eagerness 
to support American capitalism who only incidentally made 
common cause with genuine CP members and supporters. 
These distortions of judgment help to explain the movement 
of Max Shachtman and the WP, over a number of years, to a 
position of bitter anti-Communism. From being opposed 
equally to both imperialist camps, the dominant wing of the 
WP moved toward viewing Communists as the main enemy, 
to the point where Shachtman ultimately found the McGov-
ern wing of the Democratic Party too soft on Communism 
and preferred the Johnson-Humphrey-Jackson wing. 

Organizationally, the WP was much weaker than the 
SWP in working class centers such as Detroit, northern Ohio, 
and so on. Their membership, buttressed by the bulk of the 
youth organization (the Young People's Socialist League, 
Fourth International), was only slightly smaller than the SWP 
but it was overwhelmingly middle class and concentrated in 
New York City. As a result, there was an organized drive to 
"proletarianize" the Party by colonizing young students and 
others in key industrial centers. Detroit was one such center. 
In the summer of 1942 a half dozen young members from the 
east joined the single Detroit member to form what became 
one of the most active and influential branches of the WP. 
Over the next few years contacts were made, occasional re­
cruits, and a degree of influence attained in a few locals in the 
Detroit area at Ford and Chrysler plants and some independ­
ents. The Detroit branch distributed an average of 5,000 
copies per week of the weekly paper, Labor Action. These 
were usually distributed at plants where members worked or 
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where strikes had taken place. Whenever the members fell be­
hind and thousands of undistributed copies accumulated, a 
distribution was arranged at the huge Rouge plant of the 
Ford Motor Company, where it was a simple matter to dis­
tribute thousands of copies in a single afternoon. 

Generally speaking, all sorts of left-wing papers circu­
lated freely in the plants during the war. There was rarely 
evidence of hostility on the part of workers and most often 
there was interest. Whether specific policies and attitudes 
were acceptable to workers or not, radical ideas, socialist 
ideas, anti-capitalist ideas, and anti-war ideas were common 
currency among Detroit auto workers during World War II. 

The WP also had some influence in scattered locals 
around the country such as Brewster Aircraft in Long Island 
City, N.Y., and a Buick plant in Chicago (Local 6). 

The WP tended to be more aggressive in seeking out 
militant workers during the war. The difference in organiza­
tional policy with the SWP might simply have been the result 
of its lack of an industrial base that could be threatened by 
rash actions in wildcat strikes and the like and its need to 
establish significant working class contacts. In this it was 
helped by the extremely reactionary Detroit daily papers, 
all of which attempted to intimidate striking workers by pub­
lishing their names and addresses, threatening them with 
blacklisting. It was remarkably easy to make contact with 
such workers all through the war. In 1944 such contacts be­
gan to provide the basis for organizing the Rank and File 
Caucus. 

Caucus allegiances in the UAW were sometimes contra­
dictory, and some aspects of the problem will be dealt with 
in Chapter 6, but generally the Trotskyists in the union 
functioned in the Reuther caucus (but with considerable 
criticism of the Reuther leadership), while the Communists 
functioned in the Addes-Frankensteen caucus. 

Once again, it is impossible to make a quantitative judg­
ment of the extent of the influence of the Trotskyist and 
Communist organizations. The influence, however, was real 
on two levels. In certain specific situations the left parties 
had power and a degree of control. But more generally, they 
made available to large numbers of auto workers ideas about 
socialism and capitalism that went beyond the specifics of 
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wartime problems. It is reasonable to assume that auto 
workers absorbed these ideas and transformed them in 
ways that suited their own purposes and the possibilities 
available to them. 
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5 
MECHANICS AND MINERS 

In addition to the parties of the old left there were also 
two trade union organizations that exerted an influence on 
auto workers and their willingness to strike during the war. 
These were the Mechanics Educational Society of America, a 
small union centered in Detroit and led by Matthew Smith, 
and the United Mine Workers of America led by John L. 
Lewis. 

The MESA actually predated the UAW. It was formed 
in 1932 to organize skilled workers in Detroit and the indus­
trial midwest and in 1933 established itself in Detroit with a 
successful strike. "The name is peculiar because of the fact 
that even to mention the word 'union' in any plant in De­
troit was very unhealthy. . . . The name was chosen deliber­
ately to confuse the bosses." 

The three main spark plugs and organizers of that society 
or union, as it really was, were Matthew Smith, a member 
of the Socialist Party; John Anderson, a member of the 
Communist Party who ran for governor on the Commu­
nist Party ticket; and John Wiseman, a German immigrant. 
All of these people were foreign born: Matt Smith, John 
Anderson and John Wiseman . . . . [T]he Mechanics Edu­
cational Society started organizing in April or May of 
1933 and by October of 1933 had called a strike involving 
probably four or five thousand mechanics in hundreds of 
plants scattered throughout the Detroit area. They won 
that strike and got union recognition for practically all the 
job shops in the Detroit area. . . . Now it is true that the 
MESA did not succeed in organizing and getting recogni­
tion for their union in General Motors, Ford and Chrysler; 
but they did call effective strikes in Fisher Body in De­
troit and in Buick in Flint. . . . And many of the workers 
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who participated in the MESA strike of 1933 became 
the leaders of the 1937 sit-down strikes, both in Detroit 
and in Flint. ̂  

When the UAW began to organize on an industrial basis, 
two developments modified the MESA. One was the with­
drawal of leading Communists and other leftists in order to 
be in what they determined to be the mainstream of the 
American labor movement. "There was one local on the east 
side, which later became local 155 of the UAW with John 
Anderson as the leader. And then we had a group in the 
Fisher Body local. . . . What we had in Fisher Body 23 be­
came local 157 of the UAW."^ "Bert Cochran, who was a 
leader of the MESA in Cleveland and conducted strikes there, 
brought his entire section of the MESA, or brought a large 
part of the MESA in the Cleveland area, into the UAW in 
early 1937." 4 

This added to the intense competition with the CIO 
which led to the second factor, a retreat from a policy of 
craft unionism to a policy of industrial unionism. By the be­
ginning of World War II, the relative strength of MESA and 
UAW had been established, with the MESA very much the 
smaller. Although it organized on an industrial basis, most of 
the shops under MESA contract were tool and die shops. 
Only a handful were production shops, including a Detroit 
plant of Kelvinator (later American Motors). 

Although there was considerable tension and conflict 
between MESA and the UAW and the auto workers over­
whelmingly chose to go with the UAW, the MESA was gener­
ally respected among auto workers for its pioneer organizing 
and for its uncompromising militancy. 

The MESA was distinguished from all other unions by 
its structure. 

Our constitution and bylaws are much different than any 
other organization inside the AF of L-CIO. . . . We have a 
rank and file committee that is a national committee with 
convention authority and they have the final say on any­
thing in the MESA and full control of the officers. We call 
it the National Administrative Committee. In order to be 
a member of that committee you must actually work in 
the plant. You cannot be a full-time paid official, not the 
local or the national.^ 
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In other words, the full-time officers of MESA could be 
hired and fired by the National Administrative Committee, 
which consisted of people working full time in the shops. 
However, although the MESA was considerably more demo­
cratic than even the UAW in its democratic heyday, the form 
cannot be taken as equivalent to the substance. Matt Smith 
was the General Secretary of the MESA, its leading official 
and public spokesman. Although he was subject to the con­
trol of the National Administrative Committee, he, in fact, 
dominated the Committee through the force of his personal­
ity and his politics. Much of what MESA represented to De­
troit workers was embodied in Matt Smith. 

Smith had been active in the Amalgamated Engineers 
Union in England, organizing apprentices.^ In 1917 he had 
taken part in an unauthorized wartime strike. "Socialist, 
atheist, iconoclast, Matt refused to become a citizen of the 
United States on principle: 'I 'm an internationalist, a citizen 
of the human race ." "Smith came to the United States 
from England in 1927. He took out first papers shortly after 
his arrival but never completed the naturalization process. 

" 'Maybe I don ' t feel I would make a good citizen. Per­
haps I will wait a few more years to make sure,' he said 
jokingly 

"He was known to have pacifistic leanings in the first 
World War. Of the present conflict, he says that 'the job of 
winning it must be done . ' "^ 

The MESA was one of the few unions during World War 
II that never gave a no-strike pledge. It also participated fre­
quently in strikes. The vituperation directed at Matt Smith 
by the Detroit newspapers for daring to lead his union in 
strikes and for being an alien in addition, an alien on princi­
ple, was unparalleled. It was also familiar to any resident of 
Detroit, as was the ability of the MESA to preserve its gains. 
An example of what appeared in the Detroit newspapers is 
the following from a Detroit Free Press editorial: 

No, this blow for Hitler and Hirohito has not been 
struck by an American, thank God! 

This strike against the Government of the United 
States has been called by a foreigner. 

Matthew Smith, executive head of the Mechanics' Edu­
cational Society, is a radical labor agitator who came to 
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this country from England in 1928 because he was starv­
ing 'over 'ome.' 

Smith has refused even to apply for American citizen­
ship and jeers at the very idea. He will have you know 
that he is a citizen of the world. . . . 

When the AFL and the CIO went on record through 
their national officers that there would be no authorized 
strikes during the war, Smith thought that very stupid of 
them. He refused to make any such pledge. "Such action," 
he said at the time, "would prevent us from exploiting 
labor in war t ime."^ 

The eyes and limbs and lives of American youth is the 
price we will have to pay. 

In our book there is just one word to describe this re­
fusal to give our boys the weapons they need. . . .H 

In reporting an MESA strike in 1942, the Detroit News 
gave an indication of what so infuriated the press, the govern­
ment and the labor leaders: 

Labor leaders here, however, wondered whether Smith 
was so vitally interested in the fate of the eight electri­
cians, or whether he seized upon their dismissal to adver­
tize his "we can strike if we want to" policy to skilled 
workers now enrolled in the UAW-CIO, whose wage rates 
were recently frozen by the WLB.12 

It was not often, however, that the press would expose 
the fact that workers were likely to be attracted to a policy 
of rejecting the no-strike pledge. 

During the war, in part to protect itself against the ma­
jor unions which were functioning with considerable govern­
ment support, the MESA became involved in attempting to 
organize a third labor federation, the Confederated Unions of 
America (CUA). It never became a serious force on the Amer­
ican scene and ultimately became more of a problem than the 
MESA was willing to be involved with. Too many of the in­
dependent unions which became part of the CUA were com­
pany unions or extremely right wing. The MESA withdrew 
after a couple of years. 

Much of the philosophy of Matt Smith and the MESA 
was presented in testimony before a Senate subcommittee 
investigating production in Detroit: 
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Sen. Ferguson. How many members have you in the 
Detroit area? 

Mr. Smith. . . . about 32,000, mostly skilled men. 
The Chairman. And how many have you in the country 

at large? 
Smith. . . . probably about 64,000 now. . . . 
Sen. Ferguson. . . . Did you organize [the MESA]? 
Smith. No; I wouldn't say that. . . . 
Sen. Ferguson. Who was really the organizer? 
Smith. Some very unscrupulous employers in this area 

must be given credit for organizing our union. . . . Any 
place you cannot organize, you must be patient and allow 
the boss to do it for you. He is usually tempted to do just 
that. 

The Chairman. Has your organization signed the non-
strike pledge? 

Smith. Oh my goodness no. . . . 
We would not, and we don't intend to refrain from 

striking, as we have not as yet met any employers that 
are worthy of being given that pledge. I am afraid they 
might be tempted to touch some of our members and 
discriminate against them, and if they ever do that, the 
full weight of our organization will be used, peacetime, 
wartime, in season or out of season, to protect our mem­
bership. 

Sen. Ferguson. No matter what happens with the coun­
try, your membership comes first. 

Smith. Listen, Senator, I come from a country that had 
91 wars in 100 years. I am getting a bit cynical about 
them. I know we have always been right, but just expect 
me to be just slightly disillusioned. . . . 

I am a little cynical about the Versailles Treaty, 
about the depression that occurred in Germany by the 
Versailles Treaty. I am rather dubious about what would 
happen in any country during an acute depression. I know 
what nearly happened in this country, in Louisiana; we 
nearly got dizzy after Huey Long. . . . 

The Chairman. How do you feel about Yalta? 
Smith. I think the Big Three were trying to imitate 

another Big Three — Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. I don't 
know whether they are doing a good job or not.. . . 

Sen. Ferguson. Do you get in the plants at all? 
Smith. I get in all the plants. 
Sen. Ferguson. Where your operations are? 
Smith. I have no trouble at all in getting in any plant 
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where we have a contract. At the beginning, of course, we 
had some difficulty, but if we couldn't get in the plant, 
I brought the boys out of the plant to talk to me, and 
then after that I was allowed in the plant. [Laughter.] 

Sen. Ferguson. In other words, you called a strike. 
Smith. That is right. 
Sen. Ferguson. A walk-out. Then you would be able to 

get in with them. 
Smith. That is right. I mean we understand each other. 

We understand that we are in an unremitting economic 
war with the employers. They perfectly understand. 

We are not similar to the organizations that gave 
evidence today. We are always trying to encroach on the 
managerial prerogatives. . . . 

We don't know what those prerogatives are. They 
change from year to year. And, as far as we can, we will 
encroach until we eliminate the management, if that be­
comes necessary. 

Sen. Ferguson. In other words, you want to take over 
the management. 

Smith. If the management is incapable of resisting us 
in our desire to take over. . . . 

Sen. Ferguson. You are of the opinion, in the plants 
you are now having unions, that they are incapable of 
management, and it is your union's duty to take over 
that management. 

Smith. Oh, no; you mustn't speak for me, Senator. . . . 
Don't put words into my mouth. We are out completely 
for the managerial prerogatives, and the managements we 
deal with are quite honest about it. They are trying to see 
that no union activity is carried on in their plants. So 
somewhere between those points we declare an occasional 
armistice, and we call them contracts. . . . 

We are both amiable. Everybody knows we are not 
dishonest. We are not saying we are going to show them 
how to run the plants, but if they abdicate, we shall advo­
cate somebody taking them over, preferably us, but most 
of our managements are too astute to let us get that far. 

Sen. Ferguson. . . . It has been stated here by the 
C.I.O., if I state them correctly here, that their province is 
not to take over management. They stop at foremen. Is 
yours the same? 

Smith. No. We have some foremen organized and will 
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Matthew Smith. (Detroit News) 



continue to organize foremen in our union.* We think the 
line, the economic line, should be drawn between all the 
people who make any contribution to the national eco­
nomic pool. That takes in managers, superintendents. And 
opposition should be people who live on unearned income 
and the stockholders. 

Sen. Ferguson. In other words, you take in your union 
all of management? 

Smith. No; we haven't been able to persuade them to 
come in, but we do take foremen. [Laughter.] . . . 

Sen. Ferguson. The only people, then, you wouldn't 
take in are the stockholders? 

Smith. That is right. I don't think they live good 
enough lives, else we mix with all kinds of people. We 
draw the line somewhere. [Laughter.] . . . 

Sen. Ferguson. You think most of your members think 
the same thing? 

Smith. It just depends how persuasive I have been. I 
don't know; I keep on being elected by giving out that 
philosophy. That is all I can tell you, Senator. 

Sen. Ferguson. And, at least, it is worth $7,500 a year. 
[Smith's salary.] 

Smith. It is worth a lot more. That is what I get. 
[Laughter.] . . . 

[An exchange developed on the degree of efficiency in 
Detroit factories. ] 

Smith. Our production is retarded in the Detroit area 
from possible potential production for various reasons: 
No. 1, there is an acute shortage of labor during wartime. 
The average man and woman in the plant is not saturated 
and permeated with the fear of losing their jobs. That fear 
is not there. The substitute, of course, should be that they 
want to go in for all-out production because of the war 
effort. My members, peculiarly enough, have been condi­
tioned from the first time they started work, to the in­
centive of wages. They work for wages. They don't know 
how to work for idealistic causes. They don't know how 
to work for the four, five, or six freedoms; they work for 
cash. 

During the war, because of the acute shortage of 
labor, they were, for the first time in 10 years, in an eco­
nomic position to bargain with the employers and extract 

*The inclusion of foremen may be as much a skilled trades traditional 
practice as socialist principle. 
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more remuneration than ever before since the World War I. 
This bargaining potential was taken away from them 

by Government action. I personally object to that. I don't 
agree that, under a system of free enterprise, there should 
be any wage stabilization. It appears to me that free enter­
prise means that you may get $10 a week or $100 a week. 
It depends upon all kinds of economic factors. It depends 
upon the number of people available for each job. It de­
pends upon your capacity to bargain or fight it out with 
the employer. But there is nobody says that this relative 
state of justice or injustice is hereby stabilized. That 
should not be. . . . 

Now, it is my opinion the wage stabilization was 
put over and probably retarded production 10 to 20 per­
cent. It would have been much better, in my opinion, to 
let this bargaining go on and wages go up; dividends 
would go down, and, of course, the wages we did receive 
would be taxed to death, but we would have the pleasure 
of the money passing through our hands. [Laughter.] 
And, also, when the war was over and the taxation ceased, 
we would have the increments we had made by bargaining 
during a favorable economic position for unions. . . . 

Sen. Ferguson. Who would you have own the capital 
fixtures and the plant? 

Smith. Oh, probably the workers. 
Sen. Ferguson. The workers? 
Smith. Sure, if necessary. Nationalization with demo­

cratic control may be the method, but don't ask me to 
draw a blueprint of the future. All I know is that this sys­
tem is pretty damn lousy and can't get very much worse. 

Sen. Ferguson. What you are advocating is that the 
state own the capital fixtures? 

Smith. I am not. I am advocating that some other mo­
tive rather than acquisitiveness be the dominating factor 
in our economic life. . . . 

I do want to say why I think that production is 
down. I want you to get a picture of a man working in the 
plant now. Of course, he compares everything to pre-war. 
For the first time the foreman is polite to him. The fore­
man tries to persuade him to come in 6 or 7 days a week. 
In a rather mysterious way, instead of being just a piece of 
material, as he was before the war, to be discarded when­
ever necessary, he suddenly finds he has been put on a 
pinnacle and treated in a civilized fashion. 

For the first time he is getting wages where he can 
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feed his wife and kids and buy some luxuries, and he is 
having comparatively decent times. 

Somebody comes along and says that, "What you 
ought to do is to concentrate on finishing this war as 
quickly as possible in order that you can go back to the 
bad old days of peace when you could work 3 months a 
year. You could be laid off. You could exhaust your un­
employment insurance. You could go down to the welfare 
and plead for a basket of groceries. You could be kicked 
off the lawn of the White House, perhaps. All these things 
could happen to you." 

Now, those are peacetime amenities of civilization 
that are not very attractive to the average war worker. 
The average war worker that I talk to will pay lip service, 
as the labor union and management leaders did here to­
day, that they dedicate their whole lives to the successful 
prosecution of the war. But the average man, in my opin­
ion, just below the surface, is very apprehensive as to what 
is going to happen to him when the war is over. He knows 
that 51 percent of world production prior to the war, 
machine-tool production, was in the United States. The 
only thing he doesn't know is, when. Nevertheless, he is 
apprehensive. He has a right to be apprehensive. Every­
body is telling him he shouldn't worry about the post-war 
period; he should concentrate on winning the war, and if 
he is thrown into the gutter, well, Nature has a way of 
throwing its filth into the gutter; he should stay there.14 

In wide-ranging testimony Smith defended the idea of a 
peaceful road to socialism. He opposed incentive pay. He op­
posed both the check-off of union dues and maintenance of 
membership on the grounds that it made unions soft and less 
concerned with the needs of their members. 

The views of Matt Smith have been quoted extensively, 
not because they were acceptable to all of the members of 
the MESA or to auto workers generally, but because they 
were widely circulated in the Detroit area in the reporting 
of these hearings and in the earlier years of the war, in the 
frequent and vitriolic attacks on Smith whenever the MESA 
was involved in a strike. 

Auto workers were familiar with the willingness of the 
MESA to maintain and extend its gains through the use of 
strikes. But MESA went even further than an occasional 
strike against a particular employer. In February of 1944 
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the MESA called out its members in 30 plants in the Detroit-
northern Ohio area in protest against a decision of the Na­
tional Labor Relations Board (NLRB). "The NLRB had 
granted the United Automobile Workers (CIO) permission to 
hold an election at the Willys tool room in Toledo where 
MESA had bargaining r ights ."1 5 Matt Smith charged the 
NLRB with favoring CIO and AFL unions, refused to re­
spond to subpoenas requiring his appearance at hearings, and, 
in general, made headlines across the country over his union's 
rejections of the no-strike pledge. Although they had very 
little in common, Smith was compared to John L. Lewis in 
this action, probably because Lewis, in a much larger series 
of strikes the previous year, had been at the center of a mas­
sive confrontation with the federal government. 

John L. Lewis, the United Mine Workers, and miners 
generally have always had a special relationship with and 
meaning for auto workers. In discussing this, it should be 
clear that I am not discussing the internal history of the 
United Mine Workers, Lewis' ruthless achievement of power 
in the union at the expense of the near destruction of the 
union in the twenties, and his dictatorial control of the union 
structure through control of the union's executive board, of 
which a clear majority were Lewis appointees who were not 
subject to election by the ranks. 

Miners and auto workers were connected in three 
ways. Many auto workers were former miners who came 
from what was later known as Appalachia for the easier work 
and better pay of the auto shops. The miners' union was a 
mainstay of the CIO, providing money, organizers and other 
kinds of assistance to the newer, younger unions, such as the 
UAW. (To unions which did not pre-date the CIO, such as the 
Steelworkers, the UMW contributed as much of an undemo­
cratic and bureaucratic structure as it was possible to get 
away with.) Finally, John L. Lewis, with his impressive ap­
pearance and flair for both strategy and public controversy, 
had captured a warm place in the hearts of auto workers. In 
the forties, workers still remembered and discussed a meeting 
in the back room of a bar near the Dodge plant in the thirties 
at which Lewis handed over $50,000 to a group of Dodge 
workers with the simple injunction to organize Dodge. 

"A wildcat anthracite strike which began December 30, 
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1942, and continued through January 22, 1943, provided the 
catalyst for nationwide coal miner unrest in 1943.' It in­
volved between 15,000 and 25,000 of the 80,000 anthracite 
miners. 9 There are various interpretations of the causes of 
that strike. On the face of it, it was in protest against a 50-
cent dues increase announced by the union. That this was the 
cause is rejected by Saul Alinsky and Art Preis. Alinsky 
seems to reject the idea that miners would strike against their 
own union. Preis seems to be trying to prove, in the narrow­
est terms, that the miners were striking against the govern­
ment. J. R. Sperry's analysis seems to me to be closest to 
reality. He insists that the initial cause was the dues increase, 
but that much more was involved. 

. . . the anthracite wildcat strike accurately demonstrated 
the intensity of coal miner anger at the wage policies of 
the Roosevelt administration, and at the outset the strike 
was primarily a reaction to Lewis's ineffective leader­
ship. 22 

Although Lewis was charged across the nation with 
manipulating and encouraging the strike (and the official 
strikes which followed), he tried desperately to bring it to an 
end. It was a significant challenge to his leadership. At one 
point Thomas Kennedy and local district leaders proposed 
"that wildcat strikers be dropped from the rolls of the UMW, 
while Lewis primarily directed his vindictiveness at the an­
thracite strike leaders."2^ The dues increase was forgotten in 
the subsequent events, but Lewis found himself forced to 
demand a significant wage increase for the miners in order to 
reassert his control of the situation. He announced a demand 
for a $2 a day wage increase for both anthracite and bitumi­
nous miners when their contracts expired on March 31 (bi­
tuminous) and April 30 (anthracite), 1943. As Sidney Lens 
has noted, "Lewis reflected the mineworkers' militancy and, 
although he did not yield to it entirely, he was wise enough 
to run with labor's tide rather than against it."24 

On January 15, 1943, the National War Labor Board 
ordered the strike' to end. The miners responded by extend­
ing the strike. The Board referred the strike to President 
Roosevelt who then, clothing himself in the mantle of "Com­
mander in Chief," ordered the miners to return. They took a 
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few extra days and finally returned to work on January 22, 
responding to government and union pressure and Lewis's 
pledge to demand a substantial wage increase in the next 
contract. 

On January 30 miners were enraged by the award of a 
23-cent per ton price increase to western Pennsylvania soft 
coal operators by the Office of Price Administration. In this 
period, CIO and AFL leaders were publicly and privately at­
tempting to pressure the administration into a modification 
of the Little Steel Formula. Instead, on February 9, the 
NWLB rejected a wage increase for packinghouse workers at 
the major meat packers, among the lowest paid of unionized 
workers. 

In March, Lewis began contract bargaining with the bi­
tuminous coal operators. Among the demands presented 
were retention of the basic 35-hour, five-day week; a $2 per 
day wage increase; and portal-to-portal pay, that is, pay for 
the time spent travelling from the mine entrance to the work 
face. On March 15, Lewis indicated that the union was pre­
pared to strike to win its demands. Some time later, testify­
ing before a Senate committee, he indicated that the no-
strike pledge was not necessarily binding. In April, "Roose­
velt in a comprehensive executive order designed to 'hold the 
lines' re-emphasized the imperative necessity of 'freezing 
wages and prices.'"2^ This, in effect, was an order to the 
NWLB not to breach the Little Steel Formula. Lewis offered 
to withdraw all the wage demands if the operators would 
guarantee a six-day week for the life of the contract. This 
was supported by John Steelman of the Federal Conciliation 
Service. He quickly disappeared from the negotiations. On 
April 22 the Secretary of Labor certified the dispute to the 
War Labor Board. Lewis refused to recognize the Board or 
appear before it. The Board ordered uninterrupted produc­
tion of coal. The miners responded by beginning walkouts in 
Alabama and western Pennsylvania. Lewis announced that if 
there was no new contract agreed to by the termination of 
the old one, the miners would not "trespass" on the property 
of the operators on May 1. 

President Roosevelt threatened to use all his powers to 
keep the miners working. Despite his threats, on May 1 all 
the union bituminous mines were shut down. Roosevelt 
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ordered government seizure of the mines on May 1 and 
turned them over to Secretary of the Interior Harold L. 
Ickes to operate. (That turnover was in part fictional since, 
apart from Ickes himself and an American flag flying at each 
mine, the operation continued, at Ickes' instruction, to be 
run by the old owners and managers.) "Ickes then declared 
the miners were working 'for the government' and ordered 
them back to work. 

The miners didn't budge. . . . On Sunday night of 
May 2 Roosevelt was scheduled for a nation-wide radio 
address to the miners. Just before the President's broad­
cast, Lewis called a press conference and announced that 
starting Tuesday morning, May 4, another 15-day truce 
would be observed. . . ." 

The miners, in their local unions, voted to return to 
work for the truce period and waited until May 4, rather than 
May 3, t o return to the pits. 

CIO and AFL officials had voted with the government 
on the War Labor Board. They had publicly denounced the 
miners' strike and Lewis. "UAW-CIO President R. J. Thomas 
said that the miners' walkout was 'a political strike against 
the President . ' " 2 ' The attacks on Lewis and the miners in 
the press all across the country were fantastically bitter and 
vituperative. If the strike had not been political at the start 
(which it was) it was made political at the insistence of all 
the elements in government, business, and the labor move­
ment which opposed it. 

Nevertheless, 

In Detroit on May 2, the day of Roosevelt's radio call 
to the miners, a thousand delegates representing 350,000 
members of the United Auto Workers in Michigan over­
rode their national officers and adopted by overwhelming 
vote a resolution to support not only the UMW's demands 
but the strike as well. The UAW national leaders, which 
included President Thomas and Vice-President Reuther, 
introduced and backed a minority resolution opposing the 
strike. . . . But the delegates would not be swayed. Only a 
half dozen or so . . . openly voted against the majority 
resolution to back the coal strike. ° 
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This sentiment was further reflected by numbers of 
resolutions passed by local UAW unions supporting and 
encouraging the miners. 

The battle between the miners on the one hand and the 
government and mine operators on the other extended 
through most of 1943, with the bitterness of the attack on 
the miners in the press steadily mounting. But the working 
class response was almost as solid as the miners'. 

On June 1, 530,000 miners went on strike. The opera­
tors, becoming aware that they could no longer rely solely on 
the power of the NWLB to take care of the miners' demands, 
began to negotiate. Settlements seemed to be taking shape 
around $1.50 per day portal-to-portal pay, a wage increase 
that would crack the Little Steel Formula. The NWLB or­
dered negotiations to cease until the miners went back to 
work. The union ordered a return to work on June 7 to con­
tinue to June 20. In the negotiations that followed (with the 
mine operators, not with the government which nominally 
owned the mines), agreement was reached on $1.30 per day 
in portal-to-portal pay. 

At the same time, flushed with anti-labor sentiment, the 
House of Representatives passed the Smith-Connally War La­
bor Disputes Act, an anti-strike bill that gave statutory power 
to the NWLB. On June 18 the NWLB turned down the agree­
ment between the UMW and the mine operators. The miners 
began striking as soon as the word went out, not waiting for 
the deadline of June 20. Once again the strike was complete. 
Despite the fact that the UMW had won $1.50 portal-to-
portal pay from the Illinois mine operators and $1.30 in 
Pennsylvania, the labor members of the NWLB had joined in 
rejecting the proposed contracts. 

Two days after the strike began, Lewis announced an­
other truce, a return to work until October 31, but condi­
tioned on the government continuing to operate the mines. 
On June 25 Roosevelt vetoed the Smith-Connally Act, on 
the grounds that it was not strong enough, and Congress 
passed it over his veto. Complicated maneuvers and threats 
continued for the remainder of the summer, including the 
threat to apply the sanctions of the new law against Lewis 
and the UMW. Further agreements were reached with the 
Illinois mine operators, again rejected by the NWLB. Wildcats 
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began to spread. In October, Ickes announced the return of 
the mines to the private operators. The strikes became general 
before the October 31 deadline, with neither Lewis nor the 
government able to contain them. 

Ultimately, the coal operators and the government ac­
cepted defeat. On November 20 the NWLB handed down a 
decision which ended the Little Steel Formula, accepting 
the portal-to-portal pay with minor modifications. 

The ability and willingness of the miners to take on the 
government in a series of battles and to emerge with a signifi­
cant victory was evident to everyone in the country, not 
least of all the auto workers. It was not that this convinced 
the auto workers that the no-strike pledge was a false policy. 
It was that it confirmed what was a widespread sentiment 
to begin with. The obvious dual class standard of the govern­
ment in the rigidity of wage controls as opposed to the 
flexibility of price controls was simply brought out into the 
open by the miners' strikes. It may have convinced some 
waverers among the auto workers. But, more importantly, it 
lent legitimacy and strength to those who opposed the no-
strike pledge. It also undercut the power and prestige of the 
UAW leadership as a result of their openly taking sides with 
those who were attacking the miners. 
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6 
CULMINATION AND 

CONTRADICTION 

In 1941 there had been more strikes than in any year 
since 1937 and more workers involved than in any year since 
1919. A substantial drop in the number of strikes took place 
in 1942, the first full year of American participation in the 
war. However, as the war continued, the number of strikes 
kept rising. In 1943 there was a sharp rise in the number of 
strikes, more than doubling the number of man-days idle. 
These figures include the coal strikes. In 1944 there was an­
other increase in the number of strikes to the highest point in 
this century. There was, however, a smaller increase in the 
number of workers involved and, reflecting the shorter dura­
tion of the wildcat strikes, a decline in the number of work 
days lost.1 

Included in the increased number of strikes in 1943 
were large and important strikes in the auto industry. In May 
there were strikes at five Chrysler plants in the Detroit area/ 

The strikes in the auto industry, coming in a year of 
widely publicized miners' strikes, were accompanied by grow­
ing hostility to the no-strike pledge. An interviewer reported 
that Chrysler strikers' attitude toward the no-strike pledge 
was that, "Without exception, so far as I was able to discover, 
they maintain that they have never agreed to any such 
thing."3 Supporting this tendency was a statement by 
John L. Lewis in March that he held the no-strike pledge no 
longer binding. Perhaps adding to the irritation of workers 
were signs of increasing threats and pressure against strikers. 
On two occasions Brig. Gen. B. Smith ordered Alabama draft 
boards to reclassify striking workers to remove their defer­
ments. The demand that surfaced in the Florida Senate for 
a one-year prison term for strikers or those who cause strikes 
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in war work was not unusual. Such demands increased in 
number and vindictiveness as the war continued and the 
number of strikes mounted. 

That the problem of discriminatory use of the draft 
against militant workers had become pretty general was indi­
cated by the adoption of a resolution on the problem at the 
1943 convention of the UAW. It charged, among other 
things, that local draft boards were dominated by profession­
als and businessmen, that "management has used the draft 
for discriminatory purposes against active union members, 
has shown favoritism in protecting from the draft, workers 
less essential than others being inducted," etc. It called for 
the establishment of Labor-Management Committees on 
deferment at the factory level. 

Other kinds of pressure against workers surfaced in the 
coal strikes. "Thirty coal miners — local union presidents, 
checkweighmen, committeemen, and ordinary rank and file 
militants of the United Mine Workers of America in South­
western Pennsylvania — have been indicted by a federal grand 
jury at Pittsburgh on charges of violating the notorious 
Smith-Connally law." 8 

At the end of 1942, Buick local 599 in Flint called for 
a special convention to rescind the no-strike pledge. Support 
came from the Brewster Aircraft local 365 (Long Island City, 
N.Y.) and local 719 in Chicago.9 

In July 1943, the convention of the Michigan CIO 
adopted a generally militant program and urged the national 
CIO to rescind the no-strike pledge if the Little Steel formula 
were not broken and genuine equality of sacrifice were not 
adopted. 

At the UAW Convention in October 1943, however, the 
leadership was able to keep a tighter rein on the delegates. 
The majority and minority resolutions introduced on the no-
strike pledge were both for unconditional retention of the 
no-strike pledge. The difference between the majority resolu­
tion, introduced by Victor Reuther, and the minority resolu­
tion, introduced by Shelton Tappes of Ford local 600, was 
trivial. The majority called for government operation of 
plants in which management did not bargain in good faith. 
The minority called for political action to accomplish labor's 
ends. Finally, the majority accepted the political action 
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clause of the minority resolution and the two were joined 
together in one resolution. The discussion was minimal, with 
Emil Mazey of the Briggs local 212 and Jackson Crump of 
local 599 speaking against the pledge. The pledge was re­
affirmed in a hand vote. 

In 1944 the conflict between the UAW leadership and 
rank and file workers who wildcatted with increasing fre­
quency was intensified. There were also other signs that 
workers were looking for new directions in their search for an 
end to governmental restrictions and for ways to assert their 
own power. 

At a Detroit conference on March 4 and 5, 1944, dele­
gates representing 85 Michigan AFL and CIO unions formed 
the Michigan Commonwealth Federation. The name was pat­
terned after the socialistic Canadian Commonwealth Federa­
tion and it reflected growing disenchantment with the Roose­
velt government and labor's ties to the Democratic Party. 
The MCF was bitterly attacked by the UAW leadership but 
the local union leaders who dominated the MCF were quite 
timid in their opposition to CIO-Democratic Party politics. 
They ran a few candidates that year, being careful not to op­
pose Roosevelt and other choice Democrats endorsed by the 
unions. Although they faded fairly quickly from the scene, 
the unionists who formed MCF reflected a deep-rooted desire 
for an independent labor movement, a desire that was later to 
surface in the unsuccessful campaign of UAW Vice-President 
Richard Frankensteen for mayor of Detroit. 

Major strikes began to appear with greater frequency in 
1944. In February 6,500 workers at Chevrolet Gear and Axle 
(UAW local 235, Detroit) and 5,600 workers at the Ford 
Highland Park plant (local 400) incurred the denunciations of 
UAW leaders for taking part in wildcat strikes. In March a 
mass meeting of members of the Aircraft Unit of the Ford 
Rouge local 600 proposed to call a city-wide conference to 
begin a movement to rescind the no-strike pledge. (The Air­
craft Unit consisted of about 10,000 workers on Pratt-Whit-
ney aircraft engines, part of the near-100,000-member local 
600. The president of the unit in 1944 was Larry Yost, who 
became one of the leaders of the Rank and File Caucus.) 
Later the same month the executive board of local 212 voted 
for a special convention to rescind the no-strike pledge. Other 
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locals passed similar resolutions. 
Wildcat strikes at the Ford Rouge plant in March led to 

a call for disciplinary action against the strikers by R. J. 
Thomas, directed against local 600. Over 100 workers were 
disciplined by the Ford Motor Company for strike action. 

In May, a strike at the Chrysler Highland Park plant, 
local 400, resulted in the International Union removing the 
local union officers and placing an administrator over the 
local. When the three-month statutory limit on such suspen­
sions of local union officers was up, the local membership 
overwhelmingly re-elected the offending officers. President 
of the local was William Jenkins, a socialist who also became 

-i a 

a leader of the Rank and File Caucus. 
During the summer of 1944, Allied victory in the war 

against Germany and Japan seemed only a matter of time. 
The beginning of cutbacks in war production were made, to 
add to the bitterness and insecurity of workers in the war 
plants. In this period, contacts were being established to form 
the Rank and File Caucus in preparation for the coming 
UAW convention. The leaders and organizers of the Rank and 
File Caucus were local union officers. Some of the initiators 
had been associated with the Workers Party, but most had 
been independent militants. 

The convention of the Michigan CIO in July provided 
the means for ppponents of the no-strike pledge to make 
contact and to plan. The convention itself was controlled by 
the CIO leadership. Forewarned by their defeat on the no-
strike pledge the year before, the leaders came prepared. "A 
massive array of CIO and UAW top officers poured it on the 
Michigan delegates hour after hour in denunciation of any 
attempt to abrogate the no-strike pledge. They were joined 
by army and navy brass hats, clergymen and especially select­
ed Purple Heart war veterans." 1 ' About two thirds of the 
delegates voted to sustain the pledge.1 0 However, the ground­
work was laid for the coming UAW convention. A Rank and 
File Caucus was established with a three-point program: 

1. Rescind the no-strike pledge. 
2. For independent political action. 
3. Remove the brass-hats from the international 

leadership and substitute for them officers who 
represent the rank and file. 
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While all caucus members paid lip service to the labor 
party, there was serious, if undercover, opposition to the 
MCF and an independent Labor Party at caucus meetings. 
Chief center of the opposition was the Buick Local 599, 
for which the spokesman was Ed Geiger, educational di­
rector of the local. Local 599 was supported in their stand 
by some delegates from the Olds local in Lansing. 1" 

There was only one plank in the program that all caucus 
members supported, the no-strike pledge. Beyond that there 
were differences between socialist, anti-war unionists and 
those who had ties to the Democratic Party and the Addes 
or Reuther caucuses in the UAW. 

Working to organize a caucus from the Detroit area 
were: John Zupan, a committeeman from the Willow Run 
Bomber local 50, a dedicated socialist who had come to the 
Detroit area from the coal regions of Pennsylvania where he 
had worked in a zinc smelter. He had considerable intellec­
tual abilities and a concern for political theory and analysis. 
These are traits that can be often found in workers, although 
they are rarely given the opportunity to flourish. 

Larry Yost was the chairman of the Aircraft Unit at the 
Ford Rouge plant who had become prominent as a result of 
major wildcats in his unit. He was a rare individual who had 
an instinctive affinity for sensing what working people were 
willing or anxious to do, and it made him a natural mass 
leader. He had been a moderate socialist, more or less affil­
iated with the Socialist Party, but he had no great depth of 
principle or belief and after the war years he became a strong 
Reuther supporter and bitter anti-Communist. He later 
drifted off into middle class occupations. 

William Jenkins was president of Chrysler Highland Park 
local 490. He was an old-time SPer with strong anti-war be­
liefs. He had been something of a Reuther supporter before 
the no-strike pledge fight and returned to the Reuther camp 
after it was over. His militancy was principled and consistent. 

From the Flint area, the following people played key 
roles in organizing the caucus: 

F. R. " Jack" Palmer, who was head of the Flint MCF 
and on the educational committee of Chevrolet local 659, 
and a principled and dedicated socialist. 

Bert Boone, President of Chevrolet local 659 and a 

102 



former Wobbly (member of the Industrial Workers of the 
World), part of a strong and interesting core of Wobblies and 
socialists who functioned for many years in the Chevy local. 

John McGill, a more traditional union militant, a former 
president of Buick local 599. 

A steering committee was set up in Grand Rapids at the 
State CIO convention with McGill as chairman and Boone as 
secretary. Also on the committee were Yost, Bill Jenkins and 
Jack Carter of AC Spark Plug (a GM division) in Flint. Look­
ing at these names, it strikes me that, at least in part, they 
reflect the desire of radicals to involve non-radicals more 
closely in the activity of the caucus and also to broaden the 
appeal of the caucus by putting forward the most prominent 
individuals available and those least connected publicly with 
left political groups.2 0 

At the end of July, Bill Jenkins and his entire slate were 
restored to office in Chrysler local 490. In August another 
strike at the plants of Chevrolet Gear and Axle led to the sus­
pension of the local officers and the appointment of an ad­
ministrator over the local. The plants were shut down again 
in less than a month, and Reuther and the administrator in­
sisted on the ending of the strike without negotiating any of 
the union demands. Here, too , the local officers were over­
whelmingly returned to office as soon as the 60-day suspen­
sion was over.22 

Clear indications of growing anti-no-strike pledge senti­
ment were emerging from the elections of delegates to the 
UAW convention at the end of the summer. One such shift 
was reported from the Ford Highland Park local: 

So unpopular is the pledge today in Highland Park that all 
the opportunist office seekers of Local 400 are pushing 
each other over in their haste to jump on the bandwagon 
and scrap the pledge, including several who only one 
month ago were its firm upholders, like the Johnson 
brothers, who refused to run on a slate against the pledge, 
and William Oliver, recording secretary, who voted at the 
state CIO convention to maintain the pledge, but is 
elected one month later, pledged to the membership to 
fight against it.2^ 

This may be one of the sources of the seemingly 
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contradictory behavior of the delegates at the 1944 conven­
tion, the contradiction between long-established caucus loyal­
ties and the pressure of rank and file workers forcing some of 
the delegates to vote against caucus policy. 

The UAW convention opened on Monday, Septem­
ber 11 , 1944. It was evident in advance that the no-strike 
pledge would be the crucial question. One sign of this was the 
adoption of Convention Rule 11 , which provided that all 
committee reports be restricted to minority and majority 
"with the exception of the No-Strike Pledge issue."2 4 The 
discussion of the pledge began on the morning of the third 
day with the presentation of three resolutions to the conven­
tion. 

The majority resolution was read by Norman Matthews 
of the Packard Local, chairman of the Resolutions Commit­
tee. It was supported by committee members Nat Ganley, 
Shelton Tappes, Ben Ambroch and William Dieter. It read: 

WHEREAS: On December 7, 1941, our country was at­
tacked, and ten days later organized labor, by its own 
motion and without a single request from the President of 
the United States, gave him a committment that for the 
duration of this war organized labor would not engage in 
strikes. We asked for no partisan advantages for ourselves 
as the price of our patriotism. We needed* so-called "tri­
partite" agreement as a condition for defending our 
country from attack, and, 

WHEREAS: Labor gave this committment because we 
realized that we could not protect our earnings and condi­
tions in the shop and remain free labor without protecting 
our nation from the Axis threat to dominate the world 
and, 

WHEREAS: Because of our No Strike Pledge, the Presi­
dent of our country was able to state in his Labor Day 
message: "American workers can observe this Labor Day 
in the proud knowledge that in the battle of production 
their free labor is triumphing over slave labor. It was their 
determination to safeguard liberty and to preserve their 

*There seems to be a typographical error at this point, with the word 
"no" missing. 
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American heritage for coming generations that made pos­
sible the greatest production achievement in the world's 
history" and, 

WHEREAS: Our great International Union has stood 
steadfast for war victory despite provocation caused by 
the treasonable actions of many of our managements who 
took advantage of our no strike commitment and, who are 
responsible for most of our "wild cat" strikes, and, 

WHEREAS: President Phil Murray of the CIO has made it 
clear that: "The No Strike commitment has not thwarted 
the development or growth of the organized labor move­
ment of the United States" and, 

WHEREAS: The reactionary forces behind Dewey and 
Bricker would like nothing better than the rescinding of 
the No Strike Pledge by the largest war workers union in 
America during this final phase of the crucial presidential 
election and, 

WHEREAS: Our No Strike Pledge strengthens the politi­
cal bargaining power of the organized labor movement for 
the duration of the war, which we must have to win a 
proper wage policy and proper War Labor Board policies, 
and, 

WHEREAS: Our soldiers, sailors and marines engaged in 
an amazing offensive on all fronts call upon their brothers 
on the production front to keep them supplied with fight­
ing weapons for the final push to victory, and, 

WHEREAS: In his September 4th message of thanks to 
the war workers of this country, General Eisenhower said, 
"Now as never before there must be no shortage of tanks, 
trucks, ammunition or fuel. The possibility of such a fail­
ure on your part does not enter into my calculation" and, 

THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED: That for the duration 
of the war the UAW-CIO reaffirms its No Strike Pledge to 
the Commander-in-Chief of our armed forces and to our 
country. 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED: This Convention remem­
bers the sneak attack on Pearl Harbor. That attack will be 

105 



answered when we force the unconditional surrender of 
Japan after the defeat of Germany. Only then will the war 
be over. Our No Strike Pledge continued for the duration 
of the war, in all plants, will guarantee an uninterrupted 
flow of war materials to our armed forces in the Pacific. 
Any other course would harm our country, our union and 
the workers we represent. New conditions may affect our 
No Strike Pledge after the defeat of Germany. 

Hence immediately upon the termination of the war 
against Germany, the International Executive Board shall, 
tegether with the National Board of the CIO, and after 
consultation with the other boards of organized labor in 
the United States who gave the pledge, review and decide 
a further policy on the No Strike Pledge for the balance of 
the war to drive Japan to unconditional surrender.25 

Victor Reuther, secretary of the Resolutions Commit­
tee, read the minority resolution, joined by committee mem­
bers H. A. Moon and Harold Johnson. 

WHEREAS: The membership of the UAW-CIO in keeping 
with our unswerving loyalty to our nation and our fight­
ing men, has from the inception of the Nazi-Fascist attack 
on freedom given unselfish and unstinting support to the 
war effort of our country and its allies, and, 

WHEREAS: Our union was the first to propose all-out 
conversion of manufacturing facilities to war production. 
With the Japanese sneak attack on Pearl Harbor, we gave a 
pledge to maintain continuous production and to with­
hold, for the duration of the war, our right to strike. In 
plants which produce billions of dollars worth of war ma­
terial annually, our membership has worked hard and 
continuously to provide our fighting men with the most 
effective equipment in immense quantities at the earliest 
possible date and, 

WHEREAS: As a result of the efforts of American labor, 
of which our membership is a major part, our American 
army is today the best equipped army on the face of the 
earth. The death blow now being rained on the armies of 
Hitler and Japan by our armed forces is in part the result 
of our membership on our production front. Not only 
have we supplied our own army with the physical 
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materials of victory, but we have helped equip and make 
possible the brilliant triumphs scored by the armies of 
Britain, Russia and other nations arrayed against Hitler-
ism. The soldiers of all nations, GIs and generals, are uni­
versal in their praise of the production efforts of Ameri­
can labor, and, 

WHEREAS: The war effort of our membership has not 
been limited to production alone. Our members have 
given of their blood to succor our wounded; we have con­
tributed generously to Red Cross and other war relief 
agencies; we have bought War Bonds to our utmost limit; 
our members by the thousands have served voluntarily in 
civilian defense and other war-time domestic activities. 
We have almost 300,000 of our members serving in the 
armed forces. Daily the War and Navy Departments an­
nounce the names of UAW-CIO members who have been 
maimed or killed in battle, men of labor who have died 
for their country. On the basis of this record, this conven­
tion of the UAW-CIO rejects as viciously unfair falsehoods 
the concerted propaganda of selfish interest [sic] which 
seek to belittle and besmirch our contribution to the war 
effort. We hurl these lies back into their teeth. Our war 
record is complete and not subject to challenge and, 

WHEREAS: Unlike the vested interest of big business, we 
have not indulged in war profiteering; we have not sought 
to exploit the nation's struggle for partisan gains or ag­
grandisement. Unlike the owners of industry we did not 
demand nor have we received guarantees of substantial 
profits, salaries, and postwar tax rebates. The measure of 
our contribution to the war effort has not been gauged by 
monetary rewards. On the contrary we have continued to 
labor diligently and unceasingly despite the deterioration 
of our wage and living standards, and, 

WHEREAS: The UAW-CIO views the war against Nazism 
and fascism as a part of Labor's continuous struggle for 
security. We reject any contention that there is any con­
flict between the war effort and the recognition of labor's 
legitimate demands for economic justice. 

THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED: 
1. That this Convention reaffirm its no strike pledge 

for the duration of the war. We shall do everything in our 
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power to maintain continuous top production and to 
bring to a speedy and successful termination of the war 
against all axis nations. 

2. While re-newing our no strike pledge, we declare it 
to be our position that the successful maintenance of con­
tinuous production is a responsibility of management and 
the government as well as of labor. Desirous as labor is to 
maintain continuous production, this cannot be attained 
as long as management continues to provoke stoppages by 
taking advantage of the no strike pledge; nor can contin­
ued production be assured until the government, through 
the War Labor Board and other appropriate agencies, 
measure up to their responsibility to provide speedy and 
satisfactory adjustment of labor's grievances, and to pro­
tect the labor movement against management efforts to 
take advantage of the no strike pledge to weaken the labor 
movement and undermine its standards. Continuous pro­
duction requires fulfillment of a tripartite responsibility. 
We demand that management and the government meas­
ure up to theirs. Slogans and lip-service will not insure 
continuous production; only genuine collective bargaining 
and fair-play can achieve that end. 

3. The UAW-CIO, while ready and anxious to make 
every sacrifice for our nation, is unwilling to sacrifice our 
union for the profits of the owners of industry. In view of 
announced plans of the War and Navy departments to cut 
war production from 40 to 60% immediately after the de­
feat of Germany, this convention sets forth the following 
to be its policy between the period after the defeat of 
Germany and the end of the war against Japan. 

(a) The no strike pledge will remain in effect in those 
plants wholly or partially engaged in war production. 

(b) In those plants reconverted to the exclusive and 
sole manufacture of civilian production the pledge of 
labor not to strike shall not be binding and the Interna­
tional Executive Board is empowered in accordance with 
the provisions of our constitution to authorize strike ac­
tion where, in the interest of safeguarding and extending 
the rights of labor, such action is required. 

BE IT FINALLY RESOLVED: That this convention 
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support the positions of Philip Murray and R. J. Thomas 
who condemn those individuals inside or outside the 
labor movement who propose to extend indefinitely 
labor's war time no strike pledge in time of peace.2° 

Ben Garr ison, of t h e F o r d Highland Park local 4 0 0 , 
in t roduced what was called the Super -Minor i ty R e p o r t . 

WHEREAS: On April 7 and 8, 1942, delegates represent­
ing the organized workers in the state of Michigan assem­
bled in a study conference in Detroit, Michigan and, 

WHEREAS: A ten-point "Victory through equality of 
sacrifice" program was agreed upon embodying the fol­
lowing: 

1. Corporation profits limited to 3%. 
2. Income of individuals or family not to exceed 

$25,000 annually. 
3. Rigid price control to prevent inflation. 
4. A fair and just rationing program. 
5. Wage increases commensurate with increases in cost 

of living. 
6. Dependents of our fighting men be granted a living 

wage. 
7. A moratorium be declared on all debts during the 

period of reconversion. 
8. A Labor Production Division be created within 

W. P. B. 
9. Representatives of Labor, Government, Agriculture 

and Industry to constitute a committee in discussions on 
winning the peace. 

10. On the assurance that the above will become law, 
the members of the UAW-CIO would take all time over 40 
hours per week in the form of non-negotiable War Bonds 
and, 

WHEREAS: In consideration of promises made that the 
foregoing would be enacted as the law of the land, labor 
would agree to substitute conciliation, arbitration and 
mediation of disputes through the medium of a War Labor 
Board, in the place of Labor's most precious right, the 
right to strike and, 

WHEREAS: Because the 10-point program was by-passed 
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by both industry and government after Labor made its 
commitment, labor has been forced to take a retreating 
position by both the public and our membership. On the 
one hand, the public has been propagandized by an anti­
union press and on the other hand, an anti-union force 
within industry is continuously provoking wildcat strike 
action in an organized endeavor to smash the union move­
ment and, 

WHEREAS: In the face of this, Labor has patriotically 
continued to sacrifice while the moneyed interests and 
large corporations have drawn tremendous surpluses and 
instituted a policy of abrogation of collective bargaining, 
which if allowed to continue will surely mean the disinte­
gration of all labor unions as has been the fate of the labor 
movement in Germany, Italy and other fascist countries. 

WHEREAS: The general membership of our International 
Union has never been given an opportunity to express 
their opinion through a referendum vote on this all im­
portant question. 

THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED: That we assembled in 
this great convention rescind our no strike pledge and 
further we, 

RESOLVED: That a referendum vote of the membership 
be conducted by the International Executive Board 60 
days after adjournment of this Convention to either up­
hold or reject the action of this Convention and be it 
finally 

RESOLVED: That the Education Department be instruct­
ed to immediately institute an educational campaign both 
by press and radio to acquaint our membership and the 
general public with the position taken by this Conven­
tion.27 

All the self-serving "whereases" in the resolutions 
proved unimportant in the vigorous debate that followed. 
The exaggerated patriotism was punctured by the delegation 
from Briggs local 212, which whipped out small American 
flags, waving them wildly in derision at the remarks in de­
fense of the pledge by local 600's President Grant. 

Some of the local leaders who entered the debate on the 
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side of rescinding the pledge were Paul Silver of local 351, 
and Jess Ferrazza of Briggs local 212 (Emil Mazey was serving 
in the armed forces at this time). Only one member of the 
International Executive Board, Swanson from the Buick local 
in Flint, supported the super-minority report. The top leader­
ship of the union was overwhelmingly in favor of the major­
ity report. 

The debate took all of Wednesday and ended with a 
roll call vote on the super-minority resolution. It was de­
feated by a vote of 6,617.845 to 3,750.855.28 

That evening the various caucuses met to rouse their 
followers and to plan strategy. The Rank and File Caucus 
meetings were poorly attended all through the convention, a 
relative handful finding their way there compared to the 
packed halls of the Addes-CP and Reuther caucuses. After 
the defeat in the first vote, the consensus in informal discus­
sion was that the Rank and File Caucus should support the 
lesser of the two remaining evils, the Reuther resolution 
which called for a minimal retreat from the no-strike pledge. 
However, when strategy was discussed in the steering com­
mittee, Max Shachtman, National Secretary of the Workers 
Party, proposed that the caucus stand firm and call for the 
defeat of both the minority and majority resolutions. As an 
observer present on the scene, I was intrigued by the instan­
taneous acceptance of the proposal. Such a departure from 
conventional tactical wisdom did not even seem to require 
any debate. The rest of the night was spent getting a leaflet 
printed which said, simply, "Vote No on Minority and 
Majority Reports. Rank and File Caucus." A copy was placed 
on each delegate's seat before the convention opened on 
Thursday morning. 

The vote on the minority resolution was so overwhelm­
ing that there was not even a request for a roll call vote. It 
was Reuther's low point in the history of the UAW. The 
more militant rhetoric of the minority resolution could not 
conceal the fact that it differed from the majority resolution 
in the most trivial way. It was simply brushed aside by the 
delegates, gaining support from only hard core Reuther sup­
porters. 

The vote on the majority report, however, changed the 
entire complexion of the convention. On a roll call vote, it 
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was defeated by a vote of 5,232.853 to 4,988.892.2 9 

On the platform there was total dismay. With honored 
guests and dignitaries from the government and from the CIO 
present, the leadership had been unable to deliver its own 
membership. What was worse, the UAW no longer had a no-
strike pledge. The union had been taken by surprise. 

It is impossible, at this late date, to do more than guess 
at why the delegates voted the way they did. I believe that 
the majority wanted to rescind the no-strike pledge (or were 
obligated to their local membership to vote that way). How­
ever, caucus loyalties prevented many of them from voting 
for the super-minority report, so they discharged their re­
sponsibilities by voting down the majority report. 

The vote was followed by a period of intense maneuver­
ing. The majority and minority of the Resolutions Commit­
tee joined to propose that the convention vote separately on 
two propositions, one, on a simple motion to reaffirm or 
rescind the pledge, and, two, a motion on whether to hold a 
membership referendum on that subject. Garrison refused to 
accept the proposal of a new majority on the committee and 
proposed instead that the convention reaffirm the pledge for 
the duration of the war and hold a membership referendum 
within 90 days. The ability of the Rank and File Caucus to 
make itself felt in the votes that followed was probably 
seriously diminished by Garrison's concession of retention 
of the pledge pending the referendum. 

After considerable debate, Garrison's motion to reaffirm 
the no-strike pledge pending a referendum was defeated and 
the majority's motion to reaffirm the pledge was carried. At 
this point, the Addes-CP majority of the resolutions commit­
tee opposed holding a referendum, and Victor Reuther and 
Johnson supported Garrison's motion, which was carried in a 
roll call vote. The minority resolution was: 

RESOLVED: That this convention authorize a referen­
dum vote of the entire membership commencing 90 days 
after the adjournment of this convention; that a commit­
tee of nine be appointed by the convention to conduct a 
referendum vote through the United States mails. This 
committee shall be selected by the convention Reso­
lutions Committee on the basis of three members 
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representing each point of view. 

FINALLY RESOLVED: That, while we recognize the 
democratic rights of the International Officers and Inter­
national Representatives to express themselves on this 
question, it shall be made mandatory that none of the 
International Officers or International Representatives 
shall use Union funds, the International Newspaper, the 
International Education Department, or any other agency 
of the Union in propagandizing their position on this 
issue. 30 

One of the concerns of the leadership in the timing of 
the referendum was that it not embarrass President Roosevelt 
in his campaign for reelection. In any case, the referendum 
was delayed beyond the convention mandate and was not 
held until January and February of 1945. In a meeting of the 
International Executive Board following the convention, 
R. J. Thomas expressed his concerns about the convention 
and how the union's leaders would conduct themselves in 
the referendum. 

President Thomas commented in general on the fervor 
and attitude of the delegates attending the convention in 
Grand Rapids. In his opinion both groups were equally re­
sponsible for the unrest which existed at the convention. 
He feared for the future welfare of the organization. When 
considering the present status of our country, and the 
provocations of management all over the country, it was 
easy to comprehend the reason for the worker's almost 
open animosity towards all officers, Board Members and 
general staff at the Convention. He cautioned the Board 
against playing "politics" with such situations.^ 

The people who had organized the Rank and File Cau­
cus were feeling quite confident at the end of the UAW con­
vention. They had accomplished more than anyone had ex­
pected. They chose a new steering committee which reflected 
the fact that their contacts had extended far beyond the 
borders of Michigan. Chairman of the committee was Larry 
Yost, a popular figure, but not one able to do consistent 
organizing. Secretary of the committee was Art Hughes, Pres­
ident of the Dodge Truck local 140, a traditional unionist 
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of a type whose support would be needed for a successful 
campaign on the referendum. Filling out the steering com­
mittee were Max Weinrib of Chicago local 719, Bob Burck-
hardt of Toledo local 12, and James Barricks of Buffalo 
local 501 . 

A decision was made to publish a paper in the campaign 
against the no-strike pledge. The editorial committee con­
sisted of Johnny Zupan of Willow Run local 50 as editor, 
and Larry Yost and Art Hughes as the Detroit members of 
the steering committee. Altogether, three issues of a four-
page tabloid called the Rank and Filer were published, in 
January and February 1945 and a final issue after the refer­
endum was over, in April. 

A nine-point program, which had been adopted by the 
caucus at the convention, appeared in each issue: 

1. Rescind the no-strike pledge. 
2. Break the WLB by removing UAW members from 

regional and national War Labor Boards. 
3 . Smash the Little Steel Formula by hitching wages 

to the rising cost of living. 
4. Begin today to build for an independent labor 

party tomorrow. 
5. Wage Policy and Reconversion: 

A. An industry-wide wage policy guaranteeing 
equal pay for equal work throughout the 
nation. 

B. Fight general unemployment by instituting a 
thirty-hour week at a livable wage. 

C. Fight seasonal unemployment with a guar­
anteed annual wage. 

D. Adequate pay for all workers, to be based on 
seniority. 

E. Reduction of age limits on Social Security 
retirement. 

6. Elections for all national union department heads, 
such as Ford, GM, Chrysler, etc. 

7. Establishment of a national UAW daily paper. 
8. Fifty per cent of all international union assess­

ments to be retained by the local unions. 
9. Elect officers who support the program of the 

workers in the shops. 32 
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The range of the program clearly indicates the intention 
of the Rank and File Caucus to function beyond the no-
strike pledge referendum as a major contender for power in 
the UAW.33 In this they were totally unsuccessful. The paper 
did not go beyond its third issue and the caucus was not 
able to survive the end of the war in 1945 and the reconver­
sion period. Most of the caucus supporters were caught up in 
the drive for power by Walter Reuther, on one side or the 
other (although most became Reuther supporters) and the 
caucus simply faded way. 

The rest of 1944 was spent by the referendum commit­
tee and the International Executive Board maneuvering over 
the details of the referendum. Meanwhile strikes were contin­
uing to mount. In February of 1945 there were major strikes 
at Briggs and Dodge. The Dodge strike extended into 
March and spread to other Chrysler plants. It was effective 
enough to force the WLB, for the first time, to negotiate 
grievances while the workers were still out on strike. 

The balloting in the referendum took place in February. 
Members received a double postcard, the ballot part of which 
was returnable, postage free, to the International office in 
Detroit. The International Executive Board approved the 
following wording: 

Do you favor the action of the Ninth Convention of the 
UAW-CIO, which reads as follows: 

"Resolved that this Convention reaffirm for the dura­
tion of the war the No Strike Pledge to the Command­
er-in-Chief of our Armed Forces and our country." 

Yes No 

(Mail this Ballot not later than February 17,1945)°° 

Both in its reference to the convention's action and to 
"the Commander-in-Chief of our Armed Forces" the wording 
of the ballot was not neutral. (All through the war — and 
since — there was a tendency to invest in the phrase, Com­
mander-in-Chief, a meaning far beyond the constitutional 
provision that the military forces of the United States be 
subject to the civilian control of the President.) 
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At the time, I wrote of the irregularities in the balloting, 
including the report that in Lansing, Mich., ballots went to 
management people at the Olds and Reo plants. The Olds 
management returned the ballots; the Reo management did 
not. "Auto workers all over the country are reporting cases 
in which two to five ballots are received by a single person, 
often a person who has not been a member of the union for 
a year or more. . . . The unfairness of the vote is made even 
worse by the wording of the ballot. . . . Since the vote is 
being conducted in the manner of a plebiscite, it would in­
deed be surprising if the sentiment of the majority of the 
auto workers made itself felt."37 

Looking back on the election, it is my belief that, al­
though irregularities did, in fact, take place, they were not of 
a kind which would indicate major fraud. In spite of the 
biased wording of the ballot, the election, supervised by a 
committee that had three members, one-third, from the anti-
pledge point of view, reflected with reasonable accuracy the 
views of those members who voted. I find it hard to believe 
that the ballot wording would have deceived or swayed more 
than a tiny handful of UAW members. The debate over the 
referendum was loud and long. It took place on the shop 
floor, in the local unions and in the daily papers. And, while 
the overwhelming weight of propaganda from the press and 
from the government and other sources was for retention of 
the pledge, auto workers were not deceived over what they 
were voting on. 

There were 1,036,254 members eligible to vote, plus 
150,000 in the armed forces. This was the average member­
ship during the June-September period, 1944.3° The yes 
vote, for reaffirming the no-strike pledge, was 178,824; the 
no vote, 97,620.39 Something over a quarter of a million 
members had cast valid ballots. 

The heaviest vote for rescinding the no-strike pledge 
came from Regions 1 and 1-A (the Detroit metropolitan 
area), 1-C (the Flint-Lansing area), and 7 (Canada, where, 
because the government had not cooperated in maintaining 
union membership, the no-strike pledge had always been 
shaky). These regions were followed by Region 1-B, a south­
ern Michigan tier of counties which included Pontiac, Jack­
son, Battle Creek, Kalamazoo, and Benton Harbor. The 
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TABLE 13. Regional breakdown of UAW membership.40 

UAW-CIO Average Membership 
Region June-Sept., 1944 

1 

1-A 

IB 

1-C 

1-D 

2 

2-A 

2-B 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

9-A 

Armed forces: 

195,559 

145,101 

80,074 

58,236 

46,063 

20,660 

59,455 

47,069 

74,751 

81,740 

38,307 

25,217 

26,007 

21,685 

53,159 

63,173 

1,036,254 

150,000 

TABLE 14. Military Ballots.40 

YES 

10,575-93.1% 

NO 

781 - 6.9% 

Total mailed: 72,444 

Total voted: 11,356 

% participated: 15.8% 



TABLE 15. No-Strike Pledge referendum vote by regions 40 

Region 

1 

1-A 

1-B 

1-C 

I D 

2 

2-A 

2-B 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

9-A 

Totals: 

YES VOTES 

No. Votes 

26,580 

26,169 

11,087 

9,299 

8,683 

3,678 

8,787 

6,750 

13,732 

18,691 

6,351 

3,306 

4,792 

4,178 

6,071 

8,599 

178,824 

Per Cent 

54% 

54.5% 

63.9% 

56.6% 

74.3% 

74.2% 

74.6% 

71.8% 

78.6% 

71.4% 

72.3% 

87.4% 

54.2% 

83.8% 

71% 

72.6% 

Region 

1 

1-A 

1-B 

1-C 

1-D 

2 

2-A 

2-B 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

9-A 

NO VOTES 

No. Votes 

22,732 

23,512 

6,402 

7,139 

2,998 

1,279 

2,996 

2,652 

3,730 

7,466 

2,430 

476 

4,040 

810 

2,478 

3,240 

97,620 

Per Cent 

46% 

45.5% 

36.1% 

43.4% 

25.6% 

25.8% 

25.4% 

28.2% 

21.4% 

28.6% 

27.7% 

12.6% 

45.8% 

16.2% 

29.3% 

27.4% 
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heaviest vote for maintaining the pledge came from Regions 6 
(California and Utah) and 8 (the southeastern United States). 

The Rank and Filer headlined the vote: " 3 5 % AGAINST 
STRIKE PLEDGE." 4 1 It went on to comment, 

A most significant feature of the vote which aided the 
bureaucrats tremendously was the surprising number of 
auto and aircraft workers who did not vote. To understand 
why the vote was so small is to understand why the pledge 
was upheld. 

Thousands upon thousands of UAW members who are 
opposed to the no-strike pledge did not cast any ballots in 
the referendum. Where, for example, were the thousands 
of Chrysler workers in Detroit who showed what they 
thought of the no-strike pledge by walking out of their 
plants in protest against a company speed-up? Where were 
the Briggs workers, the Ford workers who have not hesi­
tated in the past to use the strike weapon to protect their 
rights? 

Only one answer can be given: The majority of UAW 
members did not think that rescinding the no-strike pledge 
would result in any considerable change in the policies of 
the union leadership or in the status of the union.41 

In any case, the situation in March 1945 was as follows: 
A majority of the auto workers who voted, voted to retain 
the no-strike pledge while the country was at war. However, 
the overwhelming majority of the auto workers did not both­
er to vote. At the same time, in the period that the vote was 
taking place, the winter and spring of 1944 and 1945, a ma­
jority of the auto workers went out on wildcat strikes. "Busi­
ness Week noted that the votes were being counted when 
there were more workers on strike in Detroit than at any 
time since the start of the war . " 4 2 And Art Preis also notes 
that, "When the war came to a close on August 14, 1945, the 
American workers had chalked up more strikes and strikers 
during the period from December 7, 1941 , to the day of 
Japanese surrender three years and eight months later, than 
in any similar period of time in American labor his tory." 4 2 

The Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that in 1944, 
in the industries manufacturing automobiles and automobile 
equipment, there were 388,763 workers involved in strikes 
and these made up 50.5% of the labor force.4 3 In 1945 the 
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corresponding figures were 473,700 workers, making up 
75.9% of the labor force.44 The 1945 figures obviously in­
clude the half of the year which followed the end of the war, 
when strikes increased in number. None of these figures 
include the aircraft industry and so do not coincide with 
membership in the UAW. However, as was indicated earlier, 
these figures are on the conservative side in that they do not 
include many in-plant walkouts and sit-ins. 

In any case, the contradiction remains whether one 
views the UAW as a whole or takes a narrower slice of indus­
try such as workers in the automobile industry, or, even, 
auto workers in the Detroit metropolitan area; a majority 
of workers went out on strike in a period when a referendum 
was indicating close to two-to-one opposition to wartime 
strikes. 

It is not victory or defeat but this contradiction that 
culminates the wartime struggle over the no-strike pledge 
in the UAW. 
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7 
CONCLUSIONS 

It is rare for history to provide so clear-cut and well-
documented a contradiction. On the one hand, a majority of 
auto workers voted to sustain the no-strike pledge. On the 
other hand, a majority of auto workers went out on wildcat 
strikes. 

It should be a fruitful source of analysis and under­
standing. But traditional social science cannot easily deal 
with this kind of contradiction. The facts strike a powerful 
blow against sociological surveys and academic views of con­
sciousness. The UAW referendum was a pretty good version 
of a sociological survey — a simple statement of belief on a 
clearly stated subject. And yet, even while the survey was 
being made, the events belied the results of the survey. There 
had been some understanding that opinion surveys are static 
and their results cannot be projected too easily into the 
future. T. Lupton, for example, noted: 

The interview is often useful as a means to ascertain atti­
tudes, opinions, and beliefs, but it is not possible to pro­
ceed logically from statements about attitudes to descrip­
tions of actual or probable behaviour. Attitudes expressed 
in an interview may not affect the choice made. Many 
choices involve a clash between attitudes stated with equal 
conviction in the situation of the interview. 1 

But here is a situation in which they do not even have valid­
ity in the present and the recent past. Part of the contradic­
tion is illuminated by the following: 

We tackled Jimmy on this apparent conflict of views — 
asking him why it was that he could support an Act which 
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intended to curb the use of union power while, in his own 
work situation, he advocated the greater use of that pow­
er. He then made it clear that he didn't think all strikes 
were a bad thing "because some do have a good founda­
tion, you know the workers have got reason to strike — 
but some I believe are Communist inspired and so if the 
Act can stop that sort of strike then I'm all in favour of 
it." It becomes clear that it is not working-class action 
that is being rejected but working-class action as it is pro­
jected by the mass media. Not militancy but "mindless 
militancy." Jimmy and his mates are told that strikes are 
bad, that workers are led by Communists and they believe 
it. To an extent, that is. Certainly they believe it to the 
point of arguing it in a pub or of answering a public opin­
ion pollster. But when it comes to daily activity at work 
they know that strikes can be justified. Maybe they won't 
go on strike but they won't decide not to strike because 
"strikes are bad for the country" or because "strikes are 
the results of agitators." Their decision to strike, or not, 
will be geared to their own particular situation. It is this 
tension between generally propagated abstract ideas and 
practical necessity which explains why — even at a time 
when wider and wider sections of the workforce were in­
volved in strike action — public opinion polls continued 
to find so many workers who considered strikes "a bad 
thing."2 

One of the problems of academic social science is the 
difficulty it has in dealing with any kind of contradiction. 
Contradiction is viewed as a problem to be straightened out, 
to be interpreted away. On the other hand, a dialectical view 
of reality not only assumes contradiction as normal and 
natural, it views contradiction as the source of all develop­
ment, change, and movement. It makes contradiction central 
to its concerns. 

The one major investigation into the effect of "afflu­
ence" upon the British working class, for example, begins 
with the assumption that the sort of understanding which 
workers have of their situation can be analysed in terms 
of its overarching consistency. Given this assumption 
"models of consciousness" can be arrived at in which one 
set of ideas are seen to relate in a formal logical manner to 
others. The problem with this view of things is that it fails 
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to root "consciousness" in the structure of the real world 
where experience is more characterised by contradiction 
than consistency. 

One question that is raised by the no-strike pledge ref­
erendum is: who are the militants? It has long been the re­
ceived wisdom of the left (and the right, as well) that the 
more militant workers are also more "conscious" (whatever 
that word means) and are therefore also the more active in 
union affairs. That is, militancy is defined as some combina­
tion of a radical point of view on particular questions and 
activism in the union. It is not too distant from the point of 
view of many leftists that abstention from the political pro­
cess is a sign of backwardness. People who do not vote for 
Republicans or Democrats and yet cannot be enticed to vote 
for Marxist candidates are perceived as needing education. 
To put it crudely, conscious militancy is to some degree re­
lated to participation in the parliamentary system. In the 
UAW referendum many workers, a substantial minority, 
voted to rescind the no-strike pledge. It seems reasonable to 
conclude, however, that the workers who did not vote at all 
exhibited a greater degree of militancy than those who did. 
First, of course, there is the fact that acting in a militant way 
(striking) in the face of considerable sanctions demands more 
dedication and courage than simply expressing a point of 
view (especially in a secret ballot). But there is a more impor­
tant element involved than that. It is not a matter of standing 
in judgment on workers, measuring their militancy on a scale 
of 10, or any similar nonsense. It is a matter of finding out 
why workers behave the way they do and what that indicates 
for the future. And in that context it is important to under­
stand the significance of abstention from the vote. 

To the many thousands of auto workers who wildcatted 
but did not vote in the referendum, the referendum did not 
matter. At least it did not matter enough to exert a very min­
imum effort. But to say that it did not matter is quite ambig­
uous. I believe it is valid to surmise that it did not matter be­
cause to most workers the union structure (like the institu­
tional structure of society generally) is an alien reality. Union 
leaders are seen as "politicians." Union leaders, politicians, 
businessmen, intellectuals, are seen as " them," as opposed to 
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"us." The kind of satisfactions workers can expect to receive 
from "them" tends to be marginal. Things may get a little 
better or a little worse, but the fundamental reality of life 
at work is not likely to change. 

The basic argument against this view is that the absten­
tion of voters contributes to the powerlessness of those vot­
ers. This view, however, is both reformist and false. It is 
reformist because it argues that people should take seriously 
minor adjustments in the system. In the case in point, the ad­
justment involves the difference between contracts that have 
no-strike pledges and a union leadership that is not likely to 
authorize many strikes and a more sweeping pledge that cov­
ers all exceptions. In one sense, of course, everything matters, 
every improvement, no matter how slight. But this sustains 
the idea that fundamental changes are simply an accumula­
tion of trivial ones, and that all expenditures of energy are 
equally valid. 

The view is false, both in unions and in the society gen­
erally, that power resides with voters in proportion to num­
bers of votes. It is interesting to note in passing that the rejec­
tion of the parliamentary process in the United States on a 
significant scale dates from the turn of the present century. 
After a quarter of a century of extraordinarily violent and 
revolutionary struggles on the part of workers, farmers, and 
others, struggles which were beaten down by military force, 
and after two successive defeats of William Jennings Bryan 
for the presidency, running on a populist program, there was 
a significant and continuing drop in the proportion of eligible 
Americans who took part in the electoral process. This re­
flects, it seems to me, a cynical but accurate estimate of the 
value of the electoral process to workers and poor people 
generally. It is inherently critical of this society (or, more 
narrowly, the unions). It is more revolutionary (actual or 
potential) than the urging of workers to get out and vote, no 
matter how valid the cause. Objectively, however they in­
terpret their actions in their own minds, workers who reject 
the institutional framework and take action outside of that 
framework are expressing a revolutionary potential. To put 
the matter negatively, workers do not have sufficient loyalty 
to the institutions of this society (including "their" institu­
tions) to prevent them from abandoning those institutions in 
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a revolutionary situation. 
The vote in the UAW referendum indicates a contradic­

tion between activism and activity, but it is a contradiction 
that is imposed from the outside and is not inherent in work­
ing class activity. It is only a rigid and artificial definition 
of activism that produces the contradiction. 

However, at least among those who voted to retain the 
no-strike pledge, there was a real contradiction between a 
verbalized belief and activity. There were many, many work­
ers in the UAW who thought the no-strike pledge a necessary 
thing and who, nevertheless, went on strike. It is in this area 
that the most significant conclusions can be drawn. 

The first conclusion is that belief does not govern 
activity. Marx and Engels noted: 

The question is not what this or that proletarian, or even 
the whole of the proletariat at the moment considers as 
its aim. The question is what the proletariat is, and what, 
consequent on that being, it will be compelled to do. Its 
aim and historical action is irrevocably and obviously 
demonstrated in its own life situation as well as in the 
whole organization of bourgeois society today.** 

There is a contradiction between the workers' being and 
the workers' consciousness. It would be quite remarkable if 
this were not so in a capitalist society. If that was where the 
matter rested, with the control by the ruling class of all the 
significant means of education and communication, then this 
whole discussion would be meaningless because it wouldn't 
matter in the slightest what workers thought. But the domi­
nation over the production of ideas is never enough for those 
who rule, because the reality of workers' lives is in contra­
diction to the ideas that dominate the society. It is the con­
tradiction between being and consciousness which produces 
change. The hostile and alienating nature of work in this so­
ciety (in addition to all the institutions inside and outside the 
factory designed to sustain the discipline of work) forces 
workers to resist their daily reality, individually and collec­
tively. The response to that resistance tends to expose the 
mythology of freedom and equality and continually trans­
forms the consciousness of workers. This is especially true of 
workers who have not yet been socialized into the accepted 
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and institutionalized forms of resistance, such as the union 
grievance procedure, government boards and so on. It is 
likely that those sections of the working class who were rela­
tively new to the factories, such as the southerners and wom­
en, were least likely to accept the discipline of factory work 
and the discipline of the union. This is borne out by the com­
plaints of spokesmen for the military and spokesmen for 
the union. 

Workers during World War II were generally aware of 
the class nature of the American government, its favored 
treatment of corporations, its oppression of workers through 
a myriad of institutions — price controls, wage controls, re­
strictions on job transfers, the draft, housing priorities, etc. 
(To say that they were aware does not mean that they were 
able to express this awareness in these abstract, intellectual 
terms.) When they went on strike and when they saw others 
such as the miners and the MESA members go on strike, they 
could not help but feel the terrible pressure of management, 
union, government and press, all of which denounced them 
as unpatriotic, subversive, red, and so on. Going on strike 
made it necessary to modify their views on other things. 
Being workers made it necessary for them to go on strike. 

The second conclusion is that activity modifies belief. 
What exists, in fact, is a continually developing contradiction 
between being and consciousness. They act upon each other. 
It would be nonsense to say that consciousness has no effect 
on activity, if only to delay or restrain activity. But activity 
continually emerges to assert itself as the overriding element 
in that combination. That this is borne out by the way that 
auto workers behaved during World War II does not make it 
new. Marx and Engels were aware of it a century earlier: 

Both for the production on a mass scale of this commu­
nist consciousness, and for the success of the cause itself, 
the alteration of men on a mass scale is necessary, an alter­
ation which can only take place in a practical movement, 
a revolution; this revolution is necessary, therefore, not 
only because the ruling class cannot be overthrown in any 
other way, but also because the class overthrowing it can 
only in a revolution succeed in ridding itself of all the 
muck of ages and become fitted to found society anew.° 
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They did not think of the working class as revolutionary 
"because they consider the proletarians as gods,'^ or because 
they thought that workers could be convinced of socialism 
by revolutionary intellectuals. They assumed workers who 
were ground down by their life under capitalism. "Accumula­
tion of wealth at one pole is, therefore, at the same time ac­
cumulation of misery, agony of toil, slavery, ignorance, bru­
tality, mental degradation, at the opposite pole. . . . 

What can be said of auto workers, then? That they were 
forced continually to overcome their limitations, to do battle 
with their union leaders and their government despite their 
patriotism and their prejudices. "There can be little question 
that if the total picture of national unity and the no-strike 
pledge had been presented to a democratic vote of the Ameri­
can working class it would have been roundly defeated."1 1 

But what was the meaning of these struggles? Weren't 
they, after all, simply narrow strikes over economics and 
working conditions? I think that to deal with this it is neces­
sary to go beyond the self-imposed limitations of traditional 
social science, to avoid " the obscurantism of pure empiri­
cism. ^ The contradiction between being and consciousness 
has a corollary, the contradiction between objective and 
subjective reality. 

It is necessary to draw a third conclusion from the 
events of World War II, that events have to be understood 
objectively rather than simply in terms of subjective motiva­
tion. When workers say that they are treated in a discrimina­
tory way and they need improved working conditions or 
increased wages and that this does not contradict their desire 
that the United States win the war, that is an empirical fact. 
But if we limit ourselves to the perception of the participants 
we make a mockery of the study of historical events. When 
thousands of workers are striking for a variety of ends, all of 
them rather local and narrow, the accumulation of strikes 
makes for a qualitative change in the objective reality. Ob­
jectively it is a threat to the existing social structure, no mat­
ter what the participants believe. And if the government and 
other major institutions respond on that level then continua­
tion and escalation of the strikes reinforces that threat. Tak­
ing into account the tendency toward exaggeration in politi­
cal rhetoric, the attacks upon the working class by corporate 
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executives, Congressmen and Senators, and the Executive 
Branch of the government clearly posed an awareness of a 
subversive threat. This was buttressed by the introduction 
and passage of anti-labor legislation and anti-subversive legis­
lation. Was this simply a way of using the war to weaken 
unions? Enriched by the hindsight of the post-Watergate ex­
posures, it would be dangerous to conclude that that was all 
that was involved. At least in terms of the narrow concern of 
defending their own society and their own rule, at least some 
of the fears of working class activity must have been rooted 
in an accurate perception of where working class wildcats 
could lead. It is a strange and unfortunate reality that revolu­
tionaries have historically had less confidence in the revolu­
tionary capacity of the working class than have had the 
rulers of capitalist society. 

In any case, the firings, the use of the draft against mili­
tants, arrests and harassments, were directed not against what 
workers thought but at what workers did. And, in turn, what 
workers thought was changed by what those in power did. 
The wildcat strikes were, in fact, political strikes because 
they were directed against the government. The government, 
through military and other personnel, made sure to make 
that clear. 

In the end, not very much seemed to be changed. There 
were massive legal strikes at the end of the war. The unions 
emerged from the war infinitely more bureaucratized than 
they were at the beginning. The UAW moved rather quickly 
to end the factional divisions and turn power over to the 
one-party machine of Walter Reuther. The power of the 
workers within the union structure continued to erode. 
American capitalism did not seem very threatened as it 
moved into the Cold War. 

However, it seems to me necessary to draw as much as 
possible, rather than as little as possible, out of the struggle 
over the no-strike pledge. As was noted earlier, such well-
documented contradictions are rare enough in history. The 
narrower the interpretation, the more likely it is to be locked 
within the framework of acceptance of the status quo as an 
overriding given. 

At the very least, certain negative conclusions can be 
drawn. The revolutionary potential of the working class is 
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not limited by day-to-day levels of activity or by the super­
ficial consciousness of workers, singly or in groups. Workers 
often act in contradiction to their own statements of belief. 
Expressions of satisfaction with life (they are rare enough), 
patriotism, hostility to radicalism of a formal sort are totally 
useless in determining the future direction of American work­
ing class activity. The contradiction between being and con­
sciousness is what produces change but it is change that tends 
to be sudden, explosive, and spontaneous. 

There is no indication that I am aware of that thirty 
years later American workers have resolved their contradic­
tions and have lost their revolutionary potential. If anything, 
the hostility to work, to politics, to government, among 
workers has become deeper and sharper than at any time 
since the Great Depression.* 

There is a combination of elements involved in examin­
ing the reality of class, class consciousness, and class activ­
ity .f The need to generalize and to condense can lead to con­
fusion and misunderstanding unless terms and their use are 
clearly understood. 

When we talk about what a worker thinks, we are talk­
ing about something very specific. But no two workers think 
exactly alike or have identical work or life situations. So 
that when we talk about group or class consciousness we are 
not talking about simply generalizing from the individual 
(although examining an individual in depth can give us sig­
nificant insights into the general). And we are not talking 

*"There is now convincing evidence that some blue-collar workers are 
carrying their work frustrations home and displacing them in extremist 
social and political movements or in hostility toward the government." 
Work in America, Report of a Special Task Force to the Secretary of 
Health, Education and Welfare, Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, undated 
(1973), page 30. 

f'Proletarian class consciousness is, therefore, the worker's conscious­
ness of his social being as embedded in the necessary structural antago­
nism of capitalist society, in contrast to the contingency of group con­
sciousness which perceives only a more or less limited part of the global 
confrontation." Istvan Meszaros, "Contingent and Necessary Class 
Consciousness," in Aspects of History and Class Consciousness, Lon­
don: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1971, page 101. Emphasis in original. 
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about an average consciousness or about a total which adds 
up all the individual consciousnesses. We are talking about a 
very complex and changing reality. 

A worker sits at home filling out his ballot on the no-
strike pledge. He might be married or single, he might have 
relatives in the armed forces or not. He comes from a particu­
lar family, region, ethnic background, etc. He is, let us say, 
listening to the war news on the radio while he is examining 
his ballot. He may have doubts, he may be unsure, but hear­
ing the casualty reports it might seem reasonable to him to 
support the pledge. 

The next day, at work, his foreman tells him that they 
have temporarily run out of work for his machine and that 
he should grab a broom and keep busy by cleaning up the 
aisles. The worker resents an order to do unnecessary work 
just for appearances sake, talks to a few of his fellows, and 
walks off the job. There seems to him no contradiction be­
tween that attitude and his vote of the day before. After all, 
it was the foreman who caused the strike, not the worker. 

If there were ten other workers involved, they may have 
had 10 different combinations of attitudes for joining the 
strike. These could range from aggressive militancy through a 
belief or sense of class solidarity to lack of interest or fear. 
One source of consciousness is simply the presence of other 
workers, that is, the visible signs of class. A worker, sitting at 
home, is a citizen (although he has many characteristics, even 
as a citizen, which are working class). The same worker, at 
work, or at a meeting, is part of a group and, unlike groups of 
lawyers, businessmen, students, etc., is compelled to think in 
group terms. His work requires it; and his life experience re­
quires it. Georges Friedmann saw this in his critique of the 
famous Hawthorne experiment: 

Observing methodically a group of workers taken at 
random, the investigators are thus led to recognize that 
the mainspring of their inner, spontaneous, secret organi­
zation, of their personal inter-relations, and of their be­
havior inside the factory, is the defense of their collective 
economic conditions. They think they contribute most 
effectively to this — on the basis of a system of piece 
wages and bonuses — by restricting output. Such an atti­
tude clearly implies a solidarity among workers which 
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transcends individual psychological distinctions, antip­
athies, membership in such and such a group or clique and 
even, very often, their immediate financial interest. The 
practice of restriction of output, the recognition of a cer­
tain duration of work as a "norm of conduct," unites 
them more or less consciously into a collectivity surpass­
ing the internal differences and limits of a firm, even one 
as vast as Western Electric. The investigators grasped the 
intrinsic importance of restriction of output, but did not 
see that here they confronted a socio-economic fact [Is 
it too much to add — political fact?] going beyond the 
company's horizon and relating the workers' attitude to 
that of other workers, in other factories, in other indus­
tries — in other regions, and even in other countries. Far 
from being explained by the purely internal factors of the 
firm, this phenomenon involves the economic and social 
conditions of the industrial wage worker within the total 
society to which he belongs. ° 

This is the irreducible minimum of class consciousness, 
from which leaps in consciousness and activity develop. But 
although it is always there, it is extremely difficult to record, 
or even see. An observer could spend a week, a month, or 
even a year in the department of a factory and see nothing 
but conflict, horseplay, and apathy among the workers. The 
production standards and modes of behavior would, of 
course, be taken for granted and assumed to stem from man­
agement decisions or some agreement by management and 
union that took place at some distance from the factory 
floor. The actual role of present and former workers in that 
department in establishing, or helping to establish, the reality 
of life and production in that department would not be visi­
ble. What the observer would see would be factually true, but 
fundamentally false because key elements of reality would 
be missing. 

Another complication is the definition of class and the 
use of terms related to class. I do not want to present some 
final authoritative definition since that is not what is involved 
in this discussion. E. P. Thompson's definition is a useful 
place to start. 

By class I understand an historical phenomenon, uni­
fying a number of disparate and seemingly unconnected 
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events, both in the raw material of experience and in con­
sciousness. I emphasize that it is an historical phenome­
non. I do not see class as a "structure," nor even as a 
"category," but as something which in fact happens (and 
can be shown to have happened) in human relation­
ships. 14 

"Class" is one of the most useful conceptions in social 
science. It is especially useful to Marxists. But it needs to be 
understood in all its complexity and "disparate and seeming­
ly unconnected events." For example, one can say, "The 
workers went on strike"; or "The working class overthrew 
the Czarist government." There is an assumption of totality 
which is not contained in those sentences. All the workers, 
each and every last one of them, did not overthrow the Czar. 
All the workers, each and every one of them, did not go on 
strike, or, at least, did not want to . Is talk about "workers" 
and "working class" then only revolutionary rhetoric? I do 
not think so. I think these are valid uses of the terms — but 
they cannot be understood as absolutes, any more than, "The 
French people overthrew the monarchy," can be understood 
as an absolute. 

In any group of workers, some are more active than 
others. There are many reasons for this: background, skill, 
family obligations, etc. Age is always an important factor. 
I have seen older workers discuss actions that needed to be 
taken to deal with certain problems, agreeing that a strike 
was needed, but noting that they were unable to initiate such 
action, that younger workers with fewer responsibilities 
would have to do it. That is a fairly general, although not 
absolute, pattern, for revolutions as well as strikes. It tends 
to be the young who initiate and lead. The older workers 
follow. 

There are also numbers of workers who oppose militant 
or revolutionary activities but go along out of fear of repris­
als. There are workers who are apathetic who either take part 
in strikes out of inertia or who simply go home to wait out 
the events. All these are part of the class and have to be as­
sumed in discussing class activity and class consciousness. 

What is crucial, however, is the role of the politically 
active and effective workers in initiating events and in bring­
ing the majority of the class along. Again: "politically active 
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and effective" must be understood free of the myths of the 
old left. I have indicated above that by politically active and 
effective I do not mean (necessarily) union activists or people 
who are effective speakers or who otherwise relate to parlia­
mentary institutions, in or out of the unions. A handful of 
workers can initiate a wildcat strike if they sense that a ma­
jority of the workers will go along and that those who will 
not go along will not be effective. Parliamentary majorities 
are not what is involved. Informal shop floor organizations 
and the dispersion of leadership among any group of workers 
is what is involved. Workers might choose a careerist type to 
represent them in the grievance procedure while choosing a 
young militant to represent them on a picket line. Leadership 
within the class is not a full-time job or the attribute of par­
ticular individuals. It is apportioned out depending on the 
tasks that need doing. 

This is one of the reasons that opinion surveys are rela­
tively useless in determining working class consciousness. 
Working class consciousness, as a guide to future activity, as 
an indication of revolutionary potential (apart from the fact 
that it changes from day to day), is not an average of what all 
workers believe, or a division of the class into proportions of 
100. It is an historically developing reality made up of many 
elements. "The question," in the words of Marx and Engels, 
"is what the proletariat is and what, consequent on that 
being, it will be compelled to do." 

Their being compelled auto workers (not to mention 
miners, mechanics, and others) to strike during World War II 
in violation of their patriotic sentiments. Their being and 
those strikes contributed to modifying their beliefs and limit­
ing their patriotism. Abstractly, there were no limits to what 
American workers could do during the war. Concretely, I 
believe that the activities of workers were limited to wildcat 
strikes for two reasons. 

One was the fact that sufficient concessions were made 
to prevent the lid from blowing off. An irregular pattern of 
concessions in response to some strikes, adjustments by the 
government, etc., both served to encourage further strikes 
and to discourage going beyond strikes. Physical police or 
military force against strikers tended to be used sparingly. 

Two was the quick incorporation of the accumulated 
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militancy of the war years into major official strikes very 
shortly after the war ended. The General Motors strike led 
by Reuther in particular served to channelize the wartime 
militancy of the UAW. 

As a conclusion to this discussion I would like to relate 
the wartime wildcat strikes to the two major postwar revolu­
tionary events of the industrial world: the Hungarian Revo­
lution of 1956 and the French Revolt of 1968. Both began 
with student demonstrations and were transformed into 
social revolutions by the intervention of workers on a mass 
scale in wildcat actions that led, in Hungary, to the creation 
of workers councils and, in France, to the near destruction 
of the DeGaulle government. There was nothing in the ob­
servable consciousness or overt activity of either the French 
or Hungarian working classes that could possibly have led to 
a prediction of coming revolution. If anything, all the condi­
tions led almost all observers to assume the reverse. 

How, then, did these revolutions take place? The as­
sumptions that would make those events intelligible, that 
would remove them from the category of historical accidents 
that are of no interest to observers, are the assumptions that 
I have tried to apply to the wartime wildcat strikes in the 
auto industry. They indicate, it seems to me, a fundamental 
class solidarity and a huge hidden reserve of consciousness 
and activity which can produce similar spontaneous outbursts 
on a vast social scale in the United States. This is not a pre­
diction that these events will occur. It is, rather, a suggestion 
that those who are concerned with fundamental social change 
would do better to base themselves on a working class revo­
lutionary potential than on the limited empirical evidence of 
the day-to-day. 
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