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Introduction to the 
Paperback Edition 

In the reviews that appeared during the interval between the publica-
tion of the hardcover and the paperback editions of Poor People's 
Movements, a number of critics took issue with some of the conclu-
sions we reached. In this brief introduction to the paperback edition, 
we take the opportunity of continuing the debate-1 

Perhaps the singular contribution of the intellectual tradition of the 
left, as it has developed since the nineteenth century, has been to bring 
working-class people fully into history, not simply as victims but as 
actors. The left has understood that working-class people are a his-
torical force and could become a greater historical force. And the left 
has understood that the distinctive form in which that force expresses 
itself is the mass movement. 

In theory, the left has also understood that working-class movements 
are not forged merely by willing or thinking or arguing them into 
existence. Proletarian movements, Marx said, are formed by a dialecti-
cal process reflecting the institutional logic of capitalist arrangements. 
The proletariat is a creature, not of communist intellectuals, but of 
capital and the conditions of capitalist production, a point emphasized 
in the Communist Manifesto: 

In proportion as the bourgeoisie, i.e., capital, is developed, in the 
same proportion is the proletariat, the modern working class, de-
veloped . . . [and] . . . not only increases in number; its strength grows, 
and it feels that strength more. . . . Of all the classes that stand face to 

i T h e following reviews are referred to in the text: Jack Beatty, The Nation, October 8, 
1977; J . Barton Bernstein, The Chronicle of Higher Education, March 27, 1978; Carol 
Brightman, Seven Days, January 1978; Michael Harrington, The New York Times Book 
Review, December II , 1977; E. J . Hobsbawm, The New York Review of Books, March 23, 
1978; and Paul Starr, Working Papers, March/April 1978. 

ix 



x Introduction 

face with the bourgeoisie today, the proletariat alone is a really revo-
lutionary class. The other classes decay and finally disappear in the 
face of Modern Industry; the proletariat is its special and essential 
product. 

Of course, historical developments frustrated Marx's prediction: ex-
panding capitalist production did not create a revolutionary pro-
letariat. 

Still, the basic mode of dialectical analysis underlying the failed 
prediction—the idea that the struggles of ordinary people are both 
formed by and directed against institutional arrangements—is correct. 
T h e prediction failed because Marx did not anticipate the specific in-
stitutional patterns which evolved under modern capitalism, nor did 
he anticipate the particular forms of struggle which would be gen-
erated in reaction to them. These institutional arrangements inhibited 
the emergence of a unified and revolutionary working class: the spread 
of imperialism helped to produce the surpluses that would raise work-
ing-class material standards in the mother countries; the balkanization 
of modern industry helped to fractionalize the working class; new 
institutions such as public education helped to ensure capitalistic 
ideological hegemony. In turn, these institutional arrangements 
shaped the character of working-class resistance. Contemporary work-
ing-class struggles are fragmented where the left wishes for unity, and 
working-class demands are reformist where the left prescribes a radical 
agenda. 

But the intellectual left has failed to confront these developments 
fully, at least in its posture toward movements in industrial societies.2 

I t has failed to understand that the main features of contemporary 
popular struggles are both a reflection of an institutionally determined 
logic and a challenge to that logic. I t has clung instead to the specific 
nineteenth-century content of the dialectic, and by doing so, has 
forfeited dialectical analysis. Insofar as contemporary movements in 
industrial societies do not take the forms predicted by an analysis of 
nineteenth-century capitalism, the left has not tried to understand 
these movements, but rather has tended simply to disapprove of them. 
T h e wrong people have mobilized, for they are not truly the industrial 

2 By contrast, left-wing analyses of peasant movements are oriented precisely toward 
understanding the influence of specific societal arrangements on those movements, with 
a measure of insight that perhaps benefits from the relative absence of nineteenth-
century Marxist thought on the subject. See, for example, Erich R, Wolf, Peasant Wars of 
the Twentieth Century (New York: Harper and Row, 1969), or James C. Scott, The 
Moral Economy of the Peasant (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1976). 
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proletariat. Or they have mobilized around the wrong organizational 
and political strategies. T h e movements of the people disappoint the 
doctrine, and so the movements are dismissed. 

In writing this book, we tried to set aside doctrines in order to 
examine some of the ways in which the specific features of American 
social structure have shaped working-class movements. We were con-
cerned to identify the institutional conditions which sometimes make 
mass movements possible, the institutional conditions which deter-
mine the forms taken by mass movements, and the institutional 
conditions which determine the responses of elites. We were led to 
these concerns by what we thought were the inadequacies of existing 
ways of thinking about movements. Obviously, protest movements are 
discredited in the dominant pluralistic tradition on the ground that 
there is ample opportunity for the working class to pursue its interests 
through democratic institutional channels. More to our point, many 
on the left also discredit these movements because they fail to conform 
to doctrinal prescriptions regarding constituencies, strategies, and 
demands. But this sort of complaint typically ignores the historically 
specific circumstances in which social movements emerge and in which 
constituencies, strategies, and demands are formed. 

We are prompted to make these opening comments because so much 
of the early response to this book has been dominated by a reiteration 
of doctrinal injunctions. In effect, a number of critics undertook to 
review the movements we study, rather than our analyses, and they are 
displeased. T h e movements fell short of the doctrine (and so, there-
fore, do we, for we are frankly sympathetic with struggles that were, 
in one respect or another, disappointing to the critics). Some critics 
were dissatisfied, for example, with the various expressions of the 
post-World War II black movement: with the civil rights struggle in 
the South, or the riots in the North , or the surging demand for public 
welfare benefits that produced a welfare explosion in the 1960s. T h e 
black movement is blamed for worsening divisions in the working 
class, for producing a popular backlash, and for failing to win larger 
gains, such as ful l employment (or even a new social order) . 

But popular insurgency does not proceed by someone else's rules or 
hopes; it has its own logic and direction. I t flows f rom historically 
specific circumstances: it is a reaction against those circumstances, and 
i t is also limited by those circumstances. One of the crucial ways in 
which the black movement was institutionally structured, and thus 
limited, was by the existence of deep racial cleavages in the American 
working class. One might wish it were otherwise; if ever there were 



Introduction xii 

sectors o£ the working class that should have been "the closest of allies," 
as one critic complained, it was the black and white poor. But the 
institutional development o£ the United States had determined other-
wise, as witness the history of failed efforts to product multiracial, 
class-based protest movements. And so, when massive socioeconomic 
and political changes finally made an independent black struggle 
possible, black eruptions provoked the violent opposition of southern 
white working-class people and later the opposition of northern 
working-class people as well. No course of action available to blacks 
could have prevented the worsening of antagonisms so deeply em-
bedded in the experience of the white working class. If blacks were to 
mobilize at all in the United States in the 1950s and 1960s, working-
class divisions would inevitably be widened. What, then, is the point 
of Jack Beatty's insistence that "strategies which divide [the working 
class] are . . . dangerous"? T o suggest that blacks might have done it 
differently—that they might have induced large elements of the south-
ern and northern white working class to coalesce with them—without 
showing how specific institutional conditions afforded that option, is 
to assume that people are free to act without regard to the constraints 
imposed by their social context. 

Moreover, the rigid application of these doctrinal prescriptions may 
tend to obscure recognition o£ the longer-term implications of mass 
insurgency. The black movement, however great the immediate 
tensions it created, may have improved the possibilities for more 
broad-based working-class struggles in the future. As a result of the 
new legal accommodations forced by the movement, at least some 
aspects of the institutional framework supporting racism have been 
weakened, and while that is hardly a guarantor of future class-based 
movements, it is at least one institutional prerequisite. In other words, 
the doctrinal rejection of any strategy that engenders tensions within 
the working class ignored both the institutional forces that produce 
those divisions in the first place and the conflictual processes by which 
they may, perhaps, be overcome. 

Another criticism leveled at the movements we analyzed is that they 
produced a broad-based "backlash" in the American electorate. 
Harrington says that disruptive protest in the 1960s produced "the 
mean spirit exploited by people like Richard Nixon," and Bernstein 
warns that disruptive protest is "dangerous." There is a large measure 
of unreality about this criticism. It is as if group or class struggles can, 
when carefully managed, proceed without engendering conflict. 
Obviously the labor struggles of the mid-thirties helped produce the 
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corporate-led backlash that began in 1938 and culminated in the 
"witch-hunts" of the late forties and early fifties; and just as obviously 
the black strugglesof the fifties and sixties helped produce the backlash 
of the seventies (to which the student and antiwar movements also 
contributed), But how could it have been otherwise? Important inter-
ests were at stake, and had those interests not been a profound source 
of contention, there would have been no need for labor insurgency in 
the one period nor black insurgency in the other. Put another way, the 
relevant question to ask is whether, on balance, the movement made 
gains or lost ground; whether it advanced the interests of working 
people or set back those interests. 

A number of our critics, however, dismiss the gains of these move-
ments because they were insufficient. T h e more realistic question 
whether the gains made were intrinsically important, and thus worth 
winning, is not addressed. Nor do the critics say why more was possible, 
how larger gains might have been made. Thus Starr refers to "the 
dozens of 'mass mobilizations' and ghetto riots of the 1960s that left so 
light a trace on the body politic"; Harr ington suggests that ful l em-
ployment should have been the priority for the welfare rights move-
ment; Brightman faults the insurgency of the period for failing to 
move us toward "a new social order"; and Hobsbawm says of what was 
won in the sixties that "it is not negligible, bu t it is not what we 
wanted." 

Our view is different. What was won must be judged by what was 
possible. From this perspective, the victories were considerable. For 
blacks in the South, political rights were achieved, and that meant, at 
the deepest level, a substantial reduction in the use of terror in the 
social control of blacks (see Chapter 4) . At the bottom of the black 
community, the poor acted against the relief system, and by doing so 
they ensured their survival in a society which plainly would continue 
to deny them alternative means of supporting themselves (see Chapter 
5) .3 Nor did the participants in the relief movement of the 1960s 
prefer welfare; together with Harrington, they plainly preferred 
decent jobs at decent wages. But they understood the political facts of 
their lives rather more clearly than Harrington: the unemployed poor 

3 R. C. Cobb's comment oil the peasantry in Napoleonic France seems appropriate here: 
"[Analysts], few of whom have ever experienced hunger, have no businesss blaming poor 
people for accepting, even gratefully, the products of bourgeois charity. And it would be 
indecent to upbraid the af fami of the past for allowing themselves to be bought out of 
what historians have decreed were 'forward looking' movements by the grant of relief." 
The Police and the People (New York: Oxford University Press, 1970) , p. 320. 
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in this period lacked the power to force programs of fu l l employment. 
Wha t difference would it have made, then, had they proclaimed ful l 
employment their central goal? One is reminded here of the struggles 
of the unemployed in die Great Depression; the Workers' Alliance of 
America called both for full employment and for the abolition of the 
profit system. But these large goals aside, the fact is that the Workers' 
Alliance of America could not even manage to keep relief benefits 
flowing to the unemployed (see Chapter 2 ) . In other words, to criticize 
a movement for not advocating or reaching this goal or that one with-
ou t even the most casual appraisal of its political resources is an 
exercise in self-righteousness. 

Perhaps, as Barrington Moore suggests in a recent book, there are 
"suppressed historical alternatives"—political options that were in-
stitutionally available but that were not exercised by a movement's 
leadership.4 But it is the merit of Moore's approach that he does not 
treat this matter in doctrinal terms, abstracting movements and the 
options of their leadership from a given historical context with all of 
its contradictory limitations and constraints. H e analyzes the case of 
the German Social Democratic Party (SPD) in the years following 
World War I. T o avert a Communist takeover, the SPD claimed that 
i t was compelled to coalesce with the military and industrial elites, a 
decision that subsequently helped br ing the Nazis to power. Moore 
asks whether an alternative to the totalitarianism of left or r ight was 
possible, such as some form of democratic socialism, and concludes that 
it was. H e argues, for example, that the vulnerability of the SPD 
stemmed in part f rom its failure to take control of the policing func-
tion, an action that was clearly within its grasp, with the result that it 
became dependent on the German military for the maintenance of 
order. In other words, he tries to show what the suppressed alternatives 
were, and to show that these were grounded in empirically demon-
strable institutional condidons. It is just such careful analysis of actual 
political possibilities and limitations that the critics of the gains won 
in the 1930s and 1960s fail to make. T o be sure, what was won was not 
enough—neither the gains of the one period nor those of the other. It 
is not what we wanted. But it is far f rom being negligible. And over 
all, it is what seemed possible. 

All of this is to say that tenets about the strategies that movements 
"should" have followed or "ought" to have avoided, statements re-

* Injustice: The Social Bases of Obedience and Revolt (New York: M. E. Sharpe, 1978) , 


