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Black Cats,White Cats,Wildcats: Auto Workers in Detroit 
 

by Martin Glaberman 

Chrysler plant in the late 1960's and early 1970's. Detroit workers have been through many stages. From carriage 
production to car production to tank and plane production and back to car production. From prosperity to war to 
depression to war and back to prosperity and depression. From open shop to union shop; from democratic union to 
bureaucratic union. 

Modern mass production is most closely associated with the introduction of the moving assembly line by Ford 
before World War I. The combination of relatively high wages combined with the most intense exploitation is also 
associated with the auto industry and Ford's famous 'five-dollar day." 

Ford also provides the crucial turning point in the modern history of Detroit. In 1941, the year that Ford was 
organized, the transition was made from the organizing days to the period of stability and legality. After 1941 what 
was left to be organized was accomplished either by government fiat in the war plants or by NLRB election. The 
workers were kept out of it. 

Just as important was the Ford contract, which was also intended to keep the workers out of it. Everyone was 
amazed that Ford, who had resisted the union to the bitter end, had granted concessions to the union far beyond what 
had been won at GM and Chrysler. Full time for union committeemen and the dues check-off were the keys to the 
Ford contract. What it achieved was the incorporation of the union in the management of the plant. 

The earlier contracts were simple documents which left the workers free to fight with any weapon they chose. 

NEW WORKERS 

During the war years there was a tremendous influx of new workers into the auto plants. They were Southerners, 
black and white, and women, The demands of the war and the shortage of labor combined to give workers 
substantial weapons in their struggles. Black Workers fought for upgrading into production jobs (other than 
foundries), Women became production workers on a large scale. The union leadership attempted to surrender the 
bargaining powers of the workers by rushing to give the government a no-strike pledge. Union officials took places 
on government boards. There began the growing merger of union hierarchy with the political power structure. The 
resistance of workers to this process began to widen the gap between the rank and file of the union and the officials 
at the top. It was in Detroit that this resistance reached its high points. 

A struggle against the no-strike pledge was carried on in the UAW against the major caucuses in the union, This 
reached its peak at the 1944 convention of the UAW when the top officials were chastized and embarrassed in front 
of the government officials they tried to serve by the defeat of resolutions to retain the no-strike pledge. 

A curious example of the problem of working-class consciousness came out of that convention. The question of the 
pledge was referred to a membership referendum. In this vote by mail, the no-strike pledge was accepted by a vote 
of two to one. However at the same time, in the Detroit area auto-war plants, a majority of autoworkers wildcatted 
time and time again. 

REUTHER'S CAREER 

The Reuther regime in the UAW coincides with the major post-war transformation of the auto industry. The 
centralization of power with the elimination of the smaller auto companies (Kaiser, Hudson, Packard, etc.) was 
combined with the decentralization of production in the newly automated or modernized plants. Reuther continued 
the policies begun by old Henry Ford and followed by CM's C. F. Wilson. The five-dollar day was superseded by 
the cost-of-living allowance as the golden chain that was to bind the workers to the most intense and alienating 
exploitation to be found anywhere in the industrialized world. No wage increase can compensate for the fact that the 
operations required of one worker on an auto assembly line never total as much as one minute. 



In 1955 auto workers erupted in a wave of wildcat strikes that rejected the poflcy of fringe benefits combined with 
increasing speed-up. They made it clear that what was at issue was the inability of the union contract to provide any 
solution to the day-to-day problems on the plant floor, In some plants, at the expiration of the three-year contract, 
there are literally thousands of unresolved grievances testifying to the need of workers to manage production in their 
own name. 

Ever since 1955 Reuther has attempted to incorporate the local wildcats into the national negotiations, with very 
little success. In the 1967 contract negotiations in auto it took one year, one third of the life of the contract, to wear 
down the workers, local by local. 

OVERTIME AND PRODUCTIVITY 

From 1958 to 1961 the massive reconstruction of the auto industry led to a major depression in Detroit. It made 
visible the erosion of working-class power engineered by the auto union. Chrysler workers, some laid off for over a 
year, picketed Chrysler plants (and UAW headquarters) to prevent overtime work. Chrysler was able to get a court 
injunction against the picketers on the ground that they were in violation of the no-strike clause of the union 
contract. 

BEYOND RANK AND FILE CAUCUS 

In the 1960's, also, the pressure of the black working class was constantly changing the level of employment in those 
plants that were within the reach of concentrations of black Americans. By the time of the Detroit rebellion of 1967, 
the majority of auto workers in the Detroit metropolitan area were black These workers were a combination of older, 
long-seniority workers who had achieved power and stability in the plants and young militants who took what was 
there for granted and began the movement toward new forms of organization. 

Black workers felt most intensely the exploitation and alienation of autoworkers, and they led the way in newer 
struggles. The Detroit rebellion of 1967 exposed the vulnerability of the auto corporations to the populations of the 
inner cities in industrial America. One year later was organized the Dodge Revolutionary Union Movement, which, 
with companion organizations in other plants, became part of the League of Revolutionary Black Workers. 

What was crucial about the development was that it went beyond earlier black caucuses which were limited to 
pressure against management and the union hierarchy. And it went beyond earlier caucuses of all kinds in that it was 
not an electoral machine that functioned as a loyal opposition within the union. It was a direct, shop-floor 
organization that was willing and able to call strikes in its own name and fight against both the union and the 
management in a struggle to assert the power of the working class in production. Tensions between black and white 
workers have existed in varying degrees since the earliest days in auto. Sometimes they have erupted into open 
struggle. Sometimes they have been submerged in major battles against the industry. Tensions exist today, 
especially in relation to the skilled trades, which can easily break out into battles between workers. But that is 
secondary to the fact that black workers are attempting to assert working-class control on the shop floor. 

Detroit, through its black workers, has again taken the lead in showing this nation its future. 



DRUM: Vanguard of the Black Revolution  

by Luke Tripp 

A short history of the Dodge Revolutionary Union Movement, detailing their beginnings as well as their opposition 
to the United Auto Workers union.  

(from an article by Luke Tripp which appeared in The South End, the student newspaper at Wayne State University, 
January 23, 1969) 

DRUM is an organization of oppressed and exploited black workers. 

It realizes that black workers are the victims of inhumane slavery at the behest of white racist plant managers. It also 
realizes that black workers compose over 60% of the entire work force at the Hamtramck assembly plant, and 
therefore hold exclusive power. We members of DRUM had no other alternative but to form an organization and 
present a platform. 

The Union has consistently and systematically failed us time and time again. We have attempted to address our 
grievances to the UAW's procedure, but all to no avail. The UAW bureaucracy is just as guilty, and its hands are just 
as bloody, as the white racist management of the Chrysler Corporation. We black workers feel that if skilled trades 
can negotiate directly with the Company and hold a separate contract, then black workers have even more 
justification for moving independently of the UAW. While DRUM would appreciate the help of management and 
the UAW in abolishing the problem of racism that exists, we will put an end to it with or without your help. 

Metropolitan Detroit, automobile capital of the world, is the scene of rumblings on the labor front of the black 
liberation struggle. The many oppressive conditions existing in the auto factories have been steadily increasing since 
the racist corporations were obliged to open the door to black labor as a result of the labor shortage during World 
War H. True to the American tradition the racist factory owners relegated the black workers to the heavy and dirty 
low-paying jobs. Tasks performed by two white workers were assigned to one black worker. 

For the past 20 years there has been virtually no vertical movement of black workers in the plants. Not until 
recently, under the pressure of the civil-rights movement, did the auto firms hire a token number of black men for 
white-collar positions. And even then most of those positions were static and non-supervisory. 

Union racist too 

Although the labor union (UAW) claims to be the champion of justice and equality, it did little to check the rampant 
racism practiced in the factories. As a matter of fact, the union itself was guilty of racism. A casual glance at the 
officers in the union bureaucracy shows where their equality is at. Thus black workers had to confront both the 
union and the company. This intolerable situation at Dodge Main led to the development of the Dodge 
Revolutionary Union Movement (DRUM). 

On May 2, 1968 a walkout occurred at the Hamtramck assembly plant which stemmed from a gradual speed-up of 
the production line. The workers set up picket lines around the gates. The company then sent out photographers to 
take pictures of the pickets. The pictures were used as evidence against some of the pickets and were instrumental in 
the discharge and disciplining of certain workers who took part in the walkout and picketing. Both black and white 
pickets were involved. The disciplinary action taken against them and the overall administration of punishment was 
overwhelmingly applied to black workers. 

Black workers were held responsible for the walkout, which was in fact caused by the negative company policy 
toward working conditions. This wall the specific incident that gave rise to the inception of DRUM. Black workers 
who were either dismissed or penalized then moved to organize the workers at Dodge Main by using a newsletter 
(DRUM) as an organizing tool. The contents of the Newsletter dealt with very specific cases of both racism and 
tomism on the job, and stressed the necessity of united action on the part of black workers to abolish the racial 
aspects of the exploitation and degradation going on at the plant. The reaction of the workers to the first issue of 



DRUM was general acceptance. They were somewhat astounded to see the truth in print. Most considered it a move 
in the right direction. 

Naturally the reaction of management was hostile. They were so blinded by their racist stereotype image of the black 
man that it was hard for them to believe that DRUM. was written by black workers. Management couldn't conceive 
of blacks' initiating and carrying out an intelligent program. 
In the second issue of DRUM several toms at the plant were blown. 

The brothers really dug it. DRUM had gotten over in a big way. From then on the brothers looked DRUM every 
week. Amazingly, not one DRUM could be found thrown away or lying around. 

After the third week the brothers began to ask about joining DRUM. Members of DRUM working in the plant 
proselytized and recruited brothers on the job. The strength and influence of DRUM grew vastly. 

Around the sixth week the more-militant workers wanted to go for some concrete action against Chrysler and the 
UA W. At this point the editors of DRUM decided to test their strength. They called for a week boycott of two bars 
outside the gate that were patronized by a large number of brothers. The bars didn't hire blacks, and practiced racism 
in other subtle ways. DRUM received about 95% co-operation. This was achieved without the use of pickets or 
picket signs. 

As a further test of strength DRUM called for an extension of the boycott. Again DRUM received solid support, so 
they decided to get down. 

DRUM knew that most workers would be temporarily laid off during the coming week because of the changeover, 
the production of the ‘69 models. There was also a bill-out date at which time a certain number of units had to be 
produced. So DRUM planned to shut down the plant right before the bill-out time and set back the schedule of the 
change period. Their purpose was to demonstrate their strength and to show Chrysler that DRUM was not bull-
jiving or playing. 

DRUM started with the first phase of their program They listed 15 demands which dealt with the following 
conditions at the Hamtramck assembly plant, where about 60% of the work force is black. 

(from DRUM, Volume 1, Number 2) 

(1) 95% of all foremen in the plants are white. 
(2) 99% of all general foremen are white. 
(3) 100% of all plant superintendents are white. 
(4) 90% of all skilled tradesmen are white. 
(5) 90% of all apprentices are white. 
(6) Systematically all the easy jobs in the plants are held by whites. 
(7) Whenever whites are put on harder jobs they are given helpers. 
(8) Black workers who miss a day's work need two doctors' excuses. 
(9) Seniority is a racist concept, since black workers systematically 
were denied employment for years at this plant. 

On Thursday of the ninth week, DRUM got down! They held a rally in a parking lot across from the plant. A 
number of groups from the black community were represented at the rally, including a conga group that provided the 
sounds. 

Several leaders in DRUM ran down their thing. They rapped on the wretched conditions in the plant. The response 
to the raps was nothing less than inspiring. After the raps about 300 of those attending the rally formed a picket line 
and marched two blocks to UAW Local 3. DRUM had carefully planned the picketing to coincide with the union 
executive board meeting. When the workers arrived at the local one union flunky tried to prevent the workers from 
entering the room where the board was meeting. He ran a thing about signing in, closed meeting, etcetera. But the 
workers didn't stop to address that jive. 



They bogarted their way into the "bourgy" air-conditioned room. The sight of a room full of greasy, hard-looking 
workers shook up the "button-down" executive board. The contrast was striking. Here you had the workers in their 
"humping" blue coveralls, and their union "representatives" laid to the bone in their mohair suits. 

The panic-stricken executive board promptly canceled their meeting and suggested that a general meeting be held in 
the auditorium. At the general meeting the DRUM leaders laid down a heavy thing. They ran down how the union 
worked hand-in-glove with the fat corporation, the union's failure to address the workers' grievances, et cetera. 
Coming behind the irrefutable facts laid down by DRUM, Ed Liska, president of UAW Local 3, tried to defend the 
union using a weak pro-capitalist line. He ran a foul thing on how Chrysler provides a job for the workers and the 
powerful position of the company. 

Charles Brooks, vice president of Local 3 and an Uncle Tom of long standing, tried to back up his boss by playing 
out of a "brother" bag. 

Seeing that the meeting was futile, DRUM served notice that they were going to fight the UA Wand close up the 
plant. They then upped and split. 

Friday, the next day, at five o'clock in the morning, DRUM and its supporting groups turned black workers away at 
the gate. No attempt was made to interfere with white workers. 

The first few workers to arrive were met by a handful of pickets without signs. The workers were not hip to the shut-
down date. After the pickets ran it to them, one worker replied: "Shutting down this motherfucker, whatever the 
reason, is cool as far as I'm concerned." 

An hour later practically all the black workers on the six o'clock shift were milling around the gate listening to the 
drums and spying the few Toms who went into the plant. 

Most of the white workers reported to work after they saw that it was safe for them to go through the gate. Those 
who stayed out did so for various reasons. Some believed in honoring picket lines, and a few were sympathetic. Still 
others didn't want to work that day anyway. 

Before noon six DRUM members went to the local and met with Ed Liska, the president; a few other bigots; and a 
smattering of Toms. 

In this meeting DRUM again voiced its grievances and stated that racism must be erased both at Chrysler and in the 
UAW. DRUM let it be known that they were doing the UAW a favor by coming to the local with their grievances. 

Liska said he would take the grievances and demands to the local plant manager and international union board. 
DRUM stated that they came to negotiate from a position of strength and power. They pointed out that there were 
over 3,000 angry black workers standing outside the gate because they were resolutely opposed to the racist policy 
of Chrysler and the oppressive conditions in the plant. Production almost stood still that day. Thus the value of their 
labor was clearly shown. 

Before the DRUM members hatted up they ran a thing to Liska that if he didn't get positive results from the meeting 
with the international board or Chrysler, the only honorable thing left for him and his jive time staff to do would be 
to respectfully step down. DRUM then split. 

The DRUM members then returned to the area at which the black workers were massed. They reported what went 
down in the meeting with the UA W officials. The demands were read amid roaring applause. 

About this time Polish pigs in blue were massing opposite the black workers. After putting on tear-gas masks and 
tightening their grips on their clubs, the pigs stood at the ready. A Tom detective then came up and ordered the 
workers to disperse. 

DRUM then began to skillfully organize the workers. Car pools were set up to take at least 250 black workers to 
Chrysler's headquarters in the city of Highland Park, about five miles away. 



When the black workers and supporting community groups, including many dressed in African attire, fell on the 
scene in front of Chrysler headquarters, all paper-shuffling within the building ceased. The loud thump of the drums 
and the vibration created by brothers and sisters brought every Honky in the building to the windows. The 
expression on their faces was the same as the expression on the faces of the cavalry in Custer's last stand. 

The sisters in their bubas and the brothers dashikied to the bone went for their thing. 

Headquarters paranoia came down, and they called for the protection of their property by the Highland Park pigs, 
who soon showed at the scene armed to the teeth. When they pulled out their gas-warfare gear the brothers were 
ready. They had come prepared with their surplus army gas masks. During the confrontation a group of 
representatives of DRUM went into the building and demanded to see the policy makers. The policy makers refused 
to meet, so DRUM said later. They went back to the demonstration and ran down what had happened. Afterward the 
demonstration broke up and the pigs fell away. So far DRUM had pursued all their immediate objectives by peaceful 
means. But DRUM takes the any-means-necessary position in regard to goals. 

The militant demonstration jolted both the company and the union. Chrysler's newly-created community-relations 
department promptly got on the case. The union also reacted. DRUM was cordially invited to attend the Sunday 
session of the Detroit black caucus of the UAW, which is supposed to be a citywide caucus of black representatives 
of every UA W local in town. 

The leaders of DRUM went to the meeting expecting to find a group of militant black men. Instead they found the 
caucus to be made up of four old wrinkled-up kneegrows and two young brothers. DRUM's 12 hard black workers 
dominated the meeting. 

One old Uncle Remus from Local 7 rapped about irrelevant things. He talked about what he did "way back then". 
Another fossil continued the nonsense with a rap on Nineteenth Century unionism and a spot of reminiscence on a 
first kneegrow theme. The only positive thing to be achieved was an agreement by all to support DRUM in its fight 
against racism at Chrysler. 

On Monday, the following day, DRUM once again demonstrated at the plant. Chrysler officials on toP of the 
factories were using telescopes, binoculars, and cameras to try to discern who was participating in the 
demonstration. A few Chrysler flunkies had the audacity to try serving injunctions against the demonstration. 

When they tried to hand the John Doe injunctions to individuals, the demonstrators slapped them from their hands, 
tore them up, and threw the pieces over the fence around the plant. 

The pigs in blue showed up and began to break up the perfectly-legal demonstration. The plant was partially shut 
down that day. And it can be added that they would have been backed up with guns instead of with picket signs. 

In the weeks following the demonstration, DRUM has received wide support from the various church groups and 
other organizations in the black community. They have also won the respect of practically all the black workers not 
only at Dodge Main, but also at other local plants. 

In their efforts to slander and discredit DRUM the UAW has branded DRUM a racist, illegitimate, hate-mongering 
communist organization. The UAW - with its long practice of racism from its very inception which is reflected by 
the fact that blacks pay about a fourth of the dues in the UAW, but there are only 72 black International 
Representatives out of a total of almost 1100. 

The UAW can call DRUM illegitimate, when its own "legitimacy· is granted by the company and supported by the 
courts rather than by the super-exploited black workers. 

The UAW calls DRUM a hate organization when it is crystal clear to all that it is the black workers who are the 
victims of hate. 



Playing on the brainwashed psyche of the masses, the UAW is going for its red-baiting thing by branding DRUM a 
communist organization. If DRUM were truly a communist organization, they would have listed 15 ultimatums 
instead of 15 reformist demands. 

The brothers at the plants are hip to the jive the UAW is trying to run. They can try to use these tactics to stop 
DRUM if they want to. But such counter-revolutionary activity will only heighten the workers' revolutionary focus 
and sharpen the contradiction between the UAW and the rank and file. The UAW has messed over the workers for 
too long. By continually doing so, the only thing they will get in the end is a good ass-kicking.  

 











































"Workers have to deal with their own reality and that transforms them" 
 

by Martin Glaberman 

During Marty Glaberman's twenty years as an automobile worker in Detroit, he was associated with the West Indian 
Marxist intellectual, C. L. R. James. The group around James developed a sweeping critique of conventional trade 
unions. In a pamphlet entitled Punching Out, published in 1952, Marty argued that in a workplace where there is a 
collective bargaining agreement with a no-strike clause, the union representative - whether officer, full-time 
committeeman, or even shop steward - tends to become a cop for the boss.  

In the late 1960s, Marty Glaberman conducted a class on Marxism for the executive committee of the Detroit-based 
League of Revolutionary Black Workers. He believes that workers will develop new organizational forms through 
which to express their militant solidarity and their ability to run the economy themselves. He finds examples in the 
Russian soviets of 1905 and 1917, the workers' councils in Hungary in 1956, and the occupation of factories by ten 
million French workers in 1968. 

Since his retirement from industrial work Marty Glaberman has taught at Wayne State University. He has written a 
book on the wildcat strike movement in the automobile industry during World War II, and edited Marxism for Our 
Times: C. L. R. James on Revolutionary Organization (Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 1999). He has also 
co-authored, with Seymour Faber, Working for Wages: The Roots of Insurgency (available from Bewick Editions, 
P.O. Box 14140, Detroit MI 48214). 

This account is based on an interview in November 1997; a talk at a conference on "workers' self-activity" in 
Youngstown, Ohio, in June 1997; and an unpublished oral history. 

C. L. R. James 

I belonged to a group around C. L. R. James. James pioneered the idea of working-class self-activity. He rejected the 
concept of a vanguard party and the imposition of a party line on any mass movement. 

Together with many others in the group, I moved to Detroit in the early 1940s. But moving to Detroit didn't tell us 
what our relation to the working class should be. Without the working class, you can't do anything. Whether the 
working class does it, or you do it as their leaders, was ambiguous. 

Bunches of middle-class kids went into factories. What did they see? They saw dumb workers. I think it was James 
who gave us eyes to see different things. We believed in the revolutionary capacity of the working class even though 
nothing was visible. 

In 1956 in Hungary we were absolutely confirmed. You had a totalitarian dictatorship for ten years and then the 
thing blew. The whole working class, without any prior organization whatsoever, made a revolution. The same thing 
was true in France in 1968. Whatever organizations of the working class existed were opposed to what the workers 
were doing. The Socialist Party, the Communist Party, the trade unions, were all saying, "Keep this a traditional 
strike. Walk back and forth in front of the plant." And ten million French workers occupied their factories. 

The Steward's Dilemma 

When I moved to Detroit, I shared the common view of radicals working in industry that we should try to become 
union representatives. That was why we were here, right? To become big shots in the union. So you had to go to 
union meetings, you had to run for union office when you got the chance. 

My colleagues and I came to question these notions. I had some personal experiences. 

I was a committeeman at Fruehauf in 1946. It was a relatively small plant so you didn't get off work full-time. What 
you got was all the time you needed for a grievance, but you had to indicate that you were working on a grievance, 
either researching or negotiating. I would go talk to the superintendent, and then, when we were done, he would say, 
"Well, you know, stay here." And he would go off to do his managing. It was clearly a bribe. I didn't have to go back 



to work. I could sit in this comfortable office. But I was goddamned if I was going to do that, and have everybody 
looking at me. So I just went back to work. 

In 1953 I was hired in the Detroit Transmission Division of General Motors. I did a very simple operation on an 
engine lathe. The last day of my probationary period was a Saturday in the summer. I often quit before lunch and 
went to the lunch room maybe five minutes early. On this day, I was called in by the foreman to be told that I was 
fired. I asked for my committeeman (whom I had never seen in 89 days of work) and then be-came witness to a 
remarkable exchange. I tried to tell the committeeman my side of the story, but he didn't want to hear it and simply 
assumed that all of the foreman's charges were valid. He and the foreman went off into the plant and I was left 
sitting in air-conditioned comfort, wondering what my fate was to be. They were gone an hour. Then they came 
back, and the committeeman informed me that if I promised not to violate the rules any more, the foreman would 
not fire me. 

What most impressed me about this experience was the fundamental argument used by the committeeman to win my 
case. He said, "We (that is, plant management and the union) had a meeting a few months ago, and we agreed we 
couldn't run the plant without each other. What's the idea of firing this guy and then I got to come in and defend 
him? What you should have done, if you see him going wrong, is call me in and I put my arm around him and say, 
'Hey, buddy, we don't work like that here.' I straighten him out, and you don't have a problem, and I don't have a 
problem." 

This incident gave me some insight into my own experience as a steward and a committeeman. Suppose I entered 
the toilet and found a worker asleep. I could ignore him, or I could tap him on the shoulder and tell him that if he 
were caught there was no way I could protect his job. How was this fundamentally different from the role of a 
conservative union representative? I am enforcing the contract and enforcing the company rules. 

Johnny Zupan, UAW Committeeman 

My experience with Johnny Zupan was important in shaping my views. I had a lot of respect for the guy. In fact I 
recruited him to the movement, and spoke at his funeral. 

Zupan had come to Detroit from a town in Pennsylvania, where he worked at a zinc smelter. He had got his training 
and education from the chairman of his local. It was a relatively small international union and the chairman was an 
old Spanish anarchist. He would do things like follow the industry press. And if at any point the price of zinc went 
up, say, a penny a pound, the chairman would be knocking on management's door the next day asking for a 
comparable wage increase. He also began to organize people in the local, including Johnny, to run for political 
office in the town. 

I think Johnny left Pennsylvania because he wanted to get into a larger milieu. He came to Detroit during the war, 
got a job at Ford's Willow Run plant, and very quickly became a steward and a committeeman. When Willow Run 
shut down at the end of the war, he was transferred to Ford Highland Park, where, again, he was active in the union 
and became a committeeman. 

Stewards represented relatively small groups of workers, worked alongside them, and tended to be responsive to 
their needs. The steward represented fifty to a hundred workers whereas the committeeman represented several 
hundred. 

The separation between worker and union official, which Zupan experienced almost from the start of his working 
life, but never understood, was intensified at Ford. Ford was the last of the Big Three in auto to recognize the union. 
When the settlement was announced it was claimed as the biggest victory of all. Ford gave the union (not the 
workers) all sorts of concessions to establish the union bureaucracy as a special caste in the plant. Ford was the first 
to establish the full-time committeeman. 

The committeemen at Ford don't work. They're full time on union business. Each committeeman represents between 
200 and 500 workers. The committeeman's only work is to service and administer the differences between the 
company's demands and the workers' resistance. Aside from that, they do nothing but sit in the committee room and 
have long discussions on the "backwardness" of the workers. Every time a worker goes in there, that's the 
atmosphere he finds. The committeeman's job is talk. Many workers refer to them as lawyers. 



An ordinary lawyer will try to do the best for his client under the law. That is not the case with the committeeman. 
He is more a cop than a lawyer. He enforces the law. Workers have often said that what they want to know from the 
committeeman is what they can do, not what they can't do. But what they get is a running lecture on what the 
contract doesn't allow. The committeeman is the key to enforcing the contract and maintaining discipline in the 
plants. 

Committeemen can and do leave the plant during working hours, with the company guards looking the other way. 
They also get the top overtime that any worker in their district gets, because a union representative has to be present 
if just one worker is working. Full-time status for the union committeeman, which began as a means of freeing the 
union representative from the pressures of management, became a means of freeing the representative from the 
pressure of the workers. 

In the case of Johnny Zupan, there was no self-aggrandizement. There was none of this business of, "I've got to get 
off this machine so I'm going to run for office." Zupan was militant. He was willing to take on the establishment, 
willing to take on the company. It was not a question of good or bad about Johnny Zupan, but that, if you become a 
committeeman you have an objective role, and no matter who you are, you are an alternative bureaucrat. There's a 
certain objective reality to enforcing the contract that separates union officials from the rank and file. The role 
creates the person and how you have to function. 

Leading from Below 

Our group made no formal decision about whether or not to run for full-time union office. I suspect the feeling 
would have been, there was no problem about running for union office if you were in that kind of situation, but that 
wasn't your object, and if you didn't run for office it didn't matter. Nobody said, "You've been there a year, how 
come you're not running for steward?" 

I remember that we had some people in Morgantown, West Virginia. There was a big issue nationally, and John L. 
Lewis simply said, "We have to accept it." What this guy of ours did was to start a discussion which led to sending 
people to neighboring mines, and ended up in a national wild-cat. We felt proud that we could play a role in getting 
a massive undertaking like that under way. Our concept was not that we weren't going to be activists or we weren't 
going to be leaders, but it didn't have to be formal leadership. 

I had an experience at Buick. There was a packed union meeting (it must have been contract time). I'm a minor 
figure in the opposition caucus. The president of the local, who was chairing the meeting, made a ruling from the 
chair. If he had his way, there was no way that opposition to the contract could be expressed. I turned to a classic 
union goon who was my buddy, and one of the leaders of our caucus, and said, "Look, you gotta appeal that." He 
didn't see why, and he let it go. 

I'm sitting there, and I finally decide, "To hell with it. I'm going to do it." I appealed the ruling of the chair. The 
president had a couple of minutes to explain his point of view. I got up and explained my point of view. And by 
God, the chair gets defeated! 

This kind of experience makes you feel that you are invaluable to the working class, that the workers wouldn't have 
done this by themselves. You have an independent power. You feel that without you, stuff wasn't likely to happen, 
or didn't always happen. That can be corrupting. Wow! Next thing I know I can be running for president of the 
goddamned local, because I beat the president in a vote of confidence on the union floor. You have to have a sense 
that holds you back. 

There are always these narrow lines you have to walk. How do you get elected by saying, "If I get elected nothing 
too much is going to change"? Can you tell the voters, "I'll give you honest representation. But I'm not going to 
make your work pleasant. I'm not going to be able to change the contract"? That's hard to do. 

My first contact with the League of Revolutionary Black Workers was through George Rawick. He was teaching at 
Monteith College of Wayne State University in the late 19605. Johnny Watson and perhaps one or two other leaders 
of the League took classes with him. This was before DRUM (Dodge Revolutionary Union Movement) was 
organized.' Through Rawick I met these League people, and eventually I taught a class on Marxism that included the 



entire executive committee of the League. There were about half a dozen people in it, all black. This was 1968 or 
1969. 

The members of DRUM and other groups founded by the League were alternative unionists, although they also 
extended their reach into the community. Their strength was that they were not a loyal opposition committed to 
obeying contracts and union constitutions. For the most part they did not run for office to replace the bureaucrats. 
They called strikes in their own name. The League's biggest successes were at Dodge Main. A decade earlier; 
because of the introduction of automation, there had been a wave of strikes at Dodge Main. In fact there was a joke 
in Hamtramck, where the plant was located, that an optimist is a Dodge worker who brings his lunch box to work. 
Day after day, some department would wildcat, and by the middle of the day the plant was shut down. 

A little-known fact is that the first strike the League was involved in at Dodge Main was started by white women. 
The women were pissed off and stood at the gate to keep people out. These black dudes came by and said, "Yeah, 
that's cool," and they joined them and shut the plant down. 

The League's attack on whites was not directed at their fellow workers. It had to do with the fact that Hamtramck is 
overwhelmingly Polish, and originally, the personnel in Dodge Main was overwhelmingly Polish. 

The Ford Rouge in Dearborn, Dodge Main, and Buick in Flint were the three plants with foundries and heat treat. 
This meant that they always had a certain core of black workers, because blacks were hired (as in steel) to do the 
hardest, dirtiest, and most unhealthy jobs. By the late 1960s, there was probably a black majority at Dodge Main. 
But the executive board of the local union was still overwhelmingly Polish. 

It didn't affect in-plant jobs like committeeman, because retirees couldn't vote for committeemen. But retirees could 
vote for president of the local. The union would send buses to bring them to the polls and outvote the people 
working in the plant. 

DRUM ran against the UAW-backed administration at Dodge Main and lost. However, they forced the national 
union to take stock. The UAW wasn't going to be able to keep people in check, and stop wildcat strikes, and 
maintain a Polish leadership in a plant with a black majority. Within a year there was a black president of that local, 
but he was an administration president. They made no concessions whatever to the League. 

Dodge Main was one of the multi-storied plants from the early 1900s that simply didn't work any more with 
automated technology. Eventually the outdated plants disappeared. I have a picture of the old Dodge Main with the 
caption, "Remember the Main." There's a huge square block just cast of Chrysler Jefferson which is basically a 
parking lot. That was Hudson Motors. On Grand Boulevard, on the East Side, you come across a plant that's on both 
sides of the street with a walkway between. That was Packard. 

In 1981 or thereabouts I went to Japan and spoke to dissident unionists in Osaka. This was when the talk was that 
the Japanese were wiping out the American automobile industry. I said that the problem was not Japanese 
competition. Packard disappeared, Hudson disappeared, Studebaker disappeared, long before there were Japanese 
imports. The problem was that these companies didn't have enough capital to participate in the next wave of 
technological change. They went down the drain. 

One of the most intriguing things the League did was to take over the Wayne State University newspaper. The year 
before, some hippie - I think his name was Johnson - became editor of the paper and changed its name from The 
Collegianor some such traditional title to The South End. The "South End" meant the south end of Wayne State, 
which was the Cass corridor; working-class, the place where new immigrants to the city came from the South. The 
following year Johnny Watson became editor for two years. Johnny went to one class, which made him technically a 
student while working in a plant. 

What they did was to print about 20,000 copies. They'd give out a thousand on campus and give the rest out at 
plants, and use it as an organizing tool. It was fun. I remember a masthead, "One Class-Conscious Worker Is Worth 
A Thousand Students." Finally the administration cracked down. Ever since, the editorial board has been restricted 
in what it could do, and who could be picked was restricted as well. It became a lousy paper. 



The League ended in a peculiar way. They had a national convention which was no longer just auto workers. There 
was a demand for reparations from white churches. After that, the leadership scattered. Johnny Watson, for example, 
went underground. By the middle 1970s the thing was falling apart. 

What forms are available to the working class? The union movement is not a force for revolutionary change. I do not 
think it can be transformed.  Mostly workers boycott and ignore unions: they do not go to meetings, they do not vote 
in union elections. Occasionally they will vote a contract down. They will occasionally, but rarely, participate in 
opposition caucuses. Whether the workers become revolutionary or not does not depend on what the union 
leadership does. 

This means that the course of future developments in the workplace has to be sought outside the unions. Caucuses 
and factions will still be built and, here and there, will have temporary and minor successes. But the explosions that 
are still to come are likely to have the appearance of new revolutionary forms, organizations that are not simply 
organs of struggle but organs of control of production. 

My understanding of Marxism is that it is based on the reality of the working class. Practical tactics, whether we like 
it or not, have to come from that. 

If I work in a GM brake plant in Dayton, Ohio I have a certain amount of power and therefore a certain amount of 
militancy. I go out on strike and within two or three weeks I have two-thirds of General Motors shut down. But if I 
work in a plant making nuts and bolts, and there are ten other plants making nuts and bolts, I'm not going to be very 
militant. I could shut the place down, and stay out forever; and starve to death. This little company I work for is not 
going to make any concessions because if they did, they could not compete. 

We have to respect that. Some people say, "Oh, these workers are backward." They're not backward: they 
understand what's going on in the world. The point is, theory is important but it can't be imposed on workers or on 
particular situations. 

I think self-activity is the response of working people to the nature of their lives and work. Sometimes it's good, 
sometimes it's bad, sometimes it's quiet. Part of the reality is that we're going through a considerable technological 
revolution, which means that experiences, even jobs, that people depended on and know about, begin to disappear. 
To expect workers to say, "Yesterday, they automated my factory; today, I know exactly what to do about it," is 
utopian. It takes a while. It takes a generation. Workers will learn. 

And the one thing that I think is an absolute given: workers will resist, because work sucks. Until someone can tell 
me that work has become real nice under capitalism, whether in the United States or anywhere else, I say that is the 
fundamental basis of our theory and our practice. Work sucks. And sooner or later workers are going to resist it in 
whatever way they can. 

One of the things George Rawick said is, "Unions don't organize workers. Workers organize unions."(2) Workers' 
self-activity does create organizations, create unions and other institutions, which may become bureaucratized and 
turn against the worker. Unions are not a secret plot designed to fool the workers. Workers organize them and then 
they get out of control. 

Marx believed that the conditions of life and work of the proletariat would force the working class to behave in ways 
that would ultimately transform society. In other words, what Marx said was: We're not talking about going door-to-
door and making workers into ideal socialists. You've got to take workers as they are, with all their contradictions, 
with all their nonsense. But the fact that society forces them to struggle begins to transform the working class. If 
white workers realize they can't organize steel unless they organize black workers, that doesn't mean they're not 
racist. It means that they have to deal with their own reality, and that transforms them. Who were the workers who 
made the Russian Revolution? Sexists, nationalists, half of them illiterate. Who were the workers in Polish 
Solidarity? Anti-Semitic, whatever. That kind of struggle begins to transform people.  

 


