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INTRODUCTION

1p this issue artiches by David Montgomery and Harley Shaiken ¢xlend and deepen our
understanding of 1he struggle for control in the workplace. Since the pubheation of Labar
and Monopoty Capital by Harry Braverman in 1974, leftists have been more aware of the
ways in which capitalists have degraded the labor process by separating 1he conception of
work [rom its cxecution. By extending the division of labor, exacerbating it through the
oppession of wamen and minority warkers, and then applying science and technology,
managers have attempted tu reduce warkers to the stalus of robots,

Through the work of David Monigomery and other radical historlans, we hive also
learned about the delermined resistance workers have mobilized againsl management
altempts 1o take complete control at the point of production. These historical studies are of
more than academic interest. People involved in daily workplace siruggles against speed-
ups, computerized technology, runaway shops, and job reclassifications have shown u
siromg interest in earlier resistance movements mobilized by workers.

In "*The Past and Future of Workers Control” Monigomery explains how skilled workers
exercised such an amazing degree of craft control by using their knowledge of the work,
protecting (he seerets of the trade, and enfarcing a kind of collectivist code of behuvior on
Ihe shop floor. This code, which dealt harshly with individual rate-busters, was imbedded in
union work rules. These rules hecame the prime target of vielent uttacks by open-shep
employers and also by scientific managers who tried to break up shop-floor collectivitics
and to increase individual competition among workers,
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While the resistance mountsd by <killed
workers in defense of crall contral was inspir-
ing, at times leading o demands Tor worker
conuol on an indusitial basis, it had cerious
limitations. The same skilled workers whn
siruck against T.W. Taylor's time-and thiolion
siudies and refused o work when foremen
wppenred, Formed exclusionmy craft unions,
olten ratipmaliring the degradanon of unskilled
Cerecn bands'T o rdosl and sexisl grounds.
Nuring Waorld Wi 1, for cxample, sote of the
skl wan ks’ wnions shiuck agiinst the em-
plovment of women on the dubious grounds
thar they would *“dilute’” the skills of the trade,

Indeed, as Montgomery's nther work empha
sizes, the codile of the crafismean cmphasized 1be
cthos of “manlincs in the worker's reliinn
(0 the boss ad his Fellow worker. This kind of
male  chauvinism  maturally  assumed  ale
supremaicy andd a3 fuodamentol disticiing be-
iween men™s work and woinen's work, Too
oflen The model of wotkess” contiol struppbes
based upon the deskllng of crafismen leaves
wolen oul, Susan Parier Benson's study of the
“elerking ssterhond ' (RA, March-April 1978),
for example, show+ that the informal waerk
group served s an cof feclive basis aof resisbuee
for women department-siore workers willuoul
crafe skills, IT we aswome that control strugples
began and ended with skilled workers, we
only rench pessimistic conclusions Based on e
abliletation of many skilled tradexs, but we abse
ighore 1he experience of the unskilled masses
wha Tought Tor control in dillecenl ways.

Montgomery s aware of these limitalions
and asks os Aol to tomanncize the skilled
workers' strugghes, wihich did often fead
exclusioniry Jdirestons, but rather (o recogmie
thal workers” contiol has not <imply been a
plopian meion coneocted by inlellecioals, i
has been part of the daily struggle ol warkmg
penple in this countey. The point is oot that
skilled workers metually contended with capital

ot the control of owherships, though the coop
cralive movemnent i the Fth cennory did make
this dematdd; what is imporcant is than The
workers' strugele to retain knowledge and Je
cision-making power un the job preventod
managemen! from gaindiog Fukl contrel of the
labnr progess.

Muttgomnery andd Flarley Shaiken show clear-
Iy than this strogple o sGl whking place, es-
pecially in the maclone shops, where skilled
workers have retained o remarkable degree of
job vontrsl ever the years. Bul there are impor-
tard dilferences belween the stroggles of loday
and vesterday. OF Tast importance is the fact
that womtrol strugples oday are no loenger
limited 10 job conirol among a8 small group of
skilleed inclivichads, ' Today's stiugghes,"" says
Monlgomery, "hewin with the seientifically-
managed [ctory™ and s " nagans that batiles
against  plinl closings, or against ake-back
bargaining, must embrace much, or even all, of
the plant's work force.”

Perhaps then tsday™s strugeles will peces-
sarilv be more inclusionaty than those of the
past, bt socialices will still e concerned thal,
given the predominance ol wiule males with
seniority in many plants, contoel sirupgles will
cemier pronnd the preservation of the relative
privileges of a few woikers, cspecially those
willing (o comest management’s drive for ¢on.
trol. O anetler devel, the new [rontier of
contrel struggles involving plani closimgs, such
as the ane in Youngslown, may involve prolec-
ticen of some jobs and noed others, or may easily
ML oBe community against another, Flere 1on
stonteomery, wha is well aware of 1he limila
b O warker-ownership, asks us to consider
the possibilities of siruggles 10 reopen cloged
plams on o new ownership basis, These sirug-
gles, such as the one at ¥Youngstow, will iend
I TEQUETS SRty o, and even open up
the pessitrility ol letiist patwipation.

The peesibiliuy 0! copemng & plant under
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Wivodt and S or commuaily owncsip 2l cses
diestinnes about the value of the poods bengg
produced. There are baili-in Bimie licee 100,
The experiment in worker-ownership by the
Yermaoni Achestos Grroup could ned really ques-
How the vse value of ashesios, perhaps 1he o
dangerens ¢hemich) substnee in use today, Bul
i abien plants, steel fabrication for example,
reopemng under  worker-ownership at  east
vaises gquestions ahoul the soncial valoe ol what
ix bing priclaced.

Antwipating the slandand Iefr Teservalinns
abril worker control stroggles, Monigomery
grants it we can't have “soialism in one
Tactiny ' or even inone indusiey ot community
Tesr that matler. Nonetheless, Monigomery and
shaiken hoth sgewe for the importance of
these sitaggles 1o the Ieft, They hoth make a
shinilar paint akopl the peed 1o combal 1ech-
nirleprval determinisne. The menei] contral
ol miachines and entice baclacies by cemnpiker,
describied by Slunken, hus been widely  por-
raved as o echbologicel inevitahility, mal as
Predot of social vlices e By ssnagetnent
(¢ degrade and Jestroy qobs and o gain com
plete comrol o prodocton. Leehnolopal
determinism has contributed w the lack of
confidence workers frel about conirolling their
vwn work envitonment, By emphasizing the
sewrial clisiess involved in rechnedegical dei-
sk, dctivists van at beiest begin the discussion
with workers abowt who makey the degcivions
that wlfect their working lves. And nnder ger-
G envngsbees, ke planl closings and
imachioe-redesign, the dseussion may extend (o
the questian of how workers tieaselves would
run things if they had the chance.

in discussing the invasion of the machine-
sl incddustey by numecicalty-controlled com-
puters, Tarley Shaiken argoes that  unions
st haltle Yor somne combiol over new tech-
nology or Tingd thal msoagement will wse it 1o
take complete control ol the mepial depets of
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wohth. Appurently, this plen s baavig sodme
effemet, as Ihe 1AW Tess raised he issue of
cermpiler conteol in s recent negotintions with
the sl comnmmes, loomically, the effective-
nese ol the ek’ shiaggle againse namen-
cally controllod metbods, which have proved (o
ke diftienh o msall oin many  plants, has
created a lalse sense of confidence in some
skilled workers. Shaiken raises the alarm about
the new wave of computer-lechnolngy which
has descended upon the warkplace wirh unpre.
cedented Toree. He asks those workers who
have cxpericnesd the failures of numerically-
conrelbed machinery not te he lulled inteo a
lalse sense of sccurity, e also notes thn
exterithenits in Beitsin and Norwiy have al-
Iowed woioms 1o win sidne contral over com-
puters for their members, There is oorbmg
inherent i compuler technelogy which neces-
sarily involves twal domination by manage-
ment. Indeed, as Monlgomery suggests, the
advern ol cumpute technology makes possible
new kinds ot shared decision-making in pro-
ductiom thar would have been impassible in the
vld days when a few workers preserved the
secrels of their skilled 1rades,

The futnre of workers® control in the LK,
may appeist 1o be more promising now 1han i
wis it deciede wgo. BExperiments are actuyally
taking place and the current wave ol plam-
closings will radse Turther possibibitdes. Seill, as
Al Phpber suggess i & recenil article on aulo-
mation w aaio plants (BA, January-February
1019, warkers Jouy 1ejeet the old-style strug-
gles For contral, alonyg with the **joindly man-
aged  monotony' projected by OM-UAW
“yuality of work' commitiees, They moy not
wanl their old jobs" or their "old struggle’’
aof even ther “‘new jobs™ TF compureriziiion
and automiadion contioue @i their presenl pice,
they will ot want o be ““workers' wi all. [t
would, thetelone, be o misiake for the left to
suprpesrt elflants 10 save jobs &t any price. We
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should vppuse the sovial democrahy aege i
plan the comsis i the wor k- place and sdmndster
workers' parocipation withoul real control,
The potitical evaluation of conniol strugeles
should be based on the possiblines these stiug-
gles present, not ondy 1o spve Jobs, but 1o umfy
workers with cach othetr and with people out-
side the workplace and, uliimaiely, e trans-
form the labor process itself,

Anng Hobroffs article on Alexandra Kollon-
i ritises political issues and gucstons relevani
ter contempoarary politics, Kolleniai was ihe
leading spiskesperson for women's liberation in
the early Sovier period, and for the Workery'
Opposiiom.,. The ter greap foughl, in the
carly 1920, For democralic workers” contral of
ndustry in the Soviel Lnion. As David Sont
gomery's artiele adds to an lusincal aoader-
standing of workers” struggles lor control over
their skills and working conditions under capi-
talism, Kollontai &and the Workes' Opposition
attempred 10 establish workers” coplral on i
nationwide basis that also shared m political
HIWET.

Further, Kolloniei's overall political efforts
und their ultimate fallure illuminate the inter-
connections beiween the fale of workers’
democricy and  women's  liberation in the
Soviet Unien. The foilure of (the marriage re-
form program of 1926 was simullancocus with
the lust moments of revalutionary oppasition
tor Sealinisi dictatorship i that conntry, Tonk-
ing af Soviel history from this  perspective
trings our attention back 1o the conneclions in
contemporary politics between Teminist goals

aned the pussibilicy ol demeerabe soweighsm.

Bobiael ™ appeaisal of Kollonlia's 1ailure
suggenls, on the whale, that of was meviable.
The hestorical task, Bolaofl argues, for the
Soviet Univnad that gne was indastoalization;
mipheitly Roflonuu®s  solation  Jdemonisteaies
the historical impossibility, the Jack of conds
tions for, a mass women's movemend at that
time, We are inclined to think that this pessi-
mism 15 founded, Snll, some guestions about
the ckistence of pessible alternalives arc in
urder, The Beabheviks, conscionsly or s,
relisd primarily on the 1050 meoale| ol indus-
triiliention wssembly ling prochction, Toy-
Latinet, cenbrallzation and specialisnion,. Were
ather processes ol imdosteialization possible?
Would workers” demociacy Buve been an il
evitable obstache wr idustevshesion, and o s
wis it because of the culiaral backwardness ol
the Soviet labor Force? Outside the Bolshevih
Party "' populist' coonomists worg propoasing
alternative cootomic-growth plans, laughed ofl
by the Holshewiks as wnscienuific. s wonmen's
hiberation & wRique product af affluem and
mudustrialired  societies?  Was  Kollonrai  an
cecentric visionary because of her privileged
hackground, and il so, docs that diminish (he
wsefulness of her vision? These questions arc
med veiled eapressiony ol disagreemeni with
Huobrod"s  interpretation; they are queskions
cogialisis cunnet now answer with cerlainy.
kallomtin™s wark Has the unigue impeoctane of
riisiing such questions, perhaps becanse she was
pushing against the very s of e cage of
lstorical peesibility.






THE PAST AND FUTURE
OF WORKERS’ CONTROL

David Montgomery

To speak of workers’ control in America is difficult, becavse linle ol the theory of the
workers’ control movement came oul of this country. American experience forces us 1o
begin with the world of practice, and then 1o probe some of the ideological implications of
that practice. In lact, Americat workers have waged & running battle over the ways in which
their daily work and the human relations at work were organized over the last century, and
in the process they have ruised issugs which go far beyond the confines of Ywuge and job
consciousness™ or “bread and butter'” unionism, into which historians have long tried to
compress the experiences and aspitations of American workers.

Whal dacs “workers' control™ mean? Perhaps the best way to answer the question is 10
begin with consideration ol its apposite: the sepatation caused by industrial capitalism
berween Lhose who ditect the work to be done and 1hose who carry out the dircctions. This
sepuration is rooted in twe of the most fundamental characieristics of our economic urder.
The first is that the historical evolution of vapitalism involved a concentration ol pricluctive
power in collective lorms on a scale never before drenmed of. Production became 2 group
activity, and the groups involved have typically become larger and lirger over the last
century and a half. Moreover, as production has become more collective in form, the
technical knowledge which guides thal activily has correspondingly become separated from
the wctual carrying out of the work. 11 has increasiogly become codificd in the form of
engineering or seienlific knowledge, which is in the heads of specialisis hired by the owners
#‘

?
Feran Eirpen & Nieve Wali
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to manage the works, rather than in the hrads
of the workers  themsclves,  This  process
appeared in oo Factring cven before the
development of high leve] machine 1echnology,
and it has continued on ever rising levels since
the emergence ol laciorigs, reaching its highesi
poak in focdy™s aotomaied iom, Science ansd
fechnalopy 1hemselves hitve been appropriaied
By cipilal el confron ordinary werking
people s alien) inamimute, hostile Torees.

I'he second fandamental chiaracierisine of out
coonomie e s that the todbom e e deler -
minting whut prodoction ety @e (o be
taed ard wlat s 1o be prodoced is agither the
guathiv of workiog lite o e utility of the
articies ereated, but rather the profirability of
the emerprise, What is quintessential in capiral-
1w ik gl simply its historicnlly unique manner
of turning ol unprecedented  quantities ol
ooy, B alwo thal the production of pocads i
m the Basic mative of thow who own amd
direct the factories The production of profn i
thesir basic motive, Thos how we work and what
wre are prodocing are both determined by
whznndards ol profvbility, sccwonlation, and
caslr flow - nel by he slandacd ol making lite
me sadislving ducmge vuar bred stine an this
cartln, Tl distincton wan neanly wdentified by
Carlo Cloadrech, when he wiole in his cluassic
sidy of coal mjsces” coulrol strageles o 1926:
ft i eaftiwr sopied (At prodfers xociedy Rax chasen
efffederne v it prreacduic tiet Fatfier than vichineas in
wisrking Itee. | aredried fuct] soetete mick ey 1
charioey iy sreck, aeeef DRe o tless refiveeiniof
decivans ol of which bave corme s prodbc
frosr oy e ficiend oy Phat wf Forl™s ond podis s
ofuff ay rthese al Fordy Atve st of theer been
etaehe witherad e sfiefiest refererioe fu e
il v of workie fife thor wordd resilr. |
Fivev are vivede a0 the bases of fiteres of g
dered okt aned profie for the trtednrie bissiness
i femmiivcefinte fulnre.’

Clumdneh's ook appeared ar @ oroment in

history when Hhe struggle for workers” conirol
ever the mwethody and purposes ol indasarial
production was more explil, articalale and
widespuead throughont  the vapitalise warkl
than at any other time i history, the period
arouned the end of World War 1 That penod i
the Linited Stales dueserves close attention, but
First il s ceccssary 1o gxaming s historical
background, For half a century hefore 1l
epueh there had heen much i the daily practice
of Amcrican workers o challeape the nodon,
which we encownter everywhere (oday, that no
maodern indusirsal sogiety conld possibly fung.
tion wirhogd e two alcribaies of capitalism |
have wlennfwd: the <eparatwon ol dicsction
frenn production amd the daominsnee ol profi
aceumilation over the creition of usetfol goods
an seTvices.

In the late mneteenih century  ARICTICAN
idustiy contained pockets of extensive comirol
vl resdinctive provesses exereised by pronps
aof shilled workers, 10 oo dlpeian] \;'I-t:ul‘.
|'|r|‘:.;iach' hetre, 5o ah ol e iy e (11T easlon
thidl in sermee eood old davs't the two basic
atterhes af industrial capitalism did not apply.
That s el the point. The paound is thal even
willun thatl sysledt nutierons and impariant
growps ol shilled warkers were able 1o assert
their collective conimd amer thawe portions of
the prodduciinn process thyt tell within their
domain

Skilled erafismen then brought inte 1he
wurhplave characteristics whivh enabled them
fochalbenge (here erployers, olten saceessully,
Tor contred aver the dieechion of (heir pwn wark
and thar of their belpers, and o some extent
over what was being made, The fos of these
charactenistics was amply their Xnowledge of
the procluction processes. The puddling of ron,
He blowing ol window glass, the cutting of
garnent s, or the ralling ol sieet was not lcarned
m schoul o laught o the workers by their
employers, 1t was rather leatned on the job in



wavs which gave the craftsmen 2 knowledge of
whal they wore doing (hat wits THE SUperior o
that of their employers, Mo one wis more
keenly pwitre off this relationship than the
“favher of sciemify management,” Prederck
Winslow Taylor. He believed that the lirst
step in sysiematiring managemeni was Tor the
employers o learn whinl Their skilled workers
knew and did, o other words, o sludy Lhe
skilled  tradesmen  apd  ewpropnate  theic
howledge.

But the contral struggles of the late ning-
tconth century cannot be cxplained by craft
workers' knowledge alone. Thid  technical
knowledge wps embedcledd o 2 moral code
governing behavior on the joh, 0 coude whach
wix ool Tadividaalistic, bul aoe of mulualily, sl
the collevnve good. Bart of this code on all but
the most highly seasonal jobs was a clearly
determined stint, or level of output, that any
decent member of the trade wonld nol exceed,
The vislator of tha code was condemped as i
luxg, o runner, & chaser, a jil wrecker, or some
other such chowce epathet, 1o go Flat For onesell
was simply dishonorahle behavior, 5o was any
action by which onc worker connived against ot
"yndermined" & fellow worker on the jisk, This
coede of mutvality was six importand g the
cillective direction ol the jub as was 1he cralts
man's kiwladge, utd o was often embodicd in
the work toles of wnjens. I Cact, it is in (those
undan rdles that the most explicit formulationy
of the craltsmen's ethic are to be Found,

One of the most elaborate sgl of work riles
Fram the period was adapied by (he window
glass blowers, gatherers, cutiers, and {Tatlenary,
whit belonged 1o Lol Assembly 1000 of the
Knights of 1.abor, They provided, among other
thiregs, that blowers should not work at all Front
Jutie 15 10 September 15, when the heat of the
glass Turpace was hard to bear, Ooly afto the
unton wis defented by mechameaoon did
sumaner  glas making  becowne Joutine. The

rules also speafied that “ao blower o1 gather o
shall work Taster than al 1the rate of nine rollees
por hour, exceplng inthe case of rollers falling
off, or pipes lneakmg.”™ The "sandardize size
al single strenpth rollers" was Nixed al 35558 10
cut Mx36" In other wonds, 11 was the union
thad standardized the size of windows in e
rinelcenth-century  America,  Foor  glass,
absentegian, and cdrinking which  jnterfered
wilh producinn were punished by union lings.
To help secure obedience g umion riles and o
decisions ol The shop conunlitees, the foremen
were obliged o belong to the wnivn und submit
1 it diseipline, ?

The importanl peint s not just thar these
tules were cluboraie, b that they embodied a
moral code Tor which glass workers were pre-
pared (o fight. Consider this deseription Trom
Jofin Swwmnron's Maper in 1884 of the sirike
which ensued when the employers Iricd o com-
el blewers i prosluce more than the 48 boxes
e ylass por week prescribed by their union. The
language of the repoc reveals cleanly what gliss
blowers thought of themselves and of their
rmles,

The lase fiphi of the mumufacturers was mgele
an the “Forty-efoht hox bt " The reduciion
af wages was oRfy (e exciese, THe i mo sereet,
Haw M Aigh-raffing meapafuciivres oid splutter
aver it His ponty fenbs stisibfed aoross ff,
ancd he broke his prip. He knew (Aar of the fister
wirk taken off, rthe men conld wark ren or
Pwertvr fronerx rvery day ie the week S ihar i rheir
thirst fow the mighty doflar they wondld kil
thermsefves  with laber;  they woutd  V'ack
sheep'! thew fellows by doity the fubor of bwa
mer,; they wanld entploy appreniices trnLmer-
afifo t help them through, i their indlvioiiaf
reoch for that which goveris (he cousiey [the
doilar], they would ruin their axsociarion, The
e suled ne, THey trundereed anet no. They ever
offered o fuke o reduction that would everape
10 prer vent off aroued, bt they s, U We wilf
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krep the tortv-eight box kemir."" Threwts and
curves wanld aar move thert (o ke more than

fortv-eight boves of window glesy o week, aail

frnalte., i despaic, the grasping dotlar-lover
puve wery anid aard, VReep it and be o o
They have it stifl aad they won't be domaed fry
aav bar their empfopers. !

Twu gspects of tus late ninetegnth-contury
expericice should be emphasized, Fist, even in
the serting of mindern technology and large-
seale production i was possibile to have vollec-
tive direction of 1he way i which Jabs werg
performed. Moreover, such direction reguned
not only oo siruggle agantst manigenent '
¢Ffurts (o control the wark, bul also g rejection
of individealistic, scyquisitive behavior, The
praciical and ideolngival sspects ol this contest
were insepatable Troan cach other.

Seeund, this contiol by the cratts was the
prittaty larpet of uttack Tor maiageerind ce
fortners in the early twenticth century Scientilic
manggement, which might properly be des
eribed by paraphiasing today s LANRUARES, as
syalomatic  job Impoverizaluwy program,
vmerged ot ot a drive, evident in every ad-
vaneed indisinal country as corporiis enlcr-
prise waxed larger and international compti-
lion grew mnore intense at the wurn of the
contury, fooanureise labor productivity. I
Foglangd, France, Germany and s country
there were ipnumerahle experiments with i
ventive pay schenws, designed 1o Cnbice worTkyrs
mie going et vut For the almighty ol or
mark, or frane, Fredenck Winslow l'avlor
entered the debate al precisely that level with
his puper, A Piccework Sysem.” Tovlon s
i, however | was That Gakering willi pay
walems witald nat salve the problem. 11 owas
necessary, e argued, 10 go W the 1o of thr
prohlem: (o exwpropnate the workers' knowl
g sand to suppott s moral code, Only then
cauld pay sehemnes SeTve as incentives 1o buglier
outpul. The instsament which he and his {ehlow

-

enpineers doevmed 100 soguiniing Masiery Over
the wraltsten's skills was Hime and metion
wrds L hrouph vl studicsomethods of waed,
wg could be stihidardized and presecied Lo the
won hels as ordets Toom the sngineering and
g depantnents,

Nobody canried these developments Furthin
ian Heney Furd, who was in the unique pow
tivn, when e opened hus Highlatid [Pk plum
1 1914, of brng able to produce some thouind
cats f day wilhows & storage yvard, ¥Virmunlly
all af them were sald 1o dealers the day 1hey
camme oI F the lne. Ford's engineers were ahie 1o
divise noat only thoroughly stamdardised po-
Juetion tusks for oeach of the plao's 15,000
employues, bt also exraerdinarily specialized
machine wols, each of which did st one
spetation in e labrication of @ angle part for
the eventual Model T The plant was alvo fillesd
wilh assembly lines, big aid small, where com
ponents were fashioned, all leading to the fial
assembly line. In hee thoreugh stidy of the
Eord works, Arnold and Faurote repuxied chat
the company had no use for expericuced work-
ern. It prefered nachine (ol opeators who hal
o o e aneann, who have ne theories al
currect surace specds for metal finishing, (]
will simply du what they are lold, over and ave
axain, from bell-lime 1o bell-time. ™" To i
lactory with such preralves Ford also had (o
have a splendidly equipped wol rorm, whete
20 skitled workers, Tor whom nothing wis
vycanmped i hurried,”” aieated the tanls, jigs.
and equipment negded by the produet b linnd:
tu carry amd (heim work. Last but hardly leasy,
the company cmployed A0 CNOTITHNS  SapwE-
visory siall. Everywhere scientific management
wre i roduced, if regquired a vast praolileration
of supesvisors. In Ford's machine shops alone
$ 40 overseers af une type of anodher had the
quitumaly fo lire any operalive. Ainold antl
Fanroe's Tigutes supgest tha in carly 1914 ihey
avetaped almost a fring a day apicee.”

M
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The piohcers ol seteplilic mandgement
itCeked Lhe ideclogy of e ceattsmen, as well
as thewr hnowledge. The workers' meral code
was contempiueusly labelled “soldiering, ™ and
their prelentions 10 directing (heir own daily
tasks were detioutced as dangerous tolly. The
Yaran whe = Bl b owork al any particular
trade, " wrote Taylor, *'is unable 10 understand
the science of tht trade without The kindly help
atd covperation of 2 mon of & wially dilTerem
typne of educatjon. ™

Conversely, crafismen resished Tayler™s inn
vations on both the praciical und ihe etbocal
level The introdoctiom of titme siudy, standard-
el work provedures, and inccotive pay en-
consntered dogped resstance, especially among
metal workers. ‘That restsiance cannol be dis-
contiied ay simple conservatism or ' wddism.”
A machinia at the Rock Ssland arsenal, Flugo
Lucders, was asked il he objected ta the plan
g ol produciion. He replisd: The men
worndld very readily welcome any systeom. They
want i1 bad " Like s many workers today,
1ueders saw nnthing desitable in shipshod
munagement P he added guickly, **As far as
Baving o onan st back ol you and 1aking all
the variows aperations you go thiough, that is
one thing they do no care for'™

Loeders” hostility 10 e study and stand-
ardirzation wis evidently shurpd by many other
workers. When sotecne m his arsenal was seen
tewsuring i planer, s way that suspiciously
suggeded 1that he wan making measuremenis
for stamdardieed clamps and belts, he wns
vt e, wend other moghinists demancded his
wistanl dinchirge. AL the Wateriown grwenal the
mlders agroed among themaelves thal, i oa
stopwalch shawed up in their deparrment, all ol
them would cease working. When fime sludy
men did appear at the American Loeomolive
woirks in Pitesbargh, the company had been
careful 1o pegaliste o paior agreement with the
unioms, bl the workers assaulied the time-

sludy men and drove them from the plant. ‘Lhe
saine workers also scornfully rejected incentive
pay. Amencan [iocomotive had Tollowed 3
cammon praciee of - Taylor's  disciples,
designed 10 cieumvent workers' aniiosity
toward incentive pay: (hey divided their om
plovees’ pay into two envelupes, one containing
ihe stanclard heurly rate and the ather any
prefmulm which o oworker had earned, This
deviee was designed 1o make any iodividupl s
acceprance of the new pay plan “voluntary.™
Al American Locomotive, however, workers
made g banfire ol the incentive pay envelopes,
atul the reforming manager lelt Pitisburgh 1o
try his hand eleewhere, Meunwhile a1 the Nos-
lolk My Yard the mere appeurance of time
clocks had provoked a peneral walkowt and a
urmon tally in protesy, and ar Starvett Tool in
Adhol, Mussachusetts, workers passed o whim.
sical resulation 1o treat time elocks sienply as
pact ol the furpitore.'

Sugn irewn & Steve Wait
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Terms like ‘‘Sodom and Gomorrah’’ and
“Pandora’s Box,”’ which numerous letters to
the editor of the Machinists’ Monthly Journal
applied to Taylorized workshops, revealed the
depth and pervasiveness of the feeling in the
craft that scientific management was not only a
threat to workers’ livelihoods, but also morally
outrageous. And the machinists’ contempt for
“the kindly help and cooperation”’ being
offered them by men ‘‘of a totally different
type of education’’ was captured in a poem,
which Dennis O’Shea wrote for his union’s
journal in 1908. O’Shea was inspired by the
often repeated statement of Carl Barth, de-
signer of the twelve-variable slide rule for cal-
culating machine speeds and feeds, that he
dreamed ‘‘sometimes in between work and
sometimes at night. .. that the time will come
when every drill press will be speeded just so,
and every planer, every lathe, the world over,
will be harmonized, just like the musical pitches
are the same all over the world.””” O’Shea
depicted Barth’s dream this way:

The demonstrator sat in his easy chair,
And as he smoked his cigar dreamed a dream so

Sfair,

In the haze of the rings of smoke he blew,

A picture he saw of which Il tell you:

In fancy he saw a building grand

Of which he was in supreme command;

There were lathes and planers and milling
machines, too;

Of wheel presses and bolt cutters there were
quite a few;

Horizontal and vertical mills by the score;

Of slotters and shapers a great many more.

While the shop — my, what a marvelous place!

Men moved like as though they were running

a race.

And he thought of what a great change he’d
wrought

Since he the other machinists had taught

To do their work so quick and fast

And not to be loafing over their task,

But make all the money for the company, then

They’ll be treated like cattle instead of like
men.

O’Shea continues by contrasting the new lust
for speed with his trade’s traditions of quality
production.

And he smiled as he thought of the old slow
way

When a man would turn up one axle a day.

First he’d center it up so good and true,

Then take a roughing cut or two,

And a finishing cut so nice and fine,

And then roll the bearings to make them shine,

Square up the ends, then make the fits,

Take it out of the lathe, and that was it.

But just look how he had changed this way —

A man had to do twelve of them now in a day.

They simply wheel them into the lathe,

Turn the whole thing up in one mighty shave,

Throw it out again and then it was done,

And the lathe man would say, well, that’s going
some.

The same contrast is repeated through differ-
ent departments of the plant. But the poem
ends in a delightfully unexpected way, by por-
traying the ‘‘demonstrator’” as an offender
against working-class morality and as hope-
lessly outclassed in technical knowledge by
those to who he is issuing commands.

So his thoughts ran along in this beautiful way,

And in fancy he could hear the directors say,

You're such a good man to keep down the pay

We have decided to raise yours twenty dollars
aday. ..

Alas at this point the telephone rang,

And as he took the receiver a voice through it
sang,

Hello! Is this you dear? I am glad you’re so
near,

I’ve just been told something awful I want you
to hear,

The boys say you're a welcher, a piker at heart,
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In a good honest bet you wouldn’t take part;

That you hold your job because of your drags,

When you ought to be out with a sack gathering
rags,

In a cobbler’s shop you would surely shine,

Or at pulling the candy you could do just fine.

As for teaching machinists why let the thing
pass,

Public opinion decides you're an incompetent
Ass.'®

Of course, the attitudes and values evident in
O’Shea’s poem can be found in American
machine shops to this day. One consequence of
the modern style of management is the sense of
rivalry and mutual contempt which pervades
the relations between production workers and
tngineers. Nevertheless, that animosity was
especially explicit during the years around
World War I, and it was also then that the
struggle against the systematized management
was most successful.

Historians have been somewhat misled on
this score by Milton Nadworny’s study, Scien-
tific Management and the Unions.'' Nadworny
correctly argues that during the war years union
officials increasingly came to reconcile their
views with those of Taylor’s followers. But
what was happening on the shop floor was
quite the opposite. The insatiable demand for
labor gave workers a feeling of self-confidence,
which produced among other things more
strikes during 1917 and 1918 than any previous
year in American history, in spite of the no
strike pledges of the unions. The records of the
National War Labor Board and other agencies
which attempted to cool down these disputes
reveal that they often involved time studies,
incentive pay, and work standardization. The
quickest way workers could be convinced to
return to the job was to get rid of these innova-
tions.

Many struggles of the World War 1 epoch,
however, involved more than just resistance to

management’s new techniques. As union
strength grew and workers became more aware
of their ability to manipulate government war
agencies, workers began advancing their own
plans for reorganization of work relations.
These plans differed significantly from the
familiar craft techniques of the late nineteenth
century. Because the erosion of the position of
skilled workers was clearly irreversible, workers
had to come to grips with the new way in which
factories operated. To be sure, some crafts in
the building trades and many tool and die
makers could simply demand standard craft
rates and craft rules of the old form. But
others, among whom scientific management
had already wrought extensive changes, devel-
oped novel sets of demands and new forms of
self-organization.

Consider the machinists, helpers, and tool
makers at the vast Mesta Machine Company
near Pittsburgh. They struck in 1917 and again
in 1918 for the abolition of time-study and
premium pay schemes, the establishment of
three or four standard wage rates, the eight
hour day, and recognition by the company of a
shop committee to deal with all grievances from
the plant. This pattern of demands was com-
monplace by the end of the war, and it deserves
attention. First of all, a demand for standardi-
zation was arising in this instance not from the
managers, but from the workers. The new
payment plans had generated a proliferation of
individual wage rates, and employers openly
defended having ‘‘as many hourly rates as there
are human beings’’'? in the factory as necessary
for the efficient operation of the works. The
workers realized that the old standard craft rate
was now hopelessly obsolete, but they did try to
create a determinate set of classifications to
cover everyone, and one with a narrow spread
between the highest and the lowest rates.

Second, strikers virtually everywhere de-
manded the standard work day of eight hours,
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and they enjoyed considerable success on this
front. The struggle for a shorter work week
made more headway between 1910 and 1920
than in any other decade of this century, despite
adamant employer resistance. Third, new forms
for organizing the collective power of workers
were developed. Sometimes craft unions were
coordinated through metal trades councils, and
many unions opened their doors to unskilled
workers, but virtually everywhere some form of
shop committee or stewards’ body assumed the
task of directly representing the rank and file.
Workers of this epoch were keenly aware that
to speak of ‘“‘workers’ control’”’ without effec-
tively organizing workers’ power is to drift into
fantasy land.

Finally, as these struggles became more in-
tense, they were increasingly often linked to
far-reaching political demands. The munitions
workers of Bridgeport, who had been seasoned
by four years of chronic industrial battle by
1919, for example, held huge rallies to protest
post-war layoffs. From these rallies they peti-
tioned the President of the United States for the
“‘creation of National Labor Agencies to assure
in all industries a living wage and every right to
union organization; collective bargaining and
collective participation of the workers in con-
trol of industry’’; a reduction of hours; ‘‘exten-
sive necessary public works’’ to create jobs; and
finally, the ‘“abolition of competition, criminal
waste and profiteering in industry and substi-
tuting co-operative ownership and democratic
management of industry and the securing to
each of the full product of his toil.”’*?

This was the age of the Plumb Plan on the
railroads, the miners’ pamphlet How fo Run
Coal, and the convention of delegates from
30,000 striking miners in Illinois who voted to
make a condition of returning to work, the
collectivization of the mines. Themes of public
ownershjp, workers’ education, and political
action played a constant counterpoint to shop

floor demands between 1918 and 1922. Need-
less to say, the employers fought tooth and nail
against all such proposals. Their mood was
summed up by President Loyall A. Osbourne
of Westinghouse Electric, who wrote as a mem-
ber of the National War Labor Board to its
chairman, William Howard Taft, warning
against concessions to labor and against ‘‘our
Board being used as an instrument of propa-
ganda by the labor unions.”’ Said Osborne:
It is quite natural that you should approach
these questions in a different frame of mind
than do we, for you have not for years, as we
have been, fighting the battle for industrial
independence. You have not had constantly
before you as a part of your daily life evidences
of bad faith, restriction of output, violence,
disregard of obligations and irresponsibility
that has ever been the characteristics of their
organizations.**

Osborne’s statement reflected the determined
posture which his fellow employers assumed
before the Board. Representatives of Bridge-
port’s manufacturers, for example, insisted on
four principles in their personal relations: total
and exclusive control over production by the
employers; remuneration of each employee
according to his or her individual merits; evalu-
ation of those merits by the employer alone;
and the resolution of all conflicts between
employers and employees without “outside’’
interference, from unions or government.

By the end of the depression of 1920-22 the
resistance of unions to these pretensions of
management had been decisively crushed in
most basic industries. All that remained of the
formerly overt struggle for workers’ control
were its faint echoes in the Baltimore and Ohio
Plan and a few similar ‘‘workers’ participa-
tion’’ schemes on one side, and the programs of
small, isolated revolutionary parties on the
other. Nevertheless, unorganized workers
carried on the battle in covert forms. Among

R I e
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other things, the regulation of output which
nineteenth-century craft unions had emobodied
in the stint did not disappear from American
industrial life; it went underground. Instead of
being openly proclaimed as union *‘legisla-
tion,” restriction took the form of secretive
defiance by small groups of workers to manage-
ment’s authority. In a word, the stint had
become sabotage.

Moreover, it became something of an obses-
sion with workers, as is evidence by a document
liberated from the Chevrolet company’s files
during the Flint sit-down strike of 1937. This
was a report of a spy on workers’ conversations

e

during the first shift. Surely one sign of
management’s scientific character was the fact
that workers were now known by number,
rarely by name. A few excerpts from this report
suggest the tenor of the workers’ discussions of
output:
Employee 7556046... in conversation, was
heard to say that he had completed his produc-
tion by 2:45 P.M., and that he loafed for forty-
five minutes before he quit work at 3;30 P.M.
At lunch time [on the second shift] the
majority of the men had completed from 68 to
70 camshafts and in checking the sheet, it was
evident that the other men had the same num-

Joan Green & Steve Watt
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ber. The check-up was made after the final
pick-up had been made by 556594 (Leon D.
Witham, transfered 10-30-35). When one of the
employees had ten completed shafts, and when
594 (Witham) took only two of them, he asked
the reason, to which 7594 replied,

““You have turned in 62 and that’s enough.”’

The other was heard to ask, ““Why, what
difference does it make as long as I only get 124
in the nine hours?’’ and 7594 answered, ‘“Well,
last night they picked the sheet up on me at
supper time and if a man has 66 or 70 shafts
turned in for the first half of the shift they will
expect you to turn in the same amount for the
second half so we leave the shafts until after
supper, just in case somebody should check the
sheet and find out what the men are really
doing.”’

There was considerable discussion among the
employees of the plant about production, which
conversation started before work this morning
and continued throughout the entire day. The
discussion was interrupted by the foreman
during the lunch period, but was resumed in
another location in Plant 5....'"

This covert style of struggle from the 1920°s
and 1930’s is still very much with us today, but
the rapid spread of union contracts during the
late 1930’s brought some significant changes,
and a new challenge to management. With
union protection came both a resurgence of the
audacity and self-confidence among workers
that had been evident during the war years and
an eagerness among the rank and file to settle
old scores and to change the conditions under
which they worked forthwith. Consequently
both management and governmental agencies
sought to limit the influence which the new
unions would have over work relations and
production processes and to develop machinery
for dealing with grievances which would leave
the initiative in production and personnel ques-
tions with managgment. The task was not an

easy one, as employers’ laments from the late
1930’s about their ‘‘unmanageable’’ workers
make clear. But the goals toward which sophis-
ticated managers were striving were neatly
summed up by Sumner Slichter in a study
published by the Brookings Institution in 1941,
Union Policies and Industrial Management.

Convinced that unionism had become too
securely established in American industry to be
uprooted once again, Slichter set out to study in
detail the practices and arrangements which
affected the ability of workers and of managers
to control what happened in their plants. He
concluded that from management’s vantage
point, the ideal form of union would be indus-
trial in form and bureaucratic in structure.
Industrial unions were to be preferred to craft,
because the latter not only generate chronic
jurisdictional disputes, but were also wedded to
the vested interests of particular groups of
workers within the existing technology of the
firm, and thus posed more formidable obstacles
to change than a union whose constituency is
diffused throughout the whole plant. On the
other hand, he warned, an industrial union
whose leadership shared the daily experiences
of members on the shop floor and sought to
solve problems where and when they arose
could make a mockery of scientific manage-
ment. Only officers with secure tenure and a
secure contractual relationship with the firm
could develop an understanding of manage-
ment’s needs and problems.

Industrial relations did. not take the shape
proposed by Slichter just because he said so,
but they were reshaped in that direction by a
lengthy process, which involved the thorough
regulation of industrial disputes by ‘‘tri-
partite’’ bodies during World War II, business’
post-war crusade for ‘‘management’s preroga-
tives,’’ and the Taft-Hartley Law. That act of
1947 virtually outlawed any union activity other
than bargaining over wages and conditions with
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their members’ immediate employers and made
unions liable for damages in case of strikes in
violation of contracts. As early as the 1950’s it
was evident that the widespread incorporation
of management’s rights clauses into union con-
tracts and the increasing rigidity of grievance
procedures meant that conflicts over the pace
or arrangement of work had reverted to the
subterranean, sabotage forms of pre-union
days. Strikes about such questions were more
often than not unofficial, and in this connec-
tion court decisions restricting such strikes on
the basis of the Taft-Hartley Act have become
increasingly important. Two years ago the dis-
trict federal court covering western Pennsyl-
vania ruled in the Eazor Trucking Company
case that any union was liable to damage suits
in case of a wild-cat strike by its members if the
union did not do everything in its power to get
the members back to work, including replacing
the strikers with scabs.

Moreover, what contractual defenses of
workers’ control over work relations unions
have maintained, largely through ‘‘past
practices’’ clauses and through the defense of
members against disciplinary sanctions, find
themselves today under vigorous attack from
management’s side at the bargaining table.
““Take-back’’ bargaining is the current vogue in
management strategy, and its advocates make
no bones about the fact that their primary
objective is the elimination of whatever ob-
stacles remain in union contracts to their
authority over the workplace. ‘“We pay good
money,”’ they argue, ‘‘and we want output in
return.”’

Of all workers’ control issues, the one which
has assumed special prominence in our own
times is that of preventing plant closings. Here
the problem is not how the job is performed,
but whether there will be a job at all. Since the
workers of American Safety Razor sat down in
its Brooklyn plant in 1954, American workers

have often declared that they have a right to a
voice in corporate decisions about where work
is to be carried on. Most such struggles since
that time have employed political strategies: the
workers have mobilized their communities to
demand that their Congressional representa-
tives or the Department of Defense force the
company to continue operating at the old site.
A few have used the pressure of strikes and
boycotts. In every case the objective has been to
force management to bargain over what it
always claimed as its exclusive and ultimate
authority under ‘‘free enterprise,”’ to decide
what it wanted to produce where.

In some recent instances workers have sought
ways to reopen a plant, which has been aban-
doned by a multiplant corporation, under their
own management, or some sort of community
ownership. For example, when Youngstown
Sheet and Tube announced that it would close
its Campbell Works, local union members en-
listed the aid of a ministers’ council to promote
a movement for acquisition of the plant by the
community. The implications of this effort are
profound. As the project’s economic con-
sultant, Gar Alperowitz, has made clear, com-
munity ownership of the mill cannot succeed
without new governmental purchasing policies
for steel wares that are directed primarily at the
needs of urban America, in mass transit, hous- -
ing development, etc. In other words, if a
community-operated plant with any degree of
workers’ control is going to function, it must
have its output determined by the nation’s need
for use values — by the real and sorely neg-
lected needs of the American people — not by
the rule of maximum profitability in the
marketplace.

The Youngstown idea has not been carried to
fruition, but it has caught on elsewhere. In
Buffalo, when the Heat Transfer Division of
American Standard threatened to close down,
the Buffalo AFL-CIO Council voted to take
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over the plant, if necessary, and operate it
under union direction. Several plants in James-
town and Dunkirk, New York, have already
been kept alive by their workers’ assuming
ownership.

This is the setting of the most important dis-
cussions of workers’ control today. An out-
standing example of what is now possible has
been provided by the birth and survival of
Wisconsin’s worker-controlled newspaper, The
Madision Press Connection. Its origins lie in a
long strike of the employees of Madison’s
major newspapers, provoked when their owners
undertook to cripple or destroy their craft
unions. Having gone out on strike and realizing
that all the skills needed to put out a newspaper
were to be found among the people walking the
picket line, these workers decided to start their
own newspaper as a rival to their scab-operated
former employers. The Press Connection soon
developed a network of readers such as few
papers could boast, because in order to get sub-
scriptions and operating funds, newspaper
workers had to solicit support from union and
farmers’ organizations all over Wisconsin. As
they did so, the people with whom they talked
told them what they thought of and wanted
from the newspaper. Responding to readers’
suggestions and criticisms (that is, creating
something useful for the people of Wisconsin)
became essential to the survival of the paper.

Moreover, on my own first visit to the Press
Connection’s offices and composing room, I
saw a work place that looked more business-
like — in the true sense of the term — than
anything I had seen before in my life. Each
department had been physically designed by the
people who worked in it, to make their work as
efficient, easy, and accurate as they could make
it, while it was also equipped with the flowers,
pictures, etc., necessary to make the setting
congenial. These journalists, book-keepers, lay-
out artists and printers were not socializing:

s

they were putting out a newspaper of value to
the local residents. And they were running it by
their own collective decisions. .

A group of these workers told me that they
had gone to a seminar held by industrial rela-
tions experts on the question of workers’ par-
ticipation in management. They had listened to
all the projects and experiments described
there, saying nothing until close to the end of
the day, when one of them put up his hand. He
said: ““I’m sorry. We can’t quite relate to this
discussion. You see, we found in the Press
Connection that we don’t need management’s
participation.”’

55 Y e

QUESTION PERIOD

1. Question whether struggles against plant
closings can create coalitions between workers
and intellectuals.

Reply. Let me say that the whole battle against
plant closings in the United States is still at a
very primitive level compared to what one finds
in Italy and France, or indeed in the John
Brown Ship Yarks in Scotland. There the
workers simply took over the yards and kept
making ships, after the company had gone out
of business.

But the fact remains that the question is
becoming more and more widely discussed
here. That discussion itself is important. Col-
lective action springs from people’s sense of
“real possibilities,”” and awareness of the ex-
periences of others helps shape that sense.
Moreover, the ultimate success of any attempt
to reopen plants and operate them under
workers’ management, community manage-
ment, or any other collective form, can never be

'—
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achieved if the workers remain in isolation.
They must have outside aid, for political sup-
port, logistic support, research designs, and
sometimes money. The struggle at Youngs-
town’s Campbell Works has been exemplary in
this respect.

2. Objection that the Youngstown community
effort has sought governmental aid and that
reliance on the state would simply replace one
form of bureaucratic regime for another.
Reply. The control struggles which involve
nothing but the immediate participation of
those involved are those which emerge out of
small groups of workers in direct relationship
with each other. An example is the decision of
cam shaft turners among themselves as to how
many shafts they will produce. Nobody from
outside the group is needed for that sort of
control — though we must remember that the
parameters within which workers make such a
decision are decisively fixed by the boss.

When we think in terms of operating a plant,
however, two aspects of the question must be
clearly confronted. First, it is not possible to
build a fully participatory management within
the existing economic framework. One cannot
make socialism in one factory. Even if The
People’s Campbell Works was opened in
Youngstown, it would still be enmeshed in an
economy governed by market rules and
oriented in financial and sales practices, as well
as in known management techniques, toward
the logic of profit. Those who are thinking of
producing use values under collective direction
within that system are facing an uphill battle
every day.

The significance of that uphill battle depends
on other developments connected with it., and
this is where the political side of the struggle
comes in. One factory by itself will sink, or if it
survives will not be self-managed very long. In
Jamestown, New York, where six factories
boast their ‘‘self-management,”” I found that

three of them were impossible to distinguish
from any other, factory, except that the mana-
gerial group may have included as many as a
dozen members.

The second point follows from the first.
What matters is the connection we make (in
thought and deed) between struggles to change
work relations and struggles to change the
purpose for which we work. In recent years our
fascination with the challenge of participatory
democracy to hierarchy and bureaucracy has
sometimes obscured the related, and more
fundamental, challenge of popular economic
needs to production for profit. A movement
which aims to link collectively-directed produc-
tion to collectively-determined economic needs
cannot be confined to the workplace alone.

Will we then end up with nothing but another
ruling bureaucracy? The crucial point is not to
pose this question in either-or terms. Our think-
ing on this matter may be helped by the study,
recently published by Andrew Zimbalist and
Juan Espinoza, of 420 publicly operated facto-
ries in Chile during the Popular Unity govern-
ment. They found that the actual level of
participation of workers in plant management
varied greatly from one factory to another.
Where the plant had been nationalized by
government decree and a governing structure
introduced from the outside, the workers
assumed actual collective direction very slowly,
if they did so at all. On the other hand, where
the plant had a long history of organized
struggle and the workers themselves were active
in its nationalization, their level of involvement
was impressive. Their official representatives in
those instances reflected an active base among
the rank and file, which made “‘self-
management”’ a living reality — in determining
the product line, as well as in work relations.
In other words, the dynamics of real political
struggle do not allow us to treat action ‘‘from
below’’ and *‘from above’’ as mutually exclu-
sive.
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3. If the technical knowledge needed for
modern production has already been expro-
priated by capital, how can labor win it back?
Reply. We live in a post-Taylor epoch. That
means that the daily control struggles of work-
ers take the form primarily of resistance to the
company’s aims and directives, because the
company possesses the scientific knowledge
needed to direct the work, as well as the means
of production. The advent of computer tech-
nology has intensified this development, by
converting the information needed to direct the
machinery into electronic impulses, which guide
the various operations without human inter-
vention.

But there may be another side to this develop-
ment. Just as a computer (or numeric) control
is the last word in externalizing the operative’s
knowledge, which now appears in the form of
taped directives or printouts, so too this new
technology can provide devices which are extra-
ordinarily well suited to the collective direction
of a plant. Collective direction is impossible
without the general diffusion of information
concerning the problems and processes of the
factory. If it is possible to get this information
spread throughout the plant thanks to print-
outs available to everybody, if it is possible to
create electronic control systems in which work-
ers contribute input (and that is possible), then
the technology of computers and automation is
at the very least no less suitable than anything
we have known before to collective action.

Once this direction is raised on the shop
floor, however, we find ourselves face to face
with the whole educational system which this
society has developed. The network of schools
and colleges mystifies and creates monopolies
of technical knowledge. It is an indispensible
component of capitalist management. To real-
ize the possibilities for workers’ control in-
herent in computer technology, we must change
that educational system, along with the factory
and the marketplace.

4. How do workers respond to the role of
higher education in the management of their
working lives?

Reply. I think everyone recognizes the extent to
which the entire educational system has been
incorporated into the capitalist direction of our
economy. Different types of education, as
Taylor said, are needed for those who direct
and for those who carry out the work. How do
workers respond to this? They respond some-
times by looking for ways to prove to their own
satisfaction that they are still human beings,
and that they actually know more than the
expert (like the one in the poem, smoking a
cigar in his easy chair). This is part of their
everyday battle on the shop floor. They also
respond by hoping against hope that their kids
can find a way up to the top of the ladder,
instead of remaining among those at the
bottom.

In a more fundamental sense, however, the
educational structure of the society appears to
workers to be the farthest removed from their
influence. Only a political movement, broadly
based among workers and necessarily among
the students, teachers and researchers in the
educational institutions themselves, could
address itself to such questions as the role of
institutes of technology in the direction of
society, in such a way as to produce realistic
remedies.

5. How does the earlier kind of worker control
differ from today’s experiments in worker par-
ticipation and worker management, which
result from plant closings?

Reply. There are two important differences.
First, the struggle for workers’ control in the
nineteenth century began with the production
process — or rather, with discrete elements of
the production process. Molders, for example,
collectively regulated the technique and the
relations among themselves and between them-
selves and their helpers in the foundries of
many different enterprises. At the high point of
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their craft struggle, they fought for a single set
of rules regulating molding in many competing
enterprises at once. But those molders did not
contest their owners’ ownership and direction
of the enterprise as a whole. Even when they
were socialists, they envisaged the transfer of
sthe industry to their complete control as an
ultimate objective, not as the immediate goal of
direct action. Like the legendary British
machinist, they drew a chalk line around
“their”’ territory within the boss’s factory, and
they demanded that the boss deal with them
from the other side of that line.

Today’s struggles around plant closings begin
with the front office, rather than with the
foundry or some other segment of the produc-
tion process. They aim first and foremost at
financial control of the enterprise, to keep it in
business. Although some accounts from ply-
wood or asbestos firms indicate that the advent
of workers’ self-management made personal
relations between workers and supervisors less
authoritarian and more relaxed, very seldom
has the basic pattern of decision-making and
supervision inherited from private ownership
been quickly and drastically modified. The
John Brown Shipyard, occupied by its workers,
the Madison Press Connection, set up by
strikers, and the British and Irish Steam Packet
Company of Dublin, where an imaginative
works council ‘‘advised’’ the new managers
after nationalization so effectively as actually
to take command, are three instances in which
control of the shop floor and control of the
front office were inseparably connected. Never-
theless, the different starting points of the two
forms of struggle are crucial. The primary
objective of struggles against plant closings is to
keep a job, not to change it.

The second difference is closely related to the
first. The point of departure for workers’ con-
trol struggles in the nineteenth century was the
superior knowledge of production processes
possessed by some workers. Today’s struggles
begin with the scientifically-managed factory.
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That means that battles against plant closings,
or against take-back bargaining, must embrace
much, or even all, of the plant’s workforce.
They must also devise new styles of organiza-
tion, just as their predecessors in the epoch of
World War I had to do. Today the problem is
to cross the lines of the ‘‘bargaining units’’
defined by the N.L.R.B., so as to mobilize
technical and clerical employees (and possibly
even portions of the local management facing
conglomerate owners), along with the produc-
tion workers. Also like their predecessors of
sixty years ago, they must undertake, through
self-education, to learn the whole business, so
as to overcome the gulf between mental and
manual labor, which scientific management has
spawned.

But finally, there is an important similarity
between the earlier and the present struggles.
Craftsmen battling for control of their trades
were keenly aware, as I have pointed out, that
to formulate and enforce their own rules meant
to repudiate and do battle with the ethic of
acquisitive individualism. The more far-sighted
workers of that epoch also knew that to achieve
workers’ control meant to uproot the jungle of
capitalism itself, along with its ethical code. It
is equally evident today that corporations milk
branch-plants dry and -abandon them, heap
““take-back’’ demands on the bargaining table
in the name of productivity, and, yes ironically,
even experiment with ‘‘job enrichment”
schemes, not to create more of the goods people
need, but to maximize their cash flow and their
accumulation of still more capital. The
struggles of workers and of communities for
control over their own destinies in this setting
becomes a battle to change the rules of the
economic game itself.
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NUMERICAL CONTROL
OF WORK

Workers & Automation
In the Computer Age

Harley Shaiken

Earlier this year I attended a conference on robots that was held for industrial engineers
and managers. One of the speakers, describing the latest generation of robots, made a try at
humor by saying, ‘‘the robots we are working on now are so advanced they can do virtually
anything a human worker can do. They even join unions and go on strike.’’ This remark did
not elicit very many smiles.

The reason the managerial audience didn’t find the story very amusing is that millions of
dollars are being spent to develop technology that will eliminate unions and strikes. As a
result, new technology poses one of the most serious challenges that workers and unions will
have to face in the 1980s.

The technology of today is largely computer-based. The computer in general, and the
micro-processor (which is a computer on a small silicon chip) in particular, are dramatically
altering the workplace. This new technology threatens not only a major loss of jobs, but an
equally devastating impact on the workers who remain. Management would like to use
computer technologies to destroy skills, tighten supervision, and ultimately undermine the
power of workers and unions.

These managerial goals are not new. Frederick W. Taylor, the father of scientific
management, sought much the same kind of control over workers at the turn of the century.
Resistance to such control on the shop floor is also not new. Workers have struggled to
counter each managerial attempt at domination since Taylor. What is new and dangerous is

“
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management’s increased capacity — based in
computer technology — to appropriate the
control that workers themselves have tradition-
ally exercised on the job. As one worker put it,
““They have wanted to slam us for a long time.
Now they have the bat to do it with.”

The use of computer technology itself does
not necessarily result in the increased domina-
tion of workers. Technology provides only pos-
sibilities. The nature of the solutions chosen
depends on who does the choosing and for what
purposes. In particular, the flexibility of com-
puter technology means that the production
process can be designed in a variety of ways.
Some approaches potentially extend worker
control and expand human creativity, while
other methods degrade job content and destroy
skills, One particularly powerful form of
computer-based technology that illustrates this
is the automating of skilled machining in a
process called numerical control (NC). This
technology can be used in a way that turns the
machinist into a button pusher or it can be
designed in a way that not only fully utilizes but
also expands the machinists’ skills. As we will
see, the choice of one technology or way of
doing things over another is a social as well as a
technical decision.

In the case of numerical control, the scope of
decisions is broad. NC was the opening. wedge
of the computer’s entry into the factory almost
thirty years ago and is today the leading edge of
a massive invasion of computers into manu-
facturing. NC has spurred a larger computer
integration of the workplace. For example,
linked systems of computers now centrally
monitor or control warehouses, assembly lines,
and quality control in some plants.

In the unrestrained hands of management,
this technology is designed and deployed in a
way that embodies managerial intent: the con-
trol over every aspect of production. This intent
alone, however, cannot automatically shape the

workplace. It is affected by some powerful and
interrelated constraints, both technical and
social. Given the managerial intent to use NC
for increased control, a number of additional
questions must also be asked. For example, is a
machine or system technically capable of doing
a given job? How much worker input is de-
signed into the system and how much is actually
required? What is the level and nature of
worker resistance? The reality of the workplace
and the direction of technological change are
determined by technical possibility and worker
response as well as by what management would
like to do. In the case of numerical control,
management’s use of technology does not en-
tirely do away with human input or eliminate
worker resistance. It does, however, pro-
foundly change the context in which this input
takes place.

Although what follows is mainly about the
factory and machinists, it is meant to be a guide
to understanding the impact of computer-based
systems on workers and the labor process. This
analysis of numerical control also helps us to
understand the issues that technology raises for
all workers on the shop floor. I focus mainly on
skilled workers, not because they alone are
affected, but because in their case the impact is
clearest and the social decisions most dramatic.
The success of computer systems in removing
control from workers in the technically com-
plex environment of the machine shop has
important implications for anyone who works.

WHAT IS COMPUTER AUTOMATION?
In the past, automation was ‘‘hard’’, inflex-
ible. It was only effective in producing parts
like automobile cylinder blocks, which are
spewed out in the thousands, or in continuous
process-industries like oil refining. In the
factory, skill was built into the machinery in the
form of steel fixtures to hold parts and hard-
ened cams to guide the machine action. When
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the part is changed, the rigid fixtures and cams
have to be altered or scrapped.

In contrast, computer automation is ‘‘soft’’
and very flexible. (The knowledge required to
make the part isn’t frozen in steel, but is
captured in programmed instructions and
stored in computer memories. Electronic
wizardry converts these instructions into the
complex action of general purpose machines.)
New parts require only new instructions for the
machine. This flexibility extends automation to
places it’s never been before: skilled work, the
office, and even the engineering department.

Flexibility is made possible by the explosion
in microelectronic technology. Tremendous
increases in computer capability are packed
into ever smaller spaces. Some of today’s
remarkable chips can do what it used to take
65,000 transistors to accomplish. At the same
time, the cost of one unit of computer power
has dropped a thousandfold since 1970. These
developments have already quite visibly revolu-
tionized consumer electronics, from the digital
watch to the pocket calculator. The automation
that is based on this technology is now reorgan-
izing the workplace.

THE EXTENT OF NC AND COMPUTER
SYSTEMS IN USE

The potential area in which numerically con-
trolled machines can be applied is enormous.
It has been estimated that 75% of all metal-
working jobs are in the area of small or medium
runs, where this technology could have its chief
impact. While today only about 2.5% of the
machine tools in the US are NC, this figure
understates the current importance of numeri-
cal control and its prospects for the future. The
higher cost and productivity of NC-machines
makes them more significant than their actual
numbers indicate. For example, in 1975 only
6.2% of the total number of tools shipped were
NC, but they accounted for 28.7% of the

money spent. In some industries, such as aero-
space, this technology already represents the
backbone of production.

NC, however, is increasingly part of a larger,
rapidly expanding computer network. Systems
worth 13 billion dollars have already been
installed in manufacturing. One industry esti-
mate predicts that this will grow to $20 billion
by 1983. According to E.M. Estes, president of
General Motors, 90% of all new machinery in
GM plants will be controlled by computers
within ten years. An internal GM study pre-
dicted a 400% growth in the use of computers
in manufacturing between 1977 and 1982.

THE MACHINIST FACES NUMERICAL
CONTROL

Since much of what follows looks at how
computerized automation affects machinists,
let us first look at what machinists do. The term
machinist is a general one that describes work-
ers who use metal-removing machines. Among
the almost unlimited variety of metal-workers
are the skilled machinists who work in limited
production shops, seldom producing more than
50 or 100 of the same part.

In the past, it has proved impossible to
automate this type of work. The constantly
changing product doesn’t justify the expensive
work-holding devices and guidance systems
necessary for mass production. Thus, highly-
skilled machinists use general purpose machine
tools to cut, grind, shape, and turn metal.

Using both skill and the machine, the
machinist can translate the information on a
drawing board into a finished part. The skill is
learned on the job and only mastered after
years of experience. It is part science and seems
at times to be part magic. Before any metal is
ever cut, careful planning is required to prepare
the job and select the right cutting conditions,
such as the speed of the machine. Once the
machinist begins guiding the cutter through the
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part, years of experience are needed to spot
potential problems and to react correctly if and
when they do arise. A slight change in the color
of the chip may mean the entire part will warp;
a small difference in the sound of the machine
could mean a poor finish; a mild chatter of the
machine tool might result in a part which will
have to be scrapped.

In spite of all the improvements in machine-
tool technology of the last one hundred years, a
machinist who worked in a machine shop in
1880 would have no trouble getting used to
today’s conventional machines. For although
the power and accuracy of machine tools have
been increased considerably, the type of plan-
ning required and the amount of control of the
operator have remained largely unchanged.

In addition to his skill on the machine, the ma-
chinist plays a critical, though unacknowledged,
role in the design process. This part of his job
appears in no job descriptions, and is seldom, if
ever, written about in engineering books. But
without it, production would come to a virtual
halt. A machinist’s ability forms a vital link in
translating the designer’s concepts into the
actual part. It is a familiar sight to see an
engineer walk in with a stack of blueprints and
ask the worker if a particular job can be done.
The machinist carefully studies the prints, looks
at the engineer, and says, ‘“Well, it can be done
like this, but your way will never work.”” The
machinist might then grab a pencil, mark up the
print, and in effect, redesign the job based on
his experience of what will work. The price
management pays for this information is a
reliance on the judgment and cooperation of
the machinist. When workers feel harassed,
they often begin producing parts exactly
“according to the print.”’ This ‘‘refusal to
redesign’’ is sometimes seen by management as
even more disruptive than an actual strike.

The control that a machinist has over how he
does his job results in a strong sense of inde-
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pendence that is often incompatible with mana-
gerial authority. All the complex and varied
schemes to break this independence, from
Taylor’s time to today have foundered on one
major unresolved problem: managers have to
talk to the worker before they can talk to the
machine. Division of labor and mechanization
alone did not give management complete con-
trol; it still needs a technology that makes
workers’ skills and judgment unnecessary and
enables managers to supervise their activity ever
more closely. Numerical control promises to
meet this need.

Numerical control represents a radical de-
parture from the conventional machining I
have described. In fact, it is so radical a depar-
ture that the National Commission on Tech-
nology, Automation, and Economic Progress
describes its importance as ‘‘probably the most
significant development since the introduction
of the moving assembly line.”’

An NC-machine has two basic parts: the
machine tool and the control system. The
machine tool itself removes metal in exactly the
same way as a conventional machine. The
control of a conventional machine, however, is
the machinist himself. On an NC-machine,
precoded information instructs the machine
tool on how to make the part. Automatic
systems responding to electronic pulses replace
the handwheels and cranks that the machinist
formerly turned. The machinist is reduced to
making adjustments if something unexpected
happens, or stopping the machine if an acci-
dent occurs. He becomes a monitor instead of
an active participant.

The system was originally called numerical
control because strings of numbers determined
the operation of the machine tool. For the more
complex programming languages of today a
more appropriate name might be symbolic con-
trol, but as one management consultant put it,
““...(a machine buyer) would be deeply preju-

diced against any machine in which the name of
the system implied that he would have only
token control of the machine.”” Through NC
the parts-programmer now makes decisions on
how to machine a part. Decisions once made on
the shop floor can now be made in the engin-
eering office. The programmer decides how to
make the part and codes that information into a
form that will be readable by the machine
controller. After looking at a drawing of the
part, the programmer not only decides the path
of the cutting tool but also the cutting condi-
tions and the speed of the cutter. On more
complicated parts, the programmer employs a
computer to prepare the machine instructions.

Once the programmer writes a program, he
tests it for errors and seeks to improve it. If
there are a number of parts to be made, he
might watch the production of the first piece
and then make any necessary alterations to his
instructions. At this point, the input of an
experienced operator can be extremely useful
and a machinist retains some important lever-
age. After the program is ‘‘proofed out,”” how-
ever, the knowledge required to make the part
has been captured on the tape. The instructions
alone can then produce one part or 10,000
parts.

The technical advantages of NC are impres-
sive. For small production runs, the economic
advantages of fixed automation are combined
with the flexibility of general purpose machine
tools. The precise instructions on the tape elim-
inate the need for expensive fixtures to hold the
part and complicated set-ups on the machine.
In some cases, complex parts that could not be
made at all with conventional methods can now
be machined with NC.

Once the part is on the machine, NC is far
more productive than conventional methods.
Conservative estimates rate NC-machining
centers as being three to five times more pro-
ductive than conventional machines. This
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factor is multiplied because frequently more
than one NC machine is assigned to a single
machinist. When NC is linked to larger com-
puter systems its productivity edge over
conventional systems goes up to 20-to-1 or
higher.

THE SOCIAL PURPOSES OF NC

Management’s intent in the development and
use of NC is clear: the elimination of skill, the
basis for job control by workers. This in turn
saps the power workers have on the shop floor.
Iron Age, a leading management weekly in the
metal working industry, goes as far as to com-
pare NC to Frederick W. Taylor’s attempt a
century ago to reorganize the workplace.
Numerical control is more than a means of
controlling a machine. It is a system, a method
of manufacturing. It embodies much of what
the father of scientific management, Frederick
Winslow Taylor, sought back in 1880 when he
began his investigations into the art of cutting
metal.

““Our original objective,”’ Mr. Taylor wrote,
““was that of taking the control of the machine
shop out of the hands of the many workmen,
and placing it completely in the hands of the
management.’’

In the case of NC, the total elimination of
skill is not inevitable but it is now possible.
Unlike those technological changes that result
automatically in some skills becoming obsolete
(for example, blacksmiths’ skills were made
obsolete by the automobile), NC is consciously
designed and developed to eliminate the power
of the machinist. This is illustrated by the
technical literature on numerical control. In a
sober book called Management Standards for
Numerical Control, written to introduce mana-
gers to the benefits of NC technology, we learn
that '
To a great extent, computer and numerical
controls were designed fo minimize the number

of processing decisions made on the shop floor.
Such decisions, whether they are good or bad,
are ‘nearly always suboptimal. Since the
machine operator is largely outside of the
machine control loop, manufacturing by auto-
matic controls makes tighter management con-
trol both possible and imperative. [Emphasis
added.]

The president of Cross and Trecker, one of

the largest machine tool builders in the United
States, underlined this process in a recent talk.
Delivering the keynote address to the sixteenth
annual meeting of the Numerical Control So-
ciety, he thanked the 600 engineers and mana-
gers present for removing control of the
machining operation from the machinist:
. ..let me say here that you in numerical control
have done us a great service by placing the
control of many machining operations in the
domain of the process engineer.

 Science has learned how to eliminate the misery
monotony and drudgery of your job...You're fired! *
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THE IMPACT ON THE MACHINIST

The effect of NC on the individual worker
can be devastating. In England, I spoke to a
machinist in an aerospace plant who had been a
highly-skilled craftsman for seventeen years
and who enjoyed his work. For six months
prior to my talk with him, he had been running
an NC lathe and felt a deep frustration. He
eloquently stated his plight: ‘“‘I’ve worked at
this trade for seventeen years. The knowledge is
still in my head, the skill is still in my hands, but
there is no use for either one now. I go home and
I feel frustrated, like I haven’t done anything. I
want to work, make things around the house.”’

A worker in Detroit commented bitterly
about no longer having any say in how the job
is done. He complained, ‘It hurts seeing how
they try to do some jobs. You want to say
something, but they don’t want to listen. They
have their program and that’s it.”’

For some workers, however, conditions on
the job are so bad to begin with that the loss of
skill brought about by numerical control merely
makes the job seem easier. Hence, a diemaker [
spoke with about NC responded, *‘I don’t come
to work to have a good time.”’

Whatever the personal response of the
machinist, this discussion deals only with how
technology affects the worker. It doesn’t des-
cribe what technology could make possible if
people were put ahead of profits. The vast
creative energies of human beings could be
tapped in a way that gives them satisfaction and
allows them to make a real social contribution.
Technology could be designed in a way that
brings the most out of people rather than tries
to limit them.

While management uses NC to increase its
authority substantially, it is not yet technically
possible to eliminate totally the input of the
machinist. Workers are using whatever input is
left to defend their rights on the job.

Metal cutting is so varied and involved a

process that, even on the latest generation of
NC-equipment, it is still necessary for the oper-
ator to monitor the job. For example, when a
metal casting is put on a machine tool, an
unexpected hard spot can shatter a cutter pro-
grammed for normal cutting conditions. In
order to prevent this from happening, the oper-
ator is given a switch with which he can over-
ride the program and adjust the machine to
actual cutting conditions. With the override
switch, the operator has the ability not only to
adjust the machine to cutting conditions, but
also to adjust the machine to management
attitudes. Modern Machine Shop magazine
lamented that ‘‘some operators will slow down
the feed and lengthen the program time, as they
jokingly refer to it, as a ‘job security’ switch.”’
(It is called a ‘‘job security’’ switch because, if
there is not much work in the shop, the pacing
of that work will make it last longer.) At one
plant I visited, the shop manager complained
about a machinist who consistently ran his
machine at 75% of the programmed speed.
When the program itself was reduced to 75% of
its former speed, the operator simply ran it at
75% of the new speed.

At another shop, one operator ran the
machine at 60% of the programmed value,
removing the dial and recalibrating it at 100%
for the benefit of any manager who happened
to wander by. The shortfall of parts was appar-
ent at the end of the day, but the managers were
unable to pinpoint the cause.

Although this resistance can be very effective
in controlling harassment by management in
the short run, such defensive gestures are not in
themselves enough to protect workers from the
eventual impact of new technology. The effec-
tiveness of such tactics in the short run some-
times blinds workers to the dangers they face,
and masks the needs for more sophisticated
offensive measures in the long run. NC does
not eliminate worker resistance. It does, how-
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ever, change the context and effectiveness of
that resistance.

HOW TECHNOLOGY DEVELOPS:
THE NEXT STEP

Technology develops in response to many
variables and for a variety of reasons. It is
obvious, for example, that technology is often
developed to correct technical problems. If an
automobile engine leaks oil, the next model of
that engine may be designed in a way that seeks
to eliminate oil leaks. Similarly, the latest gen-
eration of NC-technology is designed in part to
combat a problem — the resistance that work-
ers have shown to the last generation of NC-
technology. Two examples of this type of re-
sistance-breaking development are adaptive con-
trol and direct numerical control (DNC).

Adaptive control automatically senses the
actual machining conditions and adjusts the
operation of the machine accordingly. If the
cutting conditions are causing excessive heat or
vibration, the adaptive control unit will modify
the speed and feed of the machine to eliminate
the problem. Some adaptive control units are
able not only to slow the machine down if there
is trouble, but also to speed the machine up to
take advantage of better-than-expected condi-
tions as well. The installation of adaptive con-
trol thus makes it possible to lock out the over-
ride switches and eliminate this input by the
machinist. In fact, adaptive control makes it
possible for the machine to run unattended.

Direct numerical control (DNC) links the
machine tool to a central computer that both
guides and monitors the machine operation.
This system is designed to control many of the
activities and strategies of the machinist that
NC itself may have missed. For example, some
systems record each use of the override switch
as well as the length of that use. A written
record is made and later evaluated by manage-
ment.

The control possibilities of DNC go beyond
record-keeping. The pioneering study for man-
agers, Computer Integrated Manufacturing,
details management’s awareness of some of the
shortcomings of NC and of how this more
complete system corrects them:

One company had been plagued by a series of
NC-machine stoppages charged to dull tools.
When the operator wanted a break from his
routine he would decide that the tool was dull,
stop the machine, remove the tool, and walk
clear across the shop to the toolroom where he
would apply for and receive a similar but
freshly sharpened tool. He would then proceed
back to his machine and install it. Detours past
he coffee machine were not infrequent.

“he solution: the use of direct numerical con-
trol, instead of the worker, to make the deci-
sions about dull tools.

When the DNC connection was set up, any
detection of a dull or broken tool was imme-
diately signaled to the toolroom by the com-
puter link, together with the location and num-
ber of the tool that had been in use at that
moment. As an automatic procedure, the tool
room foreman would send a messenger imme-
diately with a replacement tool. When this
system became established, the number of dull
tool complaints dropped by 70 percent.

COMPUTER NUMERICAL CONTROL:
SOME CONTRADICTIONS

Sometimes, however, the development of
technology results in a contradiction for man-
agement between how a new design solves a
technical problem and how it affects workers.
The latest generation of NC technology, Com-
puter Numerical Control (CNC) raises just such
a contradiction, since CNC machining para-
doxically creates the possibility of more control
for the machinist.

With conventional numerical control it is
impossible to alter the part program at the

A
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common: you have 10 have = job and 3
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way, a new wave of techmolegy will threaten eur jobs, owr
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A masuiacturing revoltion is sweeping industry.
b“: 310 billon by 1185, Object: A massive reduction a
maini

ng . Result:
A ntien i e \he biggest challenge thojabor mevemest
faces teday and for the coming decade. Let's take & look
8 what this challenge means.

Rnlher lhan us making predictions. let's look at what
pro-management experts predict. The
Socmy of Mnnu!lclurmg Engineers (SME) recently
completed a survey of top manulacturing managers and
engineers who predicted thal 2% of the workers
employed in the direct assembly of a car will be replaced
by robots by 1985 and that 50% of the workers will be
replaced by 1995

foreman on the T.V. screen, and higher management the
following information:

1. When the worker punches in or out.

2. When the worker starts his operation,

3. Minute by minute, how fast or how slow the
worker is running the operation,

4 Anytime the worker stops wark for more than two
munutes,

5. Whenever the worker takes a break,

& Whenever the worker reports back late from
lunch.

This system is no different than having a foreman
stand over a worker every minute of every working day

— & 24-hour-a-day. 7-day-a-week time study

This also chnnges the role of the foreman. He no longer
decides whether or not o discipline the worker. He mere-
ly carries out the decisions of the computer — no matter
how good the worker. no matter how the worker's
service. This destroys any humas element on the floor.
Even in the early days before a union, Harry Bennrett's
goons could not police a worker so closely!

IS SUCH A COMPUTER TIME STUDY SYSTEM
READY TO BE INITIATED IN THE DEARBORN
STAMPING PLANT DEARBORN ENGINE
PLANT. OR THROUGHOUT THE ROUGE?

This unprecedented control over the workforce

a major change in working conditions — a
change achieved under the cover of new technology. The
goal is not collecting information, but rather the com-
puter controlling the worker as if he were a machine.

SAME FOR SKILLED

highlights of the UAW demands to Ford Motor Company
w technology:

1. No computer system be installed in a way that
rmakes possible the time study, monitoring, or discipline
of UAW-Ford workers.

2. Union has full access to all information created by
any computerized systemn.

3. No work to be taken away from UAW members
through new technalogy. Full training be given workers
unall new technology.

4. The company will ot use- warranty. leasing. or
service agreements Lo take work from our members

5. Advance notice must be given to the unian on the
projected introduction of any new lechnology.

6. A position of data committeeman will be created
whose responsibiliies wil include monitoring the pro.
Jected introduct w machines and systems and
melr pomual .mpm on UAW workers

Technology Committee will be created in
cxch Iocal and unt to assist the data committeeman and

— UESTION IS THE UNioN SFRosED To T
QUESTH UNION OPPOSED TO IN-
CREASED PRODUC‘HVITV AND NEW

ANSWER ’I\e UAW snd s nellien have

QUESTION: HOW CAN WE STOP NEW
TECHNOLOGY?

ANSWER: We do uet wanl (o step new
{echuaiogy. We are saly appased o maagemment’
-.mmau of mew techaclogy. There a

to the way mew
used, We have o insare that sas’ memmbers shnn
equally in the bemefits of mew techmology asd

new "
u A National Joint New Technology Committee will
2is0 be crealed to review problems or disagreements not
resolved at the local level
9 If the National NewTechmlngy Committee cannot
reso]ve a problem, the union would have the right te
upon approval of the DAW Ford Department, or
nave the authority to take the issue to the Umpire on a
speciat submiasion.
WHAT WE MUST DO

By MIKE RINALDI
Lacal 900 Presidest

Full support of all Ford workers was pledged to the

(s s

machine tool. The machine controller only
reads and interprets the instructions punched in
the tape, much like a phonograph plays a
record. As a result, changes required to correct
an error or improve the program would have to
be made off the shop floor. This is inefficient:
the programmer would prefer to be able to
make needed changes and see the results of
those changes immediately. Computer Numeri-
cal Control makes this possible through the use
of a powerful mini-computer which not only
directs the machine operation, but also allows
the part program to be altered at the machine
tool. The program is entered into the mini-
computer and ‘‘edited’’ with the ease of chang-
ing a cassette tape on a tape recorder. (In fact
it is possible to do the programming itself at the
machine tool.)

But the machine tool doesn’t know if it is the
machinist or the programmer that is doing the
“‘editing.”” Hence, the choice of who alters the

. Skilled workers are monitored as tightly 85 produc- ' orofiems of new Lechnology is an awareness that

Underlying an effective labor strategy for contront v
UAW General Motors National Negotiating Committee

program is a social choice, not a technical one.
By creating the means for the machinist to edit
at the machine CNC makes it obvious that the
loss of skill is not a technological imperative
but a matter of who owns the shop. This is
symbolized by a key on the control panel that
locks it against unauthorized use by the oper-
ator. As one engineer told me, ‘‘The key
belongs to the man who owns the machine.”’
Management is often brutally honest about
this. The owner of a contract machine shop in
Los Angeles stated flatly: ‘I don’t want any
operator fooling around with programming,
That should be done only in the engineering
department.”” Don Smith, chairman of the
Industrial Development Division of the Univer-
sity of Michigan, notes that it would be ‘‘very
undesirable to have the operator do any pro-
gramming. This would take away control of the
production environment.”” What management
says about new technology is important, but the

33



0

impact of CNC on who controls the workplace
is best understood by seeing how it is used on
the shop floor. In some cases, management is
even willing to sacrifice increased productivity
in the short run in order to maintain control in
the long run.

This point was dramatically brought home to
me on a recent visit to an aerospace plant in
England. In this modern facility, components
for jet engines are manufactured with the exten-
sive use of NC and CNC equipment. At the
time of my visit, machinists and programmers
were battling over who was to edit the tapes on
the computer at the machine tool. The machin-
ists were demanding to do their own editing. It
meant more money and more output because
the machinists were paid on a group bonus and
had been able to produce more when they
did their own editing. The programmers were
insisting that the editing of tapes was part of
their job. (The situation was further compli-
cated because both the machinists and the
programmers were members of different divi-
sions of the same union.)

This struggle between machinists and pro-
grammers was being waged on the shop floor,
Some machinists had learned how to do sub-
stantial alterations of the tapes and were doing
them whenever it made their job easier or
increased their group bonus. One worker on a
less sophisticated machine had obtained a tape
punch and was secretly preparing his own tapes
to increase his production. His immediate
supervisor knew about the practice but was
relucant to intervene because of the increased
production.

Top management, however, was siding with
the programmers to preserve more effective
control of the shop floor. Management realized
that the ability to produce more was also the
ability to produce less. Control was thus
central.
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THE COMPUTERIZED FACTORY

Numerical control is only the leading edge of
the computer’s impact on manufacturing.
Modern computer systems, -using micro-
processor technology, are inexpensive enough
to centralize the control of functions in small
shops, and powerful enough to integrate the
operations of world-wide giants such as General
Motors. The impact of separate working
systems is considerable. This will be dwarfed,
however, as these separate networks are tied
together into the computerized factory.

Manufacturing on all levels will become more
integrated. It is already technically possible to
go from the designers’ pen in the engineering
office to the production of a part with no inter-
vening human skills. On the shop floor, the
micro-processor potentially extends computer
control to every worker and operation in the
plant. The computer, of course, only collects
and processes information. Its directions to
machine tools and control over workers is
programmed by management. The nature of
the program is, in part, determined by social
choice: management seeks to pace and super-
vise workers as tightly as if they were on the
assembly line. The extension of managerial
authority is mystified by embedding it in the
technology.

The technology itself consists of individual
computer systems tied together into a com-
puter-aided manufacturing (CAM) network.
On the shop floor, a large central computer
manages armies of smaller computers, which in
turn direct and monitor various activities. The
system routes parts through the shop, controls
machine tools directly, keeps track of invento-
ries, and reports what workers are doing. The
information is available to management as it’s
happening. As we have seen with direct numer-
ical control, an important part of this larger
network, the computer not only issues instruc-
tions to the machine, but also receives feedback
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“In touch with the computer age, this worker controls
immense power. But does she feel pride in product?”’ US
Department of Labor Bicentennial History of The
American Worker.

on how those instructions are carried out. In
the process the worker, as well as the machine,
is closely monitored.

MANAGEMENT DATA-REPORTING
SYSTEMS

We have discussed the use of computer tech-
nology to extend managerial authority through
the reduction or elimination of skill. The issue,
however, is not skill per se, but skill as a road-
block to managerial control over production.
Computer technology is also used to weave a
net of control over production workers. Here

the issue is not the decline of craft, but the use
of technological means for social ends. Since
we began in the prototype machine shop, let’s
continue in the production machine shop where
thousands of the same part are produced over
and over again. In this case, previous genera-
tions of automation have built skill into the
machine mechanically. The struggle is to
account for and dominate the worker’s time.

Production magazine clearly defined the
problem. ‘““Whenever you have a production
machine that is ‘operator-paced’ you have an
opportunity for improvement.”’ In the past, the
technological means to extract that ‘‘improve-
ment’’ did not exist. Management was therefore
chiefly concerned with the output of the
machine at the end of the day.

For example, if a worker ran a machine that
produces automobile axles, his production
might have been set at 200 axles a day. At the
end of the day, he was repsonsible for those 200
axles and filled out a time ticket stating his
production. If management felt that this
worker could produce more than 200 axles, a
time-study man was sent to time how long it
took him to do the job. Short of this — and of
the foreman watching the worker more closely
— there was not much that could be done. And
the foreman couldn’t be everywhere at once.

Moreover, the worker often devised ways to
do his job faster than the required time. If so,
he could work hard before lunch to produce
150 axles, and then take it a little easier after
lunch. Some foremen became accustomed to
delivering the extra parts to another section
early, and even winked at their being produced
this way. In fact, if 100 axles were actually
produced in the morning and 100 in the after-
noon, it could ruin other departments’ produc-
tion schedules, which often took account of the
unwritten 150/50 output rate.

A computerized management report system
changes this flexibility. The central computer is
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linked directly to a mini-computer on the
machine. Every time the machine makes a part,
or ‘‘cycles,”’ it registers in the computer. When
the machine doesn’t produce a part within the
allotted time, that fact is immediately obvious:
it is both displayed on a video screen in the
foreman’s office and recorded on a computer
printout. The foreman is instructed to go to the
machine and investigate the problem. The
printout is forwarded to higher management
for analysis. Every minute of the worker’s time
must be accounted for. The record states how
many minutes late he returned from lunch or
break, how many minutes the machine was
down without explanation, and how many
breakdown minutes were recorded.

The role of the foreman changes as well. He
no longer decides whether or not to discipline
the worker. He only carries out the ‘‘auto-
matic’’ decisions of the system. This of course
prevents the supervisor from being too ‘“‘cozy”’
with the operators in order to, as one manager
put it, “‘maintain harmony in their mutual work
environment.”’

In one factory in which this system was
installed, the workers quickly came to terms
with it. They devised a way to keep the
machines running empty but recording. The
worker would take the break and the machine
would ‘‘cut air.”” For a while, everyone was
happy: the workers could pace their job, and
the computers recorded their numbers.

But then management compared the number
of parts.recorded with the number of parts
produced,and caught on. The company
countered by linking the computer directly to
the machine motor. When a machine cuts
metal, it draws more power than when it runs
idle. Hence, management could tell when parts
were being produced and when the machine was
just ‘‘cutting air.”’ No more unauthorized
breaks.

Management, of course, insists that MRS’s

are only reporting systems that give valuable
data while the operation itself is going on. But
the technology ties the worker to the machine
while it’s gathering information. This repre-
sents a major change in working conditions
achieved under the cover of the introduction of
new technology. If the goal were just to collect
information, a computer terminal could be
located at each machine and the worker could
dial in his production at the end of the shift. In
this case, the computer would make the collec-
tion of data more efficient, but the method
would not be particularly different from filling
out a time ticket.- The worker would be giving
information to the computer, rather than the
computer controlling the worker.

THE COMPUTER AND MANAGEMENT

The increased use of the computer has an
important impact on how management itself is
organized. A more unified management exerts
a more direct control over all operations. In the
past, an important part of work discipline was
maintained by breaking work down into its
smallest components and then providing total
supervision of each fragment. The price that
was paid for this was fragmented and over-
lapping authority. Management can now use
the computer to gain increased control over the
workplace without paying the price of its own
disorganization. Joseph Harrington, a leading
management consultant, describes this impact:
It now seems apparent that things are about to
change — not incrementally, but radically.
Fractionated management skills are being re-
integrated and the new managers with their
broader perspectives are directly controlling
versatile machines capable of manufacturing
diversified and customized products. The total
manufacturing effort is being reintegrated into
a responsive directable entity. It is a giant step
and a step in a new direction.

This management unity creates a small group

_m
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at the top where the independent and creative
decisions are made. Small interdisciplinary
teams unite areas of management that were
formerly quite separate. For example, the staff
of engineers who design the product and the
staff of engineers who determine how the
product is made formerly operated independ-
ently of each other. Now they will be an
integrated team.

Management unity combined with increased
control of production results in greater power
vis-a-vis unions on and off the shop floor.

A LABOR PERSPECTIVE

For workers and unions, the central issue of
new technology on the shop floor is one of
control. If labor does not find ways to control
technology, then management will use tech-
nology to control labor. Attempts by workers
to have input into the use of technology, how-
ever, challenge the most sacred of sacred cows:
managerial prerogatives. Management is far

YOU SHOULD.
BE WORKING
FASTER !

more willing to bargain over wages and benefits
than over how the workplace is organized. Yet,
the tremendous power of computer-based
automation gives labor little choice but to
challenge management on this issue.

The design and deployment of computer
automation becomes the extension of corporate
power on the shop floor. The same callousness
that management displays in plant closings or
plant relocations is reflected in the use and
development of technology. The challenge to
this use of technology quickly becomes a
challenge to unrestrained management power
itself.

The overall impact that new technology has
on workers, of course, transcends what
happens on the factory floor. Issues of power-
lessness and control in the factory translate into
issues of powerlessness and control in the larger
society. The overall economic dislocation that
results from new technology affects more than
one union or one industry. In fact, issues such

% OUR HANDS INDICATE)

THE COMPUTER
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as these go beyond what any union can effec-
tively deal with at the bargaining table. Their
resolution requires the concerted and deter-
mined effort of the entire labor movement in
the political arena.

There are, however, important safeguards
that are immediately necessary for workers to
defend themselves in the workplace. When
management is free to use computer automa-
tion as it wishes, technology becomes an effec-
tive weapon to undermine working conditions
and weaken the union. The very flexibility of
computer-based systems, however, makes it
possible for workers and unions to begin the
fight to ensure that technology is used as a
positive force in the interests of workers as well
as the larger society. The form that manage-
ment chooses for technology may determine the
context in which the struggle takes place: the
awareness, concern, and combativeness of
labor will determine its outcome.

HARLEY SHAIKEN is a Detroit-based re-
searcher with a machining background. He is
presently writing a book on computer-based
automation which will be published early next
year.
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WHY DID THEY DIE?

A Document of
Black Feminism

Beginning in January, 1979, Boston was plagued by a series of brutal slayings of young
Black women. The murder count had risen to six by April; by June the headlines read:
THIRTEEN WOMEN MURDERED. TWELVE BLACK, ONE WHITE.

Initially, the police and press handled the situation as if there was no reason for concern.
The mother of a fifteen-year-old girl, one of the first two victims, says that when she
reported the disappearance of her daughter to the police they hesitated to file a report
claiming that the girl had probably gone off with a pimp. Within two weeks, her body was
found, to be followed by twelve more in a period of five months.

The lack of official concern by city agencies, coupled with cursory press coverage of the
murders, forced the Black and Third World communities to organize themselves and to
confront the ‘‘proper authorities.”” Community meetings were called in affected neighbor-
hoods and an organization, CRISIS, emerged out of these efforts, attempting to channel
people’s fears into self-help programs. Self-defense classes were set up, protective
neighborhood networks were encouraged and work was done on publicity and community
outreach. In addition, marches and rallies were held.

A Boston Black Feminist group, the Combahee River Collective, provided an analysis of
the murders that helped Third World women understand what was happening to them. They
wrote and distributed the following pamphlet which represents their attempt to confront the
obstacles that have kept Black politics and feminist politics at odds. As Black feminists in a
Black community they are a small minority. Raising sexual politics in this arena continues to
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be a difficult task. Yet all women want viol-
ence against women to be ended and in a
situation where Black women felt clearly
threatened as women, the collective was able
to intervene and change the parameters of the
dialogue.

Many women in the community found them-
selves up against Black male paternalism. At a
memorial rally for the murdered women the
cause of the murders was defined as exclusively
racial. The immediate strategy put forth by a
number of male speakers was a plea to Black
men ‘‘to protect their women.’”” While many
women felt the inadequacy of such a proposal,
they were likewise skeptical of alliances with
those outside the Black community, white femi-
nists. When eleven white women were raped in
another part of Boston, all describing their
assailant as a Black man, the press and city
officials were quick to recognize their plight
and a great deal of attention was drawn to their
situation. Caught in the despair of the murders
going unattended, one woman said, ‘‘those
white women were only raped.’’ The structures
of race relations do not easily allow Black and
white women to identify with each other’s
common oppression.

The collective was able to draw from these
experiences and articulate the necessity for
identifying all the causes behind the murders.
They continue by asserting that it is women
organizing together that will create the condi-
tions in which women will be free of fear.

The pamphlet has been very successful. It
was the first literature to be widely distributed
within the neighborhoods most affected by the
murders. In fact, the pamphlet became a major
tool of out-reach, both for organizations work-
ing explicitly around issues of women’s safety
and for the politics of Black feminism. Many
women greeted the pamphlet with a sigh gf
relief. They recognized the concern and tom-
mitment embodied in this simple brochure; and

felt relieved to know about the many organiza-
tions that provide services for women. Sugges-
tions for self-protection helped people feel
there was something concrete that they could
do within the community immediately. 26,000
copies of the pamphlet were printed in English,
thousands more in Spanish. So far about
18,000 copies have been distributed. Other
organizations have excerpted information for
their own literature.

By asking the question *“Why did these wo-
men die?’’ and answering with concrete infor-
mation and political argument, the Combahee
River Collective has become a known quantity
in Boston’s Black Community. Their efforts
over the past four years have contributed great-
ly to the possibility of the newly formed Coali-
tion for Women’s Safety — a coalition of
Black, Hispanic, and white groups working to
develop a program for community safety.

The poem, with no immediate cause, by
Ntozake Shange, was circulated with the self-
help and resource lists as an accompanying
pamphlet. In another language, the poem
reached the women in the community ex-
pressing their rage and determination.
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8 KAt BLACK. WONEN

Recently 6 young Black women have been murdered in Roxbury,
Dorchester and the South End. The entire Black community
continues to mourn their cruel and brutal deaths. In the face of
police indifference and media lies and despite our grief and anger,
we have begun to organize ourselves in order to figure out

ways to protect ourselves and our sisters, to make the streets safe
for women.

We are writing this pamphlet because as Black feminist activists
we think it essential to understand the social and political causes
behind these sisters’ deaths. We also want to share information
about safety measures every woman can take and list groups who
are working on the issue of violence against women.

In the Black community the murders have often been talked

about as solely racial or racist crimes. It’s true that the police and
media response has been typically racist. It’s true that the victims
were all Black and that Black people have always been targets

of racist violence in this society, but they were also all women. Our
sisters died because they were women just as surely as they died
because they were Black. If the murders were only racial, young
teen-age boys and older Black men might also have been the
unfortunate victims. They might now be petrified to walk the
streets as women have always been.

When we look at the statistics and hard facts about daily, socially
acceptable violence against women, it’s clear it’s no “‘bizarre series
of coincidences’’ that all six victims were female.* In the U.S.A. 1
out of 3 women will be raped in their lifetimes or 1/3 of all the
women in this country; at least 1 woman is beaten by her husband
or boyfriend every 18 seconds; 1 out of every 4 women experiences
some form of sexual abuse before she reaches the age of 18 (child
molesting, rape, incest) 75% of the time by someone they know
and 38% of the time by a family member; 9 out of 10 women in a
recent survey had received unwanted sexual advances and harass-
ment at their jobs.** Another way to think about these figures is
that while you have been reading this pamphlet a woman some-
where in this city, in this state, in this country has been beaten,
raped and even murdered.

*Boston Globe, April 1, 1979, p. 16. .
** Statistics from the paper ‘‘Grass Roots Services for Battered Women:

A Model for Long Term Change’’ by Lisa Leghorn.



WHY DID THEY DIE?

These statistics @apply to all women: Black, white, Hispanic,
Asian, Native American, old, young, rich, poor and in between.
We’ve got to understand that violence against us as women cuts
across all racial, ethnic and class lines. This doesn’t mean that
violence against Third World women does not have a racial as well
as sexual cause. Both our race and sex lead to violence against

us.

One reason that attacks on women are so widespread is that to
keep us down, to keep us oppressed we have to be made afraid.
Violence makes us feel powerless and also like we’re second best.

The society also constantly encourages the violence through the
media: movies, pornography, Playboy, Players, Hustler, JET,
record covers, advertisements and disco songs (‘‘Put Love’s
Chains Back On Me”’). Boys and men get the message every day
that it’s all right, even fun, to hurt women. What has happened
in Boston’s Black community is a thread in the fabric of violence
against women.

Another idea that has been put out in this crisis is that women
should stay in the house until the murderer(s) are found. In other
words Black women should be under house arrest. (Remember
Daryal Hargett, the fifth woman, was found dead in her own
apartment.) If and when they catch the murderers we still won’t be
safe to leave our houses, because it has never been safe to be a
woman alone in the street. Staying in the house punishes the
innocent and protects the guilty. It also doesn’t take into account
real life, that we must go to work, get food, pick up the kids at
school, do that wash, do errands and visit friends. Women should
be able to walk outside whenever they please, with whoever they
please and for whatever reason.

WE WILL ONLY HAVE THIS RIGHT WHEN WOMEN JOIN
TOGETHER TO DEMAND OUR RIGHTS AS HUMAN
BEINGS TO BE FREE OF PHYSICAL ABUSE, TO BE FREE
OF FEAR.




The last idea we want to respond to is that it’s men’s job to protect
women. At first glance this may seem to make sense, but look at
the assumptions behind it. Needing to be protected assumes that
we are weak, helpless and dependent, that we are victims who need
men to protect us from other men. As women in this society we are
definitely at risk as far as violence is concerned but WE HAVE TO
LEARN TO PROTECT OURSELVES. There are many ways to
do this: learning and following common sense safety measures,
learning self-defense, setting up phone chains and neighborhood
safehouses, joining and working in groups that are organizing
against violence against women are all ways to do this.

The idea of men protecting us isn’t very realistic because many of
us don’t have a man to depend on for this — young girls,
teen-agers, single women, separated and divorced women. And
even if we do have a man he cannot be our shadow 24 hours

a day.

What men can do to “‘protect’’ us is to check out the ways in
which they put down and intimidate women in the streets and at
home, to stop being verbally and physically abusive to us and to
tell men they know who mistreat women to stop it and stop it
quick. Men who are committed to stopping violence against
women should start seriously discussing this issue with other men
and organizing in supportive ways.

We decided to write this pamphlet because of our outrage at what
has happened to 6 Black women and to 1000s and 1000s of women
whose names we don’t even know. As Black women who are
feminists we are struggling against all racist, sexist, heterosexist
and class oppression. We know that we have no hopes of ending
this particular crisis and violence against women in our
community until we identify all of its causes, including sexual
oppression.

—This pamphlet was prepared by the Comba-
hee River Collective, a Boston Black Feminist
Organization.
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SELF-PROTECTION

Do not accept rides from strangers.

Do not get into unlicensed cab services or cabs with 2 people
in the driver's seat.

Lock your car doors at all times. Check back seat before
entering.

Lock your house door at all times, make sure all windows are
locked.

Vary your route to and from home. Stay on well-lighted main
streets. Avoid side streets and alleys.

Travel in pairs or groups.

Learn some simple self-defense like how to get out of a hold
or how to use available objects as weapons: comb, keys, hair
brush, lighted cigarette, edge of books, whisties, salt,
red/black pepper.

Wear shoes and clothes you can easily runin,

Always have your keys ready in your hand as you enter your
house.

Let someone know where you are at all times and your
planned route. Phone ahead to your destination.

Get to know your neighbors on your street. Keep an eye out
for each other. Make an effort.

If you hear someone in distress, don't ignore it. If you can't
safely investigate, call 911.

Call your local hotline number at 445-1111 if you need to talk
or if you have information.

If you feel like you are being followed ... check first —
change directions, then REACT ... Stay calm, change your
pace, cross street, walk next to curb or in middle of street
against the traffic ... DO NOT GO HOME, the attacker will
follow . . . run to the nearest lighted place.

Yell FIRE! if someone is attacking you, people are more likely
to come to your aid, than if you call “Help”.

Encourage your friends to take these precautions.

This pamphlet can be reproduced
without permission.



with no immediate cause

by ntozake shange (author of the play
““for colored girls who have considered
suicide. . .”)

every 3 minutes a woman is beaten
every five minutes a

woman is raped/every ten minutes

a lil girl is molested

yet i rode the subway today

i sat next to an old man who

may have beaten his old wife

3 minutes ago or 3 days/30 years ago

he might have sodomized his

daughter but i sat there

cuz the young men on the train

might beat some young women

later in the day or tomorrow

i might not shut my door fast
enuf/push hard enuf

every 3 minutes it happens

some woman’s innocence

rushes to her cheeks/pours from her mouth
like the betsy wetsy dolls have been torn
apart/their mouths

menses red & split/every

three minutes a shoulder

is jammed through plaster and the oven door/
chairs push thru the rib cage/hot water or
boiling sperm decorate her body

i rode the subway today

& bought a paper from a

man who might

have held his old lady onto

a hot pressing iron/i dont know

maybe he catches lil girls in the

park & rips open their behinds

with steel rods/i can’t decide

what he might have done i only

know every 3 minutes

every 5 minutes every 10 minutes/so

i bought tHe paper

looking for the announcement

the discovery/of the dismembered



woman’s body/the
victims have not all been
identified/today they are
naked and dead/refuse to
testify/one girl out of 10’s not
coherent/i took the coffee
& spit it up/i found an
announcement/not the woman’s
bloated body.in the river/floating
not the child bleeding in the
59th street corridor/not the baby
broken on the floor/
‘‘there is some concern
that alleged battered women
might start to murder their
husbands & lovers with no
immediate cause”’
i spit up i vomit i am screaming
we all have immediate cause
every 3 minutes
every 5 minutes
every 10 minutes
every day
women’s bodies are found
in alleys & bedrooms/at the top of the stairs
before i ride the subway/buy a paper/drink
coffee/i must know/
have you hurt a woman today
did you beat a woman today
throw a child across a room
are the lil girl’s panties
in yr pocket
did you hurt a woman today

i have to ask these obscene questions
the authorities require me to
establish

immediate cause

every three minutes
every five minutes
every ten minutes
every day.

Copyright © 1972, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, by Ntozake Shange, from NAPPY
EDGES, Ntozake Shange, and reprinted through special arrangements, with St.
Martin’s Press, Inc., 175 5th Ave., NYC, 10010.
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ALEXANDRA KOLLONTAI

Feminism, Workers’ Democracy,
& Internationalism

Anne Bobroff

Alexandra Kollontai was a Russian revolutionary socialist, active from the late 1890s
through the first half of the twentieth century.* She is best known for her work for
women’s liberation within the Russian revolutionary movement and following the Bol-
shevik victory of 1917. She was a spokesperson for the Workers’ Opposition, a movement
of the early 1920s which demanded democratic control of the workplace at a time when
the Soviet government was increasing centralization and top-down management of the
economy. A committed internationalist, Kollontai contributed directly to the socialist and
women’s movements of several European countries.

Kollontai spent a large part of her work life in a political minority, opposed by powerful
Left leaders. Despite demonstrations of great inner strength and principle, however, by
1927 she had capitulated to Stalin, renouncing all opposition, and applauding Stalinist
policy toward workers and women.' What caused this turnabout, this surrender by a
dedicated socialist to one of the most oppressive regimes history has produced?

Basically, many of Kollontai’s ideas came ‘‘before their time.”” Committed to women’s
liberation and workers’ democracy, Kollontai lived at a time when the major historical
task of her country was industrialization — a process which oppressed personal and sexual
freedom, and prevented fully democratic, collective control of industry and society.
Committed also to internationalism and to constant political action, she lived during the
period of the ossification of European Social Democracy and the aftermath of its
degeneration into national patriotism at the beginning of World War 1.

*] would like to thank the following people who read this paper and gave me helpful criticisms and suggestions: Dan
Boothby, Barbara Evans Clements, Randy Earnest, Irina Livezeanu, and Louise Tilly.
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Given this difficult environment, Kollontai
was able to function as boldly and for as long
as she did by shifting alliances among those
different branches of international Social
Democracy whose political positions at various
times coincided with her own. By the mid-
1920s, however, the rigidification of Marxist
political parties in both Russia and Europe
almost totally eliminated the field of potential
international allies. Cut off from her support,
she was soon crushed, emotionally and poli-
tically. The woman who had so often opposed
a whole range of authorities submitted in the
face of the Soviet state’s political and personal
attacks on her.

The period of the Workers’ Opposition was
for Kollontai one of transition between these
two orientations. It was a time during which
all her allies in opposition were workers, a
class rapidly losing power to increasingly cen-
tralized Soviet institutions. The weakness of
these allies led Kollontai to a poorly thought
through, partial acceptance of the oppressive
political realities around her. This thinking
caused major inconsistencies in her views even
prior to her recantation.

One aspect of Kollontai’s political efforts
which never produced strong co-workers was
her attempt to consider, from a socialist pers-
pective, what truly liberated sexual and love
relationships would be like.? It is interesting
that even on this subject her early writings to
some extent reflected major aspects of the
repressive social imperatives confronting her.
The result was a peculiar blurring between
what was probably the most advanced socialist
thinking of its time on the subject of sexual
relationships, and a streak of something re-
sembling the Protestant ethic.

CHILDHOOD

Alexandra  Mikhailnovha Domontovich
(Kollontai was her married name) was born
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into a noble family in St. Petersburg in 1872.
Her father was her mother’s second husband.
The loneliness and rigidity of her aristocratic
upbringing, typical for her class and period,
has frequently been cited as the cause of
Kollontai’s later radicalism. This analysis is
partly true. But by itself it is far too simplistic,
for it focuses on personal difficulties as the
sole cause of an individual’s radicalism. Per-
sonal unhappiness may increase an individual’s
commitment to the struggle for a more just
society, but long-term, politically constructive
deviation from society’s norms requires great
strength of personality as well. Such strength
can be generated only if very positive child-
hood influences are also present. Thus we must
seek the person\a'l causes for radicalism in much
more subtle combinations of positive and nega-
tive factors.

As a child, Shura (the Russian diminutive for
Alexandra) experienced the advantages of

~ growing up in an aristocratic household. She

received an excellent education. She also trav-
elled and lived abroad: in Bulgaria, where her
father served the Russian government; in Fin-
land,* at the country estate of her wealthy
lumber-merchant grandfather; and in western
Europe. Shura was constantly exposed to her
father’s professional world of diplomacy and
international politics. This international exper-
ience, as well as her mastery of numerous for-
eign languages, later formed the basis for Kol-
lantai’s activity in various European socialist
parties, as well as her service as a Soviet diplo-
mat in Norway, Sweden, and Mexico.
Kollantai’s father was at times emotionally
distant with her. Her mother was often over-
bearing in her efforts to make Shura conform
to the restricted role of a young girl of the
Russian aristocracy — concerned mainly with
balls, pretty clothes, flirtations, marriage, and
children. But Shura grew up in a very large
household filled with alternative friends, role
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models, teachers, and loving companions: her
English nurse, her father’s Bulgarian personal
secretary, her tutor, and many other relatives
and servants with whom she interacted, and
from whom she first learned of the inequalities
and injustices of Russian society. It is possible
that this large extended household, which en-
abled Shura to seek help and love from whom-
ever among the people around her could pro-
vide it at any particular moment, was the basis
for her adult self-confidence in seeking political
allies and friends. The abundance of people in
her household to whom she could turn for
support may have helped her to deal success-
fully with whatever emotional problems her
conflict with her parents caused her. Just as she
was able at times to function independently of
major childhood authority figures, she was also
able to resist political authority as an adult, as
long as there were other like-minded people to
support her.

Shura’s parents were liberals: her father, in
fact, went through a dangerous period of dis-
favor with the tsar for helping to write a liberal
constitution for the newly ‘‘liberated‘‘ Bulgaria
(following its war against Turkey, in which it
was allied with Russia). Although Shura’s
mother tried to insulate her from politics, it is
likely that her youthful exposure to liberal
views in her home formed the basis for her later
commitment to left wing politics.

Shura’s mother, Alex Domontovich, had
herself set an example of deviance from social
norms by divorcing her first husband — she
was the mother of three children at the time —
in order to marry another man with whom she
had fallen in love. This was then hardly
respectable behavior for an upper class woman;
Kollontai later wrote in her memoirs that it
‘‘was at that time an act of great courage.’’ The
process of obtaining a divorce was a long and
difficult one, but at last Domontovich’s in-
sistence and determination won out: the divorce
was obtained, the lovers were married, and, in

Kollontai’s view, ‘‘loved each other until their
last days.”” Thus Kollontai, the child of this
love-match, was presented in early childhood
with her mother’s powerful example of per-
sonal happiness achieved by fighting against
prevailing social norms, for her sexual and
emotional freedom.

Domontovich in turn often supported her
children’s life decisions — even when they were
not socially acceptable choices — as long as the
child proved her strong determination and will-
ingness to work hard toward her chosen goal.
Thus, while one of Kollontai’s older sisters
became a typical representative of her class —
attending balls and parties and marrying
according to her station — the other sister,
Zhenya, became an opera singer. Since a career
in the theater was not at that time considered a
respectable one for a woman, Domontovich
argued energetically against this choice at first.
Nonetheless, once Zhenya proved her deter-
mination, her mother supported her efforts.
Zhenya ultimately became an opera singer in
St. Petersburg, and a favorite with audiences,
including the tsar. Shura thus observed another
lesson about winning support — both material
and social — for a deviant life choice.

Shura’s mother was ambivalent about politi-
cal deviance. Shura had very much wanted to
go to school. But her parents, apparently afraid
of her absorbing left-wing views there, deter-
mined that she would receive her education
from a tutor instead. Yet the tutor Domon-
tovich chose, Maria Ivanovna Strakhova, her-
self held views which were for that time dan-
gerously left wing. Strakhova was an important
source of emotional and intellectual support in
Kollontai’s first gropings for a political analysis
with which to make sense of the social injustice
that often intruded painfully into her experi-
ence.

When Shura was 19, she fell in love with and
wanted to marry a poor engineer, Vladimir
Kollontai. Her mother was at first opposed to
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this socially disadvantageous match. But she
ultimately gave in in face of Shura’s determina-
tion. Shura was very much in love with Vladi-
mir Kollontai: ‘All of us young girls loved him:
he danced the mazurka unusually well and
knew how to be merry and make us laugh the
whole evening.’” However, married life with the
merry but apolitical Vladimir Kollontai stifled
Shura’s strivings toward a career of political
activism,

EARLY POLITICAL LIFE

Kollontai went first to Zurich to obtain uni-
versity training in Marxism and social ques-
tions.* In Zurich, she quickly became involved
in the debate between the left and right wings of
European socialism. The right wing followed
Eduard Bernstein, a revisionist who argued that
new developments taking place in capitalist
societies (joint-stock companies, trade unions,
the extension of political democracy, and social
reforms) would cause a gradual evolution
toward socialism, eliminating the need for revo-
lution and hence for radical organizing among
the working class. Kollontai soon took the
other side, disagreeing with her Zurich univer-
sity professor who, she wrote, ‘‘parroted
Bernstein, extolled him to the skies. But I
decisively took my stand on the side of the
‘lefts,” attracted by Kautsky, engrossed by his
journal ‘Die Neue Zeit’ and by Rosa Luxem-
burg’s articles, especially her pamphlet
‘Social Reform or Revolution’....” The
following year, her professor suggested that she
go to England to study with the famous
Beatrice and Sidney Webb, British exponents of
gradualist socialism. ‘‘But after my very first
conversations with them I understood that we
were speaking different languages, and without
their guidance I began to acquaint myself with
the English workers’ movement.””* In 1901,
Kollontai established personal connections with
Luxemburg and Kautsky (prominent leaders in
the left wing of German socialism) and with

Plekhanov (founder of Russian Marxism, then
living in exile in Western Europe). From this
time onward she maintained constant contact
““with the foreign comrades.”’

The debate between Russian menshevism and
bolshevism was not as decisively relevant to
Kollontai’s political thinking at that time as
were the West European issues: ‘I had friends
in both camps. Bolshevism, with its uncompro-
misingly revolutionary stance, was closer to me
in spirit, but my fascination with Plekhanov’s
personality prevented me from breaking with
the Mensheviks.‘*

By 1905, Kollontai was back in Russia, active
during the first Russian revolution. It was
around this time that Kollontai first became
active in organizing Russian working women. I
have told this story elsewhere® and will there-
fore simply summarize it here. Kollontai felt a
strong commitment to improving the situation
of women workers. She recognized that in
order to draw them into revolutionary activism,
special organizing efforts were needed, focused
in part on their particular concerns as women.
Kollontai was a very vocal opponenet of liberal
middle-class feminists who, beginning around
1905, attempted to unite women of all classes
into one organization. Nonetheless, she herself
was wrongly accused of ‘‘bourgeois feminism’’
and separatism by both branches of Russian
social democracy. Despite their continual oppo-
sition, Kollontai engaged in intensive grass
roots organizing among women workers,
attempting first to form a working women’s
club in St. Petersburg. Working.largely on her
own, Kollontai proved to be an excellent or-
ganizer, popular among female workers.

While Russian social democracy opposed all
efforts directed specifically at women, the
European parties endorsed the attempt to inte-
grate feminism and socialism. Thus, Kollontai
found the support and encouragement she
needed for her organizing efforts not within the
Russian party, but among her European con-

54



tacts. In 1906, Rosa Luxemburg suggested to
Kollontai that she attend a conference of Ger-
man Social Democratic women:

The conference gave me a source of support
in the question of work by the party among
women. Meetings and conversations with Clara
Zetkin, * and with the working women Baader,
Vengels and others convinced me of the correct-
ness of my efforts to create a party apparatus
for work among women. ’

Kollontai went to another women’s con-
ference in Europe in 1907, this time a German
Social Democrat and a leading proponent of
socialist organizing among working women,
one of women socialists in Stuttgart, part of the
Congress of the International. This women’s
conference held intense political debates over
issues around which the Europeans were ac-
tively organizing: electoral rights for women
and the formation of an international secre-
tariat for work among women. Kollontai found
aid and encouragement among her friends at
these meetings: ‘‘After the Stuttgart conference
I returned to Russia with a fully elaborated
program for work among women workers,
which I began to carry out in the fall of 1907.’*
The major aspect of this program was organ-
izing among working women for participation
in a large conference sponsored by Russian
liberal feminists. The Russian party did not
want Kollontai to take part in this gathering
because of its liberal character. But Kollontai,
encouraged by her discussions with the Euro-
pean socialist women, was convinced that this
conference could be a focus for politically
educational work which would convince work-
ing women of the need for socialism.

She did not propose to form an ongoing
alliance with the liberal feminists, but rather to
use their conference for consciousness-raising
among women workers. And in fact, working
illegally and under constant danger of arrest,
Kollontai drew together a small group of work-

ing women who engaged in extensive prepara-
tory work. They made a strong showing at the
conference, countering the middle-class
women’s liberal proposals with their own
socialist resolutions.

Kollontai first met Lenin at the 1907 Stutt-
gart meeting of the International, years after
she had established close ties with other Euro-
pean socialists. She found that she agreed with
several of Lenin’s positions at the Congress, as
against those of the Mensheviks. She did not
attribute her attraction to some of Lenin’s ideas
to Lenin himself but rather to her affinity with
the position of Rosa Luxemburg and other
European socialists in favor of an uncompro-
mising course toward social revolution. The
Mensheviks themselves had criticized the ‘‘Bol-
shevik Phraseology’’ of articles Kollontai had
been writing, especially one which she described

Tam wanerbveei BPICTHTYTRR. amxizasm gb fnst m 1004 gy

A Nine-Year-Old Prostitute of Kiev (1904},
M. K. Mukalov, Deti nlirsy. SPB. 1906

55



as having been ‘‘written under the influence of
Rosa Luxemburg, after lively and intimate con-
tact with her.””®

EMIGRATION

By 1908, as a result of her illegal organizing
work among women in Russia and of the
publication of her book on Finnish workers,
Kollontai was being sought by the tsarist police.
At the end of that year, she had to flee to
Europe to evade them; she was not able to
return to Russia until after the revolution of
1917. Including her time as a student, Kollontai
thus spent over half of her active political life
prior to 1917 in western Europe. (Most other
prominent Bolshevik leaders were also forced
to endure long periods of enforced emigration
from Russia.)

This phenomenon of emigration by Bolshe-
vik leaders had a significant by-product: tsarist
oppression led to greatly increased personal
contacts between Russian and European social-
ists. Such contact was valuable to socialists
because of the importance of internationalism
to marxism in general, and to the Russian
activists in particular. All of the Russian Marx-
ists, Mensheviks and Bolsheviks alike, agreed
that revolution could not survive in backward
Russia unless it occurred simultaneously in
other countries as well. Communication and
coordination between Russia and the various
European parties would therefore be important
in the event of revolution in Russia.

With this in mind, it is interesting to look at
how various Bolsheviks spent their time while
living in emigration. Some devoted most of
their attention to furthering the revolution in
Russia, publishing agitational literature, main-
taining conspiratorial ties with the underground
inside Russia, and continuing the debates with:
in the Russian Socal Democratic party. Their
political and friendship networks were focused
primarily on the Russian emigre colonies estab-
lished in some European cities. Lenin, Zino-

viev, and Kamenev, all Bolshevik leaders, lived
in this way.'®

Other Russian emigres became much more a
part of the European milieu. Trotsky and
Bukharin, as well as Kollontai, were examples
of this orientation: their political and friend-
ship networks focused primarily within the
European Social Democratic groups.'

When Kollontai fled Russia, she settled first
in Germany, and joined that country’s Social
Democratic party. She did a great deal of agita-
tional work, writing political literature and
campaigning and lecturing around the country.
In the next few years of her emigration her
activities were varied. She and Clara Zetkin
went to England at the invitation of the British
Social Democratic party to help with the
struggle against the upper-class suffragists, who
were at that time willing to accept property
limitations on voting that would exclude work-
ing-class women. Then, having moved to
France in 1911, Kollontai ‘‘became utterly im-
mersed’’ in the militant movement against
rising food prices. In the midst of food riots,
Kollontai organized among working-class
wives, attending, in her words:
several meetings a day, giving speeches in
squares, at bazaars, in large halls and dark,
close little restaurants. A lively and cheerful
spirit reigned among the rebelling bondswomen
of the domestic hearth. There were a number of
women splendid for their strength and energy.
Several were distinguished by their gift for
words, which [earlier] they had not even sus-
pected.'*

Early the next year, Kollontai was invited by
the Belgian Social Democratic party to help out
during a six-week strike by coal workers. In
1912 she returned to Berlin to work on her book
Society and Maternity; later that year the
Swedish Union of Socialist Youth asked her to
do some agitational work in Sweden. Such a
busy international schedule, with work all over
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Europe and lecture tours throughout the United
States, characterized Kollontai’s activity until
her return to Russia in 1917. She developed
personal relationships with Zetkin, Leibknecht,
Kautsky, Luxemburg, Lafargue, Laura Marx,
and many others, and established close ties with
many of the workers among whom she
organized.'?

WAR

The major political issue during Kollontai’s
emigration was World War 1. A committed
internationalist, Kollontai was shocked at the
capitulation to national patriotism of the
majority of the European socialists. And with
the wartime suppression of left-wing social
democracy (Leibknecht, for example, was con-
scripted into the army and later jailed, while
Luxemburg spent most of the war in prison),
Kollontai lost her main political allies. Mean-
while, Lenin stepped into the international

Rosa Luxemberg and Karl Liebknecht, Leipzig, 1909.

arena and began to organize for the September
15 conference in Zimmerwald, Switzerland, of
anti-war socialist delegates. Thus, for the first
time Kollontai began to work with Lenin —
moving, as she always had, toward people who
were working for the political positions in
which she strongly believed.

All of the small group of anti-war inter-
national socialists criticized the war as a
struggle among the ruling classes of various
countries, each seeking to further its own im-
perialist advantage by exploiting armies com-
posed of working-class soldiers. But what
should be advocated as the alternative to war?
Some simply called for a return to peace. But
Lenin, Kollontai, and a handful of other leftists
argued that this would mean a step backwards
to the prewar status quo: such a peace wasn’t
peace at all but rather a return to the usual
everyday violence of class oppression within
national boundaries. Therefore, Lenin and
Kollontai called for the imperialist war to be
transformed into international class war. Im-
perialist war involved the laboring classes of the
belligerent countries fighting against each other
at the orders of the various national ruling
classes. To transform such war into interna-
tional revolutionary war meant that the work-
ing classes of all countries should unite in
turning their weapons not against each other,
but against the entire international bourgeoisie:
““Long live the international fraternity of work-
ers against the chauvinism and patriotism of the
bourgeoisie of all countries!’’ wrote Lenin.
Hopefully, revolutionary seizure of power by
the socialist laboring classes would follow in at
least some European countries. Only thus could
a genuine peace be created and maintained.

This point of view, however, did not prevail
at the Zimmerwald conference. There, the
majority simply called for ‘‘peace without
annexations or indemnities.”” Nevertheless,
Kollontai and Lenin continued to fight tirelessly
for their position in the months following the
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conference. As Lenin wrote, true socialists
should

not deceive the people with. .. the idea that a
peace without annexations, without oppression
of nations, without plunder, and without the
embryo of new wars. .. is possible in the ab-
sence of a revolutionary movement. ... Who-
ever wants a lasting and democratic peace must
stand for civil war against the government and
the bourgeoisie."*

THE REVOLUTION IN RUSSIA

Kollontai was living and working among
socialists in Norway in early 1917. Like other
Russian emigres, she was totally unprepared for
the events which were about to occur in Russia.
She had just boarded a commuter train to
return home one evening when, glancing at the
front page of another passenger’s newspaper,
she saw bold headlines: REVOLUTION IN
RUSSIA. ‘“My heart stopped!’’ she later wrote.

Kollontai returned to Russia as soon as she
was able. When she reached the Russian
border, she -found the border guards wearing
red arm bands. One of them brought her the
tsarist document which had specified her arrest
had she attempted to return to Russia. Ripping
it up, he said to her, ““Under the old regime you
would have been arrested here. But now... I
have destroyed this document, and you are for-
ever a free citizen of liberated Russia, for which
I congratulate you!’’ It was a moment of
triumph for Kollontai.

When Lenin returned to Russia, Kollontai
continued to work closely with him: she was at
first the sole supporter for his antiwar, anti-
Provisional Government stance, which urged
immediate seizure of state power by representa-
tives of the working class. Hence the popular
song of this period:

Lenin Chto tam ni boltai
Soglasna s nim lish’ Kollontai.
[No matter what Lenin babbles
Only Kollontai agrees with him.
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Most other Bolsheviks believed, based on their
readings of Marxist theory of historical stages
of socio-economic development, that the Provi-
sional Government, as leaders of Russia’s
“‘bourgeois’’ revolution, should be supported.
These Bolsheviks even became pro-war follow- -
ing the February revolution — despite the Pro-
visional Government’s continuation of
tsarism’s imperialist secret treaties with their
capitalist allies — because they believed
Russia’s bourgeois revolution should be pro-
tected.

Kollontai’s position against the bourgeois
Provisional Government and its continuation
of imperialist war flowed logically from her
internationalism. Her belief in an immediate
working class attempt to seize power from the
bourgeoisie and create socialism grew out of
her general conviction that socialists must at all
times take action for positive movement toward
socialism — even if the times did not appear
fully “‘ripe’’ for such movement. This tenet was
very similar to Rosa Luxemburg’s belief that
constant activism would provide the raw mater-
ial for important lessons to be drawn by the
working class. For Luxemburg felt that the
revolution would not be successful on first
attempt, but rather could be won only on the
basis of experience and knowledge accumulated
over the course of numerous ‘‘dress re-
hearsals.”’"?

INTERNATIONALISM IN 1917 and
BREST-LITOVSK

On the issue of the Brest-Litovsk treaty,
which concluded a separate peace between
Germany and Russia in March, 1918, Kollontai
found herself in opposition to Lenin. Her poli-
tical allies at this point became the Left Oppo-
sition, a group which formed to fight against
the protreaty policy. Kollontai’s position in this
issue was the beginning of what was to become
her more general opposition to the policies
propounded by the majority of Bolshevik
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leadership during the early and mid-1920s.

The Left Opposition during the Brest-Litovsk
debate maintained the position toward the war
which Lenin had championed so brilliantly
before 1917, the position summarized by the
slogan ‘“Transform imperialist war into inter-
national class war.”” Lenin, however, now
favored the separate treaty with Germany as the
only feasible way to save Bolshevik power,
given the exhaustion of the Russian army and
the failure of revolution to occur simultan-
eously in Western Europe.

It is generally accepted that Lenin — by far
the leading proponent of the pro-treaty stance
— formed his opinion on the Brest-Litovsk
treaty on the hope that a treaty with Germany
would permit a ‘“breathing spell’’ during which
exhausted army and people would be able to
rebuild both their will and their fighting capa-
city in preparation for the inevitable attack on
the revolution by capitalist governments.

The Left Opposition argued, however, that
the brief respite a treaty might produce could
not possibly be sufficient to repair the devasta-
tion which had been done to the army and its
transport and supply lines. Thus, a treaty had
no benefits. The Opposition called instead for

guerilla warfare, ‘‘a partisan war of flying
detachments,’’ ¢ as the only feasible alternative.
As for the Russian population’s willingness to
fight, the Left Opposition believed that ‘‘pre-
cisely because Russia was so extremely war
weary, she [sic] could not raise a new army in
relatively calm times. Only severe shocks and .
the ineluctable necessity to fight, and to fight at
once, could stimulate the energies hidden in the
Soviet regime and bring them into play.”” And
in fact, Soviet Russia was soon embroiled in a
civil war from which it ultimately emerged
victorious, which suggests that the Left’s assess-
ment of the capacity of the Russian people to
continue fighting was accurate. Isaac Deutscher
also points out that the Red Army was in fact
created just as the Left had argued: ““on the
battlefields, in the process of fighting, and not
in the barracks during a calm respite.””!’
Beyond these “tactical issues lay even more
important strategic considerations. The Left
Opposition was sickened by Lenin’s willingness
to negotiate with capitalist governments. They
wanted to adhere to a policy of building alli-
ances only with the international working class
and its institutions, believing that no bourgeois
government, with or without treaties, would

Bolshevik leaders, Kollontai on the right, Trotsky in profile at left, 1917.
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ever concede to a communist country more
than external circumstances compelled it to. As
Deutscher described this phenomenon in regard
to the Brest-Litovsk treaty, ‘‘after the signing
of the peace, the Kaiser’s government did all it
could to strangle the Soviets. It could not,
however, do more than its involvement in the
gigantic struggle on the western front allowed it
to do. Without a separate peace in the West it
could not have done much more even if the
Soviets had not accepted the Diktat of Brest.”’!*
In short, as Kollontai predicted in her speech
for the Left Opposition at the Seventh Party
Congress, signing a paper agreement with
capitalist Germany had little effect on what that
power actually did. The German government
was deterred from its advance across Russia less
because of the treaty than because of its own
military weakness at the time. And despite the
treaty, it continued to do all it could to damage
socialist Russia.

The Left Opposition suspected (correctly)
that Brest-Litovsk would be the beginning of a
long-term foreign policy based in part on an
appeal to capitalist governments. Such an
appeal in turn necessitated toning down revolu-
tionary organizing efforts among those govern-
ments’ working classes. Thus, while the Left
Opposition knew its strategy might fail in the
short run, they also knew that no other policy
had any chance for success in the long run. For
any strategy which weakened the Soviet capa-
city to build alliances with the international
working class — the only truly reliable allies
any revolutionary democratic socialist society
has — would cut the revolution off from the
only possible source of aid in its struggle to
maintain a genuinely revolutionary social
order. As Kollontai said in her speech to the
Seventh Party Congress — sounding very much
influenced by Rosa Luxemburg’s concept of the
likelihood of repeated rehearsals before the
revolution would ultimately be successful —

“If our Soviet republic perishes, others will
raise our banner. This will be a defense not of
fatherland [i.e. based on patriotic chauvinism],
but of a workers’ republic. Long live revolu-
tionary war!”’'®

The Left Opposition, however, did not win
out. Trotsky, who had wavered indecisively
with a position of ‘‘neither peace nor war”’
(which had gained followers precisely because
of its vagueness at a time when taking sides was
difficult?), finally broke the tie in the
Central Committee by casting his vote with
Lenin. The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was signed
on March 3, 1918.

Tatar women and their children learn to write at the same
time.

POST-REVOLUTIONARY WORK AMONG
WOMEN

Kollontai was appointed commissar of social
welfare immediately after the October revolu-
tion. She began her work by extending the
system of soviets (democratic councils)
throughout the commissariat ‘‘to provide a
mechanism enabling [employees] at all levels to
participate in the decision-making process.’’*'
One of Kollontai’s primary goals as head of the
commissariat flowed from her conviction that
children were the responsibility of society as a
whole. She therefore worked toward establish-
ing free maternity and infant care, paid for by
the government. However, the Soviet economy
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at this point was in a state of near collapse;
almost no resources were available to support
the commissariat’s work. Thus its goals re-
mained largely unrealized.

Kollontai did not remain commissar of social
welfare for long. In mid-March, 1918, she
resigned for reasons which are now disputed by
historians. One thing is clear, however. By this
point Kollontai already opposed many of the
policies of the new Soviet government: growing
bureaucratization, for example, and the fre-
quent arrests of the regime’s political oppo-
nents. She spent the next several months in
retreat from party activity.

Within four months of the signing of the
Brest-Litovsk treaty, however, the country was
involved in a civil war — actually a revolution-
ary war in which the counter-revolution was
aided massively by a number of foreign govern-
ments. With this threat to the new Soviet state,
Kollontai rallied again to Party work. She was
one of the organizers of a conference of work-
ing women in November, 1918, which led ulti-
mately to the establishment of special women’s
commissions within the party. These commis-
sions were finally formalized in 1920 as a
women’s department (Zhenotdel) which was to
have branches, zhenotdely, at all levels of the

party. Given her years of involvement with
women’s issues, it might have been expected
that Kollontai would be named head of the
women’s department. The job, however, was
given instead to Inessa Armand, who had been
active on the woman question for less time than
Kollontai, but had been consistently close to
Lenin politically. Kollontai was made head of
the Zhenotdel only after Armand’s death in
1920.

Some Bolshevik women, among whom
Kollontai was a strong leader, had far-reaching
hopes for the women’s sections. But because of
varying degrees of opposition within the Party,
the functions of the zhenotdely were limited to
attracting women and to training them for
active work in various branches of the economy
and government. In other words, the Bolshevik
leadership wanted the zhenotdely to perform a
rather instrumental role in channeling much-
needed labor power into the war effort and the
reconstruction of the economy. The basis for
this attitude of the (male-dominated) leadership
did not encourage any group, male or female,
to take initiative in creating on-going organiza-
tions with which to advance its own liberation.
In addition, sexism at all levels of the party
severely hampered efforts to form local
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branches of the women’s department.

Kollontai and other women active in forming
the women’s department hoped for a broader
mandate for the zhenotdely. They wanted the
women’s sections to be an arena in which
women could take the initiative in liberating
themselves. They believed women should be
encouraged to establish creative new institu-
tions dealing with food supply, child care,
public health, communal housekeeping, and
other tasks, which would free women from
their domestic burdens. The tension between
the two views of the role of the zhenotdely
continued throughout their existence. Kollontai
herself tried to walk a line between them, at
time asserting her own view, but frequently
adopting the utilitarian perspective of the male
leadership, sensing that such compromise was
necessary if she were to be permitted to achieve
anything at all.

In addition to political opposition, the
women’s sections had limited resources allo-
cated to them, leading to extraordinary under-
staffing and overworking of those women who
did become active. These conditions severely
hampered the capacity of the zhenotdely to
carry out even the tasks officially assigned to
them. Nonetheless, some local organizations
were established and maintained, drawing
women into participation in various branches
of government and party work.??

THE WORKERS’ OPPOSITION, 1920-22
The Workers’ Opposition was composed of
trade unionists who were proletarian members
of the Communist Party.?* In this respect it
differed from all other opposition groups of
1917 through the 1920s (including the Left
Opposition), which were composed overwhelm-
ingly of intelligentsia party members concen-
trated in the upper ranks of the Party. The
Workers’ Opposition called for more power in
Soviet society to be given to the trade unions as

the institutions of working class representation
and rule. It believed that since the revolution
the party and its bureaucracy had concentrated
within itself power rightfully belonging to
workers’ collectives, and had given in to tech-
nical industrial specialists’ bid for control over
the work place. The Workers’ Opposition
sought greater democratization, criticizing the
rapidly increasing tendency to move away from
election and toward appointment of people to
posts within the party, government, and indus-
try, and calling for freedom of speech and
thought.

Kollontai’s role in the Workers’ Opposition
was limited because she was active during the
same period as head of the Women’s Section of
the party. She also knew she would probably
experience retaliation if she became active in
opposition. She was, indeed, correct, as we
shall see below. Kollontai began to aid the
Opposition only after it had been organized by
trade unionists, and she performed for it sev-
eral distinct tasks of a type for which her class
background (as contrasted with that of other
Oppositionists) had prepared her: she provided
the already-functioning Opposition with a
much-needed, unified, written statement of its
various criticisms and proposals, a long pam-
plet called The Workers’ Opposition; spoke for
it in party meetings and Congresses; and finally
brought its appeal before the Communist In-
ternational in 1921-2.%

In taking her stand with the Workers’ Op-
position, Kollontai was continuing her
long-held commitment to democratic working-
class control of socialist society. Throughout
her pamphlet, she stressed the capacity of the
working class for mastery of the extraordinarily
difficult tasks of ‘‘economic construction”
(i.e., industrialization): ‘“The Workers’ Oppo-
sition relies on the creative powers of its own
class: the workers. The rest of our program
follows from this premise.”’ Kollontai strongly
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criticized the fact that the Party was taking
factory-level decision-making power away from
workers’ collectives and giving it to ‘‘one-man
managements,’’ which ran factories according
to the plans of ‘‘bourgeois specialists,’’ as they
were called.?’ In fact, the role of most workers
was being reduced increasingly to development
of work discipline and labor productivity; in
Lenin’s view, the role of the trade unions at
that time was solely to educate the working
masses to work more productively and to incul-
cate labor discipline.

Who were the ‘‘bourgeois specialists’” Kol-
lontai condemned? They were professionals
who, during the tsarist period, had been trained
and employed in such fields as engineering and
scientific management (they were generally not
actually of bourgeois class origin).?* Kollontai
described them as
...the former managers and directors of the
capitalist industries. These are not the |pre-
revolutionary] magnates of capital,... whom
the Soviet Republic got rid of during the first
phase of the revolution, but they are the most

talented servants of the capitalist system of
production, the ‘brains and genius’ of Capital-
ism, its true creators and sponsors.

Kollontai, like all Bolsheviks, recognized the
usefulness of these specialists. But she wanted
them to remain subservient to the workers, to
act as hired resource people giving technical
advice on how to realize workers’ specifications
for the running of factories. The problem, as
Kollontai saw it, was that the specialists were
being given the entire task of designing the
work process according to the criteria of their
training under capitalism.?’ Thus the specialists
wanted to set up factory procedures which were
frequently irreconcilable with workers’ desires
to establish arrangements that were first and
foremost humane and satisfying to them.

In The Workers’ Opposition, Kollontai des-
cribed the social gulf between workers and
specialists:

...in the heart of the Republic, in Moscow
itself, working people are still living in filthy,
over-crowded and unhygienic quarters, one
visit to which makes one think there had been

Poster announcing the establishment of workers’ control in the factories, driving out the church, thieves and capitalists.



no revolution at all. . ..

Dangerous working conditions were still wide-
spread, but the party claimed it was unable to
improve them because all resources were being
directed toward the civil war effort. ‘‘And
yet,”” wrote Kollontai,

whenever it was necessary to make repairs in
any of the buildings occupied by the Soviet
institutions, they were able to find both the
materials and the labor. What would happen if
we tried to shelter our specialists. . .in those
huts in which the masses of workers still live
and labor? They would raise such a howl! that it
would become necessary to mobilize the entire
housing department in order to correct ‘the
chaotic conditions’ which interfere with the
productivity of our specialists.?*

The Workers’ Opposition believed that there
was in addition another phenomenon in Soviet
Russia which was robbing workers of effective
control over socialist society: bureaucracy. Kol-
lontai wrote,

Every comrade can easily recall scores of in-
stances when workers themselves attempted to
organize dining rooms, day nurseries for child-
ren, transportation of wood, etc. Each time a
lively, immediate interest in the undertaking
died from the red tape. ... [Rlefusal always
Jollowed refusal from the central institu-
tions.... How much bitterness is generated
among working men and women when they see
and know that if they had been given the right,
and an opportunity to act, they could them-
selves have seen the project through. ..
Resources, however, were always allocated by
the bureaucracy to projects designed by tech-
nical specialists rather than by workers. Kol-
lontai’s delineation of where the underlying
problem with bureaucratism lay was very signi-
ficant:

The harm in bureaucracy does not only lie in
the red tape — as some comrades would want
us to believe. ... The harm lies in the solution

of all problems, not by means of an open
exchange of opinions or by the immediate
efforts of all concerned, but by means of
formal decisions handed down from the central
institutions. These decisions are arrived at
either by one person or by an extremely limited
collective, wherein the interested people are
quite often entirely absent. Some third person
decides your fate: this i$ the whole essence of
bureaucracy. (emphasis in original)*®

The fact that the party initiated and sup-
ported the shift of power and resources away
from workers’ collectives to the technically-
trained elite and the bureaucracy caused work-
ers to feel alienated from the party which had
once seemed to represent them. Now the work-
ers felt, wrote Kollontai, that
The leaders are one thing, and we are some-
thing altogether different.... [T\hey fail to
understand our needs, our life in the shops. . ..
[They leave us altogether; they begin to live
differently; if we suffer, what do they care?
Our sorrows are not theirs any longer.
The Workers’ Opposition called for the reinsti-
tution of several democratic forms — freedom
of information, freedom of speech, and a re-
turn to the principle of election by workers
rather than appointment to fill all posts. Only
such measures would return real control to the
working class.?®

Thus, Kollontai accurately observed three
institutions in Soviet life which were usurping
decision-making and control over resources
from the working class: technical specialists,
the bureaucracy, and the Party. It is one of the
weaknesses of her pamphlet that she was unable
to present an analysis which interrelated the
three in order to explain why the working class
was losing ground after the revolution. The best
she could do was to say that the ‘“bourgeois’’
specialists were a remnant of prerevolutionary
capitalism. Kollontai did not recognize that the
specialists were not only a holdover from the
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past, but also a core element in the crystalliza-
tion of a new class differentiation within Soviet
Russia.

This article is not the place to join the debate

on the class nature of the USSR today. Kol-
lontai’s significance here is that although she
did not analyze the new social structure in a
sophisticated fashion, she did observe the
beginnings of usurpation of power from the
working class and remained staunchly on the
side of the workers. All other prominent Bol-
sheviks were at that time compromising with
other class interests in the name of ‘‘social-
ism.”” As Engels wrote about another historical
period: ‘
The worst thing that can befall a leader of an
extreme party is to be compelled to take over a
government in an epoch [in 20th century Rus-
sia, the ‘‘epoch’’ of industrialization] when the
movement is not yet ripe for the domination of
the class which he represents and for the reali-
zation of the measures which that domination
would imply. ... He is compelled to represent
not his party or his class, but the class for
whom conditions are ripe for domination. In
the interest of the movement itself, he is com-
pelled to defend the interests of an alien class,
and to feed his own class with phrases and
promises, with the assertion that the interests of
that alien class are their own interests.®'. (em-
phasis in original)

Many of Kollontai’s Party comrades con-
sidered her views naive and blind to the realities
of Soviet society. The Workers’ Opposition was
indeed wrong in its belief that industrialization
could be achieved without major compromises
with other class interests which would prevent
the realization of true socialism with full demo-
cratic control over society by the working class,
But Kollontai maintained a clear vision of what
socialism should be when in some future time
the necessary material and social conditions
had developed. And prior to that time, she

called for as much working-class democracy as
possible given existing conditions.

A further criticism must be made of Kol-
lontai’s position on the Workers’ Opposition:
she incorporated into her thinking some of the
very aspects of Soviet society which were caus-
ing the developments she criticized. She ac-
cepted completely the Bolshevik idea of a one-
party state and its centralization of political
authority. She had faith that the Party, and
particularly Lenin, would always eventually see
the right way:

Just because we believe in the vital forces of our
Party, we know that after some hesitation, . . .
our Party will ultimately again follow that path
which has been blazed by the elemental forces
of the proletariat. . .. Not in vain will the rank
and file worker speak with assurance. .. ‘Ilyich
[Lenin] will ponder, he will think it over, he will
listen to us. And then he will decide to turn the
Party rudder toward the Opposition. **

Such faith that leaders will always eventually
come to agree with their rank and file is cer-
tainly tempting fate, and should never replace
the rank and file’s own power to ‘‘turn the
Party rudder’ itself in the direction it chooses
through democratic processes.

Kollontai’s acceptance of these oppressive
aspects of Bolshevism was undoubtedly a result
of the Workers’ Opposition’s weakness vis-a-
vis other tendencies in Soviet society. Kollontai
had by 1921 lost all of her prominent Bolshevik
allies: first Lenin and then the members of the
Left Opposition with whom she fought against
the Brest-Litovsk treaty. Her allies in the
Workers’ Opposition were all workers — a
class which was rapidly losing any kind of
genuine control over the evolution of Soviet
society. This did not bode well for Kollontai’s
future well-being. She had taken positions in
opposition to the majority of her Party com-
rades on women'’s issues in earlier years. But at
that time she had had close ties among the
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European Social Democrats. Now she had lost
these friends and allies: Luxemburg and Leib-
knecht had been brutally murdered and the rest
of Left-wing social democracy greatly dimin-
ished; and Right-wing social democracy had
continued its rightward trend, moving ever far-
ther from Kollontai’s concerns and commit-
ments.

In what must have been for Kollontai an
attempt to repeat the successful international
strategy of her earlier years, she appealed the
case of the Workers’ Opposition beyond the
borders of Russia, to the Communist Interna-
tional, in 1921-2. But by then, the Third Inter-
national had become dominated by the interests
of the Russian state. It unanimously approved
the russian party’s policies.**

Shortly thereafter, retaliation began against
the Workers’ Oppositionists. The most painful
aspect of this retaliation for Kollontai was her
removal from her post as head of the Zhenot-
del. In addition, hearings held by the Cominern
Executive Committee and the Party’s Central
Control Commission declared the Worker’s
Opposition to have been in violation of Party
regulations.** The Central Control Commission
recommended that Kollontai and other leaders
of the Workers’ Opposition be expelled from
the Party. Kollontai was ultimately put on
probation, which would result in expulsion
should she ever again be active against the party
line. Lenin himself, at the Eleventh Party Con-
gress, denounced the Workers’ Opposition as
criminal.?*

Bolshevik leaders did not restrict themselves
to such decorous bureaucratic methods of cen-
sure, however. Throughout the 1920s, Kollon-
tai endured repeated sexist attacks which al-
luded to her sexual theories and behavior as
promiscuous and improper. The famous ‘glass
of water’’ theory, which held that sexual need
should be satisfied as blithely and automatically
as any other purely physiological need, such as

thirst, was falsely attributed to her. Old Bol-
shevik comrades publicly made biting sexist
remarks about her: Trotsky referred to her as a
““Valkyrie.”” Even Lenin, in a speech at the
Tenth Party Congress, made a sneering remark
implying that she was engaged in an illicit
sexual relationship with a man she had broken
off with years before. The remark was especi-
ally hurtful to Kollontai because she was by
then living in committed, monogamous mar-
riage with another man.

Kollontai felt all of these attacks deeply as
they continued, unabated, throughout the
1920s. As Kollontai’s former network of allies
and friends shrank chillingly to almost nothing,
she was effectively isolated and silenced.

THE 1926 MARRIAGE LAW REFORM

By the mid-1920s it had become clear that the
incompleteness of Soviet legislation on mar-
riage, passed soon after the revolution, had
worsened women’s lives, not improved them.
The marriage code of 1919 had made divorce
extremely easy to obtain: one of the spouses
had simply to appear at a marriage bureau and
declare the marriage nullified. As a result, it
had become widespread practice for men to
marry and divorce many women in sequence,
abandoning all responsibility for their children
and their ex-wives. Meanwhile, the New Econ-
omic Policy, instituted in 1921, caused massive
unemployment which hit women hardest.
Thus, many women deserted by their husbands
were left with children to support and no access
to jobs.

Deciding that experimental marriage arrange-
ments had proven unworkable, the Soviet
leaders called for a return to traditional solu-
tions: they wanted to reinstitute alimony. In
addition, they wanted to make common-law
marriages, of which there were many, equally
subject to alimony proceedings.

Kollontai by this time had abandoned open
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opposition to the Soviet regime. Nonetheless,
the question of marriage law reform was so
central to the issues which had most concerned
her all her life that she could not resist speaking
out on it, despite the likelihood of failure and
further ostracism by the Soviet leadership. It
was to be her last attempt to present indepen-
dent views publicly.

Kollontai believed that the marriage reform
legislation chosen by the government was an
unworkable and unjust retreat to the traditional
pattern of marriage. Many men were too poor
to pay alimony, especially if they had acquired
numerous wives, all of whom they would have

to support. Even men who could afford ali-
mony could easily evade payment because con-
tinued enforcement was almost impossible.
Another problem was that women who had
borne children but had never entered into even
a common law marriage remained completely
unprotected.

More broadly, Kollontai considered the sup-
port of children a responsibility which should
be borne by the entire society, not pushed off
onto individual men who might be too poor or ir-
responsible to actually carry it out. She also
wanted to free love relationships from all fi-
nancial constraints. Thus, the central aspect of
the solution which Kollontai proposed was a
general insurance fund, created by a graduated
tax on all citizens. This fund would support
maternity and child care costs for all children,
regardless of their parents’ marital or financial
status. In a concession to the economic difficul-
ties which the country then faced, she also
proposed that formalized marriages should in-
volve contracts in which the spouses would
specify the exact division of property should
divorce occur. Such contracts would apparently
include the payment of child and maternity
support by those husbands who could afford it.

Kollontai’s proposal of a general fund ap-
pears today to have been a major advance. The
tax she envisioned to pay for it was small. At
the lowest end of the graduated scale, it
amounted to about two rubles yearly for each
individual. Thus, at the price of a manageable
contribution from each citizen, children would
be ensured support, and men and women would
be free to enter into relationships based on love,
without having to calculate the financial bur-
dens or advantages they might incur as a result.

Kollontai’s arguments found little support
(partly because they were not well publicized or
explained), except among the women students
with whom she worked. The Party leadership
(and apparently a large segment of the peasant-
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ry as well) claimed that the fund she proposed
would encourage promiscuity and underwrite
individual irresponsibility. Those who criticized
Kollontai’s ideas were therefore arguing that
only the pressure of financial obligation on
individual men would improve women’s posi-
tion. Kollontai, on the other hand, knew that
such economic sanctions would not change
men’s values, particularly the quality of irre-
sponsibility which was manifested so pervasive-
ly during the early 1920s. Very different
methods would be needed to change the charac-
ter of men’s and women’s emotional needs and
attitudes. In the meantime, Kollontai wanted to
guarantee that women and children would be
protected from the economic consequences of
male sexism.

By the mid-1920s, Kollontai had become so
discredited that her proposals did not receive
the serious debate which they merited. Her

ideas were dismissed; ‘‘slashing attacks in the
press accused Kollontai of trying to revive her
‘discredited’ advocacy of Ultra-Left, decadent,
free love by means of the General Insurance
Fund, which would further encourage youthful
irresponsibility.’’*¢ The Party leadership’s legis-
lation, unaffected by Kollontai’s suggestions,
was passed in 1926.%

Kollontai never again expressed public dis-
agreement with the Soviet government. She
began to alter the public expression of her own
views to coincide with the leadership’s.>®* When
Stalin defeated the Trotskyist opposition in
1927, Kollontai denounced the latter in Pravda.
In this article she claimed that the Russian
people themselves had rejected all opposition
movements, and placed their entire trust in the
Party. All defects in Party policy, she wrote,
were a result only of the wrongful interference
of oppositionists. Kollontai also declared pub-

A Soviet workman has his divorce registered. No date.
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licly that under Stalin the Party had liberated
women entirely. For example, in 1946 she wrote
that the Soviet state ‘‘had provided all the
necessary conditions to enable her to fulfill her
natural duty as mother, educating her own
children, as mistress of her own home.”’*
After Kollontai’s dismissal as head of the
Zhenotdel in 1922, she began a diplomatic
career in Scandinavia and Mexico. Much of the
reason for assigning her to such work was that
it kept her out of the Soviet Union, and hence
away from any opportunity to become active in
support of dissident views. She spent the last
twenty-five years of her life engaged in such
diplomatic activities as negotiating trade agree-
ments and treaties with capitalist governments.
It was an ironic end for a woman who had once
been such a staunch internationalist and op-
ponent of any kind of ties with oppressive
governments. Perhaps the most ignominious of
her activities was her role in negotiating Fin-
land’s surrender to the USSR when the USSR
invaded shortly before World War II in order
to take possession of strategic Finnish territory.
Throughout these years, Kollontai privately
maintained at least some of her former views:
“publicly supporting Stalin... meant becom-
ing a person of secret pain.”’*® Almost com-
pletely isolated, Kollontai no longer had the
strength or resources with which to continue the
independent course which had characterized
her political activity all her life until then.

WRITINGS ON SEXUALITY AND LOVE

Throughout her active political life until the
mid-1920s, Kollontai wrote periodically about
new forms of sexual and love relationships. She
felt that one aspect of socialist revolution
should be more healthy and joyful relationships
between the sexes (Kollontai never discussed
lesbianism or homosexuality, which today have
become core elements of feminism). Fully ex-

perienced sexuality would be recognized as
natural for both men and women, and each
partner would understand the inner emotional
functioning of the other and on that basis
would love and give support to her/him. Each
would be free to dissolve the union easily
should it become oppressive. Kollontai realized
that a material basis — economic independence
of all women, socialized housekeeping,
laundries, food preparation and, to some ex-
tent, childcare — would have to be developed
before such relationships could flourish. She
felt, however, that socialists should start strug-
gling immediately to raise consciousness
around these issues.*!

Kollontai’s thinking here was probably more
advanced than that of any other socialist of her
time. She recognized that they form the basis
for all other aspects of human functioning. A
society based on solidarity and collectively
among all its members depends, she wrote,
on the intellectual and emotional ties linking
the members of the collective. For a social
system to be built on solidarity and cooperation
it is essential that people should be capable of
love and warm emotions. Proletarian ideology,
therefore, attempts to educate and encourage
every member of the working class to be
capable of responding to the distress and needs
of other members of the working class, of a
sensitive understanding of others.. .. All these
‘warm emotions’ — sensitivity, compassion,
sympathy and responsiveness — derive from
one source: they are aspects of love.. . . **
Loving sexual relationships, said Kollontai,
were the source of learning to relate to all other
people:
the person experiencing love acquires the inner
qualities necessary to the builders of a new
culture — sensitivity, responsiveness and the
desire to help others. . .. The aim of proletarian
ideology is that men and women should develop
these qualities not only in relation to the chosen
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one but in relation to all other members of the
collective.*®

As the postrevolutionary period revealed,
however, such liberated sexual relationships as
Kollontai described did not develop. In her
lifetime, the material basis for such relation-
ships did not exist — and not only because the
country was not wealthy enough to provide
sufficient socialized childcare and food prepa-
ration. Russian society needed to develop
workers whose personalities were suited pri-
marily to work. For the first and most basic
task confronting postrevolutionary Russia was
industrialization. The country had begun to
develop a degree of industry under tsarism, but
it was largely under foreign control, and was
very small (compared with the overwhelmingly
traditional peasant economy). To industrialize
Russia would be a tremendously demanding
task, as it was for all European countries.
Under any system, this process takes many
years, and requires huge sacrifices of the work-
ing population. Russia was certainly no excep-
tion.

One of the first requirements of modern
industry is a disciplined labor force: workers
who show up at work on time, every day, stay
until the factory whistle blows signaling the end
of the day, and work hard and with care the
entire time they are in the factory. As many
historians of other societies have shown, this
work pace is much more demanding than that
of a peasant society.** Therefore, industrializa-
tion requires that people become much more
self-disciplined in their work habits, that they
learn to work constantly, even when they don’t
feel like it, and even at times when the tradi-
tional economic system allowed them to take
holidays, time off, or to work as erratically or
slowly as they chose. That this inculcation of
work discipline was a primary need perceived
by party leadership is shown very clearly in a
series of articles written for Soviet newspapers

by Trotsky during the early 1920s. He called for
the Russian working class to develop a new
culture.

We must learn to work efficiently: accurately,
punctually, economically.... The Russian
worker. .. usually lacks the most elementary
habits and notions of culture [in regard to
tidiness, instruction, punctuality, etc.]. The
Western European worker possesses these
habits. He has acquired them by a long and
slow process, under the bourgeois regime.
Other examples abound. In another article,
Trotsky analyzed why Russian peasant culture
was characterized by sloppy work habits and a
lack of appreciation of the value of time. In
another, entitled ‘““Work is the Basis of Life,”’
he said ‘“The person who does not come to

Foreman at Gorki Auto teaching young peasant girl
(Sovfoto)
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work on time, wastes time to no purpose in the
workshop, busies himself at work with outside
matters, or simply takes days off work, is the
enemy of socialist Russia, and is undermining
her [sic] future.”’**

How does all this relate to sexual relation-
ships? According to Kollontai, sexual relations
form the psychological basis for all other types
of human functioning. The kind of sexual and
love relationship Kollontai talked about re-
quired that society be wealthy enough to allow
a tremendous investment of energy and time in
emotional interactions and mutual pleasure
seeking — a general freeing of repression within
the human psyche. This freeing was the anti-
thesis of what the Russian economy required at
that point. New work requirements made it
necessary for people to repress their desires for
personal pleasure and freedom. Sheila Row-
botham draws a dichotomy between the notion
of a revolution *‘committed to release, to the
development of free, unrepressed human
beings’’ and the fact that in the Soviet Union,
building a new economy ‘‘required a great
effort of self-discipline — in fact the good old
virtues of the bourgeoisie in early capitalism:
hard work, abstinence, and repression.’’*¢

The ideology propagated by most Bolshevik
leaders after the revolution placed a tremen-
dous value on self-denial, sexual and otherwise,
which we would today undoubtedly see as
Puritanical. As Rowbotham points out, this
tendency is evident even in Kollontai’s work.
Kollontai vacillated between presenting her
vision of the ideal relationship of the future,
and praising women who were able to compress
their love relations into a secondary part of
their lives, subordinate to their work. She fre-
quently wrote approvingly about women who
felt free to end relationships when they became
a hindrance to their work. In fact, she never
wrote about anyone, including herself, who was

actually able to combine love and work. At
times it seems that what she advocated was
simply that women be strong enough to feel
free to make the break when emotions im-
pinged on their capacity to contribute to
“‘socialist construction.”’ Rowbotham describes
this as ‘‘a negative freedom: a freedom of non-
attachment which tended to appear in feminist
thought in this period... which made women
conceive of emancipation as meaning denying
part of themselves.”’*’

The Puritanical streak in early communist
ideology is epitomized by Lenin in an interview
with Clara Zetkin in 1920. Lenin chastised
Zetkin because she had been organizing around
sexual issues among working women in Ger-
many. At the same time, Lenin objected to
concern with sexuality among Russian youth as
well. Such concern, he said
can easily lead to sexual excesses, to overstimu-
lation of sex life and to wasted health and
strength of young people.... The revolution
calls for concentration and rallying of every
nerve by the masses and by the individual.. ..
The proletariat. . . does not need an intoxicant
to stupify or stimulate it.... What it needs is
clarity, clarity, and more clarity. Therefore I
repeat, there must be no weakening, no waste,
and no dissipation of energy. Self-control and
self-discipline are not slavery.

Lenin did acknowledge that young people do
need joy. Therefore he suggested:

healthy sports, such as gymnastics, swimming,
hiking, physical exercises of every description
and a wide range of intellectual interests. .. as
well as learning, study, and research.. .. [Tlhis
will be far more useful to young people than
endless lectures and discussions on sex prob-
lems and the so-called living by one’s nature.**

The Russian revolution thus provides a clear
example of how the economy and social system
mold psychology. Even in the realm of thoughts
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and feelings, people’s options — the society’s
options — are limited by economic and social
strictures. And the two faces of Kollontai’s
writings on sexuality show how even a thinker
advanced for her/his times absorbs and repro-
duces the economic and social imperatives of
her/his historical period.

CONCLUSION

This article has focused on Kollontai’s femi-
nist and democratic socialist politics, which she
maintained — prior to being isolated and
forced into submission to Stalin — across a
great variety of political situations with a con-
sistency unusual for prominent Russian social-
ist leaders. The bases of the positions she took
on all issues were both a commitment to the
importance of the fulfillment of each person in
all areas, from the sexual to the work life; and
an equal awareness that such fulfillment can
only be achieved when all human beings work
together, each having an equal vote, each sensi-
tive to the other’s needs, to create and maintain
the institutions which facilitate and shape their
lives. Her primary commitment to maintaining
genuine popular control rather than state power
caused her to support the Workers’ Opposition
and the struggle for women’s organizations
whose goals and activities would be determined
by women themselves. Her unremitting opposi-
tion to those who monopolized power over
others informed her internationalism, enabling
her to see clearly that the working class of all
countries can find true allies only in each other,
as against capitalist governments, whatever the
apparent political situation.

Kollontai was able to maintain her consistent
politics by joining at particular times with
different groups of people who shared her
politics concerning specific issues. This method
of functioning is, of course, not unique to
Kollontai; alliance formation is how any indi-
vidual, group or class survives politically. Kol-

lontai, however, actively sought comrades with
the primary goal of furthering her unusually
consistent political perspective rather than of
ensuring political power. And she enjoyed ad-
vantages which gave her exceptional ability to
seek support. Kollontai’s class position sup-
ported her mode of international political func-
tioning. Her financial situation allowed her
more freedom than a working class woman, for
example, would have, to travel to and around
Europe as she chose. The daughter of nobility,
she received the kind of elite education which
was almost the international language of the
Social Democratic leaders with whom she
worked. (Thus, Kollontai’s class position gave
her the possibility of international alliances.)

The fact, however, that such continual shifts
were necessary was symptomatic of the ulti-
mately weak position of trying to maintain
politics which were advanced for the time. The
historical period was not ‘‘ripe’’ for such poli-
tics and so any strategy, even one temporarily
successful, could at best only buy time. Yet
Kollontai continued to take positions based on
a clear vision of what a truly revolutionary
society would look like, pushing to achieve as
much democracy and as much social commit-
ment to women’s liberation as was possible,
given existing conditions.

I contend that that is precisely the best role
that can be played by a socialist living in cir-
cumstances similar to those in which Kollontai
found herself. What exists in the USSR today is
not socialism, and the fact that its basic ele-
ments were justified by its founders on the basis
of Marxism has given the international capital-
ist class one of the most potent ideological
weapons it could possible have asked for. Capi-
talist propaganda has taken full advantage of
this opportunity provided to them by Bolshevik
leaders: socialism and Marxism are now popu-
larly identified exclusively with highly central-
ized, undemocratic social systems such as that
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which exists in the Soviet Union. Since no one
wants to live under a dictatorial regime, social-
ism has thus been widely rejected on the basis
of an inaccurate definition. How much better it
would have been if the other Bolshevik leaders
had joined Kollontai in raising a chorus of
commitment to such issues as women’s libera-
tion and democratic control of socialist society
— even if the entire party had been forced out
of power and into opposition in order to keep
speaking the truth.

Kollontai was eventually crushed, as were the
ideas or the very persons of her coworkers. But
her example and theirs, of steadfast commit-
ment to economic and political democracy in
the interest of the fulfillment of every human
being — is inspiration to all socialists who came
after her.
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MORE ON FEMINISM
AND LENINISM

In the last issue of Radical America, Allen Hunter
and Linda Gordon made a number of comments on the
significance of feminism for revolutionary movements
in the USA, which I wish to respond to here. They make
those comments while discussing the relevance, for a
U.S. audience, of Sheila Rowbotham’s article ‘“Social-
ism and Feminism.”” While I agree with Sheila Row-
botham’s critique of Leninism and her excellent analysis
of the contributions of feminism to socialist theory and
practice, I feel that Linda Gordon and Allen Hunter go
too far in de-emphasising the classic socialist stress on
the working class for the socialist movement in the
United States. They do not say anything which is
explicitly anti-working class. Rather, there is a certain
ambiguity in a number of their statements which has
made myself and a number of other working class
socialists uncomfortable and even threatened, and
which has prompted me to write this response. While 1
think it is significant that I as a working class person,
had a negative interpretation of some of their state-
ments, I must also stress that their article helped further
my understanding of the implications of feminist theory
and practice for socialism, which was Allen and Linda’s
general goal.

One of the many contributions of feminism to social-
ist theory has been the realization (which Leninists have
vehemently denied) that the working class cannot eman-
cipate women, that it is women as a social group who
must ensure their own liberation from a patriarchal
system which transcends class oppression and the class
system. It should also be equally true that the working
class must be central to its own emancipation process in
the general struggle for socialism. Allen and Linda
appear to be implying in their article that the current
social conditions in the U.S. militate against such a
‘strategy’ and that other social movements have more
currency in the U.S. and are therefore more central to
the development of a socialist vision in this country. I
would contend that discussions about the role of the
working class within the socialist movement cannot be
reduced to questions of strategy, and that the socialist
movement needs the participation of a self-conscious
working class revolutionary movement in order to suc-
cessfully challenge the class system.

The contemporary feminist movement has rightly
stressed the importance of the subjective content of
oppression and has shown that one can only really
understand the content of oppression by actually ex-
periencing it: by being a member of that particular
oppressed group. That concept implies that an op-
pressed group can only truly liberate itself by being in
control of the process of its liberation. It also implies
(because emancipation is an individual as well as a
group process) that there should be mass rather than
hierarchical leadership in those movements against op-
pression. These implications have been generally ac-
cepted by the Left in regard to the movements against
racism and sexism but I feel they have been ignored in
regard to the working class.

Many socialist critics of the capitalist system view ‘the
working class’ as a sociological or economic definition
which, while expedient to use in theory, does not reflect
a commonality between people in reality. Allen and
Linda appear to share this belief. For example they say:
“The U.S. working class is extremely heterogeneous —
ethnically, racially, linguistically, and regionally, mak-
ing the dream of a unified proletariat remote.”” Women
are also a heterogeneous social group with ethnic,
racial, linguistic and regional differences, and even
greater class differences, but these do not make the
dream of a united womens movement remote, nor do
they invalidate the existence of women as a viable social
group. I believe that the reason so many socialists have
difficulty in envisaging a united proletariat in the U.S.
lies not in the heterogeneity of the working class but
rather in the socialist movement’s inability to under-
stand the totality of class oppression. Socialist theory
has reduced working class oppression to ‘exploitation’
and has subsequently defined ‘class consciousness’ as an
awareness of how the capitalist class exploits the work-
ing class.* These definitions not only lead to a conde-
scending view of working class people’s resistance to
class domination outside the workplace but, by omitting
the subjective nature of class oppression, they also leave
open to question the legitimacy of the working class as a
real social group.

Often in U.S. history the women’s movement has
been virtually non-existent and the ‘‘woman question,”’
if an issue at all, has been unjustly integrated into some

*In making these definitions, socialist theorists have
generally seen themselves to be ‘objective’ observers
who, by virtue of their politics, stand outside the class
system. This objectivity has allowed them to write
themselves, their class position and to a large extent the
middle class itself, out of the theory of class struggle.
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version of the theory of class struggle. While at this
point in U.S. history there isn’t a revolutionary working
class movement, socialists should take lessons from
women’s history and be wary about denying the immed-
iate necessity for a working class revolutionary move-
ment, and the existence of the U.S. working class as a
real and viable social group.

On first reading, I found myself agreeing with many
of the points made in Linda and Allen’s paper and I
could not understand why the implications of some of
those points and the general direction and spirit of the
paper were so disconcerting to me., For example, I
initially took issue with their proposal that Leninist
parties or models should dismantle. I was puzzled by my
own uneasiness with that statement because I'm not a
Leninist and feel that Leninist theory and organization-
al forms have no relevance for working class people.
Eventually I realized that this and other points could not
be faulted solely on a theoretical level, and it was only
when viewing them through my own life experiences as a
working class person that I began to comprehend my
disagreements. Initially I thought that my reservations
about the dismantling of Leninist groups understand-
ably came from the fact that I was introduced to revolu-
tionary socialist theory by a Marxist-Leninist group,
while I was working in a typically boring and alienating
factory job. Although I regarded a lot of what the
members of that group said as strange and even naive,
some of their arguments about class struggle rang true.
The couple of conversations I had with them made me
take the initiative to learn more about socialism. I found
socialist literature to be jargonistic and uninteresting,
but I read some of Marx’s writings on alienation and
amazingly could relate much of what was written to my
own life and work, and I've been looking forward to a
socialist revolution ever since.

After some further thought I realized that my reac-
tion to Linda and Allen’s dismantling proposal lay in
the fact that they advocate the dismantling of Leninist
models and strategies without at least suggesting some
substitute for what I believe is a necessary revolutionary
function which Leninist groups sometimes fulfill. This
function I’'m referring to is not the proselytizing they do
among the working class but the fact that they enter into
working class job situations as part of their revolution-
ary strategy. That activity for me is the essential activity
that must be performed by some part of the middle class
left, in order for socialist theory and practice to be
revolutionary within the class system. In many ways this
opinion is informed by feminist criticisms of the sub-
ordination of process to goals, of means to ends. 1 feel
that it is morally wrong for socialists to wait for a

revolution before challenging class divisions within the
socialist movement, as well as within society in general.
What guarantee can middle class socialists give to
working class people that a revolution will suddenly
motivate them to give up or deconstruct their more
privileged positions within the class system? Will their
possession of greater skills and abilities not necessitate
that middle class socialists assume positions of power
and influence within the new socialist state? And are
working class people expected to have faith in the fading
away of such a state when they can see the consolidation
of class divisions and class oppression in states where
socialist revolutions have occurred? Theories of socialist
revolution will only be accepted by working class people
in general as a realistic possibility when they see the
revolution embodied in the lives of those people who
espouse it.

Working class people often accept that we live in a
system of meritocracy, where anyone can succeed if they
try hard enough. Obviously they often feel that they
have personally failed within this sytem. I feel that it is
necessary for the socialist movement to repudiate that
meritocratic ideology in order for working class people
to attain the self-respect and confidence necessary for
them to challenge the class system. It should therefore
be clear that it is somewhat ineffective for middle-class
radicals to espouse revolutionary theory and yet at the
same time personify success within the ‘meritocratic’
system and so validate the ‘naturalness’ of middle class
superiority (and privilege) and working class inferiority
(and oppression). In much the same way that it would
be hypocritical for a man to verbally oppose sexism but
in his everyday life hold only the privileges of sexual
oppression, e.g., by having his wife do all the house-
work, child care, etc., it is also contradictory when
members of the middle class left speak out against
working class oppression and yet maintain privileges
based on class oppression, €.g., by working in jobs
which have higher status, greater security, higher sala-
ries and are generally more pleasant and fulfilling than
working class job situations. In addition, middle class
jobs, and the ensuing social networks which they create,
also insulate middle class leftists from the daily and
subjective experiences of working class people. Theory
without practice is sterile and for socialism to be a truly
revolutionary ideology each person who espouses it
must have in so far as possible, a revolution from
within. The feminist movement has provided the middle
class left with an understanding of how political the
personal is. No man can ever fully understand what it is
like to be oppressed as a woman, and no middle class
socialist can hope to truly understand the totality of
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working class oppression if it is not in some way part of
her or his life.

While it is true that going from a middle class job to a
working class job is a sacrifice, I do not think that it
need necessarily be as formidable as it sounds. If middle
class leftists were to embark on this course along with
others as part of a revolutionary movement, they could
create support mechanisms and networks which would
make their lives and the lives of working class people a
little easier. For example middle class socialists could
use their organizational and fundraising skills to help
establish radical community centers which could fulfill a
variety of needs. Sorely needed community day-care
and alternative cultural activities such as radical plays,
musical sessions, etc., in combination with political
organizing and consciousness raising, would underline
the importance of ‘‘cosiness,’’ as a revolutionary vision
of how socialists would like their lives to be.

A movement of independent leftists to working class
jobs and communities could have tremendous implica-
tions for the socialist movement in the U.S. today and
would provide a much needed revitalization for the left
in general. Moreover, the independent left, informed by
feminism, has an infinitely greater understanding than
Leninism of the totality of oppression and domination.
Their emphasis on culture, subjectivity, the personal,
the process of liberation, sexuality, etc. make the inde-
pendent left much more attuned to the reality of work-
ing class people’s lives, and it is therefore much more
equipped to help working class people in the everyday
struggle against class oppression than the sterile strate-
gies and economistic jargon of Leninism and ‘vanguard’
politics in general.

I realise that, in making these statements, I have not
made any postulation as to what in fact defines someone
as middle class or working class. I feel that someone’s
class position is as much defined by that person’s own
subjective awareness of his or her class, as it is by his or
her objective position within the class structure. And
socialists especially should be able to decide as to their
class position without having to resort to discussions of
labor statistics and pay scales.

It is also true that many middle class socialists do
perform valuable and necessary work for the socialist
movement by virtue of the positions which they occupy
within the class structure, and only they can evaluate the
strategic worth of their role, since at present there is no
means by which they can receive a mandate from the
people they wish to represent. Others will be unable to
give up their positions because of family commitments
or fear for their survival and both of these reasons are
legitimate. However, I feel it is necessary in order to

maintain ‘‘bottom up’’ rather than ‘‘top down’’ leader-
ship against all forms of oppression, that those middle
class socialists should not control the ideology and
direction of the socialist movement.

To conclude, it is the class system itself, managed,
administered, and upheld by middle class people who
personify the ‘truth’ of the meritocracy, which op-
presses working class people in their day-to-day reality.
The feminist movement has contributed much to my
understanding of that reality by politicizing the subjec-
tive content of oppression. For instance, cultural con-
ditioning, self-hatred, intangible social barriers, tan-
gible but seemingly natural or personal social barriers,
being talked down to or talked about as if you weren’t
present, all these and more are part of societal oppres-
sion suffered by all oppressed groups including the
working class. Oppressed people who see themselves as
part of the socialist movement should try to empathize
with each other and not try to claim leadership or co-opt
the energy of one movement to the other, but should try
to integrate into their own struggle the perspectives and
goals of all movements against oppression. Also, the
middle class left should try not to justify its own
position relative to the working class by thinking that
the working class has been bought off by materialism.
Socialists should realise that the momentary gratifica-
tion that comes from consuming cannot buy off the
anger, frustration and self-hatred felt by working class
people because of class oppression. This hatred may
come from doing work which is one step up from what
could be done by a trained monkey or it may come from
feeling inadequate for having failed to climb the social
ladder, but whatever its source it is this hatred, if
redirected, which will make the working class a revolu-
tionary force.

Neil McCafferty
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REPLY

We are disturbed that Neil McCafferty has under-
stood our argument the way he has. We think that his
criticisms are based on misrepresentations of what we
said. Since we are writing this response hurriedly, we are
not responding point by point, but invite readers to
refer to our article in the last issue to decide for them-
selves. If other readers share any of Neil’s criticisms, or
have other criticisms of our article, we would like to
hear from them.

Neil believes that we underemphasized the importance
of working-class organizing in a socialist strategy. We
do not think so. Instead we think that to our attempts to
face honestly the problems and weaknesses of socialist
working-class organizing, Neil has responded as if we
were doubting its desirability. We tried to make clear at
the beginning of our article that all our comments on
feminism and Leninism were to be taken in the context
of a commitment to the struggle for working-class
power. Neil’s criticisms of our discussion of class are
examples of a tendency to suppress critical thought
through the repetition of faith. We blamed the ‘‘diffi-
culty of envisaging a united proletariat in the US”’ on
actual divisions, even conflicts of interest, within the
working class. Neil blames it on the inadequacy of
socialist understanding. Neil’s position doesn’t incorpo-
rate the deep and stubborn domination of women by

men, including working-class fnen; or the depth and
breadth of racism in the working class as well as in other
classes. We wonder if Neil recognizes the full diversity
of the working clas$, or if his images of it are not still
those of white male industrial workers, defined by their
wage-labor situation.

In the second part of his letter Neil argues that
middle-class socialists should somehow join the working
class, shedding their privileges and their control over
subordinate classes. Concerns about overcoming in-
equality in power and privilege, and commitment to
principles of morality and justice, have been central to
socialist thought and practice. Yet asking middle-class
socialists to give up their privileges, as he does —
abstractly, without strategic or historical considera-
tions, and outside the context of a collective movement
that could make such sacrifices meaningful — seems to
us guilt tripping, an indulgence we do not think valuable
to the working class, to socialism, or even to the moral
improvement of middle-class socialists themselves.

We do not know the answer to the dilemma that in
certain periods of history there are more middle-class
than working-class socialists. (We are not even sure that
this is statistically true in the US today — and we cannot
here even begin to discuss Neil’s questionable definition
of who is middle- and working-class — but ‘‘middle-
class’’ socialists surely have more visibility and power.)
We share Neil’s anger and resentment about this state of
affairs. But we doubt that moralism or mere expressions
of anger can help.

Allen Hunter and Linda Gordon
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