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16 months. These two bitter, tough-fought strikes by
workers of very different backgrounds are confronting
many of the basic issues facing labor, and are among
the most important labor struggles in years. One of
these strikes, in Watsonville, California, is being con-
ducted by 1,100 cannery workers, mainly Chicana and
Mexicana women. The other, 1,500 miles away in Austin,
Minnesota, is by the 800 meat packers of Local P9
against the giant Hormel company. The strikes may
very well foreshadow a new militancy in the working
class and are providing vital lessons for the labor
movement.

Leaders from both the Watsonville and Hormel strug-
gles speak for themselves in the round-table discus-
sions contained in this issue of Forward. Labor activ-
ists, socialists and all those concerned with working
people should find many valuable insights in these two
discussions.

This issue of Forward also contains an assessment
of the left and the labor movement by an experienced
trade unionist from New York City. Ed Ott, a former
member of both the National Union of Hospital and
Health Care Workers and the Oil, Chemical and Atomic
Workers International Union, offers perspectives on the
tasks of activists in the trade unions today. We also
have an interview with Roberto Flores, of the League
of Revolutionary Struggle, on strategy and tactics for
the labor movement and its relationship to the struggle
for socialism.

Working people in the rural U.S. are having difficult
times these days as well. Two farm activists from Min-
nesota — Mark Ritchie, a farm policy analyst for the
state Agriculture Department, and Kevin Ristau, a field
staff director for the League of Rural Voters — present
their critique of current federal farm policy, a topic
with which many progressives are not familiar. This
article is also noteworthy for its effort to link the
domestic farm crisis with U.S. foreign policy.

Our last major article is by Amiri Baraka on the
personality and contributions of the jazz great Miles
Davis. Davis has been a leading influence not only on
musicians but artists in almost every field of creativity
in the U.S.

This issue of Forward also has several book reviews,
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Introduction

The labor movement in the U.S. is facing a critical
period. That is something almost everyone — including
most working people, trade union leaders, capitalists,
business economists, the left and politicians — will agree
upon. Trade unions are in their weakest state in 50
years. The number of workers in unions is down to
approximately 17%, the lowest rate among industrialized
nations. Employers are forcing workers to “give back”
gains made over the last three decades. Union-busting
is commonplace — from the federal government and
the air traffic controllers (PATCO) to USX (US Steel)
and the United Steelworkers union.

This situation has provoked widespread discussion
about what working people should do. Many fundamen-
tal questions are being asked: What should organized
labor do to revitalize itself? How can working people
best defend themselves? How can employers’ demands
for concessions be fought?

These and other problems facing the labor move-
ment are some of the questions addressed by articles
in this issue of Forward.

Almost half of our issue is devoted to two extraor-
dinary struggles which have taken place over the last






and poetry inspired by the Watsonville strikers. We wel-
come all comments.

In upcoming issues of Forward, we will be publishing
essays on the Soviet Union, the experience of socialism
in other countries, more on the working class and class
structure of U.S. society, and further studies on the
South and Southwest of the U.S,, following up on William
Gallegos’ article on the significance of the “Sunbelt”
in the US. today, which we carried in issue number
five. We welcome contributions from our readers on these
and other topics. We also encourage you to subscribe
to Forward so you won't miss a single issue. Receive
the next three issues by mail for only $12.00.

Anne Adams

Carl Davidson

Michael Lee
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The workers
of Watsonville
and Hormel
have already
made history

The strikes by the workers of Watsonville Canning,
in Watsonville, California, and Hormel, in Austin, Min-
nesota, have been among the most important in the
labor movement in years. Both started out as responses
to major “takeaways” demanded by the employers and
have become outstanding examples of worker resistance,
militancy and determination. They have also been models
of labor solidarity, as they both have attracted wide-
spread support from other workers, students, activists
and others.

The following round-table discussions are the stories
of the workers themselves. They discuss the effect the
strikes have had on their lives and communities, the
lessons they learned, their views toward their local and
international unions, and some of their tactics. The in-
terviews were both conducted in mid-October 1986 by
supporters familiar to the strikers.

Each roundtable is fascinating reading in itself, but
they are doubly interesting taken together. They describe
many common experiences and conclusions about what
they have learned about the labor movement, other peo-
ple’s struggles, and about their own strengths. The work-
ers are among the most conscious and organized in

Hormel strikers show solidarity
with Watsonville workers at In-
ternational Women’s Day pro-
gram in Watsonville, California,
March 1986.



the country today.

At the same time, the Watsonville and Hormel work-
ers are from very different strata in the working class,
different nationalities and social experiences. Their
respective struggles also have their particularities. They
have some interesting perspectives on organized labor,
on their own identities and position in society, and their
futures.

The workers in these two interviews speak with
great eloquence. Whatever the eventual outcome of their
strikes, the workers of Watsonville and Hormel have
already made history.

— The Editors

Support for the Watsonville strikers
should be sent to:

Local 912 Strikers’ Committee
PO. Box 1132
Castroville, California 95012

or

Teamsters Local 912
163 W. Lake Ave.
Watsonville, CA 95076

Support for the Hormel strikers
should be sent to:

Austin United Support Group
PO. Box 396
Austin, Minnesota 55912




Round-table
discussion with
the Watsonville
workers

In summer 1985, Watsonville Canning Co. — the
nation’s largest frozen food processor — slashed the
wages of its 1,100 workers, mostly Mexicana women,
by up to 40%, demanded drastic reductions in health
benefits and stopped deducting union dues from workers’
paychecks. Richard Shaw Co., a competitor of Watson-
ville Canning, demanded similar cuts. On September
9, 1,750 workers were forced to strike.

The workers’ union, Teamsters Local 912, was not
prepared for the strike. One month into the strike, the
workers themselves met, 500 strong, and elected a rank
and file Strikers’ Committee to handle the day-to-day
conduct of the strike. Through the fall, they maintained
picket lines on a daily basis, despite court injunctions
so drastic that strikers living near the plants were ar-
rested for standing on their front porches. The workers,
few of whom had much in the way of savings when
the strike began, had to feed their families and meet
mounting legal expenses with $55-a-week strike benefits.
But they received growing outside support, especially
from the Chicano Movement.

In December, facing likely defeat in local union elec-
tions, the incumbent officers announced they were step-
ping down. The Strikers’ Committee fielded a slate of
candidates, which included Gloria Betancourt and Cha-



velo Moreno, and made a strong showing. Most offices
were captured by another slate headed by Sergio Lopez,
a business agent in the old administration. Lopez is
the first Mexicano to hold the top office in this mainly
Mexicano local.

In February 1986, after a heated debate, workers
at Richard Shaw voted to accept a new contract cut-
ting wages from $7.07 an hour to $5.85. The contract
included a “me-too” clause which would renegotiate the
wage package if Watsonville Canning settled for less
or succeeded in breaking the union.

Despite some differences, the Strikers’ Committee
and the local union officials were able to work together
on several projects, including a successful Women’s Day
program in March and a rally with Jesse Jackson in
June, which brought 4,000 people to Watsonville. At
the Teamsters International convention in May, Lopez
and Chuck Mack of Teamsters Joint Council 7 suc-
ceeded in getting the International to mount an economic
sanctions campaign against Watsonville Canning.

Summer 1986 saw a crucial test of the strikers’
strength. Local 912 successfully petitioned the National
Labor Relations Board to hold a certification vote on
August 13 on Teamsters representation. Watsonville Can-
ning owner Mort Console hired scabs on four-hour shifts
to inflate the size of the ‘“no-union” vote. But a major
organizing effort by the Strikers’ Committe brought
a 90% turnout by the strikers, with some returning
from as far as Texas and Mexico. Strikers were a clear
majority of the 1,700 votes cast.

In September 1986, at the peak of the harvest season,
Console closed the plant for 11 days amid talk of possi-
ble bankruptcy. A $930,000 personal loan from Wells
Fargo Bank enabled him to resume production, but his
debts are said to exceed $30 million. Wells Fargo, which
extended Console an $18 million credit line five weeks
before the strike began, now holds secured debts on
all company equipment and assets, as well as personal
property of the Console family. There is speculation
that the bank may push for a buyout of the company
by a growers’ cooperative.

The strikers themselves are prepared for whatever
may come. After over a year on strike, not one has
broken ranks and returned to work.






Watsonville
roundtable

()scar: What has made you fight so hard in
the strike?

Chavelo: One of the things is the injustice being done
by Mort Console against us. Because it is not just,
what they do to us. After we saw them grow and pros-
per and they became rich, when they made their for-
tune they threw us out. And that is not just. We earned
those wages and we deserve them. We cannot let them
take them away from us because then we are going
to suffer and our fellow workers here and in other cities
will suffer as well as their children. And if we give
in they will hurt all of us.

Lydia: If we don’t continue to fight and if they don’t
pay us what we want, then other canneries will not
continue to pay what the workers are getting right
now. Rather they will pay what Watsonville pays. And
if we accept the $5.05 Watsonville is offering, then all
the canneries will want to pay the same. It doesn’t
matter that they have a contract. The contracts that
they have right now are open contracts and can be
changed if we accept the offer at Watsonville.

Socorro: I can see that it is our right to defend our
jobs and the labor that we give to the rich. How is
it possible that we can be sacrificing ourselves, while
the rich get richer? That is why we are fighting.

Cuca: Anger has given me the strength to continue
in the strike. The strike has shown us a lot of things.
In the political area we have also developed a lot, because
in this area the politicians had a lot to do with the
issue. It has shown me how to defend my rights against
the boss and to fight for what is just. That is why
I keep on in the battle.

(continued on pg. 8)





















I did not used to look at politicians in that way. I
used to think that they were all doing a good job.

Cuca: Reagan’s support for business can be seen in
the strike. I imagined to myself that because Mort Con-
sole has so much political support that he would run
for governor. He has a lot of political influence. He
did what he wanted to with the strikers. He must have
planned the strike at least four years ago. Among
ourselves, among the working class, it is being shown
that another one of the injustices here in the U.S. is
that Chicanos and Latinos have always been discrimi-
nated against. And the same is happening here with
the City Council and the politicians. They don’t sup-
port us. Perhaps if we organized ourselves well and
if we tried to unite more, perhaps up ahead we can
change the future in Watsonville.

Gloria: In these upcoming elections we have to unite
and vote to give Latinos more representation, because
all the people that form the executive board are whites,
the City Council members. The times we have gone
there, it has been very noticeable that they see us with
great indifference. They don’t care about Raza workers.
That is why we want to unite to try to get more represen-
tation and more Latino representation.

Oscar: what would you consider to be a set-
tlement with Console that would save the
union and get all the workers back to work?
What would be the bottom line for a settle-
ment the strikers would accept?

Chavelo: I think that the strikers who are out right
now would accept a contract similar to what is being
paid in other canneries, with benefits, with rights to
vacation, pension, seniority rights. I think that that
would be a good victory, because if we can't get a con-
tract, we would be a thousand workers without jobs,
and that would be a bad thing for ourselves, for the
city and for all the community. It would affect us all
the way around.

Lydia: I agree with what Chavelo is saying. I think
the cannery should think about this and give us what
workers are being paid in other canneries. In this way
the cannery owner would also get the help of the strikers,
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trary, they act like they don’t understand what they’re
doing, or like what they are doing is something right,
which it’s not. They are betraying their own Raza, and
they are also hurting themselves.

Oscar: what did you do when you went to
Salinas to deal with the scabs?

Gloria: First we talked to them about the strike. Then N
we intimidated them. We would shout at them. We got
to the point of having tough encounters with them. T
But they kept on coming from different parts. We divided he women
ourselves in groups. Some of us went to one town, others have fought
to other areas. We all did the same thing. The arrests the hardest,
began. But the people did not get intimidated. Because the ones
we don't have money and we don’t have lawyers to who have
defend us, we understood that that was not the best
tactic, because if we all got arrested we wouldn’t be suffered the
able to continue with the strike. most.

Cuca: Groups of strikers have gone to different cities Without the
to talk to the people who were coming to work. We women, we
tried to speak with them. There were confrontations, Would have
and there were actions by the police and the scabs, lost the
attacks by them. We continued to try to talk with them. strike
At the shopping centers where they would go to get gj ready.
picked up, as soon as they saw all the strikers appear,
they would say, ‘Let’s get out of here, we cannot go
to work.” Days went by when nobody would come to
the areas to get picked up.

I don’t know what happened with the problem in
Gilroy, where they got 18 strikers and they put them
in jail. Because we didn't have lawyers, we didn’t con-
tinue with that strategy, because we didn't have the
means to get our people out. The union didn't help
us in that. We had to look to ourselves, or wait to
see what decisions the judges made. So generally these
were the pressure tactics that we used. Other tactics
that are more militant we have not used. We have tried
to talk with them, trying to reason with them, but
they haven't responded. We have tried talking and
pressure, but they haven’t changed.

Gloria: One of the tactics is being militant on the
picket line. We have scared the scabs, we have chased
them off. So they have to keep renewing the scabs.
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We have not given the scabs the chance to acquire
the experience that we already have. That is one of
the reasons that the company will not be able to get
off the ground in this way. Because we are not going
to give them the chance.

At the beginning, we tried to talk to them to reason
with them. But we saw that they didn’t care. The only
thing they wanted was to work and to make money.
Our strike didn’t mean anything to them. All of these
people come from Mexico and they know about strikes.
They know that a strike is sacred and has to be
respected.

Oscar: The majority of the strikers and many
of the leaders are women. What has been
done to guarantee that women are able to
play a leadership role?

Chavelo: I have seen women there playing a very
important role since the beginning of the strike. They
are the ones who have fought the hardest, the ones
who have suffered the most. They see the scabs cross-
ing the lines, even though they see that our women
are there on the picket line. The women have stayed
there very determined. They have not become discour-
aged. Nobody has asked or told the women that they
have to fight. They have chosen and decided by them-
selves that they want to struggle and are struggling.
Without the women in this struggle, I think we would
have lost the strike already.

Lydia: I work in the Food Committee, and I have put
a lot of effort in it not only for myself but for the
other strikers. Sometimes I feel like I want to leave
the committee because there is too much work. But
then I think about it again and I just can’t do it,
because it is not just myself, but there’s thousands
of people who are depending on the food that is picked
up and distributed every two weeks. It is true that
many women have had to fight with their husbands
to be able to go out on the picket line, but for my
part I have not had fights with my husband. He has
supported me because he wants me to continue until
the strike ends. He has helped me very much. Without
his support I don’t think that I would have been able
to continue forward.
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the Reagan administration. I am grateful for the sup-
port we have received and I hope that the support
will continue coming.

Cuca: I did have some socialist notions because of
going to school in Mexico. After going out on strike,
I came to realize that there is a need to get along
with people with socialist ideas or other ideals. I also
am grateful for the support that we have gotten. It
doesn’t matter where the support comes from. In the
future we have to continue fighting in order to make
a better life for our children.

Lydia: I think that right now it doesn’t matter who
supports us, whether they are rich or poor, as long
as they continue to support us. We have to continue
being united.

Cuca: We have received a lot of help, but in this strike
there have been a lot of opportunists, opportunist par-
ties, those that are just going around looking for strikes,
to take advantage of us. You come to see so many
things, how politics works.

Chavelo: One of the things that I have seen in the
large city newspapers is that they don’t write about
the struggles about socialism, the struggles about equal-
ity. We have to look for these things in newspapers
that are put out by the membership themselves and
papers that tell the truth, such as we have read in
Unity newspaper, which writes about what is actually
happening in the struggle that we are in. There are
things that we have never seen in local newspapers,
but Unity has written about them, so we can see the
differences that exist.

Gloria: The idea that I had of all these left groups
was what I had read in the papers. Lately I have got-
ten to know more about these things because we have
gotten to know people from different parties. I like
socialism. It has ideals that are real. I think I under-
stand them more now than I did before the strike.

O
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Round-table
discussion with the
Hormel workers

In August 1985, United Food and Commercial Work-
ers (UFCW) Local P-9 walked out on strike at Hormel’s
flagship plant in Austin, Minnesota. Seven years earlier,
Hormel, the most profitable company in the meat-
packing business, used the threat of a plant shutdown
to force huge concessions from Local P-9 — a tactic
used ruthlessly by employers throughout the packing-
house industry in recent years. The money paid for
the construction of a new state-of-the-art plant in Austin,
which turned out more meat with fewer workers than
any other plant in the industry.

In 1984 Hormel cut wages in the Austin plant from
$10.69 to $8.25 an hour. The UFCW International, believ-
ing it impossible to win gains from packing-house em-
ployers at this time, advised P-9 members to go along.
Instead, P-9 members elected new local leadership com-
mitted to fighting concessions and hired labor consult-
ant Ray Rogers of Corporate Campaign, Inc.,, to help
them.

P-9’s strike was marked by a high level of rank and
file participation and aggressive appeals for outside sup-
port. But the International felt P-9’s struggle was under-
mining its own efforts to check the downward spiral
of wages and ‘“restore stability” in the meat-packing
industry.
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In January 1986, Hormel hired permanent replace-
ments for the strikers and reopened the plant. Min-
nesota Governor Rudy Perpich called out the National
Guard to occupy Austin and break up the picket lines.
With the AFL-CIO’s backing, the UFCW publicly de-
nounced the strike as a ‘“suicide mission.”

P-9 responded with a nationwide boycott of Hormel
products and roving pickets to other plants in the Hor-
mel chain. At Ottumwa, Iowa, and Fremont, Nebraska,
over 500 workers were fired for honoring P-9 picket
lines. There was an outpouring of sympathy for P-9
from every part of the country, and several support
rallies drew thousands of people to Austin.

In March the UFCW withdrew strike sanctions and
cut off strike benefits to P-9. Two months later it put
the local in trusteeship, seized its bank accounts and
its offices in the Austin Labor Temple, and declared
the strike over. In September it negotiated a new con-
tract bringing wages in the Hormel chain back up to
$10.69 an hour after three to four years. The contract
contains no guarantee that the 800 strikers will get
their jobs back.

The strikers plan to continue the boycott until all
are rehired. Many are working to form a new union,
the North American Meat Packers Union (NAMPU),
and have petitioned the National Labor Relations Board
for an election to replace the UFCW as bargaining agent
for workers in the Austin plant. They expect other
packing-house workers to rally to NAMPU as well.

The continuing conflict between the P-9 strikers and
the UFCW International has touched off a heated debate
in the labor movement. P-9’s critics accuse it of “going
it alone,” of trying to get a better wage than other
packing-house workers and breaking solidarity with other
UFCW locals. Supporters say the International’'s at-
tempt to “stabilize” wages by allowing wage cuts at
the higher paying plants has failed. Echoing P-9 Presi-
dent Jim Guyette (“If concessions are going to stop,
they’'ll have to stop with the most profitable plant of
the most profitable company”’), they argue that P-9 was
in fact holding the line for all packing-house workers.
In any event, they say nothing can justify the strike-
breaking acts of the International.

When this interview took place, the UFCW had just
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industrial base or economic base. It is a one-horse town
situation. Hormel is paying the fiddler and paying the
audience to listen to the fiddler, and what P-9 has done
represents a real departure from that. One has to under-
stand that the issues were very moral and very real
issues because you don't go out on the kind of situa-
tion that we went out on unless those things are justified.

Merrill: Of the 800 people that are not going back
to work, I would think that 500-600 of those families
are going to have to move out of town to find a job
because there is no place to get a job around here
unless you work for Hormel. The guy who lives across
the street from me went back to work. His brother
didn’t. The one that’s out says he’ll never talk to him
as long as he lives. It’s not something that you’re go-
ing to forget. I don’t think this community will ever
recover from what the Hormel company has done to us.

P9 survived 50 some years without a strike — the
first 30 years was built on getting along with the com-
pany based on strength, and the last 20 years was
based on giving up what they had negotiated the first
30 years. Now after 20 years of giving up, the union
has said, we can’t give up any more and decided to
fight. And the Hormel company has figured on crushing
us, and they don't care what tactics they use. The tac-
tics that they have employed are criminal.

Kathy: I think, too, if you drive down Main Street
or go out to the mall, you see all the businesses closed,
it shows the impact that the strike has had. Yet the
merchants still fail to recognize that it was the workers
of P-9 that kept the businesses afloat in this town.

Lynn: The scabs haven't bought anything in town and
probably won't for years and years to come. They come
here from up to 70 miles away. They go to work and
they go home. They don’t even want to be seen in this
town, to be associated with this company.

Mark: so not a lot have moved in?

Merrill: No. None of them have moved in. It's in-
teresting. All you have to do is go out there and sit
by the back gate of the Hormel company when they
come out. Out of five cars, four of them get right on
the freeway and leave. One comes into town, the other

30



four get on the freeway and go. They don’t even stop.

Lynn: The other thing that being a scab has done to
these people is just totally destroyed their self-respect.
You wouldn't believe — you should walk around with
me through the town. You can tell anybody that’s a
scab regardless of how they’re dressed or what they’'re
driving, because anybody that’s a scab won’t look at  |EEEEEGGEEEEE
us. They’ll turn the other way — they’ll walk the other
way. Or if they walk by, they’ll look down at the ground.
You can always tell a P-9 member because they always We believe
keep their head up and they’ll look you right in the . s
eye. But a scab never will. You can pick them out. in yvhat We, re
doing. We’re

Strength of the strikers not danger-

Jim: I think it’s unfortunate what the company has oOus people,
done to the town, because we are the town. We never but people
wanted to destroy our town, we never wanted to engage who believe
in the fight in the first place. But I think the fact in fairness
that the company carried this to us, that the families . .
were a key part of the decision-making process, and and justice.
that there were classes for younger people and movies
about other struggles and what this struggle was all
about — that has helped people cope.

Despair and the realization that you don’t have the
ability to dream anymore are things that destroy moral
character quicker than anything. What Lynn is bring-
ing up is that people haven’'t had their character
destroyed because they’ve done something they believe
in. The most dangerous kind of people are those who
believe in what they’re doing. And we believe in what
we're doing. We're not dangerous people, but people
who believe in fairness and justice. But to those who
perpetuate white-collar and other heinous crimes on the
public, we are dangerous people, because all we've ever
asked for is the right thing. We didn’'t want people
to get hurt. We wanted a safe place to work. We wanted
a fair contract. We didn't want a Philadelphia lawyer
to tell us what was in the contract. We wanted to have
the contract and understand it ourselves. And that’s
not being unreasonable.

Ray: I think that one of the biggest things that hap-
pened here is that every striker and their family members
had a very positive and constructive way by which they
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our attorneys, we reach out to our legislaters and we'll
fight your fight, O.K.?’ The fact of the matter is the
fight is never fought. But now you've got a situation
that is so unruly for the corporate leadership as well
as the labor leadership to deal with, because you now
have workers that have been empowered.

Support for the Hormel workers

Mark: Did the amount and breadth of support
surprise people, or was it expected? How do
people look at that?

Jim: We got help where we least expected it. And where
we expected to get help, we got nothing. That’s directed
at the International because they’'ve tried to undermine
the whole struggle and the support apparatus to the
point of literally taking food out of people’s mouths.

Quite frankly, the support has been gratifying, and
it’s been overwhelming because there’s a sense of fairness
among the American trade union movement. But among
the American trade union bureaucracy there are too
many people who are dictated by politics instead of
morality. There’s too many of those people who are
simply perpetuating their own comfortable position. The
worst crime that has happened in the trade union move-
ment is you get some people with some principle to
them, you elect them to office, put a coat and tie on

them, give them a desk and a secretary, and they forgot :
where they come from. Ac+u “

Pete: Let me tell you a little story about the support. Local 335 T
Just Saturday night at that dance they had, I was |
standing out in the hall, and at one end of the hall C}\RP@@;IU- §
I'm talking with Bobbie Polzine, who was a founder
of Groundswell in the farm movement. And I mentioned 5‘*“’ ofTs LQQMH
to her, ‘Look, here I am talking to you from the farm '
organization in the middle of all these unemployed strik- s
ers, and over on the other end is Dr. Fred Dube from |
the African National Congress. If you said two years @& e
ago that this would have ever happened in Austin, you'd | 6
have been crazier than hell! ( ;gxﬁﬁtﬂs) '

Jim: We've received support from all around the coun- & g2 ATH,MA‘“E
try. In addition, there are people doing support work |

in Australia, Japan, the Philippines, Guam, New Zealand, § SU PPORTS Pq

Canada, Great Britain, South Africa, Europe, Scan- |

3
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Ray: Backing up what Kathy said, when the strike
started we immediately sent out hundreds of strikers.
We had the whole of Minnesota mapped out. We went
door to door to well over half a million homes with
our campaign literature. On this literature there'd be
a form people could send in, or a little fund-raising
envelope. We did get quite a number of contributions
— a dollar from a homeless man in Minneapolis, and
$15-20 from individuals. Then we found that by getting
out at the plant gates, a lot of individuals donated.
One of the most powerful things that’s happened in H ere’s a
the campaign is this whole concept of the support group. rank and file
Not a support group in name only, but a support group guy standing
that becomes a very aggressive fighting force like the p in front of
rank and file members themselves — to set up support a hundred
groups all around the country that can really feed into
a campaign like this, that can help to get the truth PeOple tell-
out. They can really counteract the things that the INg them

UFCW and the Lane Kirklands put out. what’s going
Mark: Can you talk about the experiences O!’I e . this

of talking to other people in the labor ain’t the way

movement? it’s usually

Merrill: When we first went out to speak it seemed doOnNe.
like what everybody wanted to know was, ‘You're the
president?’ or ‘You're the business agent?’ or ‘You're
a member of the executive board?”” — and they'd go,

‘You mean you're just a rank and filer?” ‘Yeah, yeah
— I'm not a member of the executive board or anything.’
That seemed to be the thing that floored most people,
that here’s a rank and file guy standing up in front
of a hundred people telling them what’s going on and
they’re going, ‘This ain’t the way it’s usually done’

Lynn: Then when you explain that there’s 100 other
people just like you, rank and filers all over the country
in other spots telling the same story, that’s what really
amazes you. The other thing that we'd always get is,
for the longest time we would get letters addressed
to Merrill Evans, business agent, Merrill Evans, presi-
dent, Local 9, etc. People thought that if anyone could
come and tell the story like these people told them,
they were obviously the head of that local union. And
it didn’t seem right that a rank and filer could talk
on all of the issues and cover everything like our people
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most towns you’ll find that to be true. There’s a reason
why people are picketing UFCW headquarters in Cleve-
land, Ohia. There’s a reason why 40,000 people in Califor-
nia have signed a petition asking that Bill Wynn be
removed from office. There’s a reason why those peti-
tions are moving across the country. If Bill Wynn put
his job to a vote, I think Marmaduke would outpoll
Bill Wynn for the presidency of the International union,
because Marmaduke will not bite the hand that feeds
him, but Bill Wynn does. Marmaduke’s the big Great
Dane in the cartoon strips.

‘“‘Go-it-alone’’ strategy

Mark: One of the main charges leveled against
P-9 by the International has been this charge
that P-9 chose to ‘‘go it alone.’”’” The most
sophisticated version of that, that I've seen,
has been United Electrical Workers’ lobbyist
Lance Compa’s. How do people look at that
whole debate?

Jim: What flies in the face of Lance Compa’s argument
is the fact that unionism is declining in America. And
the reason it's declining is because ‘for the good of
the whole’ they are purging the very fighters in the
union movement. What he tries to do is borrow from
the old CIO philosophy, but what he’s missing is the
very essence of the CIO philosophy, which was that
an injury to one is an injury to all. What they're really
saying is that for the good of the whole, we'll forget
1,400 people that work at Hormel because we've got
all these other workers that'll keep shoring up and pay-
ing our dues. However, in reality they're defeating them-
selves and destroying the labor movement with that
kind of ideology — it’s an ideology that the rank and
file people in this country are not buying.

Pete: When I first read Compa’s piece, I ended up tak-
ing a shower because I was so steamed up. But what
struck me when he mentioned enterprise unions is
that’s exactly what the UFCW has done. We were told
time and again when we asked UFCW Packinghouse
Division head Lewie Anderson, ‘What’s the strategy
of the union?” — their line was, ‘We’re going to get
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other
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the best deal we can come up with.” That’s exactly
what they’ve done throughout the industry. The old
United Packinghouse Workers and the Amalgamated
always went after the strongest companies and used
them to set the standard for the rest. (The United Pack-
inghouse Workers and the Amalgamated Meat Cutters
represented workers in the meat-packing industry until
1977, when they were absorbed into the UFCW — ed.)
What the UFCW has done is turn that around and
gone after the weaker companies and made them an
example to bring down the stronger companies. Look
at what they’ve done: there are different labor rates
all across the board. With the Oscar Mayer chain, every-
body’s got a different expiration date. Before, everybody
had a common expiration date. Now nobody does. That’s
‘enterprising’ for the company and for the union because
their dues come in and it keeps them greasy. So they’re
the ones who benefit from it, certainly not the workers.

Kathy: I think the best argument for P-9 is our ac-

tivities during the strike. One of our first major ac-
tivities was to take a caravan of over 300 people and
go around to each Hormel plant and communicate what
our struggle was about, why it was important for us,
why it was important for them. And as we branched
out, all across the country, it isn’t just P-9. These things
aren’t happening just to P-9, these things are happen-
ing to all meat packers, to all industries really. It isn’t
even limited to just meat packers. These things are
happening in every industry. And if people don’t stand
up and start fighting to support each other in the strug-
gles, it only adds further to the decline of the work
force and unionization of America.

Rod: Some other issues I think are important here.

Seniority shouldn’t even be a negotiable item. To have
the International give that away weakens unions. Along
with this are past practices. These are bold, union-busting
tactics. When we had problems in the old plant, we'd
shut the line off and that problem would be taken care
of that day. I mean, we had the power to be able to
do that, and now we have no power whatsoever.

Lynn: On this ‘go-it-alone’ strategy — it’s true. We went

it alone. It’s only because we had no other choice. We
had meeting after meeting to try and get some support
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hands. He probably doesn’t have 15% of the strength
in his hands that he should have. The injury rates in
our plant were tremendous. The year before we went
out, the total injury rate was 202%. If you work in
our plant one year, statistics tell you that you're going
to be injured twice in the first year that you work there.

Now we were working at a place where we knew
that your health was going to deteriorate. Something
that money could not buy. Along with that, they were
taking away the money and the benefits. Our people’s
feeling is, and it still is, if this is not going to be
a good place to work, or even a fair place to work
where you're going to be able to walk out of here with
two arms and two legs when you retire, then we don’t
want to work there.

Mark: That’s a good point, because I’'m not
sure to what extent people understand that.
One of the things that the company and the
International tried to do is to portray this as a
difference between $10 vs. $10.69, and the
injury thing never got talked about.

Jim: We aren’t playing Russian roulette here — we're
people, and we're people who make our living with our
hands and with our bodies. This plant has robots, but
robots are sticking people into machines instead of meat.
Now there’s something wrong. It’s the newest, most
modern plant in the industry, and it’s a company that’s
leading the industry, as far as compromising on peo-
ple’'s health. We weren’'t about to do that.

Lynn: When you go to work in that plant you're giving
them your body because you know it isn’'t all gonna
be there by the time you come to retirement.

Merrill: Our parent union tried to play that down. What
kind of a union is willing to play, like Jim said, Russian
roulette with people’s health and lives? And they were,
because they tried to play that down and pass it off
like it didn't amount to anything. Also, they trustee’d
the leadership — they went and signed a contract in
September 1986 that does absolutely nothing, absolutely
nothing to address that injury rate problem. I heard
that the hospital is treating more Hormel workers now
than they ever did. So, it’s not been addressed. The
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scabs inside the plant, we know some of them that
have lost their arms.

Trusteeship of P-9

Mark: How did you all react to the local being
put into trusteeship?

Pete: When that came up, we had a meeting with the
rank and file, explained everything to them, what could
happen. I said what do you want to do? Do you guys
want to throw it in or do you want to keep going?
I think there was about six people that said — six
people out of about 550, 600 people at the meeting
— that said that they should throw it in. No, they
felt that they had gone too far for too long.

Mark: what about the argument that says
when you’re in a war, there’s times when
you’re going to beat a retreat to fight another
battie? You’re going to recoup your forces?

Jim: You don't win wars by moving backwards though,
I'll tell you that. Tactical retreat based upon sacrificing
injured people, tactical retreat based upon sacrificing
1,400 people — I mean, I don't believe in that sort
of strategy, and I don’t think you win any wars when
you eliminate all your soldiers.

Merrill: There were clauses in the contract that they
would not talk about, that literally gave them free rein
to fire anybody for saying anything about the Hormel
company. So there was no ‘live to fight another day.’
If we would have accepted that contract, Local 9 would
have ceased to exist. The company could have effec-
tively eliminated the union.

Kathy: OK,, I want to tell you a story. At the begin-
ning of the year we had a meeting with the governor
of Minnesota, Rudy Perpich, and he thought we should
retreat tactically and live to fight another day. He used
himself as an example. He said that he ran for office,
was elected, subsequently defeated, ran again and got
re-elected. We could do the same thing.

I asked him what would happen if, during that time
that he was out of office, they had enacted a law that
said once you'd been defeated for the governorship you
can't run again. And this is what we were faced with.
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Everybody that was active in the strike — the contract
gave us no provisions of safety for the problems that
we were addressing and fighting, let alone job security.
So who's going to live to fight another day? And I
think this is where we were at, why we could not make
a tactical retreat as some people say. There was no
job security there for anybody that had spoken out
against the company and no recourse to resolve any
discharges that would result from that.

Ray: Sometimes when you say, ‘Look it, we cannot move
forward, therefore we have to make some kind of a
decision to fight another day,” the fact of the matter
is that these people are still moving forward. They do
have an ongoing struggle. It is something that’s building
a lot of support. I find it very hard to believe that
you could turn this off and then turn it back on, the
way that the International has dealt with this situa-
tion. They have made it impossible for these people
to say basically, all of a sudden, ‘stop,” and then fight
another day. They’re into this sort of thing. It’s been
a situation where if these people don't keep fighting,
they don’t have a chance to do anything, and they
probably never will

Pete: Not only that, we’'ve already gone through eight
years of waiting to fight another day and retreating
with that new plant. I remember the big talk was in
“70, ‘Don’t worry, as soon as we get that new plant
built, then we’ll have them and we can take them down
anytime we want,” on and on.

Ray: This ‘no surrender, no retreat’ thing, this battle
would have been over; we could have won the thing
hundreds of times over. Only one factor that prevented
it from the beginning — the International union. The
company would have liked to, at some point, come to
some kind of a compromise. I'm not sure that they
were in a situation that they could.

Mark: Let me see if | can try to sum up the
sentiment. What’s being said basically is —
given the seriousness of the conditions in-
side the plant, given the 202% injury rate —
that at every step, there were democractic
votes taken, that people felt that rather than
go back to work and compromise on any of
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that I've appreciated about this strike. No one
couid ever come away from Austin believing
that people were being misled or were being
kept quiet.

Larry: If you'll read the publications, though, of every-
thing that the UFCW put out, that’s what they were
trying to imply. And it wasn’t that way. It’s never been
that way.

Kathy: The executive board made the recommendation
to go back in the plant that night (in January 1986,
after the National Guard arrived in Austin — ed.).

Merrill: Yeah, then it was turned down.

Mark: You all were talking about going back in
using an in-plant strategy?

Merrill: Yep. And the rank and file turned it down.
The executive board recommended that we go back to
work. It was split in the rank and file and the executive
board. It was not a unanimous vote, but they recom-
mended that we go back to work and the rank and
file turned it down 80%, something like that.

Future plans

Mark: what is the struggle for P-9 at this time,
where is it right now? What is the main goal
people are after right now?

Jim: Hormel is laying people off in the corporate office,
in other plants in Ottumwa and in Atlanta. They’re
talking about layoffs in Houston, in Dallas. There’s no
question the company’s hurting. The united support
group has called for a nationwide boycott of Hormel
products and an international boycott of Hormel prod-
ucts until everyone gets their jobs back. The labor move-
ment has to understand that when people buy a can
of Spam, they aren’t just buying something to feed
their family, but they are endorsing the labor policies
of this company, and those labor policies affect everyone
else in the meat-packing industry. What affects the meat-
packing industry affects everyone in America, whether
white collar or blue collar, because of the rippling effect
that this creates economically.

But people are continuing the struggle because we
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again. NAMPU is out to protect the individual demo-
cratic rights of the members, and the UFCW fails to
acknowledge that, and their only means of attacking
NAMPU is just by starting lies and falsehoods about
the purpose and the goals of NAMPU.

Mark: What are some of the key points of
NAMPU’s strategy?

Larry: Trying to get across the point that it will be
and is a union for democratic rights. These unions,
these locals will run their own affairs.

Mark: Have certain chains been targeted? Are
you looking at organized vs. unorganized
workers?

Larry: No. Anybody who will listen. It doesn’t make
any difference whether they’re organized or unorganized.
NAMPU’s going to go there and talk to them.

Merrill: NAMPU stands for, more than anything else,
union democracy. North American is not gonna come
and try to get you to do something you don’t want
to. The last thing they want to promote is the same
kind of unionism we’re trying to get away from. You
know — they’re not going to come in here and try
to tell you what to do. They are willing to help you
in your struggle to get what you want.

Lynn: If it weren't for the UFCW, there would not
have been a North American Meat Packers. That as
far as a recertification, we always had that option. I
guess a lot of the people believed deep down that when
the time came, the UFCW would do the right thing.
But they put us into trusteeship, and we started to
see the things that the UFCW was doing, that we no
longer had a democratic union. The democratic union
as we knew it would probably never exist again in our
lifetime in Austin, Minnesota. Initially people said, ‘Well,
how bad could it be?” Now they see how bad it would
be. As a result, they felt in order to have a democratic
union it could not be with the UFCW. The people have
no voice in Local 9 right now.

Rebuilding the labor movement

Mark: What do you think would be key points
to a program of struggle for meat packers at
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this time? Are meat packers in a defensive or of-
fensive position right now? What should we do
to rebuild the labor movement?

Larry: I guess there’s no doubt that the meat-packing
industry is in a defensive mode. You can see what the
top negotiators of the UFCW do when they go to ask
for a contract. They don’t ask for more. They ask what
the company needs. And then they try to give away
less than what the company is asking for. Everything
is on a give-away mode. They’re going down and down
and down. It disgusts me that anybody would even
try and go into negotiations this way. They just want
to try and give away less. They know they’re gonna
have to give away things in order to get a contract
here. But they don't even ask for any positive things.

Merrill: Let the rank and file make the decisions on
what that union wants to do. If you put the union
democracy back in the union, the union will run itself
to the best of its membership. The trouble is with the
unions in America today, they’re run by a few to benefit
a few at the very top. These guys are not worried about
the rank and file.

Mark: Coulid you talk about what’s happened
in the last couple of days with the sand-
blasting of the P-9 mural?

Kathy: The union hall is owned by the Austin Labor
Center. The Austin Labor Center membership or share-
holders, as stated in the bylaws, are members of Local
P9 in good standing. Now the Austin Labor Center
has, since the beginning, leased the building and land
to Local P-9. Local P-9 was under trusteeship, so therefore
the trustees are the tenants of the Austin Labor Center.
We the members of Local P-9 still own that property.
The UFCW decided that they were going to remove
the mural that stands for union solidarity in the labor
struggle all across the world. They decided it should
come down because it was a detriment to the ‘healing
process’ here in Austin. It was a reminder of the bitter
struggle of the past year.

A lot of members and supporters were out protesting
the destruction of the mural. I went across their so-
called line — they were in the process of sandblasting
— and I walked on the parking lot nowhere near where
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P-9. Another thing that’s wrong with that is I think
Nelson Mandela and P-9 have a lot of the same simi-
larities in what they’re fighting. The only thing that’s
different is Nelson Mandela is fighting to get equality
with the workers here in America, and we're fighting
to maintain the quality that we have and not be dragged
down to the wages and the conditions that are present
in South Africa. A lot of anti-apartheid groups have
seen the similarities between the P-9 struggle and what'’s
happening here in the United States and have com-
pared it with the anti-apartheid movement. It’s sad
that he is so uninformed that he doesn’t realize what
the apartheid movement is all about. Job equity and
job protection and job safety are problems of workers
all over the world, not just for P-9.

Mark: One of the things about the struggle

that’s probably freaked him out has been that
at every major event, outside struggles were
brought in and people talked about every-
thing from the farmers to South Africa, the
miners to the American Indian. People were
educated to the common points of people’s
struggles and that peoplie had to support one
another’s struggles. Certainly it’s not the way
the union movement is used to functioning.
They don’t like to function that way. They
don’t like to have those kind of linkups.

Merrill: That mural was sandblasted for one reason

and one reason only, and that was the Hormel company
wanted it off of the wall. The Hormel company really,
and the UFCW once again is doing the bidding for
the Hormel company and sandblasted a mural. Even
a mural that depicts the very thing that unions sup-
posedly stand for.

Kathy: 1 think it's ironic to note, too, that because

they weren’t skilled craftsmen in the trade, then they
chose to do their own work rather than hire union peo-
ple to take the mural off and do the sandblasting. They
attempted to do it themselves. And seeing the futility
and the long time it was going to take to complete
the whole project, they focused on certain things within
the mural that they were going to make sure that they
got off, and these things were the apartheid, the soli-
darity, the farmer’s tractor and the farmer, and the
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injury to one is an injury to all, and the faces of the
people, and P9, and any wording that would promote
the union solidarity, and the support for the anti-
apartheid movement. The dedication to Nelson Mandela
was the thing they concentrated on, and all these things
that were the real important gist of the mural, they
decided they would do away with them specifically.

Main lessons from the struggle

Mark: My last question is what is the main
lesson that the labor movement could sum
up in the struggle at Hormel?

Lynn: Well, I guess one thing is people don’t realize
it but they have all the power in the world. And as
Pete said, ‘One person can make all the difference in
the world.” Can you imagine what would have happened
if we would have had four P-9s out or only two, rather
than just one? And they're all out there.

Jim: I think the main lesson is that democracy is a
funny thing. When people know what it is, everybody
wants it. And that ... no, I don’t think that’s the
main lesson. I think the main lesson is that we in the
labor movement have been beating ourselves. We have
allowed certain leaders to dictate where and when and
how and by which tools fights are going to be fought.
Quite frankly, I think that many of the people who
are rhetorically fighting the best have forgotten how
to really fight back. People themselves are going to
have to take the initiative to fight back, and people
themselves are going to have to understand that politics
cannot dictate a fight or a struggle, that it’s moral
questions and moral issues that are at play and that
people have a tremendous amount of economic buying
power. They need to understand that that economic
buying power has to be used to help others in situa-
tions. I think it has to be frightening to the bosses
in the country to think that if the labor movement
ever became unified like it once was that we could change
the social structure that affects each and every one
of us and better that social structure for us. O
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Labor in
Reagan’s U.S.A.

Interview with Roberto
Flores of the League of
Revolutionary Struggle

hat is happening with the working class
in the U.S. today? How can labor improve
its situation? And what about socialism and
the labor movement?

These are some of the issues Roberto Flores addresses
in this interview conducted by Forward in Los Angeles
in December 1986.

Roberto Flores has been a member of the United
Steelworkers union (USWA) for seven years. He was
also a vice president of a local of the Oil, Chemical
and Atomic Workers union. His parents were field and
industrial workers and ran a small restaurant in the
farm worker community of Oxnard, California. Roberto
was one of 14 children. A farm worker himself for many
years, he was a leader in the 1975 strawberry workers’
strike in Oxnard and a member of the United Farm
Workers Union (UFW). He is married and has six
children.

What is your opinion of the present state of
the labor movement?

The labor movement is facing a difficult and challeng-
ing situation. There have been many changes in the
U.S. politically and economically, and the labor move-
ment has to adjust with new approaches. The U.S.
economy is very different today from what it was in
the 1950s and 1960s, from being the most powerful
economy in the world to one facing increasing prob-
lems. It is losing markets to foreign competitors, the
military budget is devouring resources, the national debt L . .
. . . abor rally in San Francisco,
keeps soaring, unemployment remains high, the farm August 1986,
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There are many on the left today who are concerned
about the relevancy of the left and are working very
hard to gain more influence for themselves or their
organizations in the mass movements, and in policy
debates. That’s fine, but we in the League believe that
the left in this country will never become more relevant
unless there is a mass socialist movement, until a siz-
able portion of the masses of people in this country
consider themselves “of the left.” We have tried to devote
attention to this question: how do we win over more
people to socialism?

We know this is difficult to do. There is a lot of
anti-communism in this society, and being open about
your ideas can lead to redbaiting. Nevertheless, we feel
that we must be open about our ideas and what we
believe in. Otherwise, how can people ever become ac-
quainted with socialism and with socialists beyond all
the anti-communism they hear all the time?

In my own experience and the experience of other
people in the League, we feel that we have been able
to break down people’s misconceptions about leftists
by showing in practice, in real life, that we socialists
are the most dedicated fighters for people’s interests.
I believe that in the course of fighting every instance
of injustice, many people will learn from their own
experience that socialism is not only desirable but
necessary. O

A majority
of the people
in this coun-
try are
potentially
open to
socialism. If
you think
most people
will never
support it,
there is no
point in
believing in
socialism.



Perspectives

Problems facing
the left in labor

Ed Ott

he current situation in the labor movement,

I would say, is that we've got a situation where

capital has, with very few exceptions, rejected

any notion of tolerance of unions. There’s a
conscious effort to push unions out of every industry
where that’s possible. They are doing everything they
can to reduce the workers’ standard of living. Manage-
ment has a very aggressive agenda, which has to do
with capital’s needs in a changing economic situation.
U.S. capital finds it needs to accumulate new capital
and get a free hand to deal with labor in any transi-
tions they may make.

The labor movement is just beginning to understand
that this period is different, that the last seven years
were not a brief recession. I wouldn’t say, though, that
the leadership of the unions understands this. For in-
stance, in my old union — QOil, Chemical and Atomic
Workers (0CAW) — the candidate who won two presiden-
tial elections ago took the position that even though
the union had lost thousands of jobs, those jobs would
come back with the economy. In 1979 the union had
approximately 185,000 members. They now have ap-
proximately 90,000 members and there’s no hope of any
of the jobs coming back. This is a small example but
typical of the total misunderstanding by labor leader-
ship of capital’'s agenda.

Ed Ott has worked in the labor movement for 18 years. He
is a former member of the National Union of Hospital and Health
Care Workers and the Oil, Chemical and Atomic Workers. He is
currently organizing a New York City-based independent political
club and working in the Rainbow Coalition.
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some of the problems of this decline. We have had two
areas where we've let down our own guard. One, during
this period of decline, too much of the left has been
drawn into tailing the mainstream unions. And second,
we don’t have a progressive program that we're offering
to people that seems to attract workers.

This poses two questions for us: One, within the
confines of trade unionism, what do we do? And two,
within the broader political arena, what do we do?

Where we have influence in our local unions, we
can’t just talk about fighting around a collective bargain-
ing agreement. We have to go back to some very basic
tools of organizing, like ongoing education in the unions,
both formal and informal. We have to have lunchtime
meetings, where we talk to workers about the reality
of the situation. Where the workers have lost faith in
the union because all it tells them is to file a grievance,
and the grievance procedure is not arriving at anything
like justice, progressives should lead the discussion about
what to do. We have to go to workers and talk about
the limits of the grievance procedure, and tell them
there are things we can do to break out of this syn-
drome where the bosses will not settle grievances.

One of the difficulties in a period where unions are
weak is that workers aren’t willing to fight in the shops
because they don't believe the union can protect their
jobs. You have to trigger a discussion where people
are willing to do something, whether that be a mass
grievance — every worker in the shop filing the same
grievance — or building up collective consciousness, a
petition, or getting workers to step outside the shop
and go to public meetings with other workers.

Organizing

One example. When I was organizing in the hospital
industry, one of the things we learned is that if you
take unionized workers out to organize the unorganized
workers, there were two benefits. The union grew, but
also the organized workers gained a better understand-
ing of what the union does for them. When they were
put in a situation where they had to go out and talk
to unorganized workers, they realized the differences
and it strengthened the union.

We must discuss with workers, “What can we do
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trade unionists can bite the dust in a strike. We've
seen that happen all over the place in basic industry.
Local leaderships are changing every couple of years.
That’s not good and it's not a healthy sign.

The left also does not want to function autocratically.
There are times when workers are going to opt to strike
where you feel it’s not wise to strike. If that happens
then our job changes. Our job at that point is to get
the most out of the situation — maximize the benefits
and minimize the losses.

For instance, when I was in OCAW in Waterbury,
Connecticut, I helped negotiate a contract in a shop.
It was when the real downward pressure on wages was
beginning. We negotiated a two-year agreement that
had wage increases of 4% the first year, and 5% the
second. These workers had been used to substantially
more in their contract settlements. We in the negotiating
committee, however, assessed that we could not win
a strike. The company had several other plants that
could do our work, and we were not in a position finan-
cially or numerically to cripple the company.

What we ended up doing was meeting with all of
the workers and laying out the entire agreement. We
talked to them honestly about it. The contract was
a pay cut, since inflation was running 8 or 9%. Since
the money wasn’t there, we threw a lot into improving
shop conditions, such as work rules. We got a health
and safety committee and other things. But while we
recommended that the workers take the contract, they
had to come to terms with it themselves. The president
and myself, who at the time was vice-president, left
the room.

The workers stayed there for about an hour and
a half, probably slicing us up like baloney. But in the
end, they decided to take the contract and make their
fight elsewhere.

The point is there’s still a union in that shop. They've
negotiated several contracts since then. They’ve recouped
a little bit on the money. They’ve still got an organiza-
tion. But more importantly, they have a sense of them-
selves, and the local still has credibility in the eyes
of these workers. It’s very important for a local leader
not to lie, because you’re going to get caught. And
it insults the dignity of the workers.
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Needed: A
new U.S.
farm policy

Mark Ritchie and Kevin Ristau

History of U.S. farm policy

rom the earliest days of European colonization,

America’s commercial agriculture (meaning food

production beyond immediate family needs) was

dominated by large-scale agriculture. This in-
cluded the slave plantations of the South, huge Spanish
haciendas in the Southwest, and the bonanza wheat
and cattle farms of the West. Most of our commercial
agricultural production was in the hands of wealthy
individuals or foreign investors.!

By the middle of the 1800s, this condition changed.
The federal government intervened, establishing policies
that altered the structure of commercial farming by
putting family farmers on much of the land. The military
defeat of slavery in the South and the opening up of
the Middle West by the Homestead Act are examples
of the way the federal government intervened to create

Mark Ritchie is a farm policy analyst for the Minne-
sota Department of Agriculture. Kevin Ristau is a field
staff director for the League of Rural Voters.
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and banks, teaming up with economists and other aca-
demics, began political war against the supply manage-
ment and price floor programs of the parity legislation.
They used many of the same tactics later made popular
by Joe McCarthy, including the labeling of soil conser-
vation and supply management programs as ‘‘central-
planning socialism” and “contrary to our free market
way of life.”

Their efforts to discredit this legislation led to a
fierce national debate over the direction of farm pol-
icy. Grain companies argued that they needed lower
prices in order to sell more overseas, while agri-chemical
companies attacked the supply management provi-
sions. Unfortunately for rural America, the corpora-
tions won. 7

In 1953, President Eisenhower and his Agriculture
Secretary, Ezra Taft Benson, defeated the Parity Farm
Programs won by farmers in the 1930s. Price floors
and supply management were replaced by “flexible par-
ity.” The Agriculture Secretary was given the discre-
tionary power to lower farm prices to “market-clearing”
levels in order to get “government out of agriculture.”
Rational supply management was replaced by instability.
These lower prices forced farmers to produce even more
in order to maintain their cash flow, creating even greater
surpluses.

A number of corporation-controlled “think tanks”
issued reports and recommendations on how to solve
this “farm problem.” One of these was the Committee
for Economic Development (CED). Their 1962 report,
“An Adaptive Program for Agriculture,” 8 asserted that
there were only two solutions to agricultural depres-
sions. Quoting directly from their report, “The Choices
Before Us: (a) leakproof control of farm production or
(b) a program, such as we are recommending here, to
induce excess resources (primarily people) to move rapidly
out of agriculture.”

The first option recognized by the CED, ‘“control
of farm production,” was rejected out of hand as too
much “government in agriculture,” and contrary to the
so-called ‘“free market.”

Instead, the CED recommended the second option,
the forced removal of a number of families from the
land. Quoting again from their text, “Our program would
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The entire
cost of
wheat and
corn sub-
sidies will be
nearly $12
billion in
1986, more
than the
Gramm-
Rudman
budget
reductions.

Current farm policy

In the early 1970s, new federal farm legislation
created a “deficiency payment” linked to a “target price”
set by Congress. Along with the original Commodity
Credit Corporation loan program these programs form
current US. farm policy.

Here’'s how our current farm program works. A
“target price” is a price level set by Congress and the
Secretary of Agriculture. If prices fall below this level,
participating farmers receive a check directly from the
government to make up the difference. This check is
called a ‘“‘deficiency payment.”

Let’s look at corn. The CCC loan rate set by
Agriculture Secretary John Block for 1986 was an ex-
tremely low $1.92 per bushel. The “target price” is now
$3.03. Since the actual market price is always roughly
the CCC loan rate, Washington will make ‘“deficiency
payments” for the difference between the “target price”
and the loan rate — about $1.10 per bushel on corn.
On over 7 billion bushels of corn crop, this will require
almost $8 billion in subsidies. With 2.2 billion bushels
of corn being exported, the total value of the exports
being subsidized is only $4.4 billion. Since taxpayers
will be spending nearly $8 billion to subsidize this $4.4
billion in sales, it amounts to an enormous net loss
of $3.6 billion.

But it costs more than $3.03 per bushel to grow
corn. In 1983 the USDA said it cost over $3.20 per
bushel. This means that farmers are losing money on
every bushel harvested, forcing them to borrow even
more money to cover their losses. Over the past 15
years this has created a huge drain on the credit systems
of our country, adding to the high bank interest rates.

The end result of this deficiency payment system
is that grain corporations and foreign buyers are allowed
to buy our grain at prices over $1.00 per bushel below
the cost of production. We spend huge sums of tax-
payers’ money to compensate farmers for part of their
loss caused by this subsidy to the grain trade; then
we suffer the effects of forcing farmers to borrow enor-
mous sums of money to cover the rest of their losses.

The entire cost of the wheat and corn subsidies will
be nearly $12 billion in 1986, more than the total amount
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ment programs based on bushel quotas. Under this pro-
posal, all deficiency payment subsidies would be elim-
inated, and Commodity Credit Corporation loan rates
would be raised to fully cover production costs. 17 Let’s
take a closer look at the main points of agreement
and disagreement between these two positions.

Both proposals agree that market prices for farmers
are too low to cover costs, and that they have been
too low for many of the past years as well. Second,
they agree that market prices in the U.S. are closely
tied to the Commodity Credit Corporation loan rate
set by Congress for our major crops. Since farmers can
collectively withhold their crops at the CCC floor level,
they can force foreign and multi-national grain buyers
to at least pay this minimum price for the commodities.
Over the past 50 years there has been a close relation-
ship between CCC loan rates and the market prices,
with the only major exception being the period of the
Russian wheat purchases in the early 1970s.18

A third area of agreement is that by dominating
world agricultural trade, the U.S. sets world prices. The
U.S. ships about 80 percent of the world’s soybeans
that are exported, 70 percent of the world’s corn and
nearly 40 percent of the world’s wheat. By comparison,
the Middle East produces only about 40 percent of
the world’s oil trade. If we deliberately lower our prices,
all other producers will be forced to lower their price
to at least a dime below the U.S. level — just to protect
their tiny share of the world market. 19 Likewise, if the
U.S. Congress forces up U.S. market prices by raising
Commodity Credit Corporation loan rates, other pro-
ducers would follow suit, continuing to set their price
just under the U.S. price.

Fourth, many agree that the total farm debt, nearly
$225 billion at this point, is simply not repayable.
Cheaper money at longer term rates is a necessity, but
there seems no solution to repaying the debt.

Another area of agreement was that farm programs
are too costly; that these costs must be cut in order
to reduce the deficit — a necessity if we are to
bring interest rates and the value of the dollar under
control. Many argued for abolishing the deficiency
subsidy for corn and wheat, which would have freed
up over $11 billion, more than enough to cover all
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is somewhat progressive, whereas the retail food system
is regressive¥*; that higher farm prices would equal higher
retail prices which would hurt poor people even more.
Unfortunately, this argument ignores the fact that
most of our subsidized food products are shipped
overseas to the Soviet Union, Europe, Japan and the
Middle East — which means U.S. taxpayers are primarily
subsidizing foreign buyers at the same time they are
subsidizing all U.S. consumers, rich and poor.

Increase grain prices?

In 1986, we will spend nearly $12 billion to sub-
sidize corn and wheat. If prices for both these crops
were raised to the levels adequate to meet farmers’
current production costs, it would add only $10 billion
to the $340 billion U.S. food bill — an increase of less
than 2.8%, and less than a nickel on a dollar loaf of
bread. This increase of $10 billion in retail costs would
result in a savings of $12 billion in taxpayers’ costs,
creating a net savings of $2 billion — a savings that
could be used to nearly double the food stamps available
to poor people. In a letter to Congress from the AFL-
CIO Legislative Director Ray Dennison during the last
days of the 1985 Farm Bill debate, the unions spoke
directly to the arguments for maintaining low farm prices
in order to “help” consumers. Quoting directly from
his letter:

“In urging your support for the Harkin Farm
Bill the AFL-CIO is aware of opponents’ argu-
ments that this program would result in higher
prices and is therefore anti-consumer. While
always concerned about the interests of con-
sumers, millions of whom are union members,
the AFL-CIO has painfully experienced the toll
that an obsession for the lowest price can have
on American industry and in turn the jobs of
thousands of America’s workers.” 21

Another argument for keeping farm prices below the
cost of production is that if we raise prices to a decent

*The tax structure is “progressive” in the sense that people with more
money are supposed to pay a greater percentage of their income in tax,
though in reality this is often not true. Many times those with the most
money pay the least in taxes. Food prices are “regressive” in that everyone
pays the same prices, no matter what their income. Poor people have to
spend a greater proportion of their income on food.
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level, “it would price the U.S. out of world markets.”
Since we supply over 70% of the world’s soybean and
corn, this argument is, on its face, ludicrous. But it
is worth taking a closer look at it to understand the
role of imports and exports.

A number of major farm commodity organizations
contracted with the Food and Policy Research Institute
at the University of Missouri to project grain exports
sales under different price levels. Based on their calcula-
tions, there would only be a slight drop in volume of
exports if farm commodity prices were raised to a break-
even level here in the United States; due to the in-
creased prices, however, actual export earnings would
be much greater. Since what is important in balanced
trade deficits is dollars, not bushels, any proposals which
may increase volume but decrease earnings must be
seen as dangerous to the economic health of the
nation. 22

For example, they project that corn set at current
levels of around $2 per bushel would give the U.S. an
export volume of 2.2 billion bushels with earnings of
roughly $4.4 billion. However, if corn was set at $3.60,
roughly the cost of production at this moment, it would
generate total sales of 1.6 billion bushels and the new
value of those bushels would be over $5.76 billion —
nearly 25% higher exports under higher prices. In addi-
tion, the additional bushels sold at the lower price level,
for lower export earnings, would also require imported
fertilizers and fuels costing close to $1.6 billion, caus-
ing a net loss to our already badly damaged balance
of trade of over $3 billion on just this one crop alone.

Why does it work out this way? First of all, the
food demand is very inelastic. 22 This means that price
changes induce little change in demand one way or
the other. One obvious reason for this is the total U.S.
dominance of many markets.

Secondly, the U.S. has a large portion of the world’s
grain storage facilities. Almost all major grain importers
only have facilities to hold one month of grain at a
time, which forces them to buy their import requirements
on a month-to-month basis. Since most exporters, out-
side of the U.S. and Canada, lack major facilities for
storage, they are forced at harvest to sell their entire
crop. Once these crops are disposed of, the only major
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tain cash flows, thus actually reducing the number of
bushels that can be sold by the United States. 25

The final argument used against any increase in com-
modity prices is that only the big corporate farmers
would benefit, allowing them to grow ever stronger and
larger. This is clearly an important concern, and is ad-
dressed directly in almost every proposal brought by
Democrats to Congress. Senator Tom Harkin, in his
Farm Policy Reform Act, included targeting provisions
that would require family farms up to a $200,000 gross
income to set aside only a flat portion of their produc-
tion, while farms over this size would face a “set-aside”
rising directly with an increase in their gross income
size. Targeting to benefit family farms is extremely im-
portant in any farm policy proposal, but must be
carefully worded. Often these proposals pit small farmers
against so-called “big farmers,” damaging the coalition
building needed in rural America if we are to pass good
farm legislation. A thousand acres may be large in some
states and small in another; but they are all probably
in trouble, needing a change in the overall policy.

This struggle between those who believe we should
raise farm prices and eliminate subsidies and those who
believe we should lower farm prices to boost exports
will be an important and interesting one in the next
year. The latest farm polls are now becoming available
on these issues, with some surprising results. In a re-
cent Kansas poll, for example, 81% of those responding
supported the rights of farmers to vote on a referen-
dum, and over 75% supported the approach which would
raise commodity prices and impose effective supply
management controls, 26

Perhaps it shouldn’t come as a surprise that man-
datory supply management has such strong support.
A long list of crops — from peanuts and tobacco to
almost all fresh fruits and vegetables — have used supply
management as a cornerstone to maintain fair prices
and low government costs. Furthermore, most of these
commodities are marketed through producer-controlled
cooperatives, capturing even more of the marketing dollar
for the producer and reducing consumer costs.

Visions for the future
Part of the problem within the debate of these issues
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Why bother?

The wheels are already greased and in motion to
grind up and spit out up to one-third of America’s
family farmers before the 1988 elections. It would take
an enormous effort to address these issues, so why
bother? First of all, what’s at stake is nearly $500 billion
in food production resources which is about to be
transferred out of the hands of working farm families
and into the hands of corporations, banks and wealthy
individuals.

Second, many bitter and desperate rural people, faced
with losing everything they’ve worked for, may become
involved in the right-wing organizing going on through-
out the countryside. It is very important to see this
danger as a threat to democracy as a whole and to
take an aggressive position in dealing with the source
of this problem — specifically, the destruction of our
rural economy. 27

Finally, rural people make up 30% of the electorate,
and they were the majority in some of the crucial Senate
races in 1986.28 In a recent Harris poll survey, a ma-
jority of the people in farm states stated that given
a choice between a Democratic candidate and a Repub-
lican candidate, they would choose a Democratic can-
didate by a margin of 54% to 41%.29

The recent shift in the Midwest toward the Democrats
can be attributed mostly to the farm situation. It is
only recently that the plight of the farmers has been
so well publicized, and their situation is now associated
with Ronald Reagan and the Republican Party. Mid-
westerners are turning on Republicans with a vengeance.
In a number of states, Republican-elected officials are
resigning their parties or switching to the Democrats
in protest over Republican Party insensitivity to the
farm crisis. In an Iowa poll taken in November 1985,
disapproval of Reagan’s handling of the economy was
53%, and 77% disapproved of his handling of the rural
economic crisis. 30

Finally, farmers and farm movements have become
important elements in a broader political development
in this country. Their economic analysis has helped to
clarify other raw material and natural resource issues,
and their political power, though damaged in this eco-
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nomic crisis, is still a potent force others can use to
gain their objectives.

Ronald Reagan’s proposal to “Export the Farmers”
can no longer be written off as simply a cruel joke.
What is at stake is not merely our weekly food bill
or balanced budgets, but the kind of world we will
leave our children. We can afford nothing less than our
finest effort. O
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Miles Davis

Ve G 1 o M ik *

5 — Philly Joe Jones in conversation

]
| Amiri Baraka

In interviewing Miles, the fundamental question at the bottom of my
questions was: How did you get from there to here? Meaning how did you
get from being the sideman of Charlie Parker and playing that transcenden-
tal music, to The Man With The Horn, Star People and the latest, Decoy?

To me, if I cd hear that path and motion, that change of priorities, I
could say something useful about Miles’ journey and perhaps we could all
learn something.

This was not idle academic analysis. For many years of my life Miles
Davis was my ultimate culture hero. Artist, cool man, bad dude, hipster
(old meaning), clear as daylight and funky as revelation.

The prospect of finally doing a piece on Miles, of having to interview
him, to meet him up close, was very important to me. I remembered one
night when I was a little boy trying to be a jazz critic. I had gone wio
benefit of a sponsor to the Village Vanguard where Miles was playing.

I don’t remember the exact group Miles had with him then. But Trane
was gone, and Hank Mobley, one of my roadies of the period, who I'd met
in Newark, was with Miles.

When I went into the back room which still passes as a dressing room,
the musicians were spread around casually rapping, Miles all the way to
the rear like a point.

I remember Hank was there, and none of the others. Only a male jazz
groupie, called Freddie Freeloader. Miles even recorded a tune w/the same
name on Kind of Blue.

To my rather timid request for an interview Miles waved it off, mumbling
something, I guess, about how he didn't want to be bothered.
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Amiri Baraka is the well-known revolutionary playwright, poet and cultural
worker. He is editor of The Black Nation Magazine and a member of the Central
Committee of the League of Revolutionary Struggle (M-L).

(Left) Cover from Miles Davis’ latest album, entitied Tutu.
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With that youthful mixture of rejection dregs and crackpot daring I spat.

I can’t remember Miles’ reaction, because suddenly Freeloader was for-
ward and talking loud, “Hey, goddamnit, the man say he dont want to be
bothered.”

“I wasn't talking to you.”

“Hey, man, I'll throw yr ass out.”

“Shit,” the thing had gotten completely out, but I certainly cdn't back
down. It looked like I was gonna have to bash this negro up side his
empty knot. But at that moment, Hank intervened, telling Freddie to cool
it, wrapping his arms around my shoulders, telhng the assembled audience
I was his homeboy.

I never got that interview. Ironically musician rimor has it that a few
.years later Miles got incensed at one of Freddle’s freeloads and tossed him
down a flight of stairs.

So the prospect of the present interview raised the spoor of that history.
It also made me smile a little. And now, coming into the well appointed
mirror sparkling bar at the UN Plaza Hotel where we met, I wondered wd
he ever remember the incident. But I never raised it directly.

- I was sitting for a short period, meditating on some Courvoisier, when a
bright and bouncy brown skinned woman appeared, all energy and business,
the waiter steering her towards the table. It was Sandra Da Costa, CBS’
publicist, whom the New York Times people turned me ento in order to
reach Miles. We talked Miles for a few minutes and after awhile, I heard
some arrival and attention sounds, not much on such a low key weekday
afternoon, but someone more than the many had shown.

When I turned my very first impression looking at the beautiful black
man moving gracefully yet walking w/ a cane and talking to various of the
waiters he seemed to know was that Miles Davis looked like a star, a real
celebrity.

The way he dressed, lst, obviously set all the rest of himself off — prob-
ably as he meant it to. Miles Davis’ deep black brown skin is still a mar-
vel of the African aesthetic. There is no doubt, he is a black man. At once
the old sobriquet he carried comes back The Black Prince. The gold topped
cane, he handles like a casual guidon of elegance. The bone condition that
makes it necessary, the prosthetic hip that he later told me had slipped out
of place, are not what the cane makes us focus on. It is something Miles
digs, we are convinced, not staring too directly as he glides into the slick
Upper East Side bar booth.

We oldtime Miles worshippers have always dug Miles’ “vines,” whether
the cap pulled down around his ears on the hot '50’s Dig or the green but-
‘ton down shirt, sleeves rolled up, the impenetrable shades of Milestones.
Miles was always ‘“clean.” Though, and this is instructive as to our percep-
tion of the whole aesthetic, that as he seemed to get more into what was
later termed “fusion,” Miles looked from various flicks, as if he had also
began to hook up in some Sly and the Family Stone type wild threads we
old time neo Ivy intellectuals thought of as frankly “out to lunch” and
then some.

But what you get from Miles in conversation and from his manner is a
Man always, as Richard Wright said the intellectual and artist must be, “at
the top of his time.” Aware of who he is and the nature of his time and
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_f you never know what he’s going to do next. Plus he’s got ... a kind
of ...”

Another younger musician broke in, “an aura.”

“Naw,” sd Dizzy, “I don’t know about that, it sounds too much like some
other word.” :

“Mystique,” the younger man rejoindered.

“Yeh,” said Diz, “that’s it. A mystique. Miles got a mystique about him.
Plus he’s at the top of his profession.” Diz began his hoarse laughter. “And
he’'s got way, way, way, way, way, way more money.”

Diz cd sum it up as only the Diz cd do. Miles Davis constantly chang-
ing, possessor of a mystique, a presence that sometimes even threatened to
obscure his music — but created in part by the deepness of that music, as
well as by his legendary personality. Miles, now at the top of his profession,
and even reputed to have snatched a few coins in tribute to his topness
(and his longevity).

And Miles is perceived by a wide cross section of artists, in all disci-
plines, as a creative artist of the highest and most intense level. There are
few artists of my generation, whether writers, painters, dancers who do not
know his work, and who are not influenced in some ways by his work.
Who have not, for instance, sculpted or painted while Kind of Blue intoned
its modal hipness. Who have not used some of his pieces, whether from
Sketches of Spain or 'Round About Midnight, to create their dances. Who
have not stayed up all night whacking away at the typewriter while Walkin’
or Steamin’ or Cookin’ made the darkness give up its lonely aesthetic to art.

We could write a whole essay on what modern American painting or writ-
ing or dance owe to Miles Davis. Or perhaps the influence of Miles Davis
on the personalities and creativity of American Artists and Intellectuals.

The music has always had that single vulnerable feeling, like a lone per-
son beautiful and solitary, moving gracefully sometimes arrogantly through
the night. Now, I was asking what he thought of his own music, from
those 1st records and residence with Charlie Parker, and his later changes.

“Later on, when I was playing (w/ Bird) we were always playing way up
there (referring to the tempi). It was all so fast, nobody knew what we was
playing. Blam. It was over. I thought people needed a bottom. Something
to refer to.”

He was referring to the 1945-1949 tenure with Bird around 52nd St.
where the revolutionary music of BeBop and the hottest of the Swing
players congregated downtown after the initial uptown experimental develop-
ments. He also probably meant the recordings of the period that helped
define the reconstruction and renovation of advanced black music in the
'40’s after the corporations and racist commercialism had tried to transform
swing from a Dukish and Countly verb into a hundred bands with identical
commercial arrangements.

Miles Davis was an advanced young middle class intellectual seeking high
art. Cross referenced between the hottest new innovations in Western music
and the conservativism of the small landowners and professional class from
which he was spawned. He cld study at Juilliard by day and hang out
with the artistically brilliant but socially incorrigible Bird the rest of the
time. He and Bird are reputed to have lived for a hot minute on a weekly
allowance sent by Miles’ Dentist father.
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“I thought everybody in NY was hip. I came to NYC expecting
everybody was sounding like Dizzy!”

Miles began to draw it back through his mind, amused at his own
youthful naiveté, which made me think of my own, in similar context.

“I played with John Kirby,” called the Biggest Little Band in the Land.
“The 1st records 1 was on was with the Savoy Sultans. I was on a
Keynote record with Pres and Nat ‘King’ Cole.” He mused rapidly, “Ya
know, Bud comps like Nat Cole.” I thought of Miles later championing of
Ahmad Jamal and Red Garland, Wynton Kelly, Bill Evans, Herbie Hancock,
Chick Corea, Keith Jarrett, all of whom owe at least a spill of grog on the
floor in tribute to His Majesty the boxcooker.

He was mentioning Ellington and Tatum as piano masters. “I found out
you could get scores from the library. Cdn't do that in St. Louis.”

The photographs of Miles during that period show a young blood swim-
ming in NY drape suits, his hair gassed, running the hip thing, standing
next to Bird, in the eye of the hurricane.

Miles’ “flubs” and cracked notes from the period are legendary but also,
along side of the awesomely articulate Parker, soaring through the musical
waygonesphere. Davis, in striking contrast, anxious, young, archly lyrical,
his sprouting musical voice as much a question as a statement.

Those records, and that time place Miles among the disciples and proph-
ets of the new music which appeared from the experimental sessions up-
town in the temples of Out, Mintons, Monroes Uptown. Miles, though
younger, is forever linked to the ancient classicists of the Weird, the
Frantic, the Groovy, to Bird and Diz and Monk and Klook and Max.

Miles went through the stretched out social ostracism of heroin, in defer-
ence to Bird’s poisoning. For a minute, he even got a little greasy. But he
came out on the other side, now well known sideman to genius and himself
touched by the magic as well.

Those early efforts wd make Miles immortal by themselves. There is
enough music in them and enough mystique surrounding them to provide
for a world’s lifetime. But a few minutes later Miles had hooked up w/ Gil
Evans and Gerry Mulligan, and some of the young white players drawn by
Evans’ arranging and guidance to the Claude Thornhill orchestra.

These cool lush harmonies which Evans gave to Thornhill, and even the
innovative use of brass and Dukish (reeds, winds) scoring had a heavy ef-
fect on Miles. A number of his major successes commercially and artisti-
cally make use of this orchestral approach and Evans’ arrangements —
Miles Ahead, Sketches of Spain, Porgy and Bess, even Kind of Blue to a
certain extent, and others.

The 9 sides that the album later put together as The Birth of the Cool
are the 1st important result of this collaboration. These records brought a
kind of “symphonic” orchestra to the music even with a small group con-
cept. For me “Venus De Milo,” “Move,” “Godchild,” “Budo,” “Darn That
Dream” were the highest art I had ever contemplated. They are still es-
timable road signs of mastery.

I had asked Miles how he got to the Cool from the very hot. This music
was a prototype and example that set a whole musical, social and commer-
cial movement in motion. Though what the corporations finally came up
with as “Cool” used the understated surfaces of Miles’ sound to suggest
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one or two notes placed, dropped, fired. drawled, sung, whispered, as light,
reason, sweetness, regard, elation, because it does come. His solos are exten-
sions of the rhythm, yet divide it, as time can be divided, even seemingly
obliterated, but be as it is, as abstract and as unpredictable as our hearts.

The coolness in Miles is social and aesthetic. Art was a path to self reali-
zation that ultimately cd not be stopped even by the Police. The mocking
intellectual can see the foulest and most repressive circumstances and the
workings of his mind, never mind its content, itself is a verification of his
“superiority.” The young black intellectuals and artists of the '40’s and
’50’s treasured the irony of their self understood superiority (intellectually,
even morally) to the square US of A. It was an attitude they walked with.
Later on this attitude would spill out of the personal and hook up with the
mass assertion, which, a few minutes later, was the Civil Rights Movement!

I suggest that the coolness of Miles is the “dignified” even quietist
stance of the black intellectual of the period. Yet even that coolness is a
broil with not so hidden heat, and tension, because face it, finally, even the
black bourgeoisie “are” niggers!

Miles and Ms. Da Costa speak of a date coming up where he will record
his version, much acclaimed in concert, of punk queen Cyndi Lauper’s
“Time After Time.” Miles pulls out a small tape recorder, on it a cassette
of a live date with Bob Berg on tenor, Newport Sunday. Both Lauper and
Berg are white. Recently Miles has received some criticism from certain
black circles for hiring so many white musicians, thereby depriving some
black musicians of some well paying prestigious gig. In the present band,
the one featured on the newest record Decoy, saxophonist, Bill Evans,
guitarist, John Scofield, are white. In fact, in each of the recording and
concert groups Miles has put together since he made his “comeback” in
1981, each group has gotten successively whiter (though certainly the music
has not).

I remember doing a poetry-jazz gig in Philadelphia and hearing one aging
enfant-terrible of the avant garde leaning on Miles very heavily for hiring
so many white musicians. Though, interestingly enough, the speaker him-
self, has been married to a white woman for many years.

But interracial bands are nothing new to Miles. So talk of Miles’ eye to
the buck as being the principal reason for using white musicians doesn’t
really wash. Though, it is my own feeling that Miles knows always almost
exactly what he is doing, around the music — form and content, image and
substance.

There is something in the mix that Miles wants to hear. It might be
commercial, to some extent, but it is also social and aesthetic.

The Birth of the Cool sides featured many outstanding white musicians,
Mulligan, Konitz, &c plus important arrangements.

Much of the most celebrated and popular of Miles’ recording work has
been in collaboration with Gil Evans and featured Evans’ distinctive ar-
rangements (Miles Ahead, '57, Porgy and Bess, '58, Sketches of Spain, '59).

Pianist, Bill Evans, was featured on some of the key classics Miles has
made e.g., Kind of Blue. In a recent videotaped interview Miles spoke on
the subject w/ his usual personal clarity and understated hilarity. He was
explaining that what he wants to play is “Today Music” and how he has
to tell many of the young musicians who have played with him over the
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Miles’ debt to Pres, Lester Young, must be acknowledged, laying back off
the rhythm, commenting on it as well as riding or floating above it.

“Walkin’” was so marvelous, and a conceptual predecessor to the Kind of
Blue music e.g. “So What,” because.it used bop accents to make exciting a
very cool, insinuating even subdued melodic/rhythmic line. It carried a lyri-
cal tension — -as if we did go strolling up or across town, for instance, dig-
ging everything we could.

This was urbane music, precisely sophisticated. The coolness of the early
'50’s was giving way to a stomping sound, people marching, the assertion
of gospel music and Africa expanded the music stylistically. These develop-
ments in the music coincided with a rising national consciousness among
the African American people characterized by the Civil Rights Movement.

Miles thinks this music, more so than the Bird-Gillespie style is more a
New York style. What we think of as the classic '40’s BeBop, Miles says he
thinks is a transported Oklahoma style. He mentions Ben Webster and Ben
Pruitt, who “played like Monk. There was a St. Louis trumpet player (Lit-
tle Dips?). I used to emulate Buddy (Anderson) in B’s (Billy Eckstine)
band, not just the Kansas City style. I used to dig Stoggie Gibson on
trumpet. He had a round and fat sound but fat alone won’t do it.”

Horace Silver introduced contemporary gospel into post bop jazz. Its na-
tional identity called Soulful! DuBois pointed out in Souls of Black Folk
the centrality of music to black worship, Christian or animist.

The funk, smell, essence, slavery, segregation and the dream of freedom!
The real actual lowdown world. Roots, these are. The reestablishment of the
primacy of the Blues, the feelings and lifestyle of black people! Africa, syn-
copation, Saints and Devils. The reemergence of the black vocal sound, the
scream,-the honk, the sound of abrasive reality. Consciousness in a black
sector of the world. , .

Horace along with younger proteges like Bobby Timmons, plus the Max
Roach-Clifford Brown-Sonny Rollins quintet; Art Blakey and the Jazz
Messengers, the reemergence of Thelonious Monk. “Hippy,” “The Preacher,”
“Moanin’,” “Dat Dere,” the simple bebop-gospel mixture. Plus the sophisti-
cated music that Miles made “Take-Off” and “It Never Entered My Mind.”
“Blue Haze,” “Solar,” “Airegin,” “Oleo,” “Doxy,” ‘“But Not for Me,” “Blue
'n’ Boogie,” “Bags’ Groove” w/ Milt Jackson, Monk’s “Bemsha Swing.”
These are the Philly/New York players, Brown from Delaware, the northeast-
ern ghetto blues. The Black Experience was raised as a principal and
unique social, historical and aesthetic experience. Which is where “Funky”
comes from.

It was a quick funky music, with a sharper eye on arrangement, in
response to the “cool” but there is a free screaming, rhythmic emphasis to
this music, even whispered! Miles became its most sophisticated master.

Miles’ life and times combined to have him be able to reassert his genius
at a higher level. He was now a leader, not just a sideman. As well as an
innovator and creator of a distinct trumpet and musical style Whatever the
context, his own voice was strengthening, growing more authoritative and
self-referencing.

Miles here develops a new black post bop post cool ensemble and solo
style. He's laid back yet hot. Reserved yet funky. Melodic yet tense and
searching.
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Luther King had transformed Rosa Parks’ personal resistance to Mont-
gomery bus segregation into a national democratic movement!

Monk’s Brilliant Corners w/ Monk in the red wagon behind the shades
drew together the earlier more experimental BeBop w/ the funky later
music (Trane and Hawkins on the same sides).

Miles mentions the fantastic groups he worked with during the period.
One particular stretch he worked w/ Trane and Rollins. “We did a concert
uptown for Paul Robeson. Doug Turner Ward (founder of Negro Ensemble)
helped put it together.

“T used to tell them, the bass got the tonic. Don’t play in the same reg-
ister as the sax, lay out. Don’t play.”

These seem very appropriate stylistic caveats for the group that Miles
put together now that took the finger poppin urban funk blues of the hard
bop era and combined it w/ a harmonic placement conditioned by Miles’
need for a cushion, plus his gorgeous melodic invention. It was called
simply The New Miles Davis Quintet. It caused a sensation among jazz
people.

It was funky and sophisticated, swung hard at the same time being
wispily lyrical. During the '50’s years, Miles in a Bop or hard bop context,
and finally in his symmetrically exquisite quintets and sextets w/Trane,
later w/ Trane and Cannonball ('57:59) and in the fresh and lyrical Gil
Evans collaborations created music at a level very few people ever ap-
proach, anywhere, any time.

It is this music, from the raw funky and exhilarant sides like Dig or the
interracial experimentation of “EzzThetic” or the street hip “Dr. Jekyll” to
the exciting maturity of “Straight, No Chaser” or “Bye Bye Blackbird,” to
the moody symphonic lyricism of Porgy and Bess or the new music mini-
malism of Kind of Blue, Miles created at a level and on a scale that needs
a Duke or Billie or Armstrong or Monk to equal for aesthetic influence,
length and consistency.

This is also a period that Miles’ own mystique gets somewhat reshaped.
In the post cool period Miles had begun to live hard in the ghetto, a condi-
tion particularly depressing because he was also addicted to heroin.

From the drape suited gas haired “cat,” the Harlem music, particularly
Dig and “Walkin’” and “Dr. Jekyll,” complete w/ Miles in pulled down
“block boy” hat and better fitting italian and ivy threads gives Miles the
“down” quality of the time. Down the current parallel word for hip. Like
Robt Thompson has sd of Kongo culture, it prizes “getting down,” bending
the knees and elbows. It also favors “cool” as subtle fire.

But now, too, the political sweep of the times meant one had to be down
with the people, to be in touch with one’s roots. The gospels and the blues
were part of these roots. The music of this period is superbly funky and
bluesy. ,

Miles even had the unfortunate but spiritually “in tune” experience of be-
ing jumped on by racist policemen outside Birdland when he tried to take
a “breather” in between sets. Black newspapers called it a “Georgia head
whippin,” placing it squarely (1957) shoulder to shoulder with the beatings
black civil rights marchers were receiving marching against segregation and
“Jim Crow.”

In a sense Miles embodied a black attitude that had grown steadily more
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that would be commercially significant. (Although the Somethin’ Else
album w/ Miles under Cannonball’s leadership is one of the hippest albums
released in the period. But It is Miles Davis-like music.)

Cannonball had several jazz hits whis own bands. He had a stylized glib
gospel/funk kind of tune that really got over. “Jive Samba,” Bobby Tim-
mons’ “Dis Here” and “Dat Dere,” Zawinul’s “Mercy, Mercy.” What is
seminal in this is that it is Cannonball, and the characteristic music and
musicians he developed that are the prototypes for the music later called
Fusion! The combining of jazz lines w/ Rhythm + Blues rhythms, or tune-
ful melodies w/R & B bottoms.

Joe Zawinul, the major-domo of the most successful fusion group, Weather
Report, was a Davis/Cannonball sideman — in fact, the majority of the key
musicians who created the cool top blues bottom music called Fusion are
alumni of one Davis group or another. Cannonball’'s bands were earlier prac-
titioners of the form before it became a style.

The various funk miniatures Cannonball liked to play are one of the
prototypes for what came to be known as Fusion, a largely commercial
music. But it is Miles who is the real originator of the form. The cool
top/R & B bottom sound, commercial version, is obviously given inspiration
by Miles’ general approach particularly as interpreted by Cannonball and
his bands. ‘

On the other side of the bandstand of that great band was the great
John Coltrane. The music Trane made and wanted to make with Miles’
band and after was almost the exact opposite of what Cannonball was
doing.

Where Cannonball seemed to treasure the glib artifact, Trane seemed
w/Miles always in the middle of creativity, sometimes driving Miles buggy
because of the drawn out length of some of his solos. And in these solos
Trane searched and thrashed and struggled, always it seemed, looking for
higher and higher levels of understanding and expression. Trane was the
ceaseless experimenter — Cannonball the pragmatic miniaturist, creator of
funky ready-mades.

So that Miles had two guns at his disposal, Trane the expressionist and
Cannonball the formalist. These two horns marked the breaking off of two
schools of jazz conception. But so powerful and broadly expressive was this
classic Miles group that it contained the elements for establishing or rede-
fining two significant jazz styles that have dominated to one degree or
another the music for the last 30 years!

Both these styles make use of the blues in very definite but very con-
trasting ways. Cannonball was bluesy as form, Trane bluesy as essence.
Hence Cannon thinking, when he first got to Miles’ band, that what the
group was playing wasn’t the blues. That is, he was looking for the stand-
ard 12 bar form. Miles on the other hand wanted the blues expressed, not
just as form, but as feeling and color. It was in Miles’ band that both
players developed as much more mature and forceful soloists.

Miles talked about the two directions Trane and Cannonball represented.
In 1959, they had done some 18 concerts for Norman Grantz in Europe. It
was there that Coltrane had picked up the soprano saxophone, his later use
of which beginning with the big hit My Favorite Things, revived the instru-
ment among jazz players all over the world.
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The chordal experimentation and chromatic lyricism Trane began to be
identified with, even before he left Miles and which revolutionized the
music, Miles casually accepts credit for laying on John. “I showed Trane all
that,” Miles averred. “Cannonball just played funk. But he could interpret
any feeling.”

What is important is that Trane's direction and legacy was to redefine
avant garde, to spread the social upsurge in society of the time, which
somehow affected him, into musical revolution.

Cannonball’s direction and legacy was to take the form of the ’50’s be-bop
now hard bop explosion, include the “new” gospel awareness as jazz soul
music and new emphasis on funk and repeat the classic form of a blues
somewhat gospelized. Yet the reason for the upsurge of the blues and funk
was as flag for the popular social feeling of the time. Its redefinition, as of
that day, had to yet identify the meaning of the blues, which is alive and
still with us. The Being of the people, their minds and condition. The awful
calamitous circumstance of their real lives.

Cannon’s direction is more commercial because it freezes blues as blues
form. This is the Fusion phenomenon. Miles’ “bottom” is a desired connec-
tion w/ “America.” It can be lush horns, strings, atmosphere. America will
always dig The Birth of The Cool, Miles Ahead, Porgy & Bess, Sketches of
Spain, and Kind of Blue (Black people and most intellectuals too). But the
music that speaks most directly of the black urban experience are the ’40’s
Bird sides, “Billie’'s Bounce,” “Now’s The Time,” “Ornithology,” “Anthropol-
ogy,” “Donna Lee,” “Scrapple from the Apple,” etc. Or the '50’s hard bop
gems and classic funk/cushion balancing standards “Morpheus,” “Down,”
“Bluing,” “Dig,” “Tempus Fugit,” “Weirdo,” “Well You Needn’t,” “Walkin’,”
“Airegin,” “Oleo,” “Bags’ Groove,” “Green Haze,” “Dr. Jekyll,” “Ah-Leu-
Cha,” “Bye Bye Blackbird,” ‘“’Round Midnight,” “It Never Entered My
Mind,” “If I Were a Bell,” “Green Dolphin Street,” ‘“So What,” ‘“Straight,
No Chaser,” and Kind of Blue. But the hugely successful pieces w/Evans
are symphonic tone poems, to a certain extent summing up mid century
American concert music. Miles Ahead was the giant step, replaying yet
extending even farther the Evans/Thornhill The Birth of the Cool concept.

Miles’ special capacity and ability is to hold up and balance two musical
(social) conceptions and express them as (two parts of) a single aesthetic.
The ‘“cushion” Miles speaks of is the luxury, ease, mood, of sensuous well
being this society sports — its lushness and pretension. (How does access
to all that sound?) Sometimes Miles’ horn alone holds out for this warmth
in the midst of fire, e.g. w/Bird or the hard boppers or the classic Coltrane/
Cannonball sides. But by Miles Ahead, Miles understood enough about the
entire American aesthetic so that he cd make the cool statements on a
level that was truly popular and which had the accents of African Amer-
ica included not as contrasting anxiety or tension but as an equal
sensuousness!

Sketches of Spain and Porgy & Bess are high American musical state-
ments, their tension is between a functional impressionism, serious in its
emotional detail vs mood wio significance. It is the bluesiness of the Davis
conception even submerged in all the lushness that gives these moods an
intelligence and sensitivity. There is yet a searching quality in Miles’ horn,
above, beyond, below, inside, outside, within, locked out of the lushness, the
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lovely American bottom. It is a searching, a probing like a dowser, used for
searching out beauty. Miles’ horn itself is so beautiful, except there is a
feeling in us that maybe all of this is a dream. A film. An invisible
pageant of feeling. Miles Ahead, Sketches and Porgy are great movie music.
But add them as well to a native US impressionism brought here on
Dukes’ back that is linked as well to Debussy and Delius and Ravel.

Kind of Blue is the stripped down re-combining of the two musical ten-
dencies in Miles (the American & the African American) to where they feed
each other like electric charges. Here the mood, the lush, the bottom is also
sketched. Miles has discovered chords and the implied modal approach that
link up object and background as the same phrase and note. Blue is not
contrapuntal it is pointillistic yet its dots and its background are the same
lines flowing together.

The harmonic bottom of Miles is sometimes translated as Eastern drone,
what Trane later made even further use of. The drone here is that the
chords link up, continue each other like a single modal insistence.

Miles’ penchant for minimalism has gone back to his earliest music. It is
the “fill-in” quality we remember with Bird. Only the essentials. Bird's ever-
flowing elaboration must have consolidated in Miles the need to try to fill
the “other” space Bird did not fill. So that throughout Miles’ playing days
he has always cautioned his sidemen against playing ‘“too much.”

Miles says when he listens to his music he is listening for “what can be
cut out.”

Max Roach was as young as Miles during the BeBop revolution. He was
another of the genius teenagers to hook up w/ Charlie Parker to help create
the explosion of BeBop. Max’s seriousness and integrity over the long haul
are unquestionable. And while it was rumored back in the '60’s that Max
was critical of Miles, the master drummer responds directly and with no
diversion, “Miles just shows several aspects of being creative. If you're be-
ing creative, you can't be like you were yesterday. Miles exemplifies it. The
record industry keeps reading us out —

“But Miles will step out. Lester Young did that ... always looking. It’s
the law of everything. Miles is that way ... Ella and Miles breathed new
life into the record companies. I think what Miles is doing is in keeping
wiour creative people today.”

By 1960 Miles had created a body of music that could compare favorably
with any in jazz. He had come in with BeBop, innovated with Cool, got
down with Hard Bop and put together his symphonic excursions into con-
temporary American music w/ Sketches, Miles Ahead, and especially Porgy
& Bess.

It is fitting that Kind of Blue closed out those intensely creative years,
because it both sums up Miles’ major musical tendencies as well as indi-
cates what new roads exist not only for him, but for the music generally.
Bass great, Reggie Workman calls Miles, “an important figure. He contrib-
uted alot to our music. More than just stylistic.” Laughing, Reggie goes
on, “a typical Gemini. He's got strong convictions. You can hear in his art
forms. He's a great person. A real wonderful person.”

Both Coltrane and Cannonball left the band at this point. In Trane’s
wake, inspired by him, a whole raging avant garde arose. People like Eric
Dolphy, Pharoah Sanders, Ornette Coleman, Albert Ayler, John Gilmore and
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to a certain general extent is in his art. But Miles is still tied to the blues,
and that emotional aesthetic matrix.

Even in the American symphonic impressionism he created w/Gil Evans
there is always an echo of the blues. At times, Miles’ version of Duke.

After Trane and Cannonball left Miles in '61, the best Miles bands were a
restatement of that music. But Miles’ classic small group music of the '50’s
not only is the state of the art but a sign post of what is to come.

The late '50’s civil rights era was marked not only by an increase of
democratic struggle against American Apartheid but also with that, as a
concommitant benefit of sharpened resistance to segregation, discrimination
there was a rise of black national consciousness, witnessed in one aspect by
the attention to “soul” and “funk” (a spiritual confirmation of national
identity).

Another aspect of the period’s reflection of the people’s lives was in its
gradually more popular expression of rage (ie. militance). Much of what
later came to be called avant garde meant particularly to express that rage.

The classic '50’s Davis group expressed both the soul and the rage. The
restatement Hancock-Shorter et al. does not carry the balance in the same
way. Yet Miles says of this period that he was telling the younger musi-
cians he worked with the same thing he had told others, telling them what
not to play. What “not to do too much of.” Miles in some senses did see
the Hancock-Shorter band as a continuation of the classic groups. He says
“Philly Joe liked Tony (Williams) more than any of the other drummers I
tried to use. Philly wd scare the other drummers. He liked Tony.”

Miles’ music, by the end of the '60’s, had begun to take on a somber
(somewhat formal) tone. Expressing various linked moods, but no galloping
in abandon. The music became more and more studied. There is some ex-
perimentation but the mood is introspective, even in open horned romps.
Miles had begun the practice earlier of using the Harmon mute. But there
was fire behind it. Albums like Nefertiti w/ the title track droning and grey
gives an indication of a whole period of the sixties for Miles. Sorcerer is
similar. Miles was still trying to move, as always. Trying to develop new
forms, use different materials. There are more recently released albums from
the period Directions ('68), Circle in the Round ('67) that do contain some
swinging hip music. But there is also a “grey” quality, a kind of turning
inside. At once creating the harmonic cushion new drone or modal form,
the fusion like music Miles has made since then.

But also in the late '60’s Miles’ music was undergoing still another
change. Simply put, it was the gradual rise in “prominence” of the Milesian
bottom and the use of electrified instruments once thought to be the exclu-
sive property of rhythm & blues. Also the bottom, or harmonic cushion, at
times becomes the dramatic focus of the music. Sometimes the melodic line
is a mere doodle or fragment stretched somewhat abstractly over a vamp
or repeated chords ostinato line.

The title piece “Circle in the Round” is a case in point. The album Miles
In The Sky (’68) brings in the electric piano, played by Herbie Hancock (on
“Stuff’), who had a Cannonball Adderley-like hit, Watermelon Man. Han-
cock went on, after Miles, to become one of the most consistent stars of
fusion. As a matter of fact, all the players in that Davis group of the late
’60’s became fusion super stars. Another fusion headliner, guitarist turned
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out that, while US. capitalism
hopes its shift toward the South
and Southwest will solve its eco-
nomic problems, the Sunbelt may
very well become U.S. capitalism’s
graveyard. As the location of the
homelands of the Afro-American
and Chicano peoples, the region is
bound to play a large, even decisive
role, in the struggle for socialism
in the US.

Many of the observations made
by Mike Davis in Prisoners of the
American Dream concur with these
conclusions. Davis’ book reviews
the history of the political econ-
omy of the U.S. working class and
concludes with pointed comments
on the failure of much of labor
to mount a powerful response to
Reaganism. He shows that labor’s
weakness today can be traced to
a tradition of subservience to lib-
eralism and chauvinism toward
blacks and other nationalities.

Davis starts with the 19th cen-
tury to identify the origins of
class disunity in the U.S. He links
the disruptive nature of economic
growth in America to divisions in
the proletariat, and also shows
that when labor began to build
effective mass political action, deep-
seated ethnic, religious and racial
antagonisms emerged to mobilize
“native” against immigrant, Prot-
estant against Catholic, skilled
against unskilled, and white against
black.

A major chance to reverse this
legacy came with the upsurge of
labor militancy in the 1930s. But
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the CIO traded the shop-floor ac-
tivism of its birth for a wartime
strategy of dependence on the
Democratic Party. The labor peace
that followed in 1948-1950 legiti-
mized collective bargaining and per-
mitted the expansion of U.S. pro-
duction by providing a wage base
for a mass consumption economy.
As Davis notes, corporate-union
cooperation meant that many white
union workers could participate in
the “American Dream” of owning
their own home, purchasing auto-
mobiles and sending their kids to
college. But labor peace rested on
the unions’ acceptance of cold war
politics, an acceptance enforced by
the purge of leftists and a top-down
union bureaucracy opposed to rank-
and-file activism.

A crucial flaw in all this was that
organized labor did not struggle for
the rights of the unorganized. Davis
stresses the exclusion of blacks as
the bitterest failure of all. The dis-
enfranchisement of Southern blacks
kept congressional power concen-
trated in a corrupt bloc of Southern
Democrats — these Dixiecrats ve-
toed or gutted virtually every piece
of pro-union or progressive legisla-
tion backed by labor.

By the end of the 1960s, the post-
war boom had run its course. U.S.
capitalism began to adopt a new
economic strategy based on geo-
graphic shifts, disindustrialization
and ruthless attacks on both the
organized and unorganized sectors
of the working class. Capital began
to move from the old industrial



Northeast to the “right-to-work”
states of the Sunbelt.

Another major trend Davis iden-
tifies is a shift in corporate invest-
ment from industrial production to
new high-profit “service” industries,
such as health care, business serv-
ices, banking, real estate and food.
These fast-growing sectors are
notable for their “split level” work
force: on the bottom are mini-
mum wage, largely non-union work-
ers such as clerks, office staff and
service employees. Above them are
highly paid professionals, managers
and technicians. All this has re-
sulted either in a loss of union jobs
or given corporations the leverage
to replace old patterns of indus-
trial relations with “ruthless down-
ward spirals of wage cutting and
de-unionization.”

Davis suggests that Ronald Rea-
gan rode to power on this realign-
ment of the American electorate.
Reagan’s promise of prosperity
through tax cuts appealed to a
coalition of the rich, “haves” made
up of the newly affluent middle
strata, and a large number of the
white working class bent on pro-
tecting their privileges.

The Reagan coalition held in
1984, but the most striking lesson
of his victory was the bankruptcy
of much of labor’s political strategy.
The AFL-CIO’s move to the right
and early selection of Walter Mon-
dale as a “labor candidate” gained
the unions nothing. Davis also crit-
icizes much of the left for not rec-
ognizing the importance of Jesse
Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition. Davis
states that Jackson was “arguably
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the first social-democratic alterna-
tive seriously offered to the Amer-
ican electorate in a presidential
campaign.” But many on the left
ignored Jackson’s genuinely pro-
gressive platform and strong show-
ing in the primaries.

© Throughout his book, Davis ar-
gues that labor defeats itself by
refusing to unite with black libera-
tion, to organize the South, and to
end Southern reaction in the Demo-
cratic Party. He argues that these
tasks must be carried out to defeat
the attack on labor and the right-
ward shift in American politics.
Davis urges that special attention
be given to the struggles of the
black and Hispanic working class.

Davis’ book does not directly ad-
dress the current Watsonville strike,
but the inspiring and invigorating
effect it has had on the labor move-
ment validates his conclusions. A
key lesson of Watsonville is the
need to unite the struggles of op-
pressed nationalities with the bat-
tles of anti-concession locals and
rank-and-file activists.

Prisoners of the American Dream
is a helpful historical and theoret-
ical perspective having practical
implications.















years: the centralization of control
of the media, and the impact of
advertising on journalism. All of
us have seen the degradation of
U.S. journalism and culture in the
last few years — the jingoism, anti-
communist hype, violence, pornog-
raphy (combined with piety), TV
preachers praising white supremacy
in South Africa, ete. It is difficult
to find significant dissent on the
networks, or in the mainstream
press, nothing approaching the
quality or quantity of reports that
appeared during the Viet Nam War
and Watergate period. This degen-
eration of the U.S. media is a di-
rect result of the centralization of
power into the hands of corpora-
tions having direct interest in U.S.
imperialism.

Today, one percent of the owners
own 34 percent of all daily papers.
In 1900, 2,042 daily papers had
2,023 owners. With the centraliza-
tion of capital, by 1980 there were
1,730 dailies and 760 owners.

Bagdikian writes, “More and
more, both the news and the in-
dustries belong to the same parent
corporations. Most of the fifty big-
gest firms have a direct stake in
foreign investments and, therefore,
in the foreign policy of the United
States. There is almost no country
in the world in which a subsidiary
of the fifty media companies does
not have a significant investment.
One major media alone, CBS, has
foreign subsidiaries headquartered
in thirty-four countries, ranging
from Argentina to South Africa.”

Representatives of the major oil
companies sit on the boards of the
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most powerful networks, and their
picture of the Mideast, of Arabs,
of nationalists and socialists, fits
their view, their monopoly needs.

Since The Media Monopoly was
published in 1983, the media situa-
tion has worsened. While Reagan-
hype stresses ‘“‘free enterprise” and
“competition,” his policies hasten
the elimination of competition. Con-
centration of media power under
Reagan exceeds all former adminis-
trations. Today 98 percent of the
daily city newspapers have no com-
petitors in their local region.

In December 1985, General
Electric bought RCA for $6.3 bil-
lion, taking over the largest TV
and radio network system in the
world — NBC. Here is no minor
matter. The takeover means that
the world’s largest network is
owned by the U.S. government’s
second largest war supplier. GE
produces nuclear subs, F-18 fighter
aircraft engines, Minuteman mis-
siles and UH-60 helicopter engines.

The Media Monopoly has weak-
nesses. It does not deal with the
media as an instrument of impe-
rialism. Bagdikian tends to reduce
the issue to Bigness versus Little
People. But the U.S. media lies for
imperialism, and imperialism is
more than just bigness.

Yet the research is sound, and
The Media Monopoly is a good
basis for further exposure of the
U.S. media. A complete struggle for
democratic rights, for peace, and
for socialism inevitably includes a
conscious struggle against the mo-
nopoly communications system of
the United States.












