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Foreword

These essays appear at a paradoxical moment in US history, on the
centenary of the first May Day and fifty years alter the great C1O
sitdown strikes. Until very recently these anniversaries would have
invited Panglossian reflections on the success of a peaceable institution-
alization of the class struggle in the United States. After all, according
to most textbook accounts, the Haymarket martyrs and the Flint
strikers were, whatever their own visions of their activity, inadvertent
heroes in the rise of a pluralist industrial order based on collective
bargaining. For all of its early drama and violence, the trade-union
movement — like the later Black liberation struggle — was supposedly
settled into a placid tributary of liberal progress.

Such a view, however persistent in textbooks, is no longer tenable in
reality. On every side, supposedly irreversible achievements of the New
Deal or Great Society are, in fact, undergoing reversal. As organized
labor enters its second century, it faces not the security of a ‘mature’
industrial relations system, but a decline of its membership and the
threat of deunionization. Likewise the civil rights organizations, their
forward momentum already checked in the early 1970s, fight losing
rearguard battles against the Reagan administration’s aggressive
campaign to roll back affirmative action and other moderate reforms.

This accelerating rightward realignment of economic and political
power demands a reconsideration of the main currents of modern
American history. The smug liberal teleology of US history, with its
happy endings in a perpetually self-reforming ‘society of affluence’,
scarcely accords with the new politics of inequality and social revanch-
ism that have become dominant since the late 1970s. Equally out of
date, I shall argue, are the two main radical correlates of this teleology,
the contrasting theories of a ‘hegemonic’ corporate liberalism or —
alternatively — a ‘surrogate socialist’ Democratic Party.

For what is most striking about the United States in the 1980s is not
the one dimensionality of consciousness (per popular Marcusean
analyses of the 1960s) but the increasing one-sidedness of the class
struggle. Nowhere in the advanced capitalist bloe, with the partial
exception of Japan, has trade-union power collapsed so precipitously or
under such brutal pressure. Nowhere, not even in Thatcher’s Britain,
has the New Right succeeded in mobilizing such a broad spectrum of
propertied strata or effecting such a sweeping redistribution of national
income to the benefit of the collective middle class. And nowhere has
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capital enjoyed such unfettered freedom to experiment with new
accumulation strategies or to shift investment between sectors and
regions regardless of social cost. The result has been the emergence of a
new social and cultural landscape ol intensifying class and racial polar-
izations: a ‘late imperial’ order that has diverted the modest streams of
reform to feed the insatiable appetites of a bloated ‘have’ coalition and
to extend the arms race into outer space.

To the extent that the rise of this post-reformist complex of interests
— which virtually ensures Reaganism an afterlife, even in the advent of
a Democratic succession — confounds liberal and populist historio-
graphies, it also poses old questions with a new urgency. The first of
these questions — addressed in Part One below — concerns the fate of
the working class in the most powerful capitalist society. Why has
American labor, for all ol its cultural and organizational assets, been so
weak as a class force? The problem here is not only the classical
question of ‘why is there no socialism in America?’, but, more broadly,
of why labor in America has been so relatively unsuccessful in the poli-
tical representation of its short- or long-term interests? The first two
chapters reconsider, in some detail, the conjunctural intersections
between trade-union militancy and the political system, proposing
elements of an explanation for the failure of independent labor politics
as well as for the persistent inability of labor-liberal forces to ‘capture’
the Democratic Party. Further aspects of organized labor's ‘unhappy
marriage’ with the Democrats are taken up in later chapters as well,
particularly the AFL-CIO's impotence to prevent a displacement of
New Deal reformism by a fundamentally conservative ‘neo-liberalism’.
Chapter three, meanwhile, re-examines the illusory ‘social contract’ at
the point of production and traces the origins of the current manage-
ment offensive that is threatening unionism across the breadth of the
private sector.

‘The converse of labor's historical weakness, of course, is the unique
balance of power — under democratic conditions — that has favored
all the bourgeois classes in American society. In the first chapter |
argue that the ballast of capital’'s hegemony in American history has
been the repeated, autonomous mobilizations of the mass middle strata
in defense of petty accumulation and entrepreneurial opportunity. In
the second half of the book — which surveys the political and economic
terrain of Reaganism — I attempt to show that it was precisely these
forces, not labor or the welfare state, that constituted the principal
constraint on the direction of economic restructuring in the 1970s. The
result, which 1 sketch out in chapters five and six, is a logic of ‘over-
consumptionism’ that attempts to sustain booming middle-class
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affluence and corporate profitability through new levels of exploitation
of the working poor as well as, increasingly, the traditional industrial
working class.

The key to the temporary success of this strategy has been the
recharged role of the federal government in ensuring the expanded

reproduction of middle-strata claims to the national income. As I argue
in Part Two, Democratic neo-liberalism as well as Reaganism asserts
that the first function of the state is to provide welfare to the well-to-do
and preserve a dynamic frontier of entrepreneurial, professional and
rentier opportunity. The necessary cost of such a politics — especially
given the growing reorientation of the economy from mass demand to
an enlarged up-scale market — has been the abandonment of the
reformist politics pioneered by the New Deal. Indeed, 1 try to show that
the historic realignment that is occurring within the two parties, as
much or more as befween them, involves the relinquishment of any seri-
ous appeal to full employment politics or social equality. In chapter
seven | analyse at length the contradictions immanent in the strategy of
attempting to utilize a rightward moving Democratic Party as a vehicle
for the historic demands of the labor or civil rights movement. [ also
consider how the de facto exclusion of Black demands from any serious
representation in bourgeois politics opens the possibility, if nothing
more, of future ‘Rainbow’ coalitions as a mass base for independent
socialist politics.

Yet at the same time it is a central thesis of this book that the future
of the Left in the United States is more than ever before bound up with
its ability to organize solidarity with revolutionary struggles against
American imperialism, Chapters five and six, in considering the new
domestic configuration of US capitalism since 1980, also advance
theses about the changing forms of American international domina-
tion. It is my contention that US hegemony is not so much
‘declining’, as commonly asserted, as being reshaped around a more
unilateral practice of economic and military intervention. The age of
‘demnocratic capitalism’ characterized by the capacity of the capitalist
world system progressively to extend the franchise of bourgeois demo-
cracy and the effective demand of mass consumption has been brought
to a temporary terminus, which might yet prove permanent — partly
because of the weakness of the left and the labor movement within the
United States itself. Having precluded reformist solutions in most of the
Third World — above all in the Western Hemisphere — the American
ruling classes are left with the fantastically dangerous illusion that US
nuclear-strategy superiority can somehow be used to police an increas-
ingly turbulent world economy.



It will, I am sure, be clear to the reader that this book is, first and
foremost, an intervention in recent debates about the direction of the
US Left. Its overall design, therefore, has been dictated by strategic
questions rather than by more conventional contours of historiography
or economic analysis. To introduce a personal note, my own political
biography (at forty) is fairly typical of the cohort of the 1960s New Left:
first, immersion in the mass civil rights movement (CORE), followed
by anti-war work (5DS and the Communist Party), then by a consider-
able stint within the trade-union opposition (Southern California
Teamsters). The essays in the first half of the book constitute, for better
or worse, my attempt to work out the central dilemma that confronts
anyone who tries to work as a socialist within the Amencan labor
movement: the paradoxical disparities between economic militancy
and political passivity, individual awareness and collective lack of
confidence. The second part of the book, developing the critique of
labor and the Democrats commenced in Chapter Two, is in part a
polemic against the illusion that the Left must ally with the ‘left wing of
the possible’ through the Democratic Party. It also critically engages
with those viewpoints that have analysed the rise of the Right since
1978 as an essentially supra-economic, ‘ideclogical’ or ‘cultural’ pheno-
menon; arguing instead for the priority of a materially-determined field
of political forces. Finally I try to identify elements of an alternative
strategy. Although it would be shameless, almost comical, to pretend to
assert ‘what is to be done’ at this confusing and transitional point in
time, it is nonetheless possible, and necessary, to signal those real
historical forces which do exist to sustain the project — and the respon-
sibility — of an internationalist Left in the United States.
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Part One:
Labor and American Politics



Why the US Working Class is
Different

In 1828 — as Karl Marx once reminded his readers — a group of
Philadelphia artisans organized the first "Labor Party” in world history.
Omne hundred and fifty years later, a television news camera depicted
a group of modern Philadelphia workers arguing in their local tavern
over the candidates in the 1980 presidential election. Against a back-
ground of irreverent catcalls and hisses, one worker tepidly defended
Carter as the ‘lesser evil’, while another, with even less ardour, trnied
to float the idea of a ‘protest’ vote for Reagan. Finally, with the
nodding assent of most of the crowd, a rather definitive voice spelled
out the name of the popular choice in the campaign: N-O-T-A,
(‘none of the above’). He underlined his point with the declaration that
he intended to occupy a barstool rather than a polling booth on elec-
tion day.

In no other capitalist country is mass political abstentionism as fully
developed as in the United States, where a ‘silent majority’ of the work-
ing class has sat out more than half the elections of the last century.'
Arguably, this mute, atomized protest is the historical correlative of the
striking absence of an independent political party of the proletariat in
the country that once invented both the labor party and May Day.

Perhaps no other dimension of American history is simultaneously
as salient and as difficult for Marxist theory as the complex evolution of
the economic class struggle in relation to a political system that has
managed to repulse every attempt to create an alternative class politics.
A signal absence of working-class self-organization and consciousness
comparable in scope to that represented in every other capitalist
country by the prevalence of laborist, social-democratic, or Communist
parties is the specter that has long haunted American Marxism. As a
first approach to the problem it may be useful briefly to review the

' "The United States has consistently had the highest absention rate to be found in any
Western political system during the past Gty years’. Walter Dean Burnham, “The United
States: The Politics of Heterogeneity’, in Richard Rose, (ed.), Elecioral Behaviour: @
Comparative Handbook, New York and London 1974, p. 697,

3
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perspective that classical revolutionary theory has offered on ‘Ameri-
can exceptionalism’,

At one time or another, Marx, Engels, Kautsky, Lenin, and Trotsky
all become fascinated with the prospects for the development of a
revolutionary movement in the United States. Although each empha-
sized different aspects of contemporary social dynamics, they shared
the optimistic belief that ‘in the long run’ the differences between Euro-
pean and American levels of class consciousness and political
organization would be evened out by objective laws of historical deve-
lopment. In their view, the American working class was a more or less
‘immature’ version of a European proletariat. Its development had
been retarded or deflected by various conjunctural and, therefore, tran-
sien! conditions: the ‘frontier’, continuous immigration, the attraction
of agranan-democratic ideologies bound up with petty-bourgeois prop-
erty, the international hegemony of American capital, and so on. Once
these temporary conditions began to be eroded — through the closing
of the frontier, the restriction of European immigration, the triumph of
monopoly over small capital, the decline of US capital’s lead in world
industrial productivity — then more profound and permanent histon-
cal determinants arising out of the very structure of the capitalist mode
of production would become decisive. In this shared scenario, a systemic
economic crisis of American society would unleash class struggles on a
titanic scale. Furthermore the very breadth and violence of this econ-
omic class struggle would provoke escalating conflicts with state power,
In such a crisis the bourgeois-democratic institutions of American
society — previously an obstacle to class coalescence — would provide
a springhoard for independent political action and the formation of a
mass labor or socialist party. Stages of development that had taken the
European proletariat generations to traverse would be ‘compressed’ in
America by an accelerated process of ‘combined and uneven develop-
ment’.

Thus Engels, writing in 1886, had little doubt that the dramatic
growth of the Knights of Labor, together with the massive vote for
Henry George in New York City's mayoralty election, signalled the
birth of mass labor politics in America. (Engels, in fact, exhorted the
‘backward’ English labor movement to take these more ‘advanced’
American events as their model.) A similar conclusion was drawn by
Lenin with regard to the apparent giant strides of the Socialist Party in
the elections of 1912, and by Trotsky when, in the aftermath of the
great sit-down strikes of 1936-37, a labour party again seemed likely to
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emerge.’

Unfortunately, all these hopes for a qualitative political transforma-
tion of the class struggle in the United States have remained stllborn.
The premonitory signs of a political break in the middle eighties turned
out to be spurious, as renewed ethnic and racial divisions undermined the
embryonic unification of Eastern industrial workers. Fledgling ‘labor
parties’ collapsed, as workers were successfully reabsorbed into a capi-
talist two-party system that brilliantly manipulated and accentuated
cultural schisms in the working class. The six per cent of the presiden-
tial vote that Gene Debs won in 1912 — internationally acclaimed as
the beginning of the Socialist Party’s ascent to majority representation
of the American proletariat — turned out to be its high-water mark, fol-
lowed by bitter conflict and fragmentation. The socialist fratricide was,
in turn, a manifestation and symptom of the profound antagonisms
within the early twentieth-century labor movement between organized
‘native’ craftsmen and unorganized masses of immigrant labourers.

The Great Depression furnished the most ironic experience of all.
Despite a cataclysmic collapse of the productive system and the
economic class war that the crisis unleashed, the political battlements
of American capitalism held firm. Indeed, it can be argued that the
hegemony of the political systemn was reinforced and extended during
this period. The same workers who defied the machine guns of the
National Guard at Flint or chased the deputies off the streets during
the semi-insurrectionary Minneapolis General Strike were also the
cornerstone of electoral support for Roosevelt. The millions of young
workers aroused by the struggle for industrial unionism were simul-
taneously mobilized as the shock troops of a pseudo-aristocratic
politician whose avowed ambition was ‘the salvation of American
capitalism’. To the extent that so-called ‘labor’ or ‘farmer-labor’ parties
emerged in industrial areas of the midwest or north-east, they
remained scarcely more than advance detachments and satellites of the
New Deal.

Thus, in spite of the periodic intensity of the economic class struggle
and the episodic appearance of ‘new lefts’ in every generation since the

* CI Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Lefters to Amencans, 1845=1805, New York 1933,
pp. 149-150, 239, 243-244, and 258; V1. Lenin , *In America’, Collected Works, Vol. 36, p.
215; Leon Trowtsky ‘Introduction’, Liimg Thouphts of Karl Marx, New York, 1939,
Massimo Salvadori, Karl Kautsky and the Socralist Revolution 15880-7938, London 1979, pp.
38, 102. Also R. Laurence Moore, Exropean Socialsis and the American Promised Land, New
York 197, Cristiano Camporesi, /I marxume teonco negh USA, Milan 1973; Harvey Klehr,
‘Marxist Theory in Search of America’, Journal of Politics, 35, 1973, and “Leninist Theory
in Search of America’, Polity, 9, 1976; Lewis Feuer, Marx and the Iniellectuals, New York
1969,
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Civil War, the rule of capital has remained more powerfully installed
and less politically contested than in any other advanced capitalist
social formation. In the face of this dilemma, and given the apparent
inadequacy ol the theory of the American working class as an
‘immature proletariat’, what other perspectives are available for con-
ceptualizing the problem of an absent political class consciousness in
the United States?

One strategy might be to shift theoretical focus from the dialectic of
conjunctural constraints acting upon universal processes (the global
logic of class struggle and class consciousness), and to emphasize,
instead, the relative permanence of the decisive sociological or cultural
features that have historically differentiated the United States. This is
the approach of the current of idealist interpretations of American
‘civilization’ from Tocqueville to Hartz, including the Commons-Perl-
man school of labor historiography, which has tried to locate the
originality of American history in constitutive essences like the "absence
of feudalism’ or the ‘ubiquity of job consciousness’. From the stand-
point of this liberal metaphysics, the problem of working-class
consciousness is no problem at all: the political incorporation of the
industrial proletariat was predestined even belore its birth by the very
structure of American culture — the lack of feudal class struggles, the
hegemony of a Lockean world-view, the safety-valve of the frontier, and
so on. Conversely, socialist consciousness is seen as the result of
industrialization in the specifically European socio-historical setting lit-
tered with relics of feudalism. Traces of this grandiose but empirically
suspect architectonic have tinged the writings of some Marxist writers,
who have also tried to explain the specificity of the American working
class in terms of some grand peculiarity of Us history, such as the
impact of immigration or the role of early mass suffrage.”

There is, however, an alternative methodology both to the old
Marxist ‘orthodoxy” with its faith in the eventual ‘normalization’ of the
class struggle in the US, and to the various theories of American excep-
tionalism with their emphasis on the passive submission of the working
class to omnipotent socio-historical determinants. First we must
reconstruct the basic frames of reference for the history of the American

working class.

" CI. Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America, New York 1955, and The Founding
of New Socreties, New York 1964, and Selig Perlman, A Theory of the Labor Movement, New
York 1928. An exhaustive inventory of ‘single factor’ theories of the exceptionalism of the
American labor movement is undertaken by John Laslett and Seymour Martin Lipset
(eds.), Faifure of a Dream? Essays in the History of American Socialirm, New York 1974,
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On the one hand, we must discard the idea that the fate of the
American working class has been shaped by any overarching lelos
(liberal democracy, cultural individualism, or whatever) or clockwork
of simple, interacting causes (upward mobility plus ethnicity plus .. ).
All plausible explanatory variables must be concretized within the
historically specific contexts of class struggle and collective practice
which, after all, are their only real modes of existence, Against such
positivist conceptions of a working class permanently shipwrecked on
‘reefs of roast beef (Sombart)* or shoals of universal suffrage (Hartz et
al.), Engels, Lenin and Trotsky were absolutely correct to affirm the
central role of class struggle in the making of American history and in
the periodic renewal of opportunities for the transformation of class
COnsciousness.

On the other hand, the Marast classics tended to underestimate the
role of the sedimented historical experiences of the working class as
they influenced and circumscribed its capacities for development in
succeeding periods. Each major cycle of class struggle, economic crisis,
and social restructuring in American history has finally been resolved
through epochal tests of strength between capital and labor. The
results of these historical collisions have been new structural forms that
regulated the objective conditions for accumulation in the next period,
as well as the subjective capacities for class organization and conscious-
ness. The emphasis on the ‘temporary’ character of obstacles to political class
consciousness lended o obscure precisely this cumulative impact of the series of
historic defeats suffered by the American working class. As | will argue in the
present chapter, each generational defeat of the American labor move-
ment disarmed it in some vital respect before the challenges and battles
of the following period.

The ultimate, though by no means preordained, trajectory of this
disrupted history has been the consolidation of a relationship between
the American working class and American capitalism that stands in
striking contrast to the balance of class forces in other capitalist states,
It is a question not merely of the ‘absence of social democracy’ —
although this is the most dramatic symptom — but of a qualitatively
different level of class consciousness and intra-class cohesion.

Despite profound differences in national tradition as well as evident
divergences in the levels of class conflict, all the proletariats of Western
Europe are politically ‘incorporated” — 1 use this term only in a highly
qualified and contingent sense — through the agency of labor reform-

* For Sombart, see Jerome Karabel, *The Failure of American Socialism Reconsid-
ered’, Socialist Register — 7979, London,
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ism. That is, their relationship to capitalism is mediated and regulated
at a multiplicity of levels (political, economic and cultural) by collective,
self-formed institutions that tend to create and maintain a corporate class
consciousness. Admittedly, in the post-war period European workers
have increasingly become subject to the ‘Americanizing’ influence of a
socially disintegrative model of class culture and consumption, yet the
solidity of working-class culture is remarkable and continues to provide
the infrastructure for socialist and communist politics throughout
Western Europe,

The American working class, on the other hand, lacking any broad
array of collective institutions or any totalizing agent of class conscious-
ness (that is, a class party), has been increasingly integrated into
American capitalism through the megalivities of its internal stratifica-
tion, its privatization in consumption, and its disorganization vis-d-pis
political and trade-union bureaucracies. As Ira Katznelson has empha-
sized, the absence of “‘‘global” institutions and meaning systems of
class’ in America has led to an extreme fragmeniation and serialization of
the work, community and political universes of the American proletar-
iat.* The proposed distinction, therefore, is between a reformist working
class in Western Euwrope — historically janus-faced in the irreducible
tensions of its integrated and potentially revolutionary aspects — and a
‘disorganized’ and increasingly ‘depoliticized’ working class in the United
States.

I must stress, however, that this differentiation was not inscribed,
once and for all, in some primordial matrix of historical or structural
conditions. If anything, this contrast has only acquired its sharpest
visibility and salience during the post-war wave of economic expansion
when there has been, for the first time in history, a general tendency in
Western Europe — or at least the EEC countries — toward a stabiliza-
tion of parliamentary democracy and the growth of mass consumption,
In other words, it 1s precisely in the period of the most well-defined
structural convergence and homogenization of political terrains that
the profound differences in the historical formation of the American
and European proletariats have become more striking and politically
consequential. This suggests that the watershed for creating the diverg-
ence between European and American levels ol proletarian class
consciousness was the failure of the labor movements of the 1930s and
1940s to unify the American working class on either the economic or
the political planes.

* Ira Katznelson, ‘Considerations on Social Democracy in the United Sates’, Compar-
alire Poltics, October 1978, pp, 95-96.
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An analysis of this pivotal conjuncture of course requires some treat-
ment of the accumulation of previous defeats which conditioned its
outcome, The present chapier aims to be a kind of historical preface to an
analysis of the contemporary crisis of class consciousness in the United
States. Focusing on the changing interfaces between the economic class
struggles, class composition, and the political system,® I have attempted
to trace the chain of historic ‘defeats’ and blocked possibilities that have
negatively determined the position of the working class in post-war
society. This problematic of the ‘unmaking’ of the American working
class is argued in three steps:

First, by examining the unique course of bourgeois democratic
revolution in the United States in relation to the emergence of a [actory
working class and its failure to achieve any initial political autonomy.

Second, by surveying the contradictory relationship between unifying
waves of labor militancy and the turbulent recomposition of the prole-
tariat by European immigration and internal migration. In particular, 1
will focus on the successive failures of ‘labor abolitionism,” ‘labor
populism’, and Debsian socialism to provide durable foundations for
the growth of independent class politics or to generate the sociological
supports for a unitary proletarian sub-culture,

Third (in the next chapter), by considering, in magnified detail, the
legacy of the class struggles of the Roosevelt=1ruman era in contribut-
ing to the current disorganization and weakness of working-class
consciousness and militancy in the United States.

1. The Paradox of American ‘Democracy’

There have been two, ‘ideal-typical’ historical paths by which
independent labor politics have emerged in industnializing societies,
The first, embracing continental Europe, has involved the precipita-
tion of a proletarian current in the course of bourgeois-democratic
revolution. The second, later route — followed by Britain and most of
its white-settler offspring (Australia, New Zealand, and Canada) — has

* A wuly rigorous theoretical analysis would also have to take account of two other
factors as well: first, the specificity of the political structure and party system; second, the
role of pre-emptive political repression in blocking the emergence of working-class and
Black radicalism. The solitary, synoptic analysis of the rale of repression in deradicalizing
the American labor movement is Robert Justin Goldstein's pathbreaking Political Repre-
srien e Modern America, Cambndge (Mass)) 1978, Burnham provides a [ascinating
overview of the specificity of American electoral institutions and their success in diluting
working-class political power in “The United States: The Politics of Heterogeneity'.
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passed ihmugh the transformation of trade-union militancy by
economic crisis, state repression, and the rise of new wﬂrkmg-l:]ass
strata.” In this section 1 will examine some of the most important
reasons why the political terrain in the early American Republic was so
unfavorable to the first of these processes.

In every European nation, the working classes were forced to
conduct protracted struggles for suffrage and civil liberties. The initial
phases of the active self-formation of the European working classes
encompassed both elementary economic organization and rudi-
mentary political mobilization for dermocratic rights. Every European
proletariat forged its early identity through revolutionary-democratic
mass movements: Chartism in Britain (1832-48), the Lasallean and
‘[llegal’ periods of German labor (1960-85), the bitter struggle ol
Belgian labor for the extension of the vote, the battle against absolutism
in Russia (1898-1917).

In the face of the weakness or simple treason of the middle classes,

the young working-class movements were forced to carry on the
democratic struggle through their own independent mobilization.

Thus the strength of proletarian radicalism and the degree of its
conscious self-reliance were conditioned by both the relative social
power of the bourgeoisic and the extent to which the democratic
revolution had been lelt ‘unfinished.” In a general sense, we can distin-
guish three kinds of national contexts in which an onginal coalescence
of economic and political class consciousness took place: 1) against a
hegemonic bourgeoisie in the context of a restricted franchise (Britain
or Belgium in the nineteenth century); 2) within the framework of an
on-going bourgeois-democratic revolution (France in 1848-52); or 3) in
the absence or impessibility of a bourgeois-democratic revolution,
against both the pre-capitalist and bourgeois ruling classes at the same
time (Russia in 1905-17 — the pattern of ‘permanent revolution”), The
impetus of working-class militancy was different in each case, yet some

mode of proletarian political independence (be it a nonviolent
petitioning campaign or a centralized underground party) was a

necessary prerequisite,

In the United States, on the other hand, a very different politico-
juridical framework was present during the infancy of the working
class. The most obvious fact, which impressed itsell on every Old

" OF course, combinations of both paths are also possible as in the case of Britain
which experienced first Chartism as a mass — and premier — revolutionary-democratic
movement of the working class; then, after a long interlude of apparently successful
incorporation of the proletariat within the two-party system, the rise of the Labor Party in
response to the New Unionism, Talf Vale, wartime repression, etc.



Why the US Working Class 1s Different 17

World visitor, was the absence of residual pre-capitalist class structures
and social institutions. As the Hartzian school has emphasized, the
Northern colonies were a transplanted ‘fragment’ of the most advanced
production relations and ideological superstructures of the seventeenth
century: British merchant and agranian capitalism, Puritan religion,
and Lockean philosophy. Long after their official suppression in Britain,
New England popular consciousness safeguarded the radical doctrines
of the English Revolution and continued to translate them into
practice. But no later than 1750, for example, from one half to three
quarters of the adult white males in New England, including much of
the artisanal population, were already exercising a local franchise. By
Andrew Jackson's second term in 1832, property qualifications had
been removed in all but four of the states.® Thus, in dramatic contra-
distinction to Europe, popular sovereignty (for white males) was the
pre-existent 1deological and institutional framework for the industrial
revolution and the rise of the proletariat.

Another important difference between Europe and America was the
class composition of the leadership of the democratic movement. In
Europe, bourgeois liberalism had (at least until 1848) generally taken a
position of adamant opposition to ‘democracy’. Its strategic aim was to
mobilize the plebeian masses against aristocratic power without
thereby being forced to concede universal suffrage. The manipulation
of the English working classes by the Whigs in reform struggles of the
18205 and early 1930s was a classic case. To the extent that the bourgeois
revolution actually became a ‘democratic’ revolution, it was because
elements of the plebeian strata (urban artisans, petty bourgeoisie,
declassed intellectuals, supported by the multitudes of journeymen,
laborers, and sections of the peasantry) violently assumed leadership,
usually in the context of a life-or-death threat to the survival of the
revolution or temporizing betrayal by the haute bourgeoisie (France in
1791 or Germany in 1849). Furthermore, by the 1830s, surviving
elements of this plebeian Jacobinism were rapidly being transformed,
under the impact of industrialism, into a proletarian proto-socialism
(Blanquism, the Communist League, etc.)

In the United States, by contrast, the commanding heights of the
bourgeois-democratic ‘revolution’ were dominated, without significant
challenge, by the political representatives of the American bourgeoisie.
Thus, in a certain ironic sense, the American bourgeoisie (in a defini-
tion encompassing historically specific configurations of large

* Cf. Edward McChesney Sait, Amencan Parties and Elections, New York 1939, pp. 21-
31; and Chilton Williamson, American Suffrage from Property to Demacracy, Princeton 1960,
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merchants, bankers, big capitalist landowners or planters, and, later,
industrialists) was the only ‘classical’ revolutionary-democratic
bourgeoisie in world history: all other bourgeois-democratic revolu-
tions have depended, to one degree or another, upon plebeian wings or
‘surrogates’ to defeat anistocratic reaction and demolish the structure of
the ancien regimes,

This was partly a result of the fact that the ‘bourgeois-democratic’
revolution in America was not an uprising against a moribund feudal-
ism, but rather a unique process of capitalist national liberation
involving, in the period from 1760 to 1860, a multi-phase struggle
against the constraints imposed by a globally hegemonic British capital
on the growth of native bourgeois society. It is possible to see the Revolu-
tion of 1776, for instance, as very much a civil war against Loyalist
comprador strata, and the Civil War as a continuing revolution against
an informal British imperialism that had incorporated the cotton
export economy of the South in an alliance of neocolonial dependency,
In the first phase, a merchant-planter coalition overthrew the obstacles
to internal expansion, and in the second, an alliance of fledgling indus-
trial capital and Western farmers created the preconditions for national
economic integration.

Moreover, the American bourgeoisie was able to rely upon
exceptional class alliances to consolidate its hegemony. The existence
in the United States of a numerically dominant class of small capitalist
farmers — a class with virtually no equivalent in mid-nineteenth-
century Europe where agriculture was predominantly operated by
semi-aristocratic landowners or subsistence peasants — provided
secure social anchorage for an explicitly bourgeois politics celebrating
the sanctity of private property and the virtue of capital accumulation.
Since the ideology of the industrial bourgeoisie found such direct
resonance in the entrepreneunial outlook of the majority ol the
Northern agrarian class, mass democratic politics did not pose the
same kind of dangers as they did in most of Europe where the middle
strata or petty bourgeoisic were s0o much weaker in the nineteenth
century. In other words, while the European bourgeoisie had to fight
long delaying actions (frequently in alhance with residual aristocracies)
against the advance of a broad franchise which they feared would give
power to workers and peasants, the industrial fraction of the American
bourgeoisie, relying on the stabilizing social ballast of the farmers, was
able to achieve national political dominance in 1860 at the head of the
revolutionary-democratic crusade against the plantocracy and its inter-
national allies.”

As Perlman noted many years ago, this particular constellation of
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historical factors — the existence of a *democratic’ bourgeoisie and the
correlative absence of an ‘ancien regime’ — made it much more diffi-
cult for artisans and workers to constitute themselves as an
autonomous force in the politics of the antebellum era. The same
factors also gave the democratic movement in America its relatively
‘conservative’ cast, In contrast with the anti-feudal revolutions of
France or Spain, for example, there was no broad, radical assault on
the legitimating institutions and ideology ol society which might later
serve as a model for working-class revolutionism. The plebeian colonial
masses did not rise up under the leadership of their planter and
mercantile ‘revolutionaries’ in 1776 to ignite a worldwide democratic
revolution — as the sans-culoite followers of Saint-Just and Robespierre
would aspire to do a few years later — but rather to defend the special
gift of popular liberty that God and Locke had granted their Puritan
ancestors. Similarly, in arousing the North in 1861, Lincoln and the
Republicans vehemently rejected the revolutionary slogans of Garrison
and the Abolitionists (the extension of ‘equal rights’ to Afro-Americans
and the destruction of the slave order) to appeal, instead, to the ‘preser-
vation of the Umon and Free White Labor’, These ideological
nuances have far more than incidental significance; they testify both to
the solidity of bourgeois political domination and to the inhibition of
‘permanent democratic revolution’ in America."

All this should not be taken to mean that the artisanal or early
industrial working class in America were without clearly conceived
interests or articulate voices of their own. Yet, without underestimating
the economic militancy of the early working class or its devotion to the
struggle against ‘Oligarchy’, it is necessary to emphasize the structural

* It should he noted, however, that the Southern planters exercised an analogous
hegemony over the small white farmers of the Southern lowlands and plains. The cement
of this ideological adhesion was not so much pseudo-anstocratic paternalism as a degener-
ate Jeffersonian liberalism. For all their manorial trappings, ‘uliras’ like Calhoun steod far
closer to the radical Whig tradition than to high Toryism. Appeals w states’ nghts and
individualism were buttressed by the vision of a permanently expanding slave frontier that
perpetually renewed the possibihtes for small-scale accumulation and ascent into the big
planter stratum. The white supremacist democracy of the Southern Herrenvolk iterated
many of the same central themes (e.g. entrepreneurial egalitarianism) as Northern capitalist
ideology.

" Marx's theory of “permanent revolution’, it will be recalled, was an integral element
in his strategic reflections on the dynamic of the failed German democratic revolution of
1848-1850. [t projected the possibility that the revolutionary-democratic movement might,
under certain circumstances, ‘grow over’ into a struggle for a “social republic’ led by an
independent worker-peasant wing., More generally, it pointed 1o the conditions tha
created the possibility of a hegemonic working-class Jacobinism as a prelude w social-
ism.



4

and cultural obstacles to any thoroughgoing radicalization of the
democratic movement and to the crystallization of an autonomous
proletarian politics. While American workers provided shock troops in
defence of ‘Equal Rights’, they never created independent political
movements with the influence or historical impact of Chartism or
French socialism. The famous Workingmen’s Parties of 1828-1832,
which the young Marx celebrated as the first parties of labor, may seem
an obvious exception. But the "Workies’ were a socially composite
movement whose concept of the ‘working man’ had such catholic
inclusivity that only bankers, speculators, and a few Tammany Hall
bosses were doctrinally excluded. The Workingman’s Movement of the
1830s undoubtedly did focus and express the concerns of pre-industrial
workers, strengthened impulses towards trade-union organization, and
trained laborers in the art of politics; but it never achieved more than
the most preliminary level of political self-consciousness."'

Incipient class consciousness was blunted by two illusions: one
economic, the other political. The first grew out of the prevalence of
petty production and small property which created, if not the fabled
Jacksonian age of universal mobility, then at least a significantly greater
fluidity of class boundaries between journeymen and the layer of
small entrepreneurs. The result was an ideology of ‘Producerism’
that mapped class relations along an axis of ‘producers’ versus
‘parasitic money power and conflated all strata of workers and most
capitalists into a single ‘industrial’ bloc. This petty-bourgeois outlook,
constructed from the standpoint of the sphere of circulation rather than
the labor process, did not really begin to break down until the great
crisis of 1873-1877 brought capital and labor into confrontation on a
national scale lor the first ime.

The political illusion, closely interwoven with a false perception ol
class relationships, was the popular view of the state as an agency of
democratic reformm. The existence of a unique and more or less
unrestricted white manhood suffrage imparted to the Jacksonian work-
ing class a deep belief in the exceptionalism of American society.
Unlike their European brothers, who experienced both the absence of
political and economic freedom, white American working men came to
contrast their political liberty with their economic exploitation. In his
study of the transformation of artisan shoemakers of Lynn (Mass.) into
a dependent factory proletaniat, Alan Dawley repeatedly emphasizes
their persistent belief that they possessed ‘a vested interest in the exist-
ing political system’. Whereas European workers tended to view the

" CI. Walter Hugins, Jacksonian Democracy and the Working Class, Stanford 1960,
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state as ‘an instrument of their oppression, controlled by hostile social
and economic interests, against which it was necessary to organise in
separate class parties; American workers tended to cling to the illusion
of an ameliorative “popular sovereignty’”."?

Yet it would be foolish to overstate this point.” The political ‘incor-
poration’ of native workers in the antebellum era had definite limits,
and any attempt unilaterally to explain the deradicalization of the
working class through the integrative powers of mass democracy must
necessarily flounder on the contradictory implications of its own
premises. Nineteenth-century labor history proved time and again that
the very parliamentary illusions borne by the native working class also
carried subversive potentials. In the face of increasing exploitation and
class polarization, for example, the egalitarian ideology of American
laborers (like the New England shoemakers) could become a powerful
catalyst for collective organization (creating the New England Mechan-
ics’ Association), as well as for militant resistance (unleashing the Great
Strike of 1860). European factory masters could frequently command
ancestral patterns of lower-class deference and cultural subordination,
but the American industrialists had to deal with ‘free-born’” Yankee
workers who rejected paternalism and demanded to be treated as
equals. From the Jacksonian period onward, the native working-class
ethos of ‘Equal Rights’ — so deeply ingrained by the mass upheavals of
1776, 1828, and 1861 — came increasingly into collision with the
emergence of the factory system and the concentration of economic
power."

These ideological tensions were amplified by the exceptional
violence of the battle for union recognition in the United States, The
precocity of working-class suflrage as an integrative force in America
must be balanced against the great difficulty of Yankee trade unions in
achieving durable organization. To make a comparison with the British
case: if American workmen possessed an unrestricted vote over half a

“ Alan Dawley, Class and Communily: The Industral Revolution in Lynn, Cambridge
(Mass.) 1976, pp. 235, 237,

" As | believe Dawley does when he claims that ‘the ballot box was the colfin of class
consciousness’. [bid., p. 70,

" Popular democratic tradition most dramatically asserted itsell in the repeated justifi-
cation of armed self-defence against “tyranny’. Thus in the 1880s, when some unions began
to form their own ‘militias’ in response 10 employer and state violence, the Labor Leaf of
Detroit could advise its readers that ‘every union ought to have its company of sharp-
shooters ... learn to preserve your rights in the same way your forefathers did’. Richard
Oeestreicher, "Solidanty and Fragmentation: Working People and Class Consciousness in
Detroit, 1877=1895", PhD Thesis, Michigan State University 1979, p. 280,
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century earlier than their English counterparts, they also had to
struggle a generation longer in the face of hostile courts and intran-
sigent employers to consolidate their first craft unions. American labor
may never have had to face the carnage of a Paris Commune or
defeated revolution, but it has been bled in countless “Peterloos’ at the
hands of Pinkertons or the militia.

It seems a tenable hypothesis, therefore, that widespread legal
repression, especially when coupled with the impact of industrialism
and cyclical crisis upon mobility and wages, might undermine the
working class’s fundamental illusions about bourgeois political leader-
ship. In this context it is relevant to recall the example of a second path
toward working-class political independence represented by the labor
parties of other ‘democratic’ Anglo-Saxon nations, particularly where
this process has involved — as in Edwardian England or post-war
Canada — the breakdown of previous political incorporation within
bourgeois parties (primarily Liberal Parties). Certainly, to the extent
that state repression or economic depression was a midwife to the birth
of labor parties (a point that I will weigh again in the following section},
late nineteenth-century or early twentieth-century America possessed
the ingredients in full measure. Why then — despite several partial
ruptures and temporary defections — did Amencan labor fail to take
advantage of broad suffrage to forge its own political instruments? The
next stage in answering this question is to shift our focus from the
constitution ol the political system to the historical composition of the
working class iself.

[1. Political Consciousness and Class Composition

The increasing proletarianization of the American social structure has
not been matched by an equal tendency toward the homogenization of
the working class as a cultural or political collectivity. Stratifications
rooted in differential positions in the social labor process have been
reinforced by deep-seated ethnic, religious, racial, and sexual antagon-
isms within the working class. In different periods these divisions have
fused together as definite intra-class hierarchies (for example,
‘native+skilled+Protestant’ versus ‘immigrant+unskilled+Catholic™)
representing unequal access to employment, consumption, legal rights,
and trade-union organization. The political power of the working class
within American ‘democracy’ has always been greatly diluted by the
effective disfranchisement of large sectors of labor: blacks, immigrants,
women, migrant workers, among others.
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Periodically in the course of the nineteenth and early twenteth
centuries, however, the search for defensive organization at the work-
place produced waves of mass struggle that temporarily overrode or
weakened some of these divisions, and led to the lormaton of a
succession of avowedly unitary economic organizations of the working
class. But until the 1930s — and then only under the peculiar circum-
stances | will analyze later — no comparable dynamic emerged on the
political plane. The most victimized and disfranchised sectors of the
working class had to seek political equality by their own efforts, and
usually through incorporation within the multi-class coalitional base of
one or the other of the capitalist parties. To the discomlfort of many
Marxists as well as economic determinists of the Beardian school, all
recent analyses of mass voting patterns in the Us between 1870 and 1932
have corroborated the persistent primacy of ethno-relygious cleavages as
determinants of party loyalty and voting preference."

This contradictory dialectic of class unification/class straulication,
and the corresponding tendency toward the bifurcation or disarticula-
tion of workplace and political consciousness, needs to be examined
more concretely within the specific contexts of the three waves of mass
struggle that stand out as key phases in the formation of the industrial
proletariat in America: 1) the early battles for trade unionism and a
shorter working day, 1832-1860; 2) the volcanic postbellum labor
insurgencies of 1877, 1884-87, and 1892-96; and 3) the great tide of
strikes from 1909 to 1922, which was only superficially punctuated by
the 1914-15 recession.

All periodizations are somewhat arbitrary and nisk obscuring
important continuities and causal linkages, but | believe that these
three periods define integral generations of working-class consciousness
shaped by common experiences of economic militancy, each culminat-

" The ethno-cultural interpretation of American voting behaviour was first proposed
by Lee Benson in his major revisionist work, The Concepl of Jacksonsan Democracy: New
York as a Test Case, Princeron 1961. A critical acceptance of the overwhelming evidence for
the significance of this religious divide does not, of course, imply concurrence with the
‘new political history's’ interpretative tendency to marginalize class as a factor in American
history. Whatever their theoretical pretensions, the current crop of historical voting studies
only inflict fatal damage on an older Tumer-Beard caleulus of ‘economic interest groups'.
Rather than banishing class struggle from center-stage, these studies only challenge
Marxists to theorize more rigorously the refraction of class differences through a singular
American ethno-religious prism. CL Paul E. Johnson, A Shopkenpers' Millnnium, New
York 1978, and James E. Wright, “The Ethno-cultural Model of Voting: A Behavioral
and Historical Critique’, in Allan Bogue (ed.), Emerging Theoretical Models in Social and
Political History, Beverly Hills 1973,
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ing in crises that temporarily posed the question of independent
political action. The problem at hand is to consider the roles of racism
and nativism in preventing American workers from ‘seizing the time’ in
the pivotal turning points of class struggle — above all 1856-57, 1892-
96, 1912 and 1919-24 — when political realignment seemed most
possible and necessary.

Labor and the Civil War

The period from 1843 to 1856 was the crucible of an explosive mix of
socio-economic transformations: the rise of mechanized consumer-
goods industries in New England, the rapid capitalization of
Midwestern agriculture, the acquisition of the Pacific Slope and the
Southwest, and the fitful booms and expansionist demands of King
Cotton. It was also an era of complex transition in social structures,
The new Western cities and towns still provided something of the
farnous ‘safety valve’ of social mobility, but the factory towns and great
port cities of the Eastern seaboard witnessed the hardening of class
lines and the constriction of opportunities for economic independence.
The traditional artisanal working class, with its vague and fluid bound-
aries with the petty bourgeoisie, had been partially superseded by two
new strata of workers: first, the emergent {actory proletariat rooted in
the shoe and textile industries of New England, and second, the
nomadic armies of largely immigrant labor who moved across the [ace
of the North, building railways and digging canals.

In this Sturm und Drang of labor’s infancy, romantic longings for
imaginary past idylls coexisted with realistic intimations of the future.
Time and again, in a pattern which would repeat itself virtually to the
eve of the twentieth century, the labor movement was deflected by
utopian enthusiasms for monetary panaceas or free land schemes that
would roll back industrialism and re-establish an ideally harmonized,
‘Republican social order’ of small producers. At the same time,
however, more hard-headed militants, sensing the inevitability of econ-
omic change and influenced by the model of British labor, began to dig
in for the long struggle. From the mid-1830s onwards, | journeymen in
the big port cities began to assert their separate economic interests,
organizing their own benefit societies and early trade unions. Over the
next two decades the center of gravity of this union movement began to
shift either to skilled workers in the new mechanized industries like the
cotton spinners and shoemakers, or towards the craftsmen who made
the machines, like the engineers, iron puddlers, and molders. Unfortu-
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nately their efforts were rewarded by few permanent successes: the
broad Ten Hour Day agitation of the 1840s rose and fell, a first genera-
tion of trade unions perished in the Panic of 1837, a second in the
Depression of 1857, and, finally, on the eve of the Civil War, the most
powerful trade union in North America — the New England Mechan-
ics’ Association (shoemakers) — was crushed after a long strike,

More important than this ebb and flow, however, were the residue
of consciousness and embryonic class unity left behind, and the way in
which this emergent ‘laborism’ fitted into the overall political conjunc-
ture. As I have already indicated, the Jacksonian era had seen a
growing awareness within the laboring class of the incompatibility
between great concentrations of capital and the preservation of egalitar-
ianism. Thus consciousness was only partially dissipated by the
utopian fads and various Western booms. By the end of Jackson’s
second term, for instance, the New York “Workies’ resurrected them-
selves as the ‘Locofoco’ insurgency within the Democratic Party.
Although Locolfocoism represented the incorporation of the formerly
independent workingmen’s movements into the regular party system,
it also achieved a dramatic reorientation of both parties to ‘labor’ as a
growing voting bloc. The attempt by President Van Buren — Jackson’s
chosen successor and the hero of the Locofocos — to establish a ten-
hour day for federal employers was a symbolic concession to this new
pOWer.

Furthermore, by the 1850s an accumulation of conditions existed for
a new and more coherent crystallization of working-class, political
identity. In many manufacturing towns, the decline of the autonomous
artisan was almost complete, and the outlines of the new class structure
were becoming increasingly apparent and disturbing. Thus, in her
careful study of the industrialization of Newark crafts between 1800
and 1860, Susan Hirsch emphasizes that the 1850s were the watershed
decade when inter-class mobility disappeared and ‘the membership of
the classes became fixed."*

Coincident with this consolidation of class divisions was the
eruption of new ideclogical issues in national politics and the break-
down of old class alliances. In 1857, just as the old party system was
decomposing against the background of guerrilla warfare in Kansas, a
severe economic crisis brought massive joblessness and industrial
unrest to Northern cities. This conjuncture of economic and political
crisis would have to have offered a propitious opportunity for American
labor, or at least its advanced detachments, to protect its own leader-

** Susan E. Hirsch, Roots of the American Working Class, Philadelphia 1978, p. 79.
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ship in the political arena. In particular, it would seem to have been the
moment for drawing together separate strands of democratic reform by
uniting the dual issues of chaitel and wage slavery.

The concept of such a labor abolitionism was openly advocated.
Albert Brisbane, Robert Owen, Wendell Phillips, and Frederick
Douglas espoused it, Marx and Engels cheered it on from across the
seas, a few militant workmen tried to realize it. But in the event, it was a
stillborn crusade. Despite the dramatic growth of the factory proletariat
and the sharpening of the economic class struggle, no new working-
men's party or locofocoist insurgency emerged in the 1850s to
constitute a ‘labor wing’ of the Lincoln coalition. In the absence of a
working class anti-slavery current, labor lost the chance to forge its own
links of unity with the Black masses of the South or to create is own
revolutionary-democratic political tradition,

Labor’s inability to become an independent political actor in the
greatest national crisis in American history was due, in part, to the fact
that the initial process of industrialization had tended to fragment rather
than unmify the working class. The ‘workies’' of 1829-34 were able to
draw upon the commeonality of their artisanal culture and a fused tradi-
tion of Protestant-democratic nationalism. In the following decades,
however, three powerful centrifugal forces acted to pull the labor move-
ment apart just as the American Industrial Revolution was reaching its
‘take-off’ point.

1. The Urban-Indusinial Frontier,

The first force was the very unevenness of industrialization and prole-
tarianization in an American setting, where economic growth occurred
not only through a concentric deepening around original nuclei, but
also and especially through a succession of sectional developments,
The new Western industrial cities (for example, Pittsburgh, Cincinnati,
and Chicago after 1850) were built up almost overnight, manifesting
little continuity with pre-industrial traditions or social relations."” This
‘boomtown’ characteristic of American industrialization meant that the
labor movement in the United States, with the partial exception of New
England valleys and the older Eastern port cities, arose without those
deep roots in the artisanal resistance to industrialism which many
historians have stressed as a determining factor in the formation of

' ‘In most industnal regions west of the Alleghenies, the wown did not precede the
factory; the factory made the 1own." R.H. Tawney, The Amencan Labour Movement and
Other Esrays, London 1979, p. 57.
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militant unionism and working-class consciousness. Moreover, it was
this expanding urban-industrial frontier — rather than the Turnerian
agrarian frontier — with its constantly replenished opportunities for
small-scale entrepreneunal accumulation, that prowided matenal
sustenance for the petty-bourgeois 1deologies of individual mobility
that gripped the minds of so many American workers, American
laborers — to a far greater extent than workers in European industrial
nations — could vote with their feet against oppressive working condi-
tions as, all too frequently, geographical mobility became a surrogate
for collective action.

2. Natiism and the Cultural Division of the US Proletanat.

The second centrifugal influence — and decidedly the most disastrous
obstacle to labor unity in the 1850s — was the reaction of native work-
ers to the arrival of several million impoverished Irish and German
laborers who came in a flood after the European crop failures of the
1840s. These new immigrants provided the cheap labor power for the
growth of New England factories as well as the armi