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Black Caucus$$ in the Unions
Charles Denby

Txn wHoLE NEw srAcE crF BL.{cK REvour that has now moved directly
into the facrories has to be ser:n as parrt of the long, long history of
black cauctrse.s, T'o undcrritand lpth tocla,v and tomorro\v, you first have
to know what the black. ,caucLls(ls were ,i,esterc1ay, when they spra,ng up
spontaneously at  the end of  \V:r ld War:  I I .

I remember the first. strike I ever lecl. It was over the discrimination
against black \Aorr.en wor.kers in our shop. It was during World War II,
when r was at Brig,gs ancl I war; so new in the shop that I didn't even
know what a strike war;. I waLs n'orking; in the dope room, where you
put glue on the airplane wing. You had to paint  on so many coats of
Elue and then it was baked an<l painted again. The room was sealed and
ventilated throueh some l: ind of fans in the ceil ing. T'he fumes and odor
were so bad we had no apperiitr: left bv lunchtime.

When I was first hiired, there w€:re ail white m€n in the room.
But as they hired black:s, the whites r{, 'ere transferred to better jobs.
One dav they brought in the first blar::k woman. Eiy the end of that
week they had brought in about f ive black women, and there were onlv
one or two white men left. f 'hat's when we decidecl to get those girls
out of there. The women hacl been ta.ll<ing about their husbands who
were in the service in ()ermanl-and here they coukln't even get a job
in the sewing room next door. That t 'as for rvhite r,i iomen only. These
things just burned-us up.

None of us knew arnyrhinr; about rhe union, trut I f inally got to
talk to our white Chief Ster.r 'a:cl] rvho told me the reason there were
only white '* 'omen in the seraiirrs roonr was because they had so much
senior i tv,  l0 or i5 years.  We kneu' they were lv in,g,  because some of
rhose qirls were just orut of high scho,ol. So we tolC the Steward that
if he didn't do sometli ine; about it we wr3re all going to quit at the same
Lime, on the same day. \Ve cl idn' t  kno.,r ' i t  rvould be cal lecl  a str i l ie.  Al l
we knerv v,'as that eve:ry factot'v had "Help Wante,C" signs up and if
we quit ancl went togethrer tc| r;orne othrer factor1,. rre'd be rvorking the
next da\ ' .

On tl ie day rve u'allkecl out, thev l,rr:ked the g;rte:s on us. (That rvas
the f i rst  u 'e knetv that  the hug: fence around the shop \r 'asn' [  so much
to keep saboteurs out, : rs to k:e1t us in.)  Bv that Lime, other r , r 'orkers
insic le the factorv tvere conr ing oLrt  n, i t . i rL us.  \Ve cl id:n ' t  even kno.,v rvhat
they n 'e le coming out for .  I  thotrght ma1'be the;-  just  had a problern
i ike \ \ , 'e did.  I t .  wasn' I  r"rnt i l  the company sent for  rne as the "str ike

leader" that  I  real ized r , , 'hat  r . , ' :  hacl  acrual iy done.
\\ 'e learned a lot in that i tr ike, inr-ltrding rrhat to expect from the

union leaders. It was a Negro commjitteeman ruho, after the company
had aggeed to transfer rthe black women to the sewinlg room, talked them
into going to Mack plant rvhere they rvould make 15/ an hour more-
but b*: separated from the rest of us. 

'Jt 'hey 
didn't l<.norv unti l the fifth

d^y t t rey were there th; l t  Ma<:k dic ln ' t .  even have a sewing room and
that they were going to work on a press.
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l 'he TIUIC ond l,he ,,Genffenen,s 
Agreemenl,,

Orv.e sracr rxbesa n,,,,, ^til,i' l, Ii;' I I'l,li,l;l^i,I' ;i;;;,,t :;:;::: T:i:: ilJ :Tmrtch A-s *'e hacl for,9ht ntanagcutert up to tlten, Tftrs unrest y.as whatlerl A Plti l ip Raniolpl 't to organize the l-racle LJnion Leadership council
(TULC) ten 'e;:lru ag.. lt ' f t2t r ' 'rkers dicl ' ' t  knorv was rhat rhere *.as

solne sort  cf  "Ce tr t lemen s / \greernenl"  be tween Reuther and Randolph.
uA\t '  membrers ; r l i  c , r  e r  the r .ounrr \ .  , , \ .ere at tacking the bureaucrars' -mttc 'h as the blac:k cat l ( r lses are c lo ing toclav,  except that  there \vas no

exclusion of  rvhi tes strc l r  as you t f int l  in some of the current ]>lack cau-
r :uses'  Randolph cante tc Detroi t  to l io lc l  h is l i t t le c 'nven[ ion and ran
i i t  just  l ike the u.{ \ t r  r :on'entr i .ns,  " f rom t , i re top, ,  evading ai l  the
quest ions the ranl . -  : rnrr  [ i le * ,a. ted to c i isc 's: ; .

Af ter  the convenr ion u.e kep,t  pressing Ranclolph about the quest ion
of discl inr inar ion in th, :  shop ar l r : l  he to ld, , ,  p ia in ly that  th is n.as nor
going to be an or{ tanizat ion to r .ake up gr ieviLnces of  b lack rvorkers on
the shop levej .  ,A. j l  l -u l ,c u,as g;oine to- c lo,  he said,  \vas to raise the
quest ion of  c l iscr i rn inat ion but rr- r i t ing er ievances would have to be clone
through regular channels,  A lot  of  the workers said,  "Flel l ,  rh is is what
\^:e ' \ 'e been doing; al l  tht ,  t ime ;rncl  nothing has ever happenecl . , ,  But,
beca.se they macle a bir ;  splash in the papers,  many black rank ancl
f i lers came arorrncl ,  in the beginnirrg

The leaders al l 'ays t :mphasizr :d that  i t  wrrs nol  a-  "black organiza-
tion," Yet that is itrst lr ' l tat the Lrlack rvorken; r.r 'anted to make it-not
tr-v excltrding u'hites btrt bv blac:hs controll ing it, for themselyes, not
for the UAW. As TULC develoF,ecl, it plaved around more H,irh com_
rnunity problems t.han srhop protr)ems ancl 'u,hen it did raise shop ques-
tions, it was more concertted wit.h the buildinq trades or things outside
c'f the UAw than :inside rt. Reuttrer has aln'ay,s been a masterlf substi-
tution-and he managed ro teachr Randolph ttre same trick.

After two vears therr: was a tremendous clrop in membership, an6
todav, no matter horv ursentry a meeting is calied, yo' seldom see a
rank and fi ler around. JR,:6sn11r the_v called a meeting, and. sent letters
to every older blacl: "actit ' ist" thel' could think of. Thiy said they called
itt to discuss how thev cotrld prote ct themselves from the ..vicious 

racist
extremists"-l ike the Do,c4p Revolrrtionary union Movement (DRUM).
But there were more your.s black rvorkers outside picket ing the meering
thran older blacks j.nside artendinlq it.

The whole sitr:atiorn was sunlmed up pretty n,ell when 26 young
black workers were firedi ;rfter a uri lclcar srrike at rhe Elclon Axel plani
and went down to picker sol idar. i r :y House, ear ly th is 1,ear.  The uAw
sent a black official, shelcl,rn Tap;pr:s, ro meer u,irh them. Tappes had to
admit that if TUI-C had rlone whaLt it was organized for, there u,or.rlcln't
have been any such devr:lop,rnen.t as DRU\f. And one of the young
black pickets answered ",A.nd. if Fl:uther and tire other bureaucrats hacl
done what the unirtn rv,r.s organizr,:d for, there wourdn't have been any
need for TULC."
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A New 5*ogo Todoy

Ax nxrrnEr.y NEw srAcE tyAS BoRN with the app€arance of groups iike
DRUM within thr: auto shops. T.he Dodge Rel,olutionary Union Move-
merrt was organized aftcr: Chrysle:r frred seven c'f the black workers who
had struck the Dod;ge Main planr )last year ro p,rslg5r a speed up on the
line, while the UAw Convention \^ras being hreld in Atlantic City. In

Jrly, when DRUIvt callecl lor a strike to support a list of demands against
racism, both by C;hrysler and the uAW, rhe call brought thousands of
workers out of thr: plant rnd shurt down p,rodr,rction for two days.

In Febnrary oll last 'rear, ser',eral months before the Dodge strike
in Detroit, 500 workers a.t the Mahwah, New J.*y, Ford plant had
shut down production llor three ,lays after a racist foreman called a
producrion worke:r a "blla:k bastarrd." Out of that spontaneous wildcat,
the United Black Brotheni of Mah.wah Ford was organized. This caucus
has just led anothe:r wilkat strike over continued racism at that plant.

What is new about. these crLucuses is that they represent a much
more basic opposition t.han any Reuther has ever before faced. The
LTAW had, u,ntil rhe apl)€amnce of these ner,v caucuses, pretry much
eliminated any orga.nizeil r>ppositic,n-by any means, ethical or unerhical.
Ttre bureaucracy has not really lr.ad to give ir damn about rank and
file pr.oblems in the shol> for years. Now th,ey are facing som€ real
opposition, from below.

In the early stages of the b,l:rck caucus a.t Dodge, DRUM raised
a proposal that am.ounted to "du.al unionism." They proposed in their
paper that all black worl<ers stopr paying clues to the UAW and pay
them instead to DIRUM., to be r-u;ed in rhe black communities. Many
black workers-I spoke with, who r,v,ere very sympathetic to DRUM's acri-
vities in the plant, were opposed to this idea completely. They rvere all
for a black caucus that lvc,uld fight. racism and inhuman working condi-
tions in the planrs. The''r were arll for militant black rvorkers taking
over leadership in the 'unions fol the purposr3 of making a complete
change at the poirrt of p,roducrion. But they beca,me skeptical of the
objectives behind a propc,sal like rh'is.

Black workerrs at Sp>arrow's P,oint, a Bethl:hem Steel mill in Baiti-
ntore, on the other hancl, formed a group outside the union, cailed the
Cbmmittee for Equality, rather thra.n forming a caucus within the union.
They had a speciJic situation rher,e, in which they could apply pressure
on the governmernt to r3rrd its ntr-rlti-mil,lion clollar contracts with the
comPany unless rth.e company sr<ipped discrirninating. These worken
created a "dual union" oj: a sort but it was ta(tt ical in their case. They
felt they had to finrd so:n3 way to shake everyr:hing up-the racist com-
pan], as rvell as th,eir rarcist uniorr. And it worked.

The oppositior: of ttre black worken is part of the opposition of
black people as a wholer t:o white racist America, a movement that has
been gaining in noomentu.m ever siince 1961.

In 1964, a mrass pir:ket line ,cf abou.t 500 got world headlines by
surrounding the G.M b'uilding j.r:r Detroit with signs saying "Racism
Hurts All Labor,"' "'Aut{)roation Jl,ayoffs-Lily \Mhite Departments-Slow
I-Ipgrading-What is my job fuLt.ure?" The riemonstration had been
called by the N,,L{CP and was distinguishecl from traditional labor
picket lines by the llresern( e of stuilent youth and the singing of Freedorn



songs. GM agreecl to ne€i()tiate and even without the threat of a demon-
r;tration, Chryslen and Ford dicl the same. \Vhat happened after the

talk is another questic'n.
In 1965, SNCC helped to organize a Mississippi Freedom Union and

.later a Tennessee Freedom Union. They had found, while trFng to
work on voter registratiion, that u'hat black pe'ople in the South wanted

:firost was to do somethi ng about their $3 a day wages and miserable
working conditions. Fr<lrn organized labor all they got was evasiveness.

I-ater that sarne year, the grape workers in California began their
rstrike for a farm worl<ers organization with the help of CORE and
cther civil rights g3oups. By Ma:n::h of the n€x.t year, 1966, the Freedom
Union idea moved North to the cities when CORE organized a pilot
project in Baltimore-anrl the Maryland Freedom Union was born. The

greatest victory there was the rranner in which the unorganized black
worken of Bakimore took untters into their own hands when nursing

home workers walked orrt first arrd then called to tell the "organizers."

That sarne year, or6;anized black worken were also taking matters

into their own hands. 'y'Vhen ttre UAW conrverrtion delegates met in

Iong Beach, California i:r the suflrmer of 1966, they found black workers

fiom Local 887 o'f the North .American Aviation plant picketing the

oonvention to protest d'iisrriminal.i,on by their l<rcal union against Negroes,

women and Mexican Americans. They said, simply: "We've written

lots of letters to Iteuthre r. We e!'en sent them return receipt requested.

We have a pocketful of receipts. But no aruwers."

By September, these same NAA workers held the first "civil rights

srike" of i,ts kincl to p:ptest thr: discriminatory praerices of the com-

pany. They wrote me tha,t "Orle'Negro worker whci had been trying

to be a drill pre$i oper;rtor for two years was finally accePtd the day

after the strike. Arrother worker who had been told a few months earlier

that he had failed (by one point) the test lor machine operator's aP

pr€nrice was told he had been ilccepted. Another was promoted to as'

sistant foreman, w'haterrer that ureans. And the company even a.nnounced

that a Negro top brass rfas promoted to a $30,000 a year job. Long live

tokenism!"

Slop ?rrprn Appror cr Dlvorrlty Orowr

ONr or rHE MosT srcNrFrcANT DEvELopMENTs out of that NAA situation

was the appearalrce of a m'imeographed shop PaPer, edited by these

black workers rhemsellvx, whir;h they callecl The Protester.

In DeCIoir, a group of auto workers at the Highland Park Chrysler

Plant had comg rlut thrtt same 'Fear with a mimeographed shop PaPer
called The Stingcr, Atw>ther Stimger has iust appeared this year at the

Mack Avenue Clhqlsle:r Plaft.
The richness and drvenity sf the black w'orkets' SIouPE is constantly

gpwing. Moreovr:r, rhele are significant difierences between the various

blr"k workers' grougi that uue springing uP everywhere. The Mack

Avenue "Sting€r," for' ,lxamPle, though it is edited by blad' workels,

makes a distinotion betrveen the "whitey" who is a rank and file worker,

and thc "whitey" wh,o is either a cqmpany rePresentative or a union

bureaucrat. The blaclk editor pu,ts it this vray: "It's true that we are

fighting discrimination against black workeni in the shop as one of the

srost important questiions of cnrr: lives. But that isn't the only questi -n.
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The reason ma.ny of th e white rr,orkers in our shop also read-and. everr
support-The Sitrlnger,, is rhat ure are raising the quesrion of the inhumarr
conditions of all l  workr:n in p,r.ocluction. A,,tornarion speecl-up and the
inhumanity of the co:mpan' air, l union bureaucrats is against *orke.s .,
a whole' That iri what The Sil,tinser is fighting, ancl why whire workers
have told us t.hr:y arr: glad rvr: are distribur.ing it."

There is nLothing tnore str:pid than to r:hink that all black workers
think alike, or that thLere is only'one face ro the whole new phenomenon
of Lhe black c;rucusesi. This wa,s one of rhe mosr i-port"rt points dis-
cussed at a conferencer sponsore(l. by News & I-erters in Detroit in Januaryof this year, whrere black youth, workers, women ancl intellecruals hacl
a chance for thre first time to d.iscuss rvith eatch other.

One black auto t,rorker at the Detroit. Conference felt that ,,too
much of the aclivity of sorhe black caucuses is poinred to getting on
supen'ision radler than elevatinr; labor on rhe l ine.'fhe .ornpJr,y doesn,t
care rlhether it ' t; a rvhite man. or a biack nlan as lor-rg as ihey get rhe
production ou,t. The compa-n), is getting ,very experu at using black
supenrisors ro fighr lblack workers."

- 
Some !oun'$€r au,t() h'orkens felt that "trying to get a coalition rr-ith

white worken is; improssible because th"y ur. ir.rng up in rheir racist
bag." But a steel worl<er horn the East dr:scribed the black workers,
organization in .his mi,l which \4,as so effecrive in ending some of the
racist practices t.here that ir was recognized by rvhite *oik.., who had
their own Problems 

'w:,th the union. When the black rvorkers invited
a group of whire work:n to co'me with rhern on one of the.ir marches,
the same white work.ers who, hadn't wanted. to associate with ,'those
raving blac* m:ilirtants out to destroy everything" sud.denly decided may-
be it wasn't su,ch a barl idea, a,fter all, and. couldn't wait for the next
marrh.

The united Black Brothers ar Mahwah have also mad.e it
to appeal to all the w,orkers in the shop. A leafler issued in their
rwo months ago put it this way,:

why we Asl. Youn riupport?---Because tie same *rirg can happen to you.
The compa.ny has been laying oft men by rhe d,ozeru, bur rhe lines have
not slowed urp a bir:. you ha.ve been given more work, and if you can'r
do it, you lcrse your job or [Ft tirne Ltr. The supenrisors are harrassing
the men and callirLg them all kinds od narn€s such ar 'Dirty 

Guinea
Bastard', 'BlaLck sorf', and 'stinking Spick', ro narne a few . . we, rhe
United Bla.clc Bro,thers, demand an end ro rhis now and those guilty
of these chLarges be removed we ask ail of vou ro stay our and
support us in rhis f:ghtl

lYhqt lr Xew lr Rcvoluflor

THn cnrerEsr DTFFERTNcE BETwEEN THE NEw cAucusts EMERGTNc today
and those that appea::ed before is that mosr of u who were in black
opposition groups up to now thought that the most important rhing
to do was to thLrrlw o;ul the leadership, or change *re union strucrure,
or so(nething of thar narure. The young people today aren,t thinking
that way. They are th,irrking irr terrns of a complete Jhu.g.-of revolu-
tion.

They are j urit filletl up to their necks r,rrith racism. And with the
war. One professor fmin Cornel.l, during rhe recent revolt there, reported
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ralking to one of rhe brl;rck students about threir use of guns. He hed
sympathized with their demands but he had been trying to point out
to them how pourerful t*ris country is and to warn them that they were
Iacing uemendou:s oppre:;sion if they continued using such tactics. The

black student had just l;rughed in his face: ''You're talking about op

1>ression coming upon rnt:? I've lxen oppresse(l all my life. It's you and
rtre people who call thernselves liberals who are going to feel the op

pression tJrat's cc'ning." Ir shocked tire professor, becatrse he knew the

black student was right.
Young blacks today' aren't 'ioking about the cornplete change they

rrre out t.o get. 'When the gr'f,uP at Dodge named themselves the

Revolutionary U'n.ion .Movement, it was verv significant. Years ago if

rvorkers called the:mselves "revolutionaries," <>ther workers would have

shied away from thern. 
'foday 

the very word can attract worken.

It is too early to dlarv any sweeping conclusions about what wil l

trappen next with many black grouPs that exist independendy and

spontareously in r;hops throughout the country. No national caucus is

6ln the horizon ver and to give rthe impression that one already exists,
'rruch less to impll '  that I)RUM is it-as the G'uordian did in its March 8

peci;rl supplemenr on th e black u'orkers' revc'lt- is futi le self deception.

In the recent shop, : lections, DRUM lost badly at Dodge Local 3,

clespite rhe fact t lrat the nrembership there is, overwhelmingly black. It

is true that the u:nion bureaucrar:y is not tell ing the whole truth when

t.hey clairn that they w)n evervrvhere. At the Eldon Axel plant, for

r:xample, where 6lt/o olL t,he rvorkers are black, ELDRUM ran candidates

for only a few posirions and, alt.hough they iost, black workers are in

complete controli c[ t]re local fc,r ' the first t irre. Doug Fraser, Executive

Iloard lr[ember-;at-Larg;e for t]re: Chrysler Division, 'claims that these

rvorkers are the "mod€:t'ates" he \{ 'as supporting. But ELDRUM suP-

portecl  rhetn,  too.  Ancl , :nos[  i r r r lnr tant  of  a l l ,  workers know that black

n'orkers have nerier conLtl 'olled ttrlet local before.
'The 

most honest w,ty to jtulge the respc,nse of black'tvorkers is to

i::ompare the manner in rvhich throusancls responded to DRUM's call for

a rv i lc icar last  ycar ant l  the wav they reacted. at  a mass meet ing cal led

after t|e 26 workers viere firecl rat the Eldon Axel plant. The meeting

rvas Seld in a large chur,:h and about fir 'e or six hundred workers crowd-

ecl insicle. The rnajoritv \vere )'ounger worliers but there were many

plcler workers, t"oo. Ttl: f irst thing that strr:ck me was that those in

r.optrol of the rneetilTg l\ 'ere nol r,r 'orkers in the plant or in any plant'

The speakers rvenr on at great. length attacking u'hite racism-with

the rnosr virlgar name-r:all ing pc,ssible. They sPent a lot of t ime clowning

anci trying to be corflecl.ans. Onr:e in a great while they touched on the

vital issue of shop prot,lems. I'inally, the principal speaker was called.

,{.s soon as he gor up, he raisecl his little recl book above his head and

saicl, .,My Comrades od the Black Revolutionary Movement, how many

of you have this booki" He had. to ask several times before four or five

raised their bools in reply. T'tre speaker told the audience that this

was u,hat t5e movement lras all about and gave the address where

everyone shoulO. go after the meeting to get tris copy of "Comlade Mao's
'f[oughts." When he r', 'ent. on [o call Mao "our c]osest ally" many of

the workers in the aurrlience began squinning and I felt that this sort

o[ nreeting \vas rvhat la.bor bureaucrats neecl to destroy the movenent.
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It is clear that the latror bureaucracy rvil l  try eirher ro cnrsh ir orto k i l l  i t  by " jo in ine' '  i t .  I t  has done thar H, i th every spontaneous mo'e.
ment that ever arose' l inclurJing the unernploved movement of lg5g. I{any
wor'}<ers are already sure t.hlrt ReLrt.h:r,s activity .,,vith the black hospital
wo'kers in char leston, s.c. ,  u,as forced'n him by what has been happen-i tg in his own union. DI i .uNf ha'  not  onlv atracked Reuther andcal ler l  h im a "racist  p ig"-but has t ;<t ld why they cal  h im that.  He hasto t ry to remove that st igma from his , , image., ,

I{e iras not fooled. brack w-or.kr-:rs. of course, they are onry tooh"PPy to see him give $l(),(100 to the hospital strikers. But when theysee 'Lr im marching on a pick: t  l ine. i r r  chai leston or selma or anyrvhere
else, they know thar he hasn t been on :r picket l ine with his own UAw
workers for so manv years he's fc,rgotten rvhat it,s l ike. Reuther is
always glad to integrare an'yrhing-oursirle of his orvn uAw.'fhe 

one thing rrre yc,ung black r,, 'orken n'ay not fully rearize is
that every dme a blacl< indeliendent rnovemenr has appeared, the ,,poli-
t icos" who have rushed in t.o take it over, have helpecl reactionaries i ike
Reuther to kill it bsfrore ir :an ger oft the grou'd. It was true in rhe
first black organization with;.n the r:nion that I was involved with, as
earll' as the '40s. 

Therc: werr3 about 200 of us, and. .we .,stormed.,, 
I-aruing

and e'v'ery black worker I ltr,ew was enthusiastic about where we were
going. But the communistr; and the T.rotskysists moved. in and began
a naked fight over corttrol ol. our or:qanization. It is not so much thal
the r;o-called "radicals" corme rushing in but every time th.y come
rushing in they want to tah(, control and" d,irect it. The same thing is
happening today* The only thing tire Nfaoists do differently is to send.
blacks instead of whitr:s to take control.

l l 'he question at this point is: Wj.l.t the momenr[um of the movemenr
be gneat enough to see the black caucuses become a national force
separated from the labor bureaucrary and strong errough to keep control
in th1 hands of the rank ,and file? (Jr will the bureaucrats and the
Maoists succeed in nipping .it in the bud?

Everyone in the shop is laughin6; ar rhe Alliance for Labor Action,
whictr they consider jtu;t som(: more ,rf Reuther's power politics agairut
Meanl'. They know that Rr:trther is hoping the lrlack worken in the
South. rvill save his neck. Fl.euther foqgets ih"t ttrey have brothers in
rhe North who insisr hr: has to prove .his Labor Action at home, in his
own union. The black worlke.rs have made it clear that they wanr to
stick to shop problems, not ,gt:t div'erred. to Reurher's latest schemes for
"colnnlunity organizatic,n." lt'har is the message of the wildcats and the
shop papers rhar have appeared in such diverse f 'rms.

CHenrrs DnNsv has ',worhed in auto plants t'or 2b years and is the Ed,itor ol
News & Lerters.


