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Can't we 
get job 
safety? 

by John Marcotte 
A woman worker got her whole hand cut off in a 

dough mixing machine this winter at the frozen baked 
goods factory rny friend works in. The guard had been 
left off the machine. A few months later, a maintenance 
mechanic fell off the top of a high stepladder and 
smashed his elbow. He was lucky he wasn't killed. Two 
hours later, another woman got her finger cut off in a 
machine. 

"The company talks a lot about safety rules. Any 
month there's no accident, they raffle off a hundred dol
lar bonus. But accidents still happen. To me, this is be
cause of the supervisors' own negligence," explained my 
friend. "In the case of the maintenance mechanic, he 
was made to paint without a safety belt, with strong 
smelling paint. The steward told the supervisor that the 
fumes were killing the people working the line. The su
pervisor's response was to hand out paper masks to the 
workers, and shut the door where the mechanic was 
painting. The fumes made him dizzy and he fell. Why 
couldn't the company wait till the weekend to paint?" 
AUTOMATION INCREASES DANGERS 

What this brought to mind was the meatpackers on 
strike at Patrick Cudahy in Wisconsin, who had a story 
in the March 27th N&L where they said the scabs were 
getting about 47 injuries a day. And I remember the 
start of the Hormel strike in Austin. The workers said 
you could bet they weren't going out over 69 cents an 
hour. The high rate of injuries, the speed-up, the prison 
discipline at this newest and most automated plant 
were all part of why this strike happened. 

Does meatpacking have to be cold, wet and hazard
ous? Does baking pies have to mean risking losing your 
hand? What has happened to the very nature of human 
labor along the way from the self-activity that it was in 
more "primitive" times, to the alien activity it is in to
day's automated mass production? 

When my friend says the accidents are due to the 
supervisors' negligence, that is true. But it's also 
true that the supervisors are driven by the prod
uction numbers. I asked myself, are these industrial 
accidents really "accidents"? Two events came to 
mind: 

(continued on page 3) 

From IBP to Hormel: meatpackers 
fight companies, union bureaucrats 

P-9 strikers from Hormel rally in Austin, Minn 

by Michael Connolly 
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Over 2,000 members of UPCW Local 222, work
ers at IBP's Dakota City, Neb. beef-packing plant, 
voted March 15 to strike against a company-pro
posed concessions contract that would freeze wages 
for four more years—for a total of nine years with
out a raise—and impose a permanent two-tier 
wage system. The vote followed a three-month 
lockout at the plant by IBP, an announcement 
that the company intended to resume production 
with scab labor, and was taken in the face of a 
Nebraska law limiting strikers to two pickets every 
50 feet. One striker told N&L: "We know it will 
be a tough fight, but we can't go back to wage 
cuts and the kind of injuries at work we had be
fore the lockout." 

The IBP workers' vote followed by one day a mass 
march and rally of 1,000 Hormel strikers and supporters 
in Austin, Minn, in which members of News and Letters 
Committees participated. "Revitalizing" is the word for 
the spirit seen in Austin, in the determination of the 
Hormel strikers of Local P-9 after 19 months of struggle 
against both the company and the UFCW (United Food 
and Commercial Workers) International leadership; in 
the solidarity of rank-and-file workers from other com
panies and industries who drove 10, 15, or 20 hours 
from all over the Midwest to join the march; and in the 

Students challenge campus racism 

Columbia students march to fraternity row. U. of Mich, students link arms against racism. 

Columbia protests U. of Mich, demonstrations 
New York, N.Y.—A spirited group of close to 

1,000 attended a rally on March 26 called by the Con
cerned Black Students of Columbia in protest against a 
racist incident that occurred at the University several 
days earlier. The demonstrators, who demanded the im
mediate expulsion of four white students charged with 
assaulting several Blacks, marched in neighborhood 
streets to the area where the fraternity houses are lo
cated. (The students charged with instigating the racist 
attack were from two fraternities.) 

The incident occurred early Sunday morning when a 
(continued on page 7) 

Ann Arbor, Mich.—After several days of protests 
over a series of racist incidents at the U. of Michigan 
campus, students in two coalitions—the Black Action 
Movement (BAM) and the United Coalition Against 
Racism (UCAR) won an agreement from the university 
admistration to increase the number of Black students 
and faculty on the campus. 

The agreement did not come automatically. It took 
blockading the entrance to the student union, a confron
tation at the Regents meeting and an all-night sit-in at 
the administration building before the University Presi-

(continued on page 7) 

vision of a worker-controlled, militant, democratic union 
movement out to end Reaganism's attacks. 
LABOR SOLIDARITY IN AUSTIN 

From Clarksville, Penn. came women coal miners 
speaking about unsafe conditions in the mines: from 
Kansas City came striking TWA flight attendants; from 
Pontiac, Mich, came autoworkers fighting plant closings. 
Meatpackers from nearly every company in the industry 
drove to Austin from Iowa and Wisconsin, Kansas and 
Oklahoma, Illinois and Nebraska. In defiance of Austin 
Mayor John O'Rourke's attempts to block the parade 
and his comment that "After all, we don't allow dogs to 
run loose," Hormel strikers led the parade by marching 
in mock dog houses. One striker's sign read: "I'm P-9, 
not K-9." 

The IBP strike and the Austin rally took place just 
(continued on page 8) 

Direct from South Africa 

Freedom Journal 
UWUSA is a scab front 

Johannesburg, South Africa—The United 
Workers Union of South Africa (UWUSA), has em
barked on a unique organizing campaign to boost its 
membership figures—it has started organizing workers 
against striking COSATU (Congress of South African 
Trade Union) members. 

Factories where bosses have dismissed progressive un
ion membership have become fertile organizing terrain 
for this Inkatha-backed union. The union is said to be 
organized in at least two factories in Natal where COS
ATU members were dismissed. The Sarmcol factory in 
Howick is one. 

The UWUSA campaign is in keeping with an un
written commitment to clearing factories of any 
"radical worker presence." But the strong determi
nation and unity workers have demonstrated to win 
back their jobs has proved to be a very real threat to 
the "scab front." 

Bosses Jhave been bowing to worker pressure and dis
missing UWUSA-backed scabs. This makes UWUSA's 
long term presence at strike-hit factories very tentative. 

It is therefore, not surprising that vigilantes linked to 
Inkatha recently attacked strikers in Natal when the 
unity maintained by the Metal and Allied Workers Un
ion became a threat to UWUSA's presence there. Scab 
workers are not permanent workers. They are mostly 
used when workers are on strike. 

Editor's note: Before the Botha regime gets too hap
py with its brilliant invention of a scab union, they 
should keep in mind that the greatest power strike in 
the U.S.—the Duquesne Power strike of 1948—was be
gun by workers from inside just such a company union. 

* * * 

New federation of youth 
Johannesburg, South Africa—Youth organiza

tions have not only survived the emergency, but have 
grown from strength to strength. The proof of this is 

(continued on page 6) 
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Handmaid's Tale: tomorrow's horror today? Who's come a long way? 
by Deborah Morris 

The Handmaid's Tale, by Margaret Atwood, Houghton 
Mifflin Co., Boston 1986. 

Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale takes us to 
Gilead; it is the United States one generation from now 
under the domination of a fundamentalist Christian 
sect. Gilead is race, class and sex segregated. Women's 
roles have become strictly defined as wife, maid and 
breeder. 

Because the chemical and nuclear contamination of 
the earth has become so pervasive that women's ability 
to bear healthy children has become impaired, Gilead 
has forcibly created a class of women, the Handmaids, 
whose sole function is to bear children for the ruling 
class. It is through the Handmaid Offred (Handmaids 
are identified by the name of the man to whom they 
are currently assigned, in this case Fred) that we expe
rience Gilead. 

This book is not futuristic science fiction, it is real 
and immediate. The immediacy is addressed in "histori
cal notes" at the end of the book, when Professor 
James Pieixoto, at a symposium on Gileadean studies 
held in the year 2195, argues that the seeds for Gilead 
could already be seen in the U.S. in the 20th century. 
The racism, sexism and fundamentalist Christian herit
age allowed the fundamentalist takeover to proceed 
nearly unchallenged. Pieixoto also compares Gilead to 
another monotheocracv of the period, Iran. 
SPECTRE OF IRAN 

The resemblance to Iran is striking despite the fact 
that one culture is Islamic and the other Christian. Par-
vin Bahar (N&L March 27) described the step-by-step 
erosion of women's rights that represented the first 
stage of the counter-revolution in Iran. These steps are 
duplicated in Gilead: women are first denied money, 
then travel, and then jobs. They must cover themselves 
with clothing similar to a nun's habit, which also indi
cates to which class they belong. They are constantly 
watched by police, the "eyes of God," for signs of blas
phemy in speech, dress or attitude. They are denied ed
ucation and are not allowed to read or write. They are 
completely separated from men. 

In an interview with MS. Magazine (January, 1987) 
Atwood said that she deliberately created a non-politi
cal woman in Offred because she didn't want people to 
be able to say that she got what she deserved. But she 
does make Offred the daughter of a women's liberation-
ist of our era, and from that perspective she is able to 
take a searing look at Gilead and present day society. 

A limited critique of the women's liberation move
ment emerges as well. Offred's mother had argued 
tha t the goal of the movement was the creation of a 
women's culture. But Gilead created a society wi th 
s trong matr iarchal elements, tha t was hardly the fu
ture the movement was seeking. Additionally, At
wood brings in the feminists' involvement in the 
anti-pornography campaign, and implies tha t their 
r i tual burning of pornographic magazines dovetailed 
with the aims of the fundamentalist r ight. 

The covering and isolation of women is dealt with at 
length. One of the Aunts explains to the Handmaids 
that there is more than one kind of freedom: There is 
the "freedom to" and the "freedom from." In the old so
ciety women had the "freedom to" wear what they 
wanted, to uncover their hair, to interact with the men 
of their own choice. While those choices were now limit
ed, Gilead now offered the women "freedom from" the 
horrors and attacks that necessitated the Take Back 
the Night marches. 
N O A L T E R N A T I V E P R E S E N T E D 

Neither the present nor the fundamentalist future 
solves the problems of women's reality. The solution to 
rape is not the veiling of women. Atwood clearly agrees 
with that, but the more disturbing thing about this nov
el is that no real alternative is even hinted at. We do 
see the small gestures of resistance—the plugged toilets, 
the whispers, the suicides. There are small snatches of 
revolt on newscasts, as well as the existence of the Un
derground Femaleroad which helps women escape to 

Canada, and the secret Mayday group. 
But how does this society end? We never know. 

The world of Professor Pieixoto is very smug in its 
assessment of itself as more intelligent than the soci
ety tha t created Gilead, and yet it itself is not free 
from demeaning, sexist comments, as when Pieixoto 
jokes tha t the Underground Femaleroad was the 
"Frai l road." 

In the MS. interview, it was Atwood's opinion that 
other countries such as Canada and England could es
cape a Gileadean future because they have solid reli
gious traditions that are not fundamentalist in nature. 
These are dangerous illusions to have, and as Atwood 
herself has so vividly illustrated in The Handmaid 's 
Tale, merely escaping a fundamentalist future doesn't 
begin to solve the problem of women's liberation today. 

4**% 

Worldwide 

More than 1,000 Hispanic workers ended their 18-
month str ike a t the Watsonville Frozen Food and 
Canning Company in California, March 11, by ap
proving a contract t o go back to work. The three-
year settlement set wages at $5.85 an hour, guaran
teed the rehire of all s t r ikers in order of seniority, 
accepted the union as the workers ' bargaining agent 
and pledged not to rehi re scabs. Teamsters Local 912 
members originally walked out when the company 
cut wages to $4.75 an hour. 

* * * 
Demonstrations throughout Spain commemorated Inter
national Women's Day, March 8. In Barcelona, 3,000 
women marched for the right to jobs, free and unres
tricted abortion and against rape. 

* * * 
Three hundred TWA flight attendants marked Interna
tional Women's Day by picketing the sumptuous New 
York estate of owner and union buster Carl Icahn. It 
was the first anniversary of their strike. Five thousand 
of them are still seeking back pay and reinstatement 
through their union, the Independent Federation of 
Flight Attendents (IFFA). "TWA has turned the clock 
back 30 years," said Patricia Stevens, an IFFA spokes
woman, "It's the old sweatshop mentality." 

* * * 
Women students and faculty at the University of North 
Carolina are openly challenging the statements of some 
of the school's trustees who expressed concern that the 
growing number of women students (59.2%) could jeop
ardize alumni donations, and stated that "40% of the 
girls who graduate from Chapel Hill five years from 
now will not even be in the job market." T h e trustees 
suggested that the number of male students could be in
creased by giving more emphasis to personal interviews 
and SAT scores, and less to high school standing. 

Marxist-Humanist Books 

Tigrean women's struggle 
Sister Links, 38 King Street, London WC2E8JT, England 

This is a quarterly journal based in England, Sweden 
and Ghana which assists local women's groups in Africa 
to fight abuses such as female circumcision, early child
hood marriage, and nutritional taboos affecting the 
health of women. 

The June, 1986 issue of Sister Links includes an in
terview with Besserat Asfaw, a woman leader of the Ti
grean People's Liberation Front (TPLF) which controls 
85% of the Tigre region between Ethiopea and Eritrea. 
They have been fighting the Ethiopean forces for the 
last 10 years, and struggling against the famine crisis of 
the region. 

Asfaw describes the ways in which the TPLF has 
changed the situation of Tigrean women. Land has been 
distributed equally among men and women, the practice 
of female circumcision has been declared illegal, child 
marriage was abolished with young people being given 
freedom to choose partners, and parents being prevent
ed from intimidating them. Wife beating was made pun
ishable by law and both men and women were given 
the right to divorce. 

The TPLF has been fighting nutritional taboos which 
retard the growth of girls, and is fighting the stigma at
tached to women's body processes, menstruation and 
child birth. The TPLF has also managed to challenge 
the concept of illegitimacy. 

—Neda Azad 

Rosa Luxemburg, Women's 
Liberation and Marx's Philosophy 
of Revolution .-.:-..- . . : . . . . . 234 pgs. 
by Raya Dunayevskaya . . . . . . . . . . $10.95 per copy 

Marxism and Freedom 
...from 1776 to today 
1982 edition. New introduction by author.. . 381 pgs. 
by Raya Dunayevskaya . $10.95 per copy 

Women's Liberation and the Dialectics 
of Revolution: Reaching for the Future 

294 pgs. 
by Raya Dunayevskaya . . . $15.95 

Indignant Heart: A Black Worker's 
J o u r n a l Life in the South and North .. 295 pgs. 
by Charles Denby: $7.50 per copy 

Philosophy and Revolution 
from Hegel to Sartre 
and from Marx to Mao 
1982 edition. New introduction by author.. . 372 pgs. 
by Raya Dunayevskaya $10.95 per copv 

Order from News & Letters 
59 E. Van Buren, Rm. 707, Chicago, II. 60605 

Oklahoma City, OX—After reading the lead arti
cle on working women in the March 13 issue, one thing 
stuck in my mind—that a woman makes 64c to every 
dollar a man makes. And I saw on the ABC Noon News 
that according to the 1976 census it was 59c to every 
man's dollar. So in 10 years of working, women have 
gained 50! We need to make more women aware of this. 
The cost of living has gone up more than 5« in any one 
given year, and 50 over 10 years is a joke. 

We have to stand up and be counted and voice our 
opinions loud and clear, because Reaganism isn't help
ing and capitalism has done nothing for any worker. 
And the "fat cat" keeps getting more while we are at 
his mercy. 

Two women who work at GM Oklahoma City have 
spoken and made the statement that with contract talks 
beginning in July or August, concessions are the issue. 
One woman, whose husband is salaried, stated, "If the 
union won't recognize a strike, then maybe it's time to 
change and let the union know who they work for, or 
get a new union!" 

Another woman said about the same thing and the 
funny thing is that these women don't even know each 
other. Then how many other workers feel the same but 
will never say or discuss this with one another? It 
wouldn't take too long to make the union and company 
realize workers do have an intelligence and mind, in
stead of just their hands and body. 

We've been made robots so now we have companies 
building them to replace us. Look what they have done 
to a human body, which can't be repaired like a robot. 
So workers as a whole have made fat cats fatter and 
stronger and we've lost all ground. 

Workers need to remember how hard our parents 
worked and not let unions and corporations take it all 
back. How many workers even lost their lives in those 
struggles? The Black movement really came to mind 
too. In the early '70s the saying was "We've come a 
long way baby!" In the '80s it seems to be "Take it 
back, take it all back!" So what will the '90s bring? I'm 
scared because there's not much left to take. 

— W o m a n w o r k e r 

'Scholar and the Feminist' 
New York, NY—The 14th annual "Scholar and 

the Feminist" conference at Barnard College drew 
roughly 500 women March 21 to discuss "Women in the 
21st Century: Looking Forward and Looking Back." It 
might have been more aptly titled, "Will Women's 
Studies Step out of the Academy to Meet the Challenge 
from Reaganism?" 

During the plenary session, the six speakers at least 
stuck a foot out into the real world of Reaganism. Sara 

- Evans and Barbara Nelson, for example, discussed wom
en's demands for comparable worth, while Temma Ka
plan, Director of the Barnard Women's Center, focused 
on the problems facing poor women in and out of the 
labor force, problems we can expect to be exacerbated 
by the year 2000. 

Bell Hooks, who teaches Afro-American Studies and 
English at Yale, was the one speaker who addressed 
feminism as a concept of liberation during her talk, 
'Toward a Revolutionary Feminist Pedagogy." Calling 
feminist pedagogy a "union of theory and praxis," she 
shared the experiences of students in her classes, espe
cially the Black students, working through the pain 
they feel from having grown up in this racist, sexist so
ciety. 

And yet, can the individual truly be freed within 
the world of t h e classroom? What kind of feminist 
theory will relate the individual's self-development 
to the ac tua l s t ruggles for self-determination of 
working women, of Black and Hispanic Women, of 
women in the Third World, all of which were rarely 
discussed by the keynote speakers? 

The need for that type of theory was apparent in oth
er ways at the conference. In a workshop on "The Fem
inization of Poverty among Women in Puerto Rico," the 
speakers, Carmen Gautier and Alice Colon, gave statis
tics about the poverty of Puerto Rican women and men, 
both in Puerto Rico and in the U.S. They were so dev
astating, given the reality of automation and runaway 
shops, that both speakers concluded with the need to 
transform society. 

—Laur ie C a s h d a n 

Indian women 'fill jails' 
Bihar, India—Bihar is really boiling. About 

700,000 government employees have been on strike. The 
state acuninistration is completely paralyzed. All the 
schools are closed; none of the courts are functioning. 
All private buses and truck drivers were on strike for 
over one week. 

The strikers have launched a "Fill Up the Jails" cam
paign. More than 10,000 have been arrested. The wom
en employees are in the forefront of this agitation. Most 
of them are second-class employees — midwives and 
village workers. Many people were also arrested in the 
major cities for boycotting the Republic Day cele
brations and for hoisting black flags. 

All this shows that people in India are capable of 
fighting. Many times the Indian working class is more 
militant than that of Europe, since during strikes there 
is nothing like support from trade unions, and still 
strikes continue for months. However, one should note 
that Hindu philosophy has infused in many a spirit of 
tolerance, and that Gandhian politics encourages activi
ties led by "Messiahs." 

—Cor responden t 


