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Life and
work in
the 1980s
by J o h n Marcotte
When I see what level of life working people are
being pushed down to, it hurts so bad. I saw a TV report on homelessness in Los Angeles, and there was this
young woman with three kids who were homeless because she wouldn't be a battered wife anymore. Her
clerical job's pay of $250 a week made her too "rich"
for public assistance but too poor to pay rent! She was
describing how living in one apartment with 11 adults
and 12 children was affecting her kids. The look on her
face said it all when she was asked if she thought anyone cared about her situation, and she said, "No. Not
society."
I could write about the conditions at this tannery for
the fur trade in Brooklyn, where a friend got hired two
months ago. They have one six-by-four-foot bathroom
for 50 workers on a floor, with one of the two toilets always out of order. They eat lunch among the rotting
skins and tanks of poisonous and foul-smelling chemicals.

South African bannings impose
choke-hold on mass movement

South African youths in Johannesburg protesting
crackdown against 17 anti-apartheid organizations

by Peter Wermuth

The South African government's banning, on Feb. 24,
of 17 anti-apartheid organizations from engaging in "any
activity whatsoever" and its placing of restrictions upon
EVERYTHING IS GOING BACKWARDS
the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSAI could write about how the white workers there do
TU) from engaging in any "political" acts, have moved
all the skilled work, have their separate union local and
that totalitarian regime one step closer to total barbarkeep strictly to themselves. How the heavy, wet, stinkism.
ing work is all done by Blacks and Latinos. How all the
Though an international outcry has, for now, forced
time it's work, work, work with threats and abuse from
Botha's government to stay the execution of the
the bosses and you have to work ten and 12 hours a
Sharpeville 6—a group of youths falsely accused of killday and Saturday and Sunday too.
ing a government official in 1984—Botha's determinaI could write about how my brother-in-law got fired
from his job as a cutter so now he's pushing a broom in tion to cast an ever-deafening wall of silence over the
freedom struggles is more threatening than ever. As one
a printing shop for $5 an hour, where the skilled printmember of the now-banned Detainees Parents Support
ers are so jealous of their knowledge of the machine
Committee (which helped spread word of the plight of
they make sure he can't watch when they set up.
the Sharpeville 6) put it, "the lights are finally going
I could write about how the company and the unout on the last vestiges of freedom to criticize or resist
ion bosses have gotten workers against each other
in any way the suffocating tentacles of apartheid."
in those shops. Everywhere around you everything
The response of Reagan and his administration
is going backwards and there seems to be no hope
to this was to join Thatcher's Britain in vetoing a
of it getting better, certainly not from the union
United Nations Security Council resolution, on
(continued on page 3)
March 8, that would have imposed an oil embargo
upon South Africa. Reagan instead demurred that
there was "nothing we could do" about the events
Black World
in South Africa because "they are a tribal affair."
That the banning was imposed but a month prior to
the 28th anniversary of the Sharpeville massacre and
the third anniversary of the Uitenhage massacre is
hardly accidental, for one of its provisions is to make
illegal any commemoration of significant dates in the
anti-apartheid calendar. And yet that didn't stop more
than a million Black workers from going on general
strike, on March 21, in open defiance of the crackdown.
In the areas of Port Elizabeth and Johannesburg more
than 90% of Black workers stayed off their jobs in proby Lou Turner
test. And yet as important as such creative mass re[Hegel's] contention that "truth is the whole" led me to a sponse has been, we cannot overlook how serious, powphilosophical method of rational coherence. His analysis of erful and constraining this latest crackdown is.
the dialectical process, in spite of its shortcomings, helped UDF HIT HARD
me to see that growth comes through struggle.
Hit especially hard is the United Democratic Front
—Martin Luther-King, Jr.
(UDF), the million-member federation of community,
Stride Toward Freedom
women's and youth organizations that mushroomed in
A three-month-long Black commercial boycott in Natsize
following its birth in 1983. Most of its leading memchez, Mississippi over segregated education, growing
bers were in detention when the crackdown came; now,
Black protests in Cleveland, Texas over the police killthe few who were not, such as Albertina Sisulu, are
ing of a Black man while in custody, and a Black stubanned as well. They join the 30,000 who have been dedent takeover of a campus building at the Univ. of Mastained in South Africa over the past two years—10,000
sachusetts in response to racial incidents, may all apof whom are children; 95% have been tortured.
pear more like the twilight of the Civil Rights
No less ominous is the crackdown on COSATU, now
Movement than intimations of a new dawn. However,
banned from any "political" activities. It strikes at the
on the 20th anniversary of the assassination of Martin
very heart and soul of the labor movement. For from its
Luther King, Jr., they magnify the racial impasse Amerbirth in December, 1985, COSATU made it clear that
ican civilization has reached in this Reagan era.
its economic struggles could not be held apart from the
Indeed, what we have witnessed on the eve of the
political struggle for freedom.
20th anniversary of King's death, is Reagan's recent
Not unconnected to this is Botha's effort to pass an
veto of the Civil Rights Restoration Act. His veto got
amendment to the nation's Labour Relations Act. This
the nervous support of each of the Republican presidennew Labour Relations Bill, soon to be voted upon by
tial candidates. At the same time, the Moral Majority—
Parliament, places severe limitations on the right to
which is neither—launched an all-out lobbying camstrike; bans sympathy strikes and boycotts; allows unpaign in support of Reagan's veto which became so vociferous and threatening in its racism, sexism and homophobia that it even repulsed Republican senators into
voting to override Reagan's veto.
SECOND LOOK AT RETROGRESSION
Israel/Palestine:
Raya Dunayevskaya
And this is at a time when the situation of this counon Israel's move back to Begin's reactiontry's homeless and "underclass" has become so desperary origins — p. 4
ate that we cannot do otherwise than find in the historic mirror its reflection in the Poor People's Campaign
Armenia: Mass protests against Gorbathat Dr. King was preparing when he was shot down in
chev — p. 12
Memphis, Tennessee, while leading a march in support
Essay: On the Marcuse-Dunayevskaya
of striking sanitation workers. The historic parallel goes
farther. For Martin Luther King was assassinated durcorrespondence — p. 8
(continued on page 9)

20 years
after the
death of King

On the Inside

ions to be sued for damages arising from wildcat strikes;
and gives employers free reign to fire any worker who
engages in a strike. Failure to adhere to these regulations by the unions would be treated as a criminal offense.
This draconian labor legislation is intended to return
South African labor to the period before 1979, when significant changes in the labor laws were followed by the
rapid rise and consolidation of the Black trade unions.
COSATU had planned a nationwide campaign to fight
the measure, but the ban on "political" activity now
makes such opposition illegal. There is little doubt that
one reason for the bannings was to clear the way for
this new labor law.
This crackdown comes on the heels of one of the
most intense periods of labor unrest in South African history. In 1987 alone, ten million working
days were "lost" to wildcat strikes—five times the
number in 1986! In 1987 numerous major and militant strikes erupted, from retail workers to railcontinued on page 10)

Editorial
All U.S. troops out of
Central America now!
As we go to press, the news of a cease-fire agreement
signed March 23 between the "contra" forces armed and
directed by the Reagan administration, and the Sandinista government of Nicaragua, has evidently surprised
many, both in Washington, D.C. and in Central America. So rapidly have events in the region developed that
the cease-fire follows by only one week Reagan's dispatch of an additional 3,200 soldiers—including elite
82nd Airborne paratroopers—to Honduras, where they
were to participate in a "readiness exercise" following
an alleged Nicaraguan "invasion" of Honduran border
space.
In the U.S., that one week saw a daily outpouring of
passionate demonstrations nation-wide against Reagan's
wars in Central America. Indeed, Reagan's "free hand"
there was limited somewhat only because of the overwhelming opposition at home, an opposition which has
never been erased since the Vietnam era. The fact that
news of the cease-fire was greeted with great relief by
both Nicaraguans and solidarity activists in the U.S. underlines the deep desire for an end to a brutal war.
BUT, we cannot afford to have any illusions about
the meaning of the cease-fire accord.
The Reagan administration has every intention of attempting to twist the cease-fire agreement to its own
purposes during the 60 days in which negotiations may
continue. White House spokesman Martin Fitzwater,
who was quick to denounce the agreement as a "Sandinista ploy," called on the U.S. Congress to be prepared
to "resume military aid" to the contras "in the event
the accord fails." One only has to recall the fate of the
plan proposed by Costa Rican Pres. Arias and signed by
all Central American governments last August, a plan
which called for cease-fires in each of the countries, an
end to guerrilla bases in neighboring countries, an end
to military aid from outside Central America, and a return of refugees. So effectively did U.S. imperialism sabotage the Arias plan, and so quickly was Arias himself
(despite his Nobel Peace Prize) brought to heel by
Washington, that the Arias Peace Plan very nearly became the Reagan Plan.

A DECADE OF REVOLUTION/COUNTERREVOLUTION
The determination which has preoccupied the administration ever since Reagan took office in 1981 has
been the drive to roll back and crush all the developing
Central American revolutionary movements. That is
true whether the assaults are carried out by Nicaraguan
contras or by El Salvadoran death squads, by the CIA
or by regular U.S. troops, by economic/political pressure, or by disruption through "disinformation" campaigns. The contras are only one of U.S. imperialism's
tools. All options remain open for Reagan in bis last
nine months in office. That sobering fact demands
that we view the latest headlines from the vantage
point of the whole decade since the Nicaraguan masses rose up to overthrow the brutal, U.S.-installed
Somoza dictatorship.
A decade ago—in February 1978—more than
(continued on page 12)
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International Women's Day: fight for freedom deepened
U.S.A.
DeKalb,
III.—On March 8, International Women's
Day (IWD), the John Lennon Society organized "The
Women's Empowerment Tour of DeKalb." In cold rain,
18 men and women traveled to various areas of DeKalb
which represent the oppression of women.
The first two stops were at Residence Halls of Northern Illinois University (NIU) and Greek Row, where the
tour guides accented the problems of sexual assault
where men and women are encouraged to take traditional roles. Last semester, approximately 20 sexual assaults were reported in those two areas alone.
The third stop was the Liberal Arts and Sciences
faculty offices. There the tour guide spoke about inequities in hiring, salaries and promotions for women in all areas at NIU, where women can expect to
earn approximately $10,000 less per year than a
man.
Another stop was the school newspaper, The North-,
ern Star, which engages in sexist reporting and which
recently printed personal attacks on a feminist student
through columns and cartoons. Their photo of the demonstration printed the next day purposely included only
one of the women demonstrators but all the men.
The last stop was downtown DeKalb at the local pornography shop. There demonstrators were handed popcorn as two students engaged in a mock attempted sexual assault. The tour guide gave historical examples of
how pornography has led to sexual assault.
During the four-hour tour, students carried signs saying "Women's Empowerment," "Men Can Stop Rape,"
"NIU Administration, Quiet Sexists," and "Woman as
Revolutionary Force and Reason," plus a banner which
read, "If She Says No, It's Rape."
—Participant

"Black Women and Radical Visions/Radical Politics."
She described her many years of participation in the
Black and labor movements in New York, and the audience felt we were reclaiming our own history. At our
News and Letters lit tables, neighborhood women discussed the resurgence of racism, the miseducation of
children and the need for a totally new way of thinking.

our own union in every country," and to "create a
network of Latin American organizations to help us
emerge with strength and dignity from the anonymity we household workers have suffered for centuries.''
—Information from Housecleaners News

Chile

The Philippines

In Chile on IWD several thousand demonstrators,
mainly women and youth, faced down and then battled the totalitarian military regime's dreaded police.
This went on for several hours right in the center of
Santiago, the capital, as well as in Valparaiso. Violent battle* continued in scattered locations into the
night. All of this occurred in the teeth of severe repression: the Pinochet regime had branded any celebration of IWD as a "Marxist commemoration" and
"therefore" illegal.
Meanwhile, the more established opposition is banking on defeating Pinochet in a plebiscite he is expected
to call in the fall. But the women's liberation and youth
demonstrators on March 8 seem to have a different concept of how to get rid of Pinochet. That is causing some
second thoughts, even among "experienced" older opposition leaders.

West Bank
Hundreds of Palestinian women marched in several
cities on IWD. Israeli soldiers fired tear gas and rubber
bullets into a group of 300 Palestinian women marching
through Ramallah in the West Bank.

New York, N.Y.—TWB was celebrated at Medgar

El Salvador

Evers College (MEC) in Brooklyn all through March,
turning it into Black Women's History Month, and included a series of lectures on Black women's history
and a Black women's writers conference.
One event was the IWD celebration of "MEC women
in the arts." The other was a talk by Vickie Garvin on

The committee of Mothers of the Murdered and Disappeared in El Salvador joined with students and workers to celebrate IWD in a march of 1,000 past the San
Salvador Military Hospital. They called for an end to
forced military service, and urged soldiers to desert
rather than follow U.S. orders and kill their own people.

Colombia
Household workers representing organizations in
Latin American and Caribbean countries held an
eight-day conference in Bogota, Colombia, in March.
These women workers are fighting for "the right to

Ideological pollution in our movement
by Terry Moon
In celebration of International Women's Day (IWD)
and Women's History Month the Chicago Local of
News and Letters Committees held a panel discussion
that included a woman from South Korea, a young U.S.
women's liberationist, a South African woman student
and myself. Their talks will appear in future issues of
N&L. Below are excepts from mine:
So far this year we have heard of IWD demonstrations in El Salvador, the Philippines, the Israeli-occupied West Bank and Arab East Jerusalem. Each demonstration was both brave and reasoned. (See article
above.)
Given the level of Women's Liberation Movement
(WLM) activity internationally, what was striking
was how little was going on in the U.S. I don't think
the question is, is the Third World more advanced
than us or vice versa; rather I think we need to figure out what is happening to the WLM in the U.S.
so that the Third World won't end up at the same
impasse we are facing.
To begin to discuss this, I want to quote from the
new syllabus for the classes that News and Letters is
beginning (see ad, page 10). The quote is from the
founder of Marxist-Humanism, Raya Dunayevskaya:
"The abysmal lower depths that the Reagan retrogression has sunk the world into throughout the seven
years of this decade, has polluted the ideological air, not
only of the ruling class, but has penetrated the Left itself. Such a deep retrogression urgently demands that,
along with the economic and political tasks facing us,
we look for philosophic new beginnings."
TAWANA BRAWLEY: 2 HATE CRIMES
One example of the ideological pollution that has
even permeated the WLM is pointed out in an article in
Ms. Magazine by Marcia Ann Gillespie, a Black woman writer who wants to know why the outcry over Tawana Brawley has been incomplete. Brawley, 16 years
old, was raped and abused by a gang of white men and
found semiconscious, covered with excrement, with racist epithets written on her body.
"No doubt," Gillespie writes, "racism was involved in
this case. But unlike Howard Beach... the assailants'
primary weapons of choice were their penises... Yet
somehow the fact that two hate crimes were committed
is being ignored. But then in this country, rape... is neither understood nor considered a hate crime as heinous
in motivation and intent as a racist attack.
"No matter how justified the outrage being expressed
on Tawana Brawley's behalf, the fact that public ire
may never have been ignited had she not had those racist words scrawled on her body enrages me."
To me what Gillespie raises here is not alone a
question of "two hate crimes" or even of the "abysmal lower depths that the Reagan retrogression has
sunk the world into" and the fact that the movement has not responded, revealing its ideological
pollution. It as well reveals how deep the uprooting
ot this society has to be for each of us to be free.
But I think we have to ask: Why wasn't what hap, pened to Brawley part of the IWD demonstrations that,
did take place in the U.S.? What I think 20 years of the

| Alice Dunbar-Nelson diary |

WLM has shown us is that without those "philosophic
new beginnings" that Dunayevskaya spoke of, we will
not be able to meet those economic and political tasks.
PHILOSOPHIC NEW BEGINNINGS
One thing that can help us work out those philosophic new beginnings is to see how Raya looked at Karl
Marx's 1844 Economic-Philosophic Manuscripts.
Raya saw in Marx's Essays not only the discussion of
what it means to be human, but as well what she called
Marx's concept of the man/woman relationship.
She incorporated Marx's vision into her philosophy,
and deepened and broadened the very Idea of what
freedom is/can become as she grounded her philosophy
in Marxism and tested it against the movements for
freedom—including the WLM.
It is not an abstraction that philosophy gives action a
direction when you see what philosophy showed was
important about our movement. Raya summed up both
the beginnings of the WLM and its high point when she
wrote in 1970 of our refusal to subordinate the WLM to
another movement, and that it is indeed a "revolutionary force towards total liberation of all" and that Women's Liberationists were opposed to the old society and
"for a totally new society on truly human foundations."
If we saw that as our contribution and that we
had a responsibility to develop the Idea of freedom
within a philosophy of freedom, then I don't think
we would be at an impasse today, or allow what
happened to Tawana Brawley to be fragmented and
to thus help fragment her.
To help the Idea of freedom experience self-development is not an easy task. Raya Dunayevskaya not only
did this her whole life, but tried to make explicit what
she did so that it would not die with her. The four
classes that we are going to start at the end of this
month, not only speak to the WLM... but are where we
can begin to "look for philosophic new beginnings."
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Give Us Bach Day: The Diary of Alice Dunbar-Nelson,
edited and introduced by Gloria T. Hull (W.W. Norton &
Company, New York, London 1984).
At the age of 46, Alice Ruth Moore Dunbar-Nelson
set pen to paper to create a diary in 1921 (the "Dunbar" came from her marriage to Paul Laurence Dunbar,
the great Black poet). The diary ends that year and resumes throughout 1926-31, covering approximately six
years of her very active life. Gloria T. Hull's beautifully
edited version of the diary is sensitive and thoughtful,
giving brief introductions throughout with several descriptions of people, places and events. Ms. Hull writes:
"this diary...is only the second one by a Black woman
that we have had the good fortune to see.... One wonders how many other publishable diaries by Black women have been written, but have not come to light."
The diary is a rare find. Yet the real discovery begins
with the reader discerning how it is only the tip of the
iceberg, involving some 40 years of prolific writing, publishing, and lecturing by this creative Black woman.
Dunbar-Nelson's activities were as varied as her writing as she attended and spoke at major women's, Black,
labor and some socialist conferences of the time as well
as having an extensive lecturing schedule to the point of
utter exhaustion. She wrote for newspapers such as the
Messenger and the Chicago Defender; wrote a column,
"From a Woman's Point of View," in the Pittsburgh
Courier in 1926 and co-edited and published the Wilmington, Del., Advocate with her third husband, journalist Robert J. Nelson.
Her activities ranged from participating in antilynching campaigns and attending annual NAACP
meetings; to speaking at pan-Africanist conferences
and the American Negro Labor Congress, to teaching
and counseling young women at the Industrial
School for Colored Girls in Delaware—including
counseling on abortion. She had a "circle" of friends
that included Jessie Fauset, Mary McLeod Bethune,
WJE.B. Dubois, Carter G. Woodson and Langston
Hughes.
While the diary is an important document, the reader
needs familiarity with Dunbar-Nelson's work and with
the history of the Harlem Renaissance and the Depression. What the diary does accomplish is to introduce
the reader to the author herself. Dunbar-Nelson was a
woman with intellect, energy and wit.
What I appreciate most about Dunbar-Nelson's
work is reading her researched essays. An example
is an essay, "People of Color in Louisiana," published
in the Journal of Negro History in 1916-1917. She begins by writing: "The title of a possible discussion of
tile Negro in Louisiana presents difficulties, for there
is no such word as Negro permissible in speaking of
this State. The history of the State is ruled with attempts to define, sometimes at the point of the
sword...the meaning of the word Negro... [It] came to
mean in Louisiana, prior to 1865, slave, and after the
war, those whose complexions were noticeably
dark.*
This quote reminds me of what Karl Marx said in his
day, to not equate the word Negro with the word slave.
Dunbar-Nelson seems to explain this concept in concrete terms for Louisiana. Her diary points a way for
closer examinations of all her Work
—biane Lee
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Farm crisis: everyone's battle
Mt. Carroll, III.—I think the farm crisis is getting
worse by the minute. It's not getting better like they
say in the newspapers, which is what they want you to
believe. Many people here are now losing the farms
they had previously hung on to.
I lost my farm which I had owned and operated for
33 years, and which had been paid for at one time. It's
rather a shock to realize that the judicial system will
not work, that judges won't do anything against the
banks. I even found out that my lawyer worked for the
bank while he was supposed to be representing me in
the foreclosure proceedings.
When I went to court, the judge ruled against me and
I appealed it and lost. Then I won in the 7th Circuit
Court of Appeals, but the first judge wouldn't honor the
decision. He just sat on it. The way it ended up, the
farm went to the bank and the lawyers got my money.
A lot of farmers have been bankrupted like me. One
man borrowed money in 1982 and listed his assets.
Since then, the value of land has dropped, so the judge
put him in jail for 2½ years for falsifying his assets to
the bank. The judges here run the county, and the lawyers get rich off us.
FARMERS SUPPORT GROUP
We now have a farmers' support group and we try to
help each other in any way we can. A number of us
have been in jail, maybe for as much as three months.
No jury put us there—the judge put us there. Like
when the bank was repossessing one farmer's assets, a
tractor was missing. The judge said he thought a friendly farmer was hiding it, and put the man in jail for contempt of court. We marched around the courthouse and
it made the news media, so they did release the fanner.
And the tractor still hasn't been found.
At our support group meetings, we break into small
groups of 6-8 so that each can tell stories of what's been
happening to them. The main thing is for people not to
think it's their fault. The system has failed—not the individual.
There have been suicides right here, and the media
covers them up. One man I know was killed in a single
vehicle accident after he received a bill for attorney fees
of $100,000. Another farmer was milking 120 cows.
When he went to court he was never allowed to say a
word in his own behalf. He lost everything. Then he
took a truck driver job, and he too was killed in a single
car accident.

NO LAWYERS OR BANKERS WELCOME
Farmers are fiercely independent, but this will have
to change. And when people find out they're not alone,
it is very important. Often farmers won't admit they're
in trouble—sometimes up to the end. Sometimes people
are afraid the bank will find out if they come to our
support group meetings. We invite our neighbors to
come. We meet once each week and we are open to listening, but we don't welcome bankers or attorneys.
One young man,said he shouldn't have come to our
meeting, that he's a good farmer and makes money
every year. He wanted to buy his brother's share of the
farm, so we went over it with him. It turned out he

Workshop Talks
(continued from page 1)
leaders. When it seems to be everybody for themselves until yet another strike breaks out, and
there's solidarity where yesterday you didn't see it.
I look around and see how hard it has become to live.
Two sisters, a brother, their spouses and their four kids
share a three bedroom apartment. Because that's what
you can get for even a "bargain" rent in working-class
(poor?) Corona and Elmhurst, New York. Everyone
knows Mayor Koch has kept 100,000 city-owned apartr
ments off the market, while he only talks of building a
few more shelters instead of fixing up the apartments.
Homelessness is no accident, and neither are high rents.

TOLL ON WORKERS IS TOO MUCH
But I do not want to write anymore about how bad it
is. The toll on working people is too much. Nerves are
broken, hearts are broken, lives are broken. Somehow
economics doesn't seem to have to deal with broken
hearts. That's what's wrong with economics right there,
it pretends people aren't people. That's where only humanism will do to deal with all this; the humanism, the
human being at the center, that Marx started and Dunayevskaya developed.
I am ready for a revolt right now. I want to see
the new forms of organization working people will
invent. I want to see a way out start to be worked
out in life. I know it will take a long, hard journey
of many. Many now are organizing their thoughts,
as in meatpacking, where the workers are trying to
establish worker-to-worker communication so this
organization of thought can go on. Then will come
the organization of action as well.
The point is not to let despair or impatience get the
better of you. But at the same time, if our history since
World War II shows anything, it's that it will take a
mighty organization of thought to get somewhere really
new. This is not only organization of thought as in
working people thinking their own thoughts and working out where to go next, but also joined up with the
organization of thought of that humanism of Marx,
worked out for today's struggles. Only with principles of
that humanism and yes, an organizational place where
it gets developed by live human beings involved in the
struggles, can I imagine how we can get to a new way
of working and living together.
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owed $3,000 an acre when you figured in depreciation of
his equipment. And he didn't even know he was in trouble!
This isn't just the farmer's problem. It's everybody's
battle—whether you work on a railroad, or in a packinghouse, or on a computer. Every man, woman, and
child owes $9 a day just in interest on the national
debt. It has to change. We're now behind the labor unions. We can see we were in error believing they were
responsible for the economic problems. Everybody in
America has to work together to make the change.
—Illinois farmer

Worker unrest in
Dominican Republic

Dominicans harvesting sugar cane.
Eighteen months into President Balaguer's administration, the Dominican Republic has been rocked by
ceaseless demonstrations, strikes, barricades and street
battles between protesters, police and army troops,
which as of mid-March had left five dead, scores
wounded and many hundreds arrested. From the countryside to countless cities and towns, there have been
protests and sacking of public buildings centering on demands for lowering the impossibly-high cost of living.
In February, a peasant strike spread to the whole
community in the province of Maria Trinidad Sanchez,
with riots and the cutting of high-power lines blacking
out eight cities and large trees blockading the roads.
The strike there opposed pollution created by the state
gold mining corporation.

P.O. changes for the worse
Editor's note: Reagan's 1989 budget projects drastic reductions for spending on the U.S. Postal Service. Following
are comments from a postal worker.
Los Angeles, Cal.—All the workers are aware of
the changes proposed for the Postal Service. The nature
of the Postal Service is that it doesn't have to follow
the rules that other enterprises do. Now they are just
going to be looking for excuses to let workers go. That's
what the bottom line is. We do not expect much help
from the union.
I started out a steady worker who did my job well.
The supervisors try to sabotage workers they don't like
with their "help." I told a supervisor I didn't need his
"help"; it was only to slow me down and make me look
bad. I did not speak out before but now I do. I am willing to complain about the conditions here..
The sexual harassment of women happens all the
time. "Attractive" women are given easier jobs, but
they pay for that favoritism. They are sexually harassed out loud, in front of everyone. Then there is
an older woman who was put on a job of hauling
50-70 pounds at a time. I guess she's not considered
attractive.
Here at the Post Office we know what the reality is.
Some people outside say, "Well, you get a good wage
and good benefits." But the conditions here could drive
you mad if you let them. And now it's going to get
worse.
—Woman postal worker

Serfs & lords at Eckrich
Chicago, III.—When the contract at Eckrich came
up last time, the first thing that came out of United
Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW) Local 100-A
secretary-treasurer Walter Piotrowski's mouth was that
Eckrich had to stay competitive with other meatpack*
ers. What he was saying was that if we didn't let them
have what they wanted, they would shut down this
plant.
We did get raises in the last contract, but we also
have a three-year training period. That doesn't make
any sense. It's not like we're going to be doctors or
something. Then the company does things like putting
the "trainees" on the machines because they don't have
enough operators. The new people don't get paid the
rate for the job, but they have all that aggravation.
They always say, "You don't have to do it. You
don't have to work here; there's the door." But say
you want to buy a house or something, which is almost impossible. You have to get a mortgage, a 30year mortgage. If you don't pay a month or two on
that mortgage, it's gone. You have to stay at work if
you don't want to lose everything.
You're a slave. Even if you don't like a job, you have
to do it. If you're not fortunate enough to get a better
education or something, you're stuck. To me it's like in
the Middle Ages when they had the serfs and the lords.
The serfs didn't have anything at all. We have cars and
TVs, but it's still the same to me. You're still tied. You
still have to eat.
I think the people in the company know that. But
why should we let the company run all over us? They
wouldn't be in business if it wasn't for the worker. We
can't think that if we go on strike, that they're just
going to shut down and move out. If we think that way,
then they're going to always get their way.
—Eckrich worker

Ford's sham profit sharing
Editor's note: The following letter was printed in the March
12, 1988, Detroit Free Press.
I have worked at the Ford Michigan Truck Plant for
17 years. On Feb. 19, it was announced that I would receive a $3,700 profit-sharing check. This has been a record profit year for Ford. My plant has worked 10-hour
days for the entire year. With lunch, preparation and
driving, it is a 12 and sometimes 13-hour day. The money, $3,700, symbolizes how auto workers have traded
their lives for dollars.
Rather than getting caught up in the dollar figures
and the smiling faces of my co-workers, responsible reporting should note the following:
* While Ford made record profits, there are now 43
percent fewer Ford workers than there were 10 years
ago.
* In 1980, at the Michigan Truck Plant, there were
2,800 hourly employees working two shifts. Today there
are less than 1,200 workers on one shift.
A rule of law under our economic system is when
there is increased profit, there is increased poverty. Today's corporate profits and auto workers' profit-snaring
come at the expense of tens of thousands of our neighbors, friends and family members.
Competition that once destroyed unknown people
in faraway places now condemns our children to an
insecure future. Rather than cheering the profits of
Ford and its ability to compete, why don't we face
the truth? Competition is dangerous to our health
and security. In the early 1980s, GM workers ignored
the layoffs at Ford and Chrysler. Today, Ford workers laugh at GM workers who are not getting profitsharing checks. Chrysler's Jefferson Avenue assembly workers silently smile when Lee Iaccoca announces the closing of the Kenosha plant. With the
rhetoric of "my quality is better than your quality,"
we have destroyed all union solidarity and our human capacity to care for one another.
Everyone wants to report optimistic moments and encouraging economic news. Anyone can report about
smiling faces and $3,700 checks. A serious news analysis
and editorial comment should reflect the human concerns and the substance behind the shallow, short-term
thinking of corporate rhetoric.
—Ford worker

Seniority: what does it mean today?
Chicago, III.—I appreciated Felix Martin's column,
"GM/UAW Attack Seniority" (News & Letters, March
1988), for showing how capitalism and the labor bureaucracy pit worker against worker, specifically at the
General Motors plant in Van Nuys, Cal., where workers
voted on alternative lay-off proposals. I could hear the
anguish in the voice of the worker who said: "We have
to choose between our family and the brother or sister
who stand next to us on the line. This is pitting us
against each other. We're putting a razor to each other's throats."
At the same time, I disagree with the emphasis on
preserving seniority rights. While seniority may be a
right "...that workers have won over the many years
through long, hard struggles on the picket lines," it
has also been a tool used to exclude Blacks and
women, to oppose affirmative action and to maintain
discriminatory employment practices. I wonder
about the lower-seniority workers at GM-Van Nuys.
Who are they? Are most of the Black, Latino and
women workers in that group?
Neither is seniority any protection against plant closings. When the meat packing plant where I was working
closed in 1983, throwing 600 people out of their jobs, a
significant number of those workers were Black men in

their 50s and 60s, who had labored for that company for
25 or 30 years and knew no skill other than boning
meat. Where would they find another job? Who would
hire them?
And what of the younger workers? In the three
years that followed, I found two jobs and lost them
both, one due to automation and the other to another
plant closing. Do workers of my generation (I'm 35)
and younger have, in this economy, even the possibility of working at one job for 20 or 30 years?
Marx wrote in the Communist Manifesto: "The essential condition for the existence, and for the sway of
the bourgeois class, is the formation and augmentation
of capital; the condition for capital is wage-labor. Wagelabor rests exclusively on competition between the laborers." Felix Martin's column pointed out that that
competition is for our very survival—the ability to feed,
clothe and house ourselves and our families. Yet it is
precisely that competition—whether between older and
younger workers in one plant like GM-Van Nuys, between employed and unemployed, between workers at
different plants within the same company or unfasUy,
or between workers in the U.S. and those in other i
tries—that preserves this capitalist agofean and,
fore, threatens ouir s

