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FASCINATING DEJA VU


As you are well aware I’m sure, there was a fascinating deja vu May 1, 2006 -- the celebration of May Day with a general strike and boycott by immigrant workers and their allies. 


The deja vu is that May Day as a workers’ celebration began with the general strike of 1886, the great Eight-Hour-Day Strike. There had not been another general strike in the U.S. since then.


The Latino organizers of Monday’s immigration events must have felt funny explaining to the media the significance of the May 1st date. It may be the national Labor Day in their home country (as it is world wide), but most of them know it was “Made in the USA.”


For workers in the U.S. and throughout the globalized economy -- especially what is becoming a single labor market, North America and Central America -- it is important to understand the differences and similarities differences between May Day, 1886, and May Day, 2006.


First, let me remind you of the history surrounding May Day, 1886. If some of this is new to you, don’t be embarrassed. It’s not taught in the schools; and it has not been taught in the labor movement for many years. In fact, May Day is the red-white-and-blue, Made-in-America event frowned on by the thought police.


In 1886, the Knights of Labor were overwhelmingly the largest American labor federation -- big, well-organized, powerful. The fledgling American Federation of Labor, founded five years earlier, was tiny and floundering. If they hadn’t had a feel for where the working class was at, their call for a general strike might well have turned them into a footnote of labor history.


But they did know what would move working people, though they may have been surprised -- as the organizers of the recent immigrant-rights demonstration have been surprised -- at the strength of the movement they ignited.

TRUE MOVEMENTS


And that’s because May Day 1886 and May Day 2006, both of them, reflected true movements. Just as the events leading up to May Day 2006 showed that great masses of people were in motion -- well beyond the ability of the organizers to control -- the same was the case in 1886.


The organizers of the 1886 May Day strike had good reason to believe the demand for the eight-hour-day would ignite just that sort of a movement. What most Americans today don’t know -- and that’s true of us in the labor movement -- is that there had been a vibrant, active, successful eight-hour-day movement in the late 1860s and early 1870s. 


That’s where the slogan we’ve all heard before -- “Eight Hours for Work, Eight Hours for Sleep, Eight Hours for What We Will” -- originally came from. 


And, of course, the eight-hour-day movement had in turn come from the 10-hour-day movement of the 1830s and 1840s. And the first and greatest success of that movement was won by an 1835 general strike right here in Philly. 


Organized Boston mechanics (as workers in the trades were called in those days) had sent out a “Ten Hour Circular” to labor unions across the country. But the spark that set off the general strike in Philly was a spontaneous march through town by the immigrant, Irish day laborers who unloaded the coal barges. 


As they marched through the city chanting, workers piled off the job and out of the factories and joined the march. Within a couple of days -- with strong support from most of the rest of the city -- they had won their ten-hour day. Then other cities and towns did the same thing.


I’m dwelling on this strike more than 175 years ago not because it was in Philly, but because it was a major mental breakthrough for many workers. It came at a time when the more-or-less guild system -- the apprentice-becomes-a-journeyman-becomes-a-master system -- had for all practical purposes ceased to exist. Though journeymen were now wage workers for life, most of them had not caught up to the fact.


But when the Irish day laborers marched through town, the journeymen piled off the job shouting “We are all day laborers now!” Major mental breakthrough! Major organizational breakthrough, since it brought unity to the short-hours movement. The world had changed. Their mental outlook had to change with it.


That’s where we stand today -- at just such a turning point. But how many of us have yet joined the movement for human rights -- labor rights -- of the immigrant workers? Maybe we don’t understand yet what has fundamentally changed in the world. Maybe we haven’t figured out what the basis of unity is between them and us. Maybe we’d better do so. 

THE KNIGHTS MISS IT


In 1886, the Cigarmakers’ Sam Gompers and the Carpenters’ P.J. McGuire were at the top of the AFL. As working teenagers, they’d both participated in a major eight-hour strike by the building trades in New York City in the early 1870s that ignited broad support in the city and actually won the eight-hour-day.


They’d also seen that win lost in the financial crash of 1872 and the long depression that followed. They’d seen the labor movement crushed by that depression. They’d started the rebuilding process in the 1880s. McGuire helped found today’s Carpenters in 1881, the same year he and Sam and others founded the AFL.


So they’d seen how the eight-hour-day movement could unite the working class and move whole cities, if not the country. By the 1880s, railroad travel was so easy that just organizing your city was a thing of the past. McGuire had organized St. Louis carpenters and won a citywide contract, only to watch every unemployed carpenter in the country arrive by train to work at the new, higher rate.


So it made sense to call a national general strike for the eight-hour day. And it worked.


These were immigrants and the sons of immigrants by the way. Gompers was from England. McGuire was second-generation Irish. His right-hand man was German. As today, much of the working class was immigrant. They and their brother and sister workers wanted the eight-hour day for the same reason workers do today – to have more time to spend with their families, to better themselves by going to school, and to take a more active part in politics.


What happened in 1886? First, the leadership of the Knights of Labor said they weren’t going to have anything to do with it. Thought it was a dumb idea. Told people to try to win the eight-hour-day by working through the political process.


Then the Knights leaders began hearing from their locals -- they called them assemblies. Their assemblies didn’t think it was a dumb idea. The members didn’t think it was a dumb idea. They were already getting ready, and they would strike. As I remember, the Knights leadership finally relented and left it up to local initiative, but they never did endorse the strike.


There was no way for Gompers and McGuire and their fellows in the tiny AFL to control this movement once it ignited. They had to let it run its course. And there is a major difference between May Day 2006 and May Day 1886. May day 1886 was open-ended, not just a one-day strike -- “We put our tools down on May 1st and we don’t go back to work until our employers agree to the eight-hour day.”


This was the era when you got paid by the day, not by the hour. So striking for the eight-hour day meant you would get full pay for 20 percent less work. And, by the way, that meant that the boss would have to hire that many unempoloyed workers to get the job done.


With new technology displacing workers every day, could we put everybody to work with a regional six- or four-hour day? NAFTA threw 20 million Mexicans off the land, when they couldn’t compete with cheap, taxpayer-subsidized American corn. The same is happening in Central America now with CAFTA. Do you wonder why they’re coming north! Can we find the basis of unity like the “American” carpenters did with the Irish day laborers here in 1835?


Add automation, computerization, or “robotics” as people are calling it nowadays, and technology is replacing our labor as a class. What movement do we ignite that says, “We built all this, we created all this wealth, and now we’re going to benefit from it!” How does that movement reach across the false divide of nationality to make common cause with the movement that brought May Day 2006?

HAYMARKET MARTYRS


If I asked for questions right now, I’ll bet the first one would be, “Hey! I thought May Day was about the Haymarket Riot,” so let me address that question. American employers -- capital -- weren’t about to take a general strike without a fight, particularly a general strike that had ignited a real movement that might lead to an insurrection, like the Paris Commune in 1871.


They had used troops to put down the first spontaneous national strike, the railway strike of 1877. They would use them again in the second national railway strike, the Pullman Strike, of 1894. One way or another, they were going to attack the general strike of 1886. 


On May 3, Chicago police killed two strikers at the McCormick plant in Chicago. When they marched on a protest rally at the Haymarket the next day, one policeman was killed by a grenade, thrown either by an anarchist or an agent provocateur. At that point, police opened fire on the crowd. In all, eleven died. Police rounded up the city’s leading anarchists, five of whom died after being sentenced to death in what amounted to a kangaroo court. Three others were later pardoned.


McGuire had requested and received international labor solidarity for the May Day general strike. The trial and executions of the “Haymarket Martyrs” became an international cause celebre. And May Day became the international labor day.


In the repression that came down after May Day 1886, most of the eight-hour gains that the short general strike had won were lost. But the leadership of the Knights had lost their credibility, with the result that many Knights assemblies affiliated with the American Federation of Labor. And the eight-hour-day had become central to the labor movement in its broadest, most working-class sense. Other strikes, such as the Carpenters national eight-hour-day strike of 1890, won the eight-hour-day contract by contract, industry by industry, until the Congress was forced to recognize it nationally ... in 1938!

LESSONS FROM MAY DAYS 1886 AND 2006


What is there to learn from all this?


Perhaps first is the importance of movements -- actual, ignited, spontaneous movements of people which reflect their fundamental understanding, if only sensed, of new conditions and the necessity of action to assure survival with dignity. In that sense, May Day 1886 and May Day 2006 seem to be the same.


Perhaps the second is the importance of consciousness, not raised consciousness but changed consciousness, consciousness which once gained cannot be lost but will guide movements, as they mature, to their ultimate goals. 


Construction tradesmen brought up in the apprentice-journeyman-master tradition could not raise their consciousness in the 1830s. They had to change their consciousness to reflect the changes in the new economic system they were now operating in. And once the idea of the eight-hour day became seated in American working-class consciousness, it could not become uprooted -- witness today’s program here in Philly.


Perhaps the third lesson is unity, the underlying working-class unity that transcends working-class divisions. In 1835, the practical leaders of the ten-hour strike were immigrant Irish day laborers, at the bottom of the working-class barrel as far as other workers were concerned. Certainly, if you had told the Philadelphia carpenters before the strike that the Irish coal-haulers would lead the movement, they would have looked at you as if you were crazy. Which is pretty much the same way the leadership of the Knights felt about the Gompers/McGuire call for May Day, 1886.


Finally, an important lesson is for us to search out our ignorance. Do we even know the fundamental technological and economic revolution under way which will direct our struggles in the time to come? Or are we stuck trying to find national solutions to global problems, as the unionists of the 1880s were at first trying to find local solutions to questions which had become national by the simple addition of the railroad?


And, most important, are we stuck in trying to find the political power to make change by using a two-party structure that reflects another time and another struggle. Do we need a working-class party of our own? The eight-hour day was finally legislated at a time when it was politically convenient, not to our class -- the working class -- but to capital. It has since been lost, probably because (again) it is convenient, perhaps even necessary to capital to work us longer and harder.


Does that mean that we are on the verge (again) of a great, spontaneous movement for the survival, with dignity, of our class? And, if so, what is our part, as leaders, in that movement? I admire your willingness to consider these questions, because I know that you are capable of answering them. The times make leaders, not leaders the times.

--Dave Ransom
