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The Sit-Down and How 1t Grew

In both theory and practice, the new taciic is seen
us a natural outgrowth of muss-production technique

HE sit-down, labor’s newest weapon,

has caused a panic in the ranks of the

open-shop employers. This accounts for
the present outburst on the sacredness of
“property rights.” The ‘constitution-savers,”
whose tone has become quite familiar to the
American people since the presidential election,
are again on a crusade.

The very same people who for years re-
fused to abide by the Wagner labor-relations
act and similar legislation have hastened with
arbitrary edicts banning the sit-down. Re-
garding the emergency as too serious to await
formal passage of laws, governors of many
states followed Governor Hoffman of New
Jersey with announcements that sit-downs
will not be tolerated. Now, with rock-ribbed
Republican Vermont in the lead, state legis-
latures are preparing to rush through a ban
on the sit-down.

In the whirl of arguments on the sit-down
in Congress, state legislatures, and the press,
many well-meaning people are undoubtedly
carried away with the cry that the sit-down
strike tactic is “illegal seizure,” “forcible
entry,” and “‘trespass.”

It may therefore be appropriate to swing
away from “the perfume of the corporation
lawyer to the taste of the factory,” as Gov-
ernor Benson of Minnesota said recently in
a speech to his legislature, and see what is
really behind the sit-down and how it operates.
Ate the sit-down strikers really out to change
property relations—to take possession of
plants?

THE SIT-DOWN is not an invention of some
individual. It was born on the belt-line and
shaped by the workers themselves, out of con-
ditions that obtain in mass-production indus-
tries and company-controlled communities.
. For years before the present sit-down wave
began, automobile and rubber workers pro-
tested speed-up of the line and wage cuts by
means of short sit-down stoppages. This is
not an accident. It is the factories of these
industries that were famous for their spy
organizations, for the blacklisting and dis-
charge of workers on the slightest suspicion
that they favored labor organization. Workers
in these factories remained unorganized until
recently. The trade unions that had claimed
jurisdiction among them were divided into
dozens of craft organizations which by their
impotency only antagonized the unorganized.
Two years ago, when I arrived in Detroit,
I was surprised at the indifferent way workers
spoke of sit-downs that had occurred. It was
regarded 'as quite common, especially early in

By George Morris

the production season, when' production and
piece rates for new parts were set. The
“kick-back” from the workers was, in fact,
to some degree a gauge for the management
on what prices and speed could be set.

An automobile production line stretches for
a city block or more. Hundreds of workers
along the line perform certain details as the
car part passes. Every worker is taught to
understand that he is just one link in a vast
mechanism. He is instructed to remember
that the interrelation between the workers has
been so carefully figured out by engineers that
lagging, delay, or interruption anywhere along
the line will throw the whole system out of
gear. Lo

Guards in uniform and spies in overalls
are stationed at every turn in the factory to
see that this delicately arranged apparatus
moves in good order. Any unnatural move by
a worker attracts a suspicious eye. In the
interest of forestalling interruption of that
very sensitive production line, the employers
of such cities as Detroit, Flint, Pontiac, and
Akron found it necessary to send human rats
to trail the workers everywhere in the com-
munity.

These conditions made impossible the or-
dinary procedure in organizing, and forced
the automobile and rubber workers to dis-
cover a new way to organize and to learn
where the gigantic enterprises are most vul-
nerable, The sit-down was the consequence.

A sit-down stoppage can be initiated by

Ben Yomen

several people along the line at a moment
when the workers are aroused over a griev-
ance. It must, of necessity, be a surprise move
if it is to get by the spy machinery. From
two or three points along the line, word is
passed to the right and left that in a minute
or two there will be a sit-down. The original
source of that move is not known to anyone.
But the whispers flash down the line and soon
reach a sufficient number. Before you can
say “Jack Robinson,” the line is down.
Workers stay idle at their places, unfinished
parts pass them, the line is clogged, it is
stopped, and no one works. This all happens
in about a minute. The factory management
is suddenly confronted with hundreds of idle
workers,

There is no way of telling who started the
whole business. The foreman rushes to this
one -and that one to shake out some informa-
tion. But no one can really tell him who the
initiators are. No one knows. But the stop-
page is an accomplished fact, and if it iso’t
settled quickly, other divisions of the factory
will be affected. ‘Other workers may be in-
volved, and if it lasts long it may mark the
beginning of organization in the shop. Such
stoppages are therefore quickly settled, as a
rule, by announcement of a small concession.
There were no negotiations. The live wires
who initiated the stoppages remain hidden and
unknown, There is no organization as a re-
sult of the stoppage. The line moves again
and the banner of the open shop continues
to fly over the factory. ‘

Such was the type of stoppage employed
for years when there was no union organiza-
tion in the auto or rubber industries. But
given a trade-union movement that sees a
weapon in the sit-down, as the C.I.O. does,
and given a more favorable political situation,
as the defeat of Reaction last November has
undoubtedly created, and you have the cir-
cumstances that brought about the present
sit-down wave.

The type of sit-down we see today is merely
an extension of the earlier sit-down stoppage.
The workers are no longer satisfied with
temporary concessions and to leave things as
they were. They want more lasting gains
and security. For that reason they stay in
the factory as long as six and seven weeks,
until they can walk out as free men and
women with a collective-bargaining agreement
and more substantial concessions. There is
union leadership in the present sit-down. Most
spontaneous sit-downs soon get the guidance
of a union. So widespread has the sit-down
become, so popular the technique because of its
phenomenal success, that backward workers
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in out-of-the-way, unorganized mill towns
have learned of the elementary rules for
arranging it. From the sphere of the auto-
mobile and rubber industries, the sit-down
technique is now being adapted with success
to every type of factory and store.

The sit-down is now regarded as the initial
step for freeing a factory for organization—
for breaking the ice. The “seizure” fairy tale
is made ridiculous by the very arrangements
that workers make to administer affairs during
the sit-down. Nothing happens that wouldn’t
happen in an ordinary walkout. The differ-
ence is merely that the employer is restrained
from bringing in scabs to take jobs, and the
workers inside the factory walls are protected
against attacks by thugs. When Governor
Frank Murphy of Michigan presented a writ-
ten promise that he would keep the Chrysler
plants closed with state police at the gates,
for the duration of negotiations, the workers
took his word for it and vacated the factories.
They swept out the plants and, as the com-
pany admitted, left them in the best of order.

The basic idea behind the sit-down is that
the workers are interested in the security of
their jobs, but in the present social order their
years of training are made part of the very
gears and link-belts that move the productwn
line.

William Allen White, a foremost observer
for the top-hats, rightly admitted that the
idea connected with the sit-down follows logi-
cally from the recognized right to picket.
‘Given a right to sidewalks and highway in
front of the factory, he says (New York
Times, Sunday, March 28), the workers
“suddenly crashed in the front door and sat
down. . .. They passed the industrial thresh-
old and began to picket inside the factory.”
The logic of this argument is that either the

sit-down is as justified as picketing or picket-
ing too should be banned.

As is quite apparent from the sit-downs we
have seen, all principles that apply to a walk-
out still hold for the sit-down. A sit-down
is seldom successful if only a minority of the
workers support it. A minority may take
initiative, but the still unorganized workers
must at least favor the purpose. There have
been cases when a poorly prepared sit-down
gave the employer just the opportunity he was
seeking to drive a wedge among the workers.
Agents of the employer are sometimes set to
precipitate unnecessary sit-downs 8o as to ‘dis-
credit the tactic among the unorganized or
to - antagonize many workers against the
union. This was the case in several of the
sit-downs in General Motors plants that fol-
lowed the recent agreement.

The way the Hershey Chocolate Co.
incited dairy farmers against sit-down strikers
in its plants is only an example of how sit-
down strikers cannot barricade themselves
inside the plant and forget that the support
of the middle-class people and farmers must
be won.

It is remarkable how speedily sit-down
strikers, though formerly unorganized, set up
an administration in the factory. Department
representatives form a leading council. Special
committees are assigned for feeding arrange-
ments, guard-duty, and policing of the plant,
for entertainment and education, to serve as
a trial board for violators of rules, etc.

The workers are divided to serve imside
and outside, depending upon circumstances and
how many may be needed to hold the factory,
In the case of large plants, the workers de-
termine which is the key department and con-
centrate their forces there.

In almost every sit-down, rules posted by
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“This is probably the last time I'll need you fellows. I'm reading
‘up on how to make friends and influence people. '

i NEW MASSF:

the strike committee have restricted smoking
to certain rooms, banned alcoholic liquers, and
warned against damage to company property,
gambling, quarreling, or any such disorder
Those in change of policing the factory sa

that discipline was enforced. Where men and '

women are. involved, separate sleeping quar-
ters are arranged and a matron is often placed
in charge of the women’s “dormitory.”

The chairman of the strike committee, the
connecting link with the outside, reports at
daily meetings. An outside strike committee
arranges a kitchen where meals are prepared
for the insiders, provides cots, organizes picket
lines, and carries on in the orthodox “walkout
fashion.”

Inside the plant, the workers are largely
occupied with ways to kill the monotony.
They play cards, checkers, chess, ping-pong,
pitch quoits, box, play ball in the yard,
practise on musical instruments, sing, com-
pose songs, write jingles, do a hundred othex
things.

Much of the time is spent in educating
the new recruits to unionism through daily
lectures, study groups, and reading of labor
literature. Short plays, and skits by workers’
theater groups or by talent from the ranks
of the strikers, an improvised orchestra, vaude-
ville, etc., furnish much of the entertainment.

The sit-down is by no means as uncom-
fortable as many believe. - Arrangements are
often possible so that workers get passes to
visit their homes. Relatives are frequently
permitted to visit the plant. In cold weather,
the advantages of staying inside are quite ap-
parent.

Defense of the plant is a serious matter.
Threats to eject them or to incite strike-

breakers force the workers to lock all entrances

and barricade themselves. During the General
Motors sit-down, fire hose was used for de-
fense and automobile bodies were piled to
block passage-ways. On a number of occasions
when sheriffs attacked, the workers were
forced to defend themselves by every means
at hand. But on the whole, considering the
hundreds of thousands of workers that were
involved in the recent sit-downs, there was
very little violence, and few arrests as com-
pared to major walkouts.

The sit-down is a more effective way to
tie up a factory, and forces an earlier settle-
ment; unorganized workers have more confi-
dence in it because they do not leave their
jobs; violence is reduced because the workers
are protected; it makes easier the striking of
gigantic plants which are difficult to picket;
the usefulness of strikebreakers is reduced;
the sit-down can be sprung suddenly and is
therefore a means of holding the employers to
an agreement; the employer is unable at the
outset to distinguish between strikers and po-
tential strikebreakers—at least not until the
union has had an opportunity to organize.

It is quite clear: the reason some folks are
worried about the constitution is because labor
has discovered a battering ram with which it
is successfully smashing one after another of
the traditional open-shop fortresses.
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Is the Sit-Down Legal?

A well-known labor lawyer discusses the ‘‘property-rights”
angie, and remarks that law cannot contravene popular will

I ET us picture a street in the working-
class neighborhood of a typical industrial
city. It is night. In the shadows may

be seen figures of men quietly and cautiously
entering a worker’s home. Singly they file
into the basement. It is pitch dark. All is
quiet. Then a voice is heard in the darkness.
It is the voice of a worker calling the meeting
to order, It is a meeting of workers, eraployees
of General Motors, let us say, to discuss plans
for building their union, the United Auto-
mobile Workers of America. The meeting
over, they file out in the darkness. None is
able to identify another by sight.

This happened scores of times in the city
of Flint, Mich., within the past year. Why
was it necessary for these workers to meet in
this manner? Because they had learned that
the General Motors Corp. employed hundreds
of spies to report upon their activities, and
that once the corporation discovered that they
were active in organizing a union they would
be discharged and, with their wives and chil-
dren, subjected to suffering and privation.

Members of the United Automobile Work-
ers employed in the Ford plant meet in the
basements of their homes in small groups of
four to eight. Why do they do this? They
do it because they are compelled to do it in
order to prevent wholesale disclosure by Ford
stool-pigeons, and the resulting loss of their
jobs.

The Ford private police have searched the
lockers used by workers, have gaone through
their coat pockets, aopened their lunch boxes,
and even peered between the slices of bread
of their sandwiches, searching for union litera-
ture,

The Ford Motor Co. has taken movies of
a parade of workers, scrutinized the film, and
discharged employees whom they identified as
on their staff. A foreman in the Ford plant
was discharged because he was seen to have
shaken hands with me at his father’s funeral.
This is the “independence” of the workers
which Henry Ford fears would be destroyed
by unions!

The industries of this nation are literally
riddled with spies and stool-pigeons. The
Fisher Body plant in Lansing, Mich., was at
one time completely unionized. Spies worked
their way into the officialdom of the union. In
due time all of the officers were spies; and in
due time the entire membership of the union
consisted of these officers only. As the result
of espionage among the auto workers in Flint,
in less than two vears the membership of the
local dropped from twenty-six thousand to
~ one hundred and sixty-two. ’

By Maurice Sugar

The president of the Plymouth Motor Car
Co. local of the United Automobile Workers
has just been revealed as a Chrysler spy. Four
months ago, while he was president, the local
union consisted of sixty members. Within three
months after his removal, the membership went
to ten thousand.

Labor espionage is outlawed by the National
Labor Relations Act. Even were it not illegal,
can there be any doubt that this practice is
vicious and reprehensible in the eyes of the
entire people of the United States?

The corporations make use of political wea-
pons, too, in order to prevent the organization
of workers intg unions. Recently, in the city
of Dearborn, the Common Council, which
does the Ford Motor Co.’s bidding, passed an
ordinance designed to prevent the distribution
of handbills among Ford employees. Under
this ordinance, one is prohibited from distribut-
ing handbills unless he has paid a fee and pro-
cured a license. Look at a section of this ordi-
nance: “No license shall be issued for the dis-
tribution of any circular (or) handbill . . .
that contains obscene,  immoral, scandalous,
libelous, or treasonable: statements, or any
statement the truth of which cannot be estab-
lished to the satisfaction of the City Clerk.”
The City Clerk of Dearborn refused a license
for the issuance of a leaflet which referred to
the speed-up at the Ford Plant as the “mur-
derous speed-up.” T am not sure whether the
‘ground for the refusal was obscenity, immoral-
ity, libel, or treason. It was probably treason.

AND NOw a great tidal wave of organization
is sweeping the country. The workers have
found a weapon which brings to them the
possibility of procuring parity of power with
their corporation employers. The urge which
has been dammed up in the breasts of these
workers has found release. One year ago, the
membership of the United Automobile Work-
ers in the city of Detroit was ten thousand.
Today that membership is one hundred and
seventy-five thousand. One year ago, the mem-
bership throughout the country was thirty
thousand. Today it is three hundred thousand.
And there are people who say that the sit-
down strike is not justified! Such people, con-
sciously or unconsciously, are accepting the
ethical standards of the “economic royalists”
of the country.

During a strike some three years ago, I par-
ticipated in “negotiations” with Mr. Edward
Fisher, of the Fisher Body Co., and his asso-
ciates. The “negotiations” consisted of Mr.
Fisher reading the union demands out loud,
and at the conclusion of each stating, ‘“The

answer to that, gentlemen, is ‘No.”” One of
the workers pointed out to Mr. Fisher that he
could grant the increased wage by the mere
addition of two and one-half cents to the
price of each car. Mr. Fisher’s reply was that
nobody was going to tell him how he should
run his business. He was right—then. But
running through my mind at that time was
the thought that the time would come when
the workers in that plant would be telling
him just a little about how that plant should
be run in relation to their wages, hours, and
conditions of employment. The time has come.
And while I find myself incapable of harbor-
ing a feeling of revenge, I am frank to state
that lately I have been feeling mighty good.

When in spite of the spy system, the black-
list, the terror, and the company union the
worker succeeds in building his union, the em-
ployer further violates the law by refusing to
talk to him. What a terrible thing the worker
does then. He says, “‘So you won’t talk, eh?”
—and he sits down! .

That the sit-down strike is ethical follows
both from its origin and its application. I
might well content myself with arguing that
what is ethical should be recognized as legal
—and, in my opinion, such a position would be
sound. But let us turn for a moment to an-
other approach to the problem under discus-
sion,

There was a time, during the period of in-
dustrial expansion, when a worker discharged
from one job could more or less readily get
another. That time is past. In this day of
gigantic industrial monopolies, with our great
army of unemployed, the worker has come to
know that the loss of his particular job, or
the loss of a job with a particular employer,
may spell destitution. This explains the de-
velopment of an “attachment” which the
worker feels to his particular employment, or
his particular employer.

Now let us see if there is not a logical basis
for the claim which the worker makes that
he has a right in his job. We start by assert-
ing that every worker in America has the right
to live in decency and as a free man. I can-
not believe that anyone will dispute this. Since
the worker has the right to live in decency

_and as a free man, and since his livelthood

and his freedom actually depend upon his hav-
ing a job, it follows that he has the right to
a job. Indeed, the right to work has been ex-
pressly recognized as a property right by our
highest courts. Having the right to live de-
cently and as a free man, and having the right
to work, it logically follows that he has a
right to work for decent wages, for decent



