Two Mine Strike Strategies
By WM. Z. FOSTER '

]IN THE epoch-making struggle now going on in the coal industry
two diametrically opposing strike strategies find themselves in
conflict: that of the black Lewis machine and that of the Save-
the-Union movement. Never in the history of the American labor
movement has there been a clearer, more basic, and more bitter
clash between the strike policies of the reactionary wing of the
labor movement and those of the left elements. And never were
there more weighty consequences dependent. upon the outcome of
such a clash than in the present strike. In the recent congress of
the Profintern great stress was laid upon the necessity of study-
nig carefully the strike strategy and experiences in great strikes,
and for us this is especially important in connection with the present

struggle.
THE STRATEGY OF LEWIS

Lewis’ basic strategy is one of retreat before the attacks of the
employers. Allied to the employers through the capitalist parties
and various industrial combinations, as well as being corrupted by
them in various other ways, the Lewis leaders refuse to fight them.
Their policy is one of constant backing up before the advancing
employers. These venal leaders, in reality tools of the operators,
intent only upon holding on to their good jobs for a while longer,
stubbornly refuse to take the offensive, even though they see the
union going to pieces from the ruthless attacks of the employers.

This retreat policy has been followed consistently by Lewis ever
since he got hold of the UMWA. In 1919 his famous back down
in the face of the Federal injunction was a typical example of his
runaway policy, which has wnought such havoc to the union. The
betrayal of the Fayette-Westmoreland-Somerset miners in 1922, the
splitting of the anthracite miners from the bftuminous miners and
the signing of the five year hard coal agreement in 1925, were
additional outstanding expressions of the same destructive policy.
His failure to invade the umorganized territory and to unite the
workers there for struggles in the teeth of the operators’ opposition
was also of the same category. For the past nine years the em-
ployers have been militantly on the offensive, the Lewis machine
just as diligently running away, sacrificing the organization, wages
and working conditions of the miners as they run.

In the present strike Lewis and the corrupt crowd affiliated with
him continue this retreat policy. Even before the strike began they
executed a vast movement to the rear by abandoning the policy of
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the Central Competitive Field agreement and by adopting the pro-
gram of separate operator and district agreements. Their policy is
ever to back up. One manifestation of this is their program of iso-
lating the strike to as small a section of the industry as possible, to
sacrifice the most sharply attacked sections if a few remnants can
be pulled out of the struggle here and there by means of separate
agreements, Likewise, they seek to narrow down the struggle ideo-
logically, tactically, and every other way. They refuse to see in
the present attack against the union a part of a general plan to wipe
but the UMWA, a section of the nationwide open shop drive to
smash the whole trade union movement. They pretend to see in it
only the work of certain “bad” and “unfair” operators who can
be brought to terms through appeals to Coolidge, Senate Investiga-
tions, etc. They systematically seek to kill off all militancy among
the miners and to reduce the strike to a sort of friendly dispute be-
tween parties Who for the moment misunderstand each other.
The general effect of such a strategy is of course disastrous. The
operators are able to attack the union when and where they please.
Never is the full power of the miners brought to bear against them.
In consequence the operators are rapidly tearing the union to pieces.

THE STRATEGY OF THE SAVE-THE-UNION MOVEMENT

The basic strategy of the Save-the-Union movement is to defeat
the offensive of the operators by a great counter-offensive of the
miners. Lewis seeks to narrow down the fight; the Save-the-Union
movement seeks to broaden and deepen it. . The one is a policy of
class surrender; the other of class struggle.

Especially the conscious elements among the miners recognize the
basic issues involved in the present struggle and draw the proper
conclusions from them. They understand that the attack of the
coal operators upon the Miners Union aims primarily to wipe out the
organization and to render the miners helpless in the face of the
employers’ exploitation, and that, moreover, this assault, part of the
general policy of American imperialism, is directed against the whole
trade union movement. Hence they draw the basically correct con-~
clusion, which is supported by the Save-the-Union movement in prac-
tice, that the miners’ fight is a broad class issue, and that not only
should the entire body of miners be drawn into it, but also, to the
greatest extent possible, the broad ranks of the working class. -

To win the present strike is of the most basic importance. If it
were lost it would throw demoralization and discouragement into
the ranks of the miners for years to come. It can only be won by
bringing to bear the greatest possible weight against the operators.
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Hence the policy of the Save-the-Union movement is to extend the
present strike into a national strike, drawing in all categories of
miners. But inasmuch as the Lewis machine, which still controls
the apparatus of the union, its funds, etc., is flatly opposed to this
policy, it can be put into effect only as fast and as far as the opposi-
tion forces can break the power of the Lewis machine and win over
the masses of organized and unorganized miners.

As against the narrowing down policy of Lewis, the Save-the-
Union movement seeks to broaden out the struggle by (1) holding
solid the present body of strikers through active picketting, extensive
relief work, resistance to separate agreements, etc., (2) organizing
the masses of unorganized miners and drawing them into the strike,
(3) breaking down the isolation of the anthracite miners and bring-
ing them into the struggle. “The Save-the-Union movement also
sharpens the fight generally through intensive mass picketting, mass
violations of injunctions, and general clarification of the miners
as to the real meaning of the strike. It systematically develops the
widest possible counter-offensive against the operators.

THE CONFLICT OF THE STRATEGIES

Which of these two strategies shall prevail, whether the narrow-
ing down policy of Lewis or the broadening out policy of the Save-
the-Union movement, is decisively important. If the former, it
means defeat for the miners; if the latter, victory.

One of the major aspects of the strike struggle is the battle be-
tween the Lewis forces and those of the opposition movement regard-
ing which strategy shall go into effect. The decision hinges upon
which group can control the masses of miners. The Save-the-Union
movement is making the most energetic battle to win over the
masses and to draw them into the fight. After a long process of
stirring up the membership, the great Pittsburgh conference of
April 1st was held. This is now being followed by movements in
all the districts for the holding of conventions at which the opposi-
tion forces will proceed to declare vacant the offices of Lewis’
henchmen and take control of the union.

Besides in many local unions the opposition is now displacing
Lewis’ henchmen from office and replacing them by those of the
opposition.

The fight for control of the miners is also going on upon the
picket line. As Lewis, following his strategy of narrowing down
the strike, signs separate agreements and sends the men back to
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work, the Save-the-Union forces must picket the mines and keep
them out on strike,

Similarly, the Save-the-Union movement seeks to win the
masses of unorganized miners for its strategy by carrying on wide-
spread campaigns of organization among the miners of Western
Pennsylvania and West Virginia.

MACHINE TERRORISM

The Lewis machine makes no less energetic efforts to hang on
to such control as it has. It is using every form of terrorism
against the opposition forces. Large numbers of individuals and
many local unions have been expelled. With the help of state police
and other “peace” officers, the Lewis organizers have broken up
meetings of the opposition. It will unhesitatingly split the union
to prevent itself from being removed from control of the organiza-
tion. It goes ahead signing individual agreements with whatever
operators it can, depending upon hunger and the whiplash of the
operators to drive the men back to work. Its latest crime in trying
to coerce the men into following its strategy being the removal from
the relief list of large numbers of workers, who have been on strike
for over a year, because they support the opposition.

So far the opposition has got the best of it in this decisive struggle
of strategies. Rapidly Lewis’ power is being broken in the union,
especially among the bituminous miners. In many cases where
Lewis has signed up mines the men, supporters of the opposition,
have refused to go back to work. In the strike zone, due to the rise
of the opposition movement, the struggle has become much more
militant and intense. Among the unorganized the Save-the-Union
forces have made decided headway

Undoubtedly at the present time the tendency is for the opposition
to force more and more its strategy into effect, in spite of the
treachery of the Lewis machine. The strike gradually spreads and
becomes more militant. But the battle is an exceedingly difficult
one. ‘The strikers in Pennsylvania and Ohio have been out for a
year and in many cases they are on the verge of starvation. The
tasks of organizing the unorganized, of drawing in the anthracite
miners, are enormous. The need for strike relief is vast and im-
perative. The power of Lewis to betray the miners through indi-
vidual agreements with the operators is great. If necessary, the
Lewis machine will come to some sort of a company union agree-
ment with the operators, accepting wage reductions, and seek to
literally drive the men back to work. ’
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Can the opposition break through all these obstacles? Can it
pull the miners out and hold them out, in spite of Lewis treachery,
in spite of the evident determination of the operators to break up
the union, in spite of the persecution of the government? It is a
terrific task. But it must be accomplished. It is one that calls for
the fullest support not only of our party but of every intelligent
militant in the country. Failure would have far-reaching and disas-
trous consequences to the workers generally. The Miners’ strike
must be won at all costs. The strike-breaking strategy of Lewis
must be broken down, and the strike-winning strategy of the Save-
the-Union committee must be carried through to success.




