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The Paterson Strike and the Communists

The Initiative in Paterson

by Ben Gitlow

This is the second of the series of articles by Ben
Gitlow on “Paterson and the Communists.”

The Paterson silk workers strike was a revolt
against the oppressive wud intolersble conditions which
prevailed in the mills,  Paterson was at onc time the
best paid, the besi organized silk center in the Uuited
Stutes. Silk workers in othier centers lealked to Vater-
son and longed to establish the conditions prevailing
there in theie own localities.  In addition, *aterson s
i eily of traditions for the silk workers. It is linked up
with nremories of grest militant struggles against the
bosses, Tlese struggles were not coufined to the Pat-
geson workers and the silk ndustry atone,  They as-
smned sueh o militant fighting character that they
aroused nutional attention and the ntercst of the cn-
lire working cluss. In these metnorable struggles the
workers were led by the various organizations which
fought For the teadership of the-trade utions.  LThe
workers Lave had their full share of dual unionism, of

A I ol L trade wnionisin, of indeperdent wolomsin,

they have becu subjueted to the pofitica] persuasion of
the various political forees-und groups within the la-

bar moveneni.
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THE SILK INDUSTRY IN PATERSON

1 stated before that the silk workers of Yulerson
pevolted nguinst oppressive and intolerable couditions,
Tlis is putting the ease very mitdly, The induestry hiad
wndergone some changes in receal years, it had grown
conziderably, with the result that while Taterson stifk
rewained as the deologieul, pelitical aud organization-
al center of the sitk workers, yet as fur as the indus-
try itself was coneerned, the weaving end of it i1 was

ouly one eenter, other centers arising as large and as |

iuportint—uotally, Alleolown, Also, the cliracter ol
the industry in Puterson had undergone sene miarked
clhunges. A large nuwber of the large shops had mowved
out ol town, The swatl medivtm-gized shop, cuiploy-
g irom 23 to 80 workers, beecae typical of Pater-
SO )
developtnent of the so-called fanily-shogy, o viclons
comlracting system, the sweat-shop of the silk industry.
Fhe family shop consists of o very ginall nwmber of
lovurs eperated by the owoner, who olntuwins Lhe olld
tooms on eredit and expleils them by cuploying his
wile, sous or danghiers, and verliaps some close rela-
tives, occastonally luring one or nore weavers ulso
The wirps are supplied to them either by silk job-
Bers or wamufacturers,  LUhey conlrace Lo produce 1or
a swaller priee pee yvard thae is paid o the weavers
i the faclories,  Uhere are no linits w houwrs, Lhe
conditions are frightful. The fanily-shop, however,
developed in Paterson to suchan extent thad, it v olved
hundreds of these sweat-shops, and thus acteally de-
beptined ke standards for the fndustry,  As a result
of this and also of the economic erisis which had bit
e silke indestry, it had degenerated from e bsk pay-
g silk eonker to the worst, frome z conter where Lhe
Lest worling conditions prevailed to one where the
most Fright ful® conditivus were the lot of the worlers.
Wages were so slshed that workers averaped ‘i%lS—EE_ZU
w4 weoel in place of $35 and more enrpctd proviousty.
Hours ranged from 12, 13 and 16 o day. The sp{_:ed-
The Bosses imposed all kinds of fines
and rabbed the weavers deliberately in pardage. If =«
shight dmuege ovenrred e worker wus fined. Adver
weaving a bel, the  woaver  wid paid  fer ifrow 32
Lo 10 yards less. Prior to the strike thie bosses were
serving notice of further wage-cuts, tnore !101.1.1'8 andd
more bupesitions wpon the workers. .[" spite of day
and nigil shifts, unginployment was rife, [!lC workers
being out of work for manths, aetually slutviuy. Later-
son wiforded o good picture of capitahst Lliss,
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THE S5TATE OF THE UNIONS

How did the unions fare under these condidous?
The following uvuious eperated in Paterson: the AL K
of [, theu three erait locals of the Unived Textile
wWorkers, the loomiixers und twisters, the warpers, the
Fibbon twisters; the weavers thru an mdependent uniom,
e Associnted Sillk Workers vf America, orginized on
au tndustrial basis; and the Nagional Textile Workers
Luiou, affiliated te the Trade Union Unity League, d'o-
mwinated and led by the Copununist Purty lc:udurslup.
The Natiowal Texkile Workers Union was no facior in
the silaution, its lnembership previeus to llhu sirikee
being xbout 40 or 50 mewlers, T'he olher unions lwl_'re
being driven to the wall by the worsening G.'.OJJIG.[II[OE!S.
They were losing members hecanse of their fuilure aod
ability to cope with the situation. 1t _bcclzuuc clear
that wiless sometliing was done s¢on, UMIoNLsL would
e completely wiped off the wap as jar as the silk
workers ol Paterson weve concerned.
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THE ROLE OF THE C.P.-MAJORITY GROUP
e the Conmununist Pacty (Majority Greoup) falls the
“eredit of conscielsly inilinting o move te fight against

up was terrific,

Tl outstanding change in Palerson was the -

the slave conditions, to prevent the smashing of Lhe
anions and to erganize the industry, It wis apparent
to the Comnunist Dacty (Majority Croup) thar the
workers were seething with Jdisconlent and were ready
to revalt and Gight agaimst the bosses fov a betler deal,
for betler couditions. The Combiunist Party {Majori-
ty Uroup), frow tle very starl, recopnized that before
an effective strike action could be engaged in, cortain
basie and nportant iaclors would huve to be taken iu-
to considerution, They were the {ollowing: )
L The workers were divided nto different wnions,
the A, I of L. waicus bBeing inactive, the Associuted
having little vitality in organizing the workers and in
resisting the atlacks of the Losses wod the Nationat
Textile Workers Union assuming an air of monumenial
conceit, havieg as its main objective the heaping of
:L‘uus_;c, ciliny zod inyeelive upon  the other  trade
unoins. :

2 The ranks of the workers were noteonly divided
and split up in different unions, the bulk of the worlk-
ers were nob only unorganized, but there was a keen
division among the conscigus workers along the lines
of the various political orvganizations and groups o the
labor moverment—such us pure and siuple woionism of
the A, Eooof L, independent unionism, T, W, W, So-
clalists, Communisis of the gfficicl Farty awd the €12
tMujority Group), Socinlist Laborites, anavchists, etc

3. Llere was e united progressive leit wing force
amotg the workers, its ranks dud organization having
been split and dissipated by tlie dissensions, splits and
divisions in the labor wovewent and pacticularly in
the Conuuunist woyemgnt. .

4, There was no single force that coutd inspire con-
fridenee (o the workers and thus be able to moebilize
their aud lead them into xetion,

The Communist Doarty  (Mojority Group) realized
that enly an uctunl demorstration of unity couid win
the confidence @f the workers, could inspire and lead
thome inte action,  The workers were discontented.
Tley wanted to fight.  Bot they did ot see any focce
that could furnish thewn leadervship for w vicloriows,
united struggle.  The Comummuist Parey  {dlajonty
Group) was fully aware of tus fact aud 2er oul Lo es-
talslisle such a demounstration of voity en behalf of
the worlers strugele that would breing o response of
the workers.

THE JOINT COMMITTEE

The C P, (Aajority Growp) therefore propesed that
an Gcrpanizution comnmittee wust Lo oset up in Palersouw
of reprosealatives of all ihe trade suions snd of the
varions clements in the ranks of the workers behind
®oconunon progroon for organizing the odostry, pre-
paring for u general sirike and launching the peneral
slrilke.

Owr proposals were first raised o the Nationul Lex-
tile Workers Union. The Commonust leadership roe-
jected 1t They atlacked the mekers of the proposal
Ll Kelier and Ellen Dawsouw, as “renegades”, “trait-
ars,” "seals,” cte, They would have nothing to do with
& united front on o geawine basis. They called “cou-
ferences™ of Llelr own for o general strike. The worle-
ers failed to respond. Bl eller and Ellen Dawson
were not ouly expelled bot ostracized from the very
union they had helped to organize and (o lead 1 many
mctnoralle stridees like Passaie, Now Bedford, Gaston-
ia, cte.

To the segtanian policy of the Wattenal Lexiile Worls-
ers Lhuon and the Conunnnist Pacty the wass of work-
ery did oot respoud,  They had toe wany costly vx-
pericnees wilh sectarianisnl and splits,

The C. 17, (Alajority Group) alse proposed this plan
of unity to the Conference for Progressive Labor Ac-
tion and, thru it fo the A, . of L, unions and the As-
sociated Sille Workers of Amnerica,

At first the unions were besitant of conferring with
Cowunists, Dot the longer these unions delayed, the
harder they were bemg driven o the wall. We con-
linved to ropesnt our proposils and to Insisi upon the
need of imonediate wnited action,  Winally, a conference
was apreed upon,  Represcutatives of the A Foof L.
unigns, of 1he Associated, of the CW.LoA (Musteites),
and of the C. K. (Majority Group) met. O the C P
{Majority G;Qup} there were preseut at the prelimin-
acy conferencks: B Hermag, Eli Keller and Ben Git-
low, The propesaks of the € 1% {(Majority Group} for
a united fronl campaigh to organize the industry for
a geoneral  steike and o amalgawation into one
urion of the A 17 of T. were agreed to,

The C. I (Majorty Group) had taken the initia-
tive in drawiog the forces tegether. It sneceeded in or-
guanizing the united front. It established the neceSsary
unity that inspired confidence and supplicd leadership
for another memorable militant and victorious strug-
gle ot the part of the Parerson silk workers.

The third article in the series “Paterosn and the
Communists” will appear in the next issue,




