Left Coast City

The History of a Political Reputation

bout a dozen years ago, | was

with my family in Amsterdam,

sitting in an outdoor café. The
city was hosting a preliminary round
of the World Cup, and next to us were
a group of Slovenians decked out in
their national colors. One young man
heard us talking and wanted to prac-
tice his English, so he asked where
we were from. “Seattle,” 1 said. His
face brightencd. “Seattle Sonics,” he
said, then added, “Seattle General
Strike” Pretty strange, I thought. Not
Bocing, not Microsoft, not Star-
bucks—the Seattle General Strike was
what he knew about our city. Made me
wonder what they were teaching in
Slovenian schools.

On second thought, I realized that this
was not so very strange. | remember
what I knew about Seattle as a young

]
1 i f 4 o il - iy L ‘
i e pOVErTnLEn =’ iy .
e their mhhcry.]ﬁm 2 SR HL
-=Fugene [rbr = '-I'I"?”rl»'r'\y
e e 3|5 255 o/ IR

Sud

iy,
i ?:I it | = . a9
I END Yrer o

72 Pacific Nortlwest Quarterly

A1 stand in Solidarity with |}
#Jobstown27

=
L - I = /
S8  Non-violent civil disobedience y: ;__ /’f}?// 5
1

Ny protesting austerity is not a crimel

| #JobstownNotGuilty |

JAMES N. GREGORY

man growing up in California. Fresh
out of college, a friend and I drove
north to see the Pacific Northwest.
What were we looking for? 1 was on the
trail of the Wobblies, the IWW, the In-
dustrial Workers of the World. What [
found intriguing about Washington
State [ had learned from reading books
by John Dos Passos and others who
had romanticized the stories of labor
radicalism.

Scattle has a reputation for radicalism,
a reputation that has been burnished
by recent events. The election of
Kshama Sawant, a leader of the Social-
ist Alternative party, to the city council
in 2013 earned headlines in major
news outlets, and more publicity fol-
lowed as the city passed progressive
minimum wage and workers’ rights
laws, elected an openly gay mayor, and
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overwhelmingly supported statewide
ballot measures legalizing marijuana
and supporting marriage equality.
That reputation has a long history that
I am going to be exploring in this talk,
but let us clarify a couple of points.
First, the city has multiple images, and
the association of Scattle with radical-
ism is not universally recognized. Rep-
utations follow discrete information
pathways, and a political reputation is
most likely to be known to those inter-
ested in politics, especially in this case
to communities of leftists.

Second, we need to stress that thereisa
difference between reputation and re-
ality. Seattle is not actually a left-wing
city dominated by radicals. Nor has it
been in the past. Compared to Euro-
pean countries where Socialist and
Communist Parties win elections and
govern at times whole nations, states,
and cities, the United States has never
had much of a Left. Radical move-
ments here have been episodic and
rarely get very far in electoral politics.
Even in the context of the United
States, there are places with a stronger
claim to radicalism than Seattle. Mil-
waukee elected socialist mayors and
was governed by socialists off and on
for almost half a century. And then
there is Vermont, a state that for the

Kshama Sawant, elected to the Scattle
City Council in 2013, has lobbied fiercely
for increased minimum wage and
workers’ rights laws, enhancing the city’s
reputation for progressivism.

{Courtesy Clay Showalter)



past 30 years has been reelecting a
self-described socialist named Bernie
Sanders.

On the other hand, Seattle has been a
relatively liberal city for most of the
last century. Elsewhere 1 have written
about the city’s “left coast formula,” a
historically developed set of institu-
tions and expectations that keeps radi-
calism alive while allowing political
clites identified as liberals or progres-
sives to stay in power pretty consis-
tently, a formula shared with San Fran-
cisco and some other West Coast
cities.! In the carly 1900s, Seattle and
Washington State werc at the forefront
of progressive reforms, including votes
for women, workmen’s compensation,
and health and safety legislation. Con-
servatives took over in the 1920s, but
in the 1930s, progressives won elec-
tions and made Seattle a city that sup-
ported labor unions and generous old-
age pensions, The 1950s and 1960s saw
mostly conservatives and moderates in
office. But since the election of Wes
Uhlman in 1969, Seattle has had a
string of liberal mayors, all Democrats,
culminating in the now very progres-
sive regime under Mayor Ed Murray.

ut this is not the history that gives

Seattle its radical reputation. There
are a lot of liberal cities. What sets Se-
attle apart are a handful of episodes
that have lodged in public memory,
episodes that are not about policymak-
ing but about electrifying public mobi-
lizations. John Findlay mentioned Se-
attle’s pandemonium moments; [ am
going to take us through the city’s rad-
ical moments, episodes that have had a
lasting impact on the city. | will focus
on five such moments and explain how
they have done the work of building
Seattle’s political reputation.

My theory turns on four elements—
events, stories, migration, and genera-
tions—all operating together to keep
the Left alive in this place and to build
and maintain the city's left-leaning
reputation. Certain radical episodes

have generated consequential stories
that have reputation-building capacity.
The stories circulate and some people
move here because of them, wanting to
live in a place where radicalism flour-
ishes. Some of the people who are
drawn to the city then join or lead ac-
tivities that reproduce that reputation.
Kshama Sawant is an example. She had
family reasons to move to Seattle in
2006, but she had learned about the
city through the news coverage of the

Eugene Debs, a trade union organizer,
and fellow Social Democrats decided that
Washington would be an ideal location 1o
bring together like-minded citizens who
wanted to turn a state toward socialism.
(Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-24198)

1999 WTO Battle of Seattle demon-
strations and found the progressive
reputation atiractive.” And the cycle of
radical moments that yield reputation-
building stories has continued. Every
generation or so throughout the last
century, Seattle has renewed its radical
reputation. In what follows 1 will dis-
tinguish between event and story and
show further examples of stories that
have inspired migration.

Socialists launched the first reputa-
tion-building story in 1897. Eugene
Debs was probably the best-known
trade union leader in the country at
that time. He had recently served a
prison sentence for leading 200,000

railroad workers in a strike that defied
court injunctions. In prison he had
read socialist literature and become
convinced that the capitalist system
had to be replaced with an economy
based on equality and cooperation. He
joined with other socialists in creating
an organization initially called Social
Democracy of America that later be-
came the Socialist Party of America. In
1897 Debs and other Social Democrats
decided that the best way to advance
the cause was to bring as many social-
ists as possible together in one state,
where they would try to win elections
and turn the state toward socialism.
They chose Washington, which had
earned statehood only nine years car-
lier and had recently elected a populist
governor, John Rogers. Charles Le-
Warne's book Utepias on Puget Sound
provides a rich account of what
followed.’

The group’s plan attracted consider-
able attention. Articles in radical news-
papers spread the news, and when
Debs declared that he could recruit
100,000 unemployed workers from
Chicago alone, conservative newspa-
pers sounded the alarm. An article in
the Spokane Spokesman-Review warned
that “Mr. Debs expects to recruit his
colony largely from the unemployed of
Chicago,” and reported that “he was
positive a peaceful army of 100,000
men could be mabilized in Chicago
within 10 days, and that he expected
the first division to leave Chicago
within 30 days.™

Debs’s prediction was hardly realis-
tic, and he soon lost interest in
the project, but the plan went forward
without him and without the 100,000
Chicagoans. The number of migrants
was modest at first. Near Bellingham,
some 300 socialists who had invested
their life savings established a coopera-
tive scttlement called Equality. Resi-
dents built houses, a dormitory, com-
munity buildings, and a sawmill, which
along with farming and fishing pro-
vided income. They published a news-
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Equality, near Bellingham, was one of
several utopian communities that existed
around Puget Sound during the years
1895-1915. (Top: Peter L. Hegg, Special
Collections, University of Washington
|UW] Libraries, UW 2274; boattom:
detail from map in Charles Pierce
LeWarne, Utapias on Puget Sound, 1895-
1915 [1975], courtesy University of
Washington Press)

paper, Industrial Freedom, that pro-
moted the group’s mission of winning
the state for socialism. “Sometime we
hope to have socialist headquarters in
the capital at Olympia. That is our
aim,” the newspaper proclaimed in the
summer of 1898.°

Equality lasted less than 10 years, but
another group established the colony
of Freeland on Whidbey Island, and
that town remains. A third colony was
established at Burley on the Kitsap
Peninsula, reaching a peak population
of about 200, There was an attempt to
create a unit called Harmony that did
not last long. And radicals of a more
anarchistic bent launched a colony
lovingly named Home, which is now a
charming littie neighborhood south of
Gig Harbor.

Most of these projects fell apart in just
a few years, but the real impact had al-
ready been made in the stories that had
been published in Socialist newspa-
pers. Washington was now on the radi-
cal map, and leftists would be coming
west in the years that followed. By 1912
the state was one of the bright spots for
the Socialist Party. Only four states
counted more dues-paying members
than Washington.®

Another movement, the Industrial
Workers of the World, was also con-
tributing to the radical reputation.
Washington became a center of IWW
activity after the key newspaper, the
Industrial Worker, set up operations in
Spokane in 1909 and moved to Seattle
four years later.

These developments reveal one of the
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Members of the Industrial Workers of the World, commonly known as Wobblies,
believed that workers needed to build One Big Union in order to gain control of
industries. One of their favored strategies was the general strike, (Left: Special
Collections, UW Libraries, UW 1537; right: Wikipedia)

dynamics of Scattle radicalism: the in-
terplay between reputation and politi-
cal migration. The story that some-
thing was happening in Puget Sound
became self-fulfilling as members of
first one generation of reds and then
members of others moved across
country to participate.

adical event and story number two

followed from the first. Here is a
famous quote: “Streetcar gongs ceased
their clamor; newsboys cast their un-
sold papers into the street; from the
doors of mill and factory, store and
workshop, streamed sixty-five thou-
sand workmen. School children with
fear in their hearts hurried homeward.
The life stream of a great city stopped.””
So reads a highly dramatized descrip-
tion of the start of the general strike
written by Seattle’s flamboyant former
mayor, Ole Hanson, who would claim
in the same account that he had saved
the city and the nation by defeating
bolshevism in Seattle. More about him
in a moment.

Striking shipyard workers, including
those at Skinner and Eddy, called on other
union members to join a widespread
walkout that became the Seattle General
Strike, (Asahel Curtis, Special Collections,
UW Libraries, A, Curtis 37053)

The strike began at 10 a.m. on Thurs-
day, February 6, 1919, less than three
months after the armistice that ended
World War L. It was a solidarity strike.
More than one hundred separate
unions had agreed to strike in support
of shipyard workers who had walked
off the job two weeks earlier, demand-
ing the wage increase that the federal
government had promised would be

JOIN THE
ONE BiG UNioN

theirs at the end of the war. But the au-
thorities in charge of the shipyards
that lined Elliott Bay had reneged, so
the workers had struck and then had
asked other unions to help them. Al-
most all of the Seattle unions agreed,
worried that the intransigence shown
toward shipyard workers signaled the
start of a more general crackdown
on labor. Scattle was a strong union

ALANEL CumTE
Aross
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city. The estimated 60,000 union
members represented the majority of
all jobholders.?

'This was not the first general strike in
American history, but it was the first to
be attempted in that era, and it was
fraught with complicated mcanings
and expectations. The Bolshevik revo-
lution in Russia 16 months earlier had
set off a worldwide wave of revolution-
ary expectations and fears. Members
of the IWW and some other radicals

indeed hoped that the general strike
would trigger a revolutionary upsurge.
Many other residents were terrified for
the very same reason.

A provocative editorial on the front
page of the Seattle Union Record, the
daily newspaper published by the Cen-
tral Labor Council, contributed to the
tense mood: “We are undertaking the
most tremendous move ever made by
LABOR in this country, a move which
will lead—NO ONE KNOWS WHERE! We
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do not need hysteria. We need the iron
march of labor.™

wWhat followed was not what union
leaders expected. Mayor Ole Hanson
and all of the daily newspapers, includ-
ing the Seartle Star, which had previ-
ously been friendly to the Jabor move-
ment, warned that the strike meant
revolution. The mayor deputized and
armed nearly 2,000 civilians, including
returning war veterans. As the day for
the strike to start approached, people
cleaned out stores to stock up on food
and medicine. They rushed to hard-
ware stores, buying kerosene lamps,
worried that electricity was going to be
shut down. They bought guns. Many
wealthy families left their homes on
Capitol Hill or Queen Anne and caught
trains to Portland."

As the walkout began on Thursday,
Hanson issued a proclamation threat-
ening martial law. He exceeded his au-
thority in doing so, but his concerns
brought federal troops. Fifteen hun-
dred soldiers arrived from Fort Lewis
and moved into the National Guard
armory. Their presence served as a
warning, but they were not sent into
the streets.

he fears of violence proved un-

founded. The General Strike Com-
mittee, operating under the authority
of the Seattle Central Labor Council,
had mobilized its own group of
peacekecpers, called the War Veterans
Guard." They moved through the
downtown, urging people to disperse,
remain calm, and stay away from the
police. There was no violence or disor-
der, nor any arrests. In part this is be-
causc employers had taken the hint
and were not trying to operate in the
face of the strike.

With the city at a standstill and nearly
all businesses shuttered, the strike
committee organized services, Mem-
bers of the waitresses union volun-
teered to serve workers at labor-man-
aged dining halls. There were 21 such
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Mayor Ole Hanson responded strongly
to the possibility of a general strike,
threatening to impose martial law and
deputizing nearly 2,000 civilians to keep
the peace. (Above: W, L. Dahl, Seattle
Municipal Archives, 12281; below:
Webster and Stevens, Museum of
History and Industry [Mona|,
1983.10.1348)
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shall not rule its affairs. ke children.
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be dealt with summarily. b 1 Nevertheless, the strike was failing.
OLE HANSON, :;""-:._-';'q:- The response by the mayor and major
February 7, 1919, Mayor. EEa— newspapers quickly made it clear that

there would be no concessions, there
would be no victory for the shipyard
workers. Over the weekend several
unions announced that their members
would return to work on Monday.
With morale crumbling, the strike
commiittee met on Monday and an-
nounced that the strike would end the
next day, Tuesday, February 11, at
noon. It had lasted six days. And for
some of the strikers, the aftermath was
not going to be pleasant, as Hanson in-
dicated when he proclaimed victory,
stating, “Ninety percent of Seattle
stands firm for Americanism. The
other 10 percent will be driven from
this community,”"”
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More than 60,000 Seattle workers walked off the job. Although they contributed to
the strike effort in a variety of ways—members of the waitresses union, for example,
served meals at labor-managed dining halls—their efforts were fruitless, and most
returned to work after six days. (Top: Special Collections, UW Libraries, UW 334;
bottom: Webster and Stevens, MonAL, 1983.10.1735)

The strike had been lost, but the story
was just beginning. The strike had be-
come international news, closely fol-
lowed in newspapers across the coun-
try and around the world. So intense
was the coverage that for a while Ole
Hanson became something of a na-
tional sensation, hailed as the savior of
Seattle. He was so excited by his sud-
den fame that a few months later he
quit the post of mayor and announced
that he was running for president

78  Pacific Nortinest Quarierly

Hanson wrote a book, Americanism
versus Bolshevism (1920), and set off
on a speaking tour. His presidential
hopes did not last long, but he made a
ot of money and then moved to
Southern California, where he became
a real-estate developer, laying out the
new town of San Clemente.

Radicals circulated the story too, with
more lasting effects. In the decades to
come, the story of Scattle’s general

strike would be told and retold in print
and in specches, used to inspirc new
generations with the possibilities for
militant action and with the vision of
an entire city joining in an act of soli-
darity. The fact that it ended without
victory was unimportant in the ver-
sion that circulated among radicals.
The vision of solidarity was what mat-
tered. The story of the general strike
would inspire radicals in the 1930s,
who used it to guide a new era of radi-
cal labor action. And it would inspire
the New Left radicals of the "60s and
'70s. And it has circulated ever since,
mentioned in hundreds of books, in
countless memorial articles, and in
cultural products that the strikers
themselves would have had trouble
recognizing.

Remember rock operas? There is a rock
opera about the Scattle General Strike.
It came out during the great age of
rock theme albums, produced in 1985
by a band named the Fuse based in
Santa Barbara, California. It did not
break any sales records, but it was
pretty clever. Seattle’s labor commu-
nity also liked it and raised the money
to have it performed in full (all 21
songs) at the Paramount Theatre in
1989 for the 70th-anniversary com-
memoration of the strike."

Cover of the album of the rock opera
Scattle 1919, composed by Rob Rosenthal
and performed by the Fuse in 1986.

{ Author’s collection)




The Left struggled during the 1920s in
Seattle and elsewhere. Hanson's threat
to drive out the reds was real, In the
days following the strike, the editors of
the Union Record were arrested and
charged with sedition. Wobblies and
other radicals were rounded up. Mean-
while the shipyards were shutting
down. The federal government had
been planning all along to end the con-
tracts to build ships on the West Coast.
Seattle experienced what we might
think of as its first Bocing Bust, only
this was a shipyard bust. Massive un-
employment wracked the city in 1920
and 1921, and many people left.

he next cycle of radical renewal

began in the context of the Great
Depression, when a new generation of
activists brought renewed attention to
Seattle and Washington State. City and
state were hit hard as the economy
plunged, experiencing job losses that
exceeded the national average. By late
1932, the Washington unemployment
rate probably approached 35 percent,
and job losses often meant destitution
and homelessness. There was no un-
employment insurance to buffer the
impact. Near the current site of Seat-
tie’s bascball and football stadiums, a
giant Hooverville spread across vacant
land. At some points in the 1930s it
housed up to 1,200 people. It was one
of the largest and longest-lasting
Hoovervilles in the country, mostly be-
cause it was tolerated by city authari-
ties. Why was it tolerated? Because of
the new form of radical politics that
had emerged in the early 1930s. A
powerful unemployed movement had
made its presence felt, and politicians
were listening."

it started in West Seattle in 1931. Hulet
Wells, a longtime socialist and labor
activist, got together with neighbors
who were unemployed and started a
self-help club, where they exchanged
labor and services and made arrange-
ments with nearby farmers to pick
crops in return for food that they dis-
tributed in the neighborhood. Several

During the depths of the Great Depression, more than a thousand people lived in
Scattle’s Hooverville, located on vacant land near today’s sports stadiums. (James P.
Lee, Special Collections, UW Libraries, Lee 20102)

other clubs started nearby and created
an organization called the Unem-
ployed Citizens’ League. It was a care-
fully chosen name. Members wanted
to emphasize that they were citizens
and that they voted. A year later the
UCL had thousands of members in
chapters all over the city and in other
parts of the state; the movement, with
its demand for jobs and relief services,
was strong enough to influence the
1932 mayoral election.

The activism of the early 1930s soon
animated a new round of union build-
ing and then strikes. The 1934 mari-
time strike led by longshore workers
was key. West Coast ports from San Di-
ego to Bellingham were shut down for
83 days. The battle in Seattle was par-
ticularly tense because Mayor Charles
Smith sided with employers and used
Scattle police to try to open the port.
Pitched battles left many injured and
two dead. But the strike was successful,
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Hundreds of people attended a rally at

City Hall Park, south of the present-day
King County Courthouse, in February
1931. They carried signs protesting Herbert
Hoover's policies and calling for reforms
ranging from free school lunches to equal
rights for biacks. { James P, Lec, Special
Collections, UW Libraries, Lee 21011}

and the region now had a set of power-
ful and radical maritime unions that
would support other organizing cam-
paigns in the years to come.

Another key to the level of activism
and the revived image of Seattle
as a haven for radicals was the Wash-
ington Commonwealth Federation,
which emerged out of the elections of
1934. An organization that functioned
much like today’s Tea Party movement,
the WCF worked inside the Demo-
cratic Party, nominating candidates in
primary elections, steering the party to
the left. And like the Tea Party’s effect
on today’s Republican Party, the strat-
egy was quite effective. The WCF man-
aged to elect a number of candidates to
the legislature and local offices and
several members of Congress. One was
Hugh DeLacy. He was a young lecturer
in the University of Washington Eng-
lish Department when he joined the
WCF, later serving as president of the
organization. He was fired by the uni-
versity when he declared his candidacy
for city council in 1937. But he won
that election and later was sent to Con-
gress representing Seattle. Like many
leaders of the WCF, he was a member
of the Communist Party, aithough he
did not make that public.

The WCF was responsible for the pas-
sage of a range of progressive legisla-
tion at local and state levels, including
pensions for the elderly and for single
mothers. It was also responsible for
ramping up the state’s reputation for
radicalism.

In 1936, a young journalist, a Seattle

native who had recently graduated
from Vassar, accepted an assignment
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from the Nation magazine to write
about the politics of her home state,
Mary McCarthy would go on to be-
come famous, but this early article also
made quite an impact, Titied “Circus
Politics in Washington State,” it begins
as follows: ““There are forty-seven
states in the Union, and the Soviet of
Washington.” This rueful epigram is
with some authority attributed to
Postmaster Farley.”'® Many people
have wondered whether James Farley,
one of Roosevelt’s closest advisors, ac-
tually said this. It does not really mat-
ter. The playful epigram has reverber-
ated ever since. It was immediately

repeated in newspapers around the
state and resurfaces endlessly in books
and articles about our state. Apocry-
phal or not, it is part of the Washing-
ton story, a story that convinces gen-
erations that this place has a uniquely
radical history. And here is an interest-
ing exercise. If you do a Google search
for the phrase “soviet of Washington,”
it is found on 8,460 pages.

Seattle was not a highly publicized
center for the next sequence of rad-
ical awakenings, not like Berkeley, San
Francisco, Greenwich Village, and Bos-
ton. But the radicalisms of the late

Mary McCarthy attributed the quotation to James Farley, postmaster general, but it
was her article that popularized the enduring image of 47 states and “the Soviet of

Washington.” {Nation, Oct. 17, 1936)

the Soviet of Wastunglon.” This rucful epigram
is with somic authonty attributed to Postmaster
Farley. Wath the state of Washington securcly hucked
unider his campaign belt Me. Farley can afford to unbend

“THER.F. arc forty-scven states in the Union, and

Circus Politics i1n Washington State |

BY MARY McCARTHY

who lurns what graft he garnces from his office over to the
panty, while the dishoncst onc keeps it for himsclf, Fed-
cral moncy, as it pouted into the state for the WPA, was
used, in cffect, to swell the party’s campaign fund. In
Seattle it is gencrally bch'mrnr that 2 WPA worker who




1960s and 1970s profoundly changed
the city and caught the attention of se-
lect communities in ways that would
matter. The Left of the 1930s and 1940s
had fallen apart during the Cold War
as Communists were driven out of jobs
and public life and as all forms of radi-
calism were delegitimized for the bet-
ter part of two decades. When radical-
ism surged again it would take new
forms and be based in new communi-
ties. Instead of the labor- and socialist-
based frameworks, the new Left of the
1960s and ’70s would find leadership
and inspiration in the African Ameri-
can community and focus on issues of
social equality on the one hand and
war and imperialism on the other. It
would be based almost entirely on a
younger generation, and it would em-
brace highly dramatic and confronta-
tional methods.

ivil rights activism was not new.

Members of Seattle’s African
American, Japanese American, and
Filipino American communitics had
been active in the struggle for rights
and equality for decades. But the im-
pact was limited until 1967, when
young African Americans moved from
respectful protest to forceful and angry
confrontation. Shortly after Stokely
Carmichael visited Seattle with a mes-
sage of Black Power and after news
reached the community about a new
organization forming in Oakland,
California, a group of Secattle young
people formed a chapter of the Black
Panther Party, one of the first outside
of California.'

Many of the founders were members
of the Black Student Union at the Uni-
versity of Washington and were already
engaged in a campaign to force UW to
admit more students of color and to
offer ethnic studies classes. Frustrated
with the lack of response, a group
of BSU members seized the top floor
of the administration building on
May 20, 1968, barricading the doors
that led to the offices where President
Charles Odegaard and leaders of the

A group of Seattle young people established a chapter of the Black Panther
Party. Members participated in demonstrations around the region, including
at the federal building in Seattle and at the state capitol in Olympia. {Above:
Tom Barlet, Monal, 1986.5.5268; below: Washington State Archives, AR2-9-10-
19690228)
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Protests came to the University of Washington campus when members of the Black Student Union occupied the top floor
of the administration building in May 1968. University administrators eventually agreed to meet many of the protesters’

demands. (Courtesy Emile Pitre)

faculty senate were meeting. A tense
standoff ended hours later with an
agreement that the university would
fulfill many of the BSU demands.

Protests of many kinds filled the streets
and dominated schools and campuses

in the decade 1967-77. Antiwar pro-
tests became commonplace, like the
one that closed the I-5 freeway in May
1970. Also in 1970, Native Americans
who had come together as the United
Indians of All Tribes scaled fences at
Fort Lawton and attempted to reclaim

the land. Military police ejected them,
but further invasions convinced Mayor
Wes Uhlman to negotiate the deal that
created the Daybreak Star Cultural
Center in what is now Discovery Park.
A Chicano movement emerged in
these years, and in 1972 Chicano activ-

In a strategy that would be repeated over the years for various causes, protesters—in this case, opposing the war in Vietnam
after the Kent State shootings in May 1970—took over Interstate 5 in the University District. {1.eft: courtesy Fred Lonidier;
right: Joseph Karpen, Special Collections, UW Libraries, UW 37844)

82  ‘Pacific Northwest Quarterly




Like many areas of the country, in the
1960s and 1970s, Seattle was the scenc of
protests by numerous groups, including
women who demanded equal rights,
Chicanos who marched against the war and
discrimination, students outside Seattle
Central Community College marking the
first Earth Day, and Native Americans who
occupied Fort Lawton. (Top left: courtesy
Steve Ludwig; top right: Elmer Allen,
courtesy People’s World; middle right:

Phil H, Webber, moHal, 1986.5.52119)
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ists seized the empty building that had

been Beacon Hill Elementary School e
and ultimately persuaded the city to eincuLation 2,300
support the founding of El Centro de <&

la Raza. Asian American activists took
to the streets to fight developments
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to pass an ordinance banning employ-
ment discrimination in 1973, one of
the first in country.

his list of the new movements re-

minds us that American radical-
ism often profoundly affects historical
change and also has interesting effects
on historical memory. Radical agendas
scare most people in one moment, and
then a decade or two later the same
people who were scared become grate-
ful. The movements of the 1960s and
1970s now seem so important, so fun-
damental, that we take them for
granted. Think about what they ac-
complished. Where would we be today
if the activists of that era had not
forced changes? Let me repeat the verb
forced. They forced the nation to pay
attention to patterns of inequality that
had been standard for centuries, for
millennia. Racial inequality, gender
and sexuality inequalities—these were
decply ingrained and largely uncon-
tested until radicals seized buildings,
closed freeways, and went to prison to
force the issue. Today’s dangerous rad-
icals are tomorrow’s role models, for-
ward-thinking advocates who push
when things need to be pushed, who
sacrifice when someone needs to set
the example.

Seattle did not receive the same kind of
attention from most of these move-
ments of the 1960s and 1970s that it
had in carlier radical moments. Other
cities had bigger riots or gained credit
for birthing key organizations. But as |
mentioned at the start, the dynamics
of radical reputation building do not
depend upon everyone hearing the sto-
ries. Select communities did learn to
look to Seattle. This includes Filipino
American radicals.

In the Philippines and among Filipino
Americans, Seattle had long had an
important reputation for political ac-
tivism. It hinged on a labor union that
had been created in the 1930s to repre-
sent Filipinos and others who worked
in the Alaska canneries. Through the
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The so-called Battle of Seattle, protests during a World Trade Organization
conference, included an estimated 40,000 protesters, including Teamsters and turtles,
an alliance of trade unions and environmentalists. A minority of protesters, including
self-described anarchists, engaged in civil disobedience and vandalism. (Top: Scattle
Municipal Archives; bottom: Wikipedia Commons)

1940s and into the 1950s, the leaders of
iLwu 37, the cannery workers’ union,
had been very radical, often commu-
nists. But the union had slipped into
other hands, and a group of young Fil-
ipino American activists in the 1970s
were determined to take it back. Silme
Domingo and Gene Viernes won union
elections and were introducing re-
forms when a gunman entered the
union office on June 1, 1981, and shot

them dead. It became an international
incident, and determined activists
based in Seattle and the Philippines
worked to prove that the dictator Fer-
dinand Marcos was involved in autho-
rizing the killings. After an eight-year
campaign that focused Filipino atten-
tion on Seattle, jurors convicted the
former union president Tony Baruso
of conspiracy to murder and forced the
Philippine dictator Ferdinand Marcos



—

A feature film about the WTO protests in
Seattle was not a critical or commercial
success, but it helped to spread the idea
that the whole world is watching Seattle,

to pay a financial settlement."”

Radical Scattle resurfaced in No-
vember 1999, generating stories
that continue to circle the globe. The
city was a logical place to hold the
ministerial meeting of the World Trade
Organization, but when Mayor Paul
Schell and President Bill Clinton’s ad-
visors were choosing the site they
should have paused and consulted a
historian. On November 30, as dele-
gates attempted to make their way to
the convention center, they were
greeted by a coordinated set of protests
that shocked Washington, D.C., and
governments around the world.

The so-called Battle of Seattle, coming
just one month before the turn of the
millennium, marked something new
in the formations of American radical-
ism. For one thing, it showed that or-
ganized labor was regaining some of
the boldness it had once claimed. Not
in a generation had the AFL-CIO sanc-
tioned a political protest of this conse-
quence. The Washington State Labor
Council had been moving left for a
decade, taking progressive positions
on immigrant rights, LGBT rights, affir-
mative action, and other issues, and
had recently funded the ballot measure
that gave the state the highest mini-
mum wage in the nation. In planning
the historic WTO protests, labor was
now forging an alliance with radical
environmentalists. When 40,000 union
members joined thousands of activists
organized by Direct Action Network,
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Global Exchange, Earth First, the
Ruckus Society, and Rainforest Action
Network, they were signaling the start
of a labor, environment, global social
justice coalition."

The protests that weck were historic
and powerful in their own right, but
the story making that surrounded the
street actions took things to another
level. This was the first mobilization of
what some call the “cyber Left.”"” The
action was carried live on conventional
and unconventional media systems,
including the newly launched Inde-
pendent Media Center network, which
shared stories with activists around the
world, making sure that the Secattle
WTO protest would be followed by
WTO protests in a dozen other citics.
Storytelling was part of the strategy
from the start. The organizers knew
the power of theatricality. Eighty years
after the general strike, Seattle had an-
other reputation-building event that
would convince people around the
world, especially radicals, that there
was something special about the polit-
ical culture of this city. The phrase
“Battle of Scattle” in quotes in a Google
search yields 211,000 returns.

The Battle of Seattle brings us back to
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Seattle’s currently most famous city
counci! member, Kshama Sawant, who
was thinking about the WTO demon-
strations when she agreed to move to
Seattle in 2006. This is the way history
and reputation have worked since
1897. Certain initiatives and events
have been turned into powerful stories
that circulate and persuade some peo-
ple that Seattle is a place that nurtures
radical activism. Then the cycle of at-
tention-getting event, story making,
and migration repeats. It could end, of
course, but something tells me that
with the energies and commitments
that we have been secing among Bernic
Sanders-loving millennials, Seattle’s
radical reputation will find new op-
portunities for renewal in the genera-
tion ahead.

James N. Gregory is a professor of his-
tory at the University of Washington.
The author of many books and articles
on migration, labor, and civil rights,
he also directs the online Seattle Civil
Rights and Labor History Project,
http://depts.washington.edu/civilr/.
This article is part of current research
on the political geography of Ameri-
can radicalism.
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