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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT
Abdurrahman Pasha
Doctor of Philosophy
Department of Political Science
March 2014

Title: The Self-Help Cooperative Movement in Los Angeles, 1931-1940

This case study examines the Self-Help Cooperative Movement (SHCM).
Largely ignored by social scientists for the past eighty years, the movement took place
during the Great Depression and, while national in scope, it was concentrated in Los
Angeles. This movement combined traditional protest tactics with pre-figurative politics;
its goal was to provide full employment for all Americans through the proliferation of
worker and consumer cooperatives. Despite a very promising start in 1931, the
movement collapsed and disintegrated by 1940. This dissertation examines the reasons
for the SHCM’s early successes and later its failures.

The SHCM’s early successes were made possible through their alliances with
Japanese farmers (who lived on the outskirts of Los Angeles) and people of color in
general, Los Angeles businesses and conservative business leaders, and with sympathetic
politicians and state agencies. These alliances were, in turn, made possible by the
inherent ambiguity of the SHCM’s politics, which incorporated both conservative
practices (e.g., self-help) and socialist practices (e.g., workplace democracy). This
unique mixture, what the Los Angeles Times called “voluntary communism”, generated
widespread support among hundreds of thousands of unemployed workers and among

conservative, socialist, and liberal political actors.
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In 1933, the SHCM underwent a profound transformation when Upton Sinclair
and the End Poverty in California movement assumed leadership of the cooperatives and
the California Democratic Party, promising to place state support behind the cooperative
movement and in the process both end unemployment and undermine capitalism. The
gubernatorial campaign of 1934 became a referendum on the cooperatives. Over the
course of the prolonged bitterly fought campaign the cooperatives became associated
with communism, and their liberal and conservative allies responded by discontinuing
their support. With the loss of this political and financial assistance the SHCM slowly
faded away. While the movement failed to achieve its specific goals, its impact on
California politics, along with other Utopian Socialist movements in Los Angeles during
this period, was immense. By the 1940s both political parties in California were
supporting liberal and socialist initiatives (e.g., universal health-care and mass university

education).
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CHAPTER I
POLITICAL AMBIGUITY AND THE SELF-HELP COOPERATIVE MOVEMENT

The Self-Help Cooperative Movement was one of the largest unemployment
movements in the United States in the 1930s. It was also one of the strangest. The
movement can be credibly labeled conservative and socialist; it, at times, had strong
backing from businesses, during other times strong opposition; it was an ethnically and
racially inclusive movement in a nativist political environment; it failed to achieve its
goals but dramatically altered the California political landscape. This case study raises a
number of questions for students of American politics. Why was the movement open to
multiple interpretations? How could it be, at once, both conservative and socialist? How
was a movement with few resources able to mobilize the support of both conservative
business leaders and radical activists? How were the cooperatives able to achieve major
political change in California, despite failing to achieve their political objectives?
Addressing itself to these questions, this project can both deepen and complicate our
understandings of the New Deal, the Great Depression, cooperatives, and political
change.

The thesis of this project is two fold. The first is that the Self-Help Cooperative
Movement was a lost opportunity for addressing mass unemployment in the United States
in ways that satisfied both conservatives and socialists. That was its main appeal.
Studies of the Great Depression have overlooked this movement, despite being one of the
largest and most popular unemployment movements in the United States in the 1930s,
precisely because it does not easily fit into any discernable ideology or tradition—

especially that of New Deal liberalism. Indeed, studies of the Great Depression



frequently lapse into studies of the New Deal. The two have become one and the same in
both academic studies and in popular discussions.

This project examines the years preceding and leading up to the New Deal
especially and argues that, even before the election of Roosevelt and the implementation
of the New Deal work programs, new institutional arrangements were emerging to
effectively address mass unemployment through novel political alliances between
unemployed workers, private businesses, farmers, and state actors, all of whom felt
intense pressure to do something about mass unemployment. These alliances, and the
novel institutional arrangements they collectively built, did not easily fit into either
Hoover’s volunteerist response to the Great Depression or the New Deal work programs,
but contained elements of both. This cooperative approach to addressing mass
unemployed was immensely popular with conservatives and socialists from 1931 to 1933.
For a number of reasons, beginning in the summer of 1933 the popularity of the
cooperatives began to wane and eventually the movement lost political support.

Second, theoretically, this case study helps us understand the unstable, contingent,
and ambiguous nature of political change. This study understands political authority as
fundamentally elusive, detached from any group or actor. In other words, this is not a
story in which wealthy elites, state actors, or any other group or institution dominated the
political process, had the final word. Instead, all of the groups examined here were
constantly scrambling to keep up with new developments and adequately respond to
them. In doing so, they often found themselves in new and unexpected political territory,

agreeing to alliances and policies they initially opposed.



This project also contributes to cooperative studies, which have largely ignored
this case, despite being the largest movement of urban cooperatives in American history.
Studies of cooperatives all too often focus on the internal dynamics of cooperatives—the
extent to which their internal operations are democratic. Instead, this project draws our
attention to the political potentials of cooperative movements. It examines their ability to
effect political change; to extend access to the democratic workplace beyond their
membership. In the case of the Self-Help Cooperative Movement, they were most
effective when fulfilling basic needs—i.e., food, housing, and other essentials—Ieft
unaddressed by either the state or private businesses, and when they were able to do so in
ways that were discursively complementary with, rather than antagonistic to, the state and
private businesses. The Self-Help Cooperative Movement was able to achieve this by
developing both an organization and an identity that positioned itself, however
precariously, between political dualities: between the public and private sphere, state and
civil society, and between conservatism and socialism.

The Self-Help Cooperative Movement

Before the introduction of the Civilian Conservation Corps, Civil Works
Administration, Public Works Administration, Works Progress Administration, and other
New Deal work programs, the unemployed had to rely on inadequate municipal welfare
and private charity; and many did not even qualify for that assistance. Thus, in Los
Angeles, as elsewhere, unemployed workers were desperate and willing to try anything.
It was in this environment that the Self-Help Cooperative Movement (SHCM) emerged.
Millions of Americans were involved in the movement throughout the 1930s, but the

majority of its members were concentrated in the county of Los Angeles. The movement



consisted of unemployed workers who formed labor exchanges and later worker
cooperatives with the help of businesses, farmers, and local, state, and federal agencies.
The guiding principle of the SHCM was “production for use, not for profit” and all goods
and services acquired and produced by the cooperatives were distributed according to
need instead of hours worked. The SHCM defined the Los Angeles unemployment
movement during the Great Depression, from 1931 to 1933 especially.

The earliest known incarnation of the movement began with Unemployed
Citizens League of Seattle in the summer of 1931. Eventually, the movement spread
across the country. There is no official statistic on the exact number of people involved
in the cooperatives, only various estimates. By the end of 1932 there were 330 Self-Help
Cooperative organizations in 37 states, with 75,000 activists and a general membership of
300,000." The movement peaked in 1933 with more than 400 groups and a general
membership of 752,000. Between 1931 and 1938 there were a half-million “families” in
600 organizations involved in the movement.’

The primary activities of these organizations were barter, labor exchange, and
later direct production. “Participants were organized on a community basis and included
persons with a variety of skills...Memberships of 100 and even 3,000 persons developed

in a few weeks time.”

Many of the early organizations initially developed
autonomously, without knowledge of each other; others self-consciously patterned

themselves after groups in other states. There was no central organization or leader.

! Clark Kerr, “Productive Enterprises of the Unemployed, 1931-1938” (PhD diss.,
University of California, Berkeley, 1939), 2, volume 1.

2 bid., 8, volume 1.

3 1bid., 5, volume 1.



Umbrella organizations eventually formed to coordinate the groups—the most important
being the Unemployed Cooperative Relief Association (UCRA )—but their power over
the local organizations was limited. Despite lacking strong leadership, these groups
gained significant political influence early on, as local and state politicians began actively
courting the votes of these groups, especially in Los Angeles, Denver, and Seattle.”

The cooperatives initially pressed for state intervention in the economy to address
unemployment—either through direct cash payments or work programs—but the failure
of Hoover and local political leaders to adequately intervene in the economy led to a
dramatic rise in membership and a proliferation of cooperatives, which were initially seen
as a temporary measure.” The unemployed workers that made up the membership of the
cooperatives, like many Americans, believed that the depression would not last long.
Eventually, with the rise of the New Deal welfare state and the work programs, the state
did intervene and in so doing transformed the movement.

The early activities, primarily consisting of barter and labor-exchange, ended with
the implementation of the New Deal programs. The cooperatives depended on the
surpluses produced by farms and businesses. However, with “production control
programs” like the Agricultural Adjustment Act, National Recovery Administration, and
Federal Surplus Relief Corporation, farmers and businesses no longer had vast surpluses
with which to provide to the cooperatives in exchange for labor. Moreover, with the
implementation of the New Deal work programs, the majority of the unemployed left the

cooperatives for the steady pay of the work programs. As Table 1 shows, the number of

*1bid., 30-31, volume 1.
> Ibid., 30, volume 1.
% Ibid., 20, volume 1.



activists in the cooperatives dropped from about 72,000 in June of 1933, when the New

Deal programs were implemented to about 29,000 in December of 1933, and continued

dropping thereafter.” As Table 2 shows, the California cooperatives followed the same
8

pattern”.

Table 1. Active Membership of Self-Help Cooperatives in the United States, 1932-

1938
Date Active Membership
1931 December 12,200
1932 June 32,550
December 75,846
1933 June 71,860
December 29,043
1934 June 18,283
December 16,121
1935 June 16,811
December 12,403
1936 June 8,471
December 6,992
1937 June 5,722
December 2,965
1938 June 5,858
December 5,790

7 Ibid., 25, volume 1. “Active members" is used to signify the number reported to have
retained active status by working during the month, withdrawing compensation or
attending meetings; but in general it indicates the number which actually worked. "Active
member" is not synonymous with "registered member." There usually was only one
member to a family”.

¥ Ibid., 74, volume 1.




Table 2. Active Membership of Self-Help Cooperatives in California, 1932-1938

Date Active Membership
1932 June 6,900
December 30,355
1933 June 30,025
December 14,940
1934 June 11,625
December 9,740
1935 June 8,746
December 5,715
1936 June 3,620
December 2,980
1937 June 2,115
December 1,385
1938 June 2,240
December 2,290

The cooperative movement was concentrated in California and in Los Angeles
especially. Forty-seven percent of all cooperative members were in California and of that
seventy-seven percent were located in Los Angeles.” For that reason, this study, like
most studies of the SHCM, focus on Los Angeles and California. As with the national
movement, the Los Angeles cooperative movement underwent several phases. The first
was the initial barter and labor exchange phase, in which the unemployed engaged in a
number of ad hoc activities and alliances to meet their basic needs. However, with the
implementation of the New Deal work programs, a new phase was entered, the
production phase. While the New Deal programs syphoned off the majority of the
membership in the summer of 1933, thousands of unemployed workers remained with the

cooperatives. Moreover, the New Dealers were eager to support cooperative production,

? Kerr, “Productive Enterprises”, 52, 77, volume 1.
7




as they were supporting many other experiments in the 1930s, spending over a hundred
million alone on intentional communities during this period.'

The New Deal work programs ended the first phase of the movement, but not the
second phase, which could have lasted beyond the Great Depression and had a major
impact on both the California and national economy, like agricultural, financial,
consumer, and utility cooperatives. However, in 1933, the SHCM underwent another
major transformation when Upton Sinclair and the End Poverty in California (EPIC)
movement assumed leadership of the cooperatives and the California Democratic Party,
promising to place state support behind the cooperative movement and in the process
both end unemployment and destroy capitalism. The gubernatorial campaign of 1934
became a referendum on the cooperatives and over the course of the prolonged, bitterly
fought campaign, which became a mass media and national phenomenon, the
cooperatives became associated with communism and the Roosevelt administration and
the business community responded by discontinuing their support. While a great deal of
support remained for the cooperatives, especially in Los Angeles, political and financial
support from their former allies dried up and the cooperative movement slowly faded
away. The movement finally came to an end in the summer of 1940 when the state of
California pulled the last of its support (on which the cooperatives had become

dependent).

19 John Curl, For All The People: Uncovering The Hidden History of Cooperation,
Cooperative Movements, and Communalism in America (Oakland, CA: PM Press, 2009),
315. Robert Sutton, Communal Utopias and The American Experience: Secular
Communities, 1824-2000 (Westport, Conn: Praeger Publishers, 2004). See chapter 5 of
Sutton especially, which discusses the New Dealers’ enthusiasm for intentional
communities.



While the movement failed to realize its specific objective, of creating a
cooperative economy parallel to the capitalist economy, it left a lasting impact on
California politics. However, not in the way the cooperatives or its initial supporters,
especially in the business community, envisioned. Instead of creating an institution that
existed in-between and transcended political dualities—of conservatism and socialism,
public and private, state and civil society—unemployed workers, business leaders, and
farmers were absorbed into the New Deal welfare state. The membership of the
cooperatives, even after the movement ended, had become radicalized by their
involvement in the early years of the movement and by their involvement in the EPIC
campaign. They formed a radical wing not only of the Democratic Party but of the
Republican Party as well.

Republicans, who had previously opposed the New Deal in California, began
supporting it as early as 1934, preferring it to EPIC, which they believed was a
communist conspiracy. They viewed the New Deal as the lesser evil. A sign of this
rapid radicalization of Republicans in California was the governorship of Early Warren,
one of the longest serving governors of California (1943 - 1953), the only governor
elected for three consecutive terms, and also the only governor to win both the
Democratic and Republican primaries in his 1946 re-election campaign. The
Republicans, who vociferously opposed the New Deal in California in the early 1930s, by
the early 1940s elected a governor who went so far as to propose universal health care for
California, several years before Democratic President Harry Truman proposed it for the

entire country.



Each group involved began with a specific set of interests. Businesses sought to
avoid state intervention in the economy by the New Dealers. The unemployed wanted a
cooperative sector that would guarantee employment for anyone out of work. Over the
course of the 1930s they experimented with a number of institutional arrangements and
formed unconventional political alliances to realize these interests. By the end of the
1930s, neither businesses nor the unemployed received what they initially wanted:
businesses were unsuccessful in stopping increased state intervention and the
unemployed did not get full employment.

However, what they did get were new interests. The interests of both groups,
what they wanted, were transformed during this period. For businesses, fearing EPIC,
state intervention in the economy by the New Deal became preferable to communism.
Indeed, many began to see state intervention, not as something that must be tolerated, but
as desirable—as Earl Warren’s proposal of universal health-care suggests. The
unemployed, on the other hand, remained open to a number of arrangements throughout
the 1930s: barter and labor exchange, worker-run production cooperatives, state
supervised production cooperatives, and finally the New Deal work programs and then
the defense plant jobs.

Political Science and Cooperative Studies

Contemporary studies of cooperatives in the United States focus on the internal
operations of the organizations, rarely investigating the political conditions necessary for
a flourishing cooperative sector or, in turn, the impact of cooperatives on the political
environment surrounding them. Even studies of cooperatives outside the U.S.,

Mondragon, for example, are more interested in assessing the extent to which the

10



structure of the cooperative is democratic, than in its role in expanding workplace
democracy in Spain. The focus of this study, by contrast, examines the conditions that
make cooperatives possible and their impact on the political environment in which they
operate.

This focus on the internal operations of cooperatives was not always the case.
Earlier studies of the cooperative movement, including Richard T. Ely’s The Labor
Movement in America (1886), which viewed the cooperative movement as integral to the
labor movement, Herbert Baxter Adams’ the History of Cooperatives in the United States
(1888), W.E.B. Dubois’ Economic Co-operation Among Negro Americans (1907), and
John R. Common’s series History of Labor in the United States (1918-1935) all examine
the relationship between cooperatives and politics. This tradition of examining both the
cooperatives themselves and their relationship to their political environment was
discontinued in studies documenting the flourishing of urban worker and consumer
cooperatives from the 1960s to the present.

Supporters of cooperatives (and of communes and collectives) in the 1960s and
1970s saw these organizations as concrete expressions of the New Left and the counter-
culture. The literature documenting these organizations is small compared to other fields
of study, e.g., labor unions, but still significant and growing. John Case and Rosemary
Taylor’s Co-ops, Communes, and Collectives (1979), Robert Jackall and Henry Levin’s
collection Worker Cooperatives in America (1984), Joyce Rothschild and J. Alan Whitt’s
The Cooperative Workplace (1986), John A.C. Hetherington Mutual and Cooperative
Enterprises, and Robert P. Sutton’s two volume Communal Utopias and the American

Experience (2004) spend some time discussing the relationship between cooperatives and

11



politics, but the primary focus of the majority of this scholarship is on the sociological
content and inner-workings of these organizations, and not on the politics surrounding, or
produced, by the cooperatives. Moreover, the SHCM, one of the largest cooperative
movements in American history, has been virtually ignored in these studies. John Curl’s
History of Work Cooperatives in America (1980) and For All The People (2012) and
Ellen Furlough and Carl Strikwerda’s edited volume Consumers Against Capitalism? are
notable exceptions to this trend.""

A contribution of this work to cooperative studies is to reestablish the link
between cooperatives and the larger political environment. It is to move the study of
cooperatives from an over reliance on the descriptive methodology of sociology and
history towards the more theoretically focused methodology of political science. Like
labor unions and other mutual aid organizations, cooperatives only arise when there is a
pressing need that existing institutions do not meet. They also arise during periods of
political turmoil: the Farmers’ Alliance and Populist Movement were responses to the
early depressions and the rise of corporate capitalism, the SHCM and EPIC were
responses to the Great Depression and the breakdown of corporate capitalism, and the
cooperative, collective, and communal movements of the 1960s and 1970s were
responses to the crises of legitimacy experienced by mainstream institutions in the
aftermath of the New Left movements and political developments of that era (e.g., the

Vietnam War).

''See John Curl’s Bibliographic Essay, 469-482, in the appendix For All the People, for
an extended discussion on the absence of politics from cooperative studies. Sutton, in his
discussion of New Deal sponsored intentional communities virtually ignores the politics
of that era and instead directs our attention to the internal workings of the communities,
their economic viability, and general statistical data on these communities. See chapter 5
of Sutton, Communal Utopias and the American Experience.

12



Studies of the Self-Help Cooperative Movement

The vast majority of research and publications on the SHCM took place in the
1930s. These studies, as well as many contemporary accounts, suffer from three main
limitations. First, existing studies over-simplify the nature and influence of conservatism
on the movement. William Campbell, a contemporary researcher and student of the
movement, argued in his 1934 article “A Social Revolution Meets Bread and Circuses”
that the cooperatives possessed the makings of a revolution, but this potential remained
untapped as a result of adept elite manipulation.'> The Los Angeles unemployed dropped
their radical demands, were moderated, after being pacified by generous donations of
food and concerts sponsored by business leaders. Wealthy elites used the “old Roman
device” of “Bread and Circuses” to keep the unemployed distracted and prevented them
from taking radical actions against the wealthy. Laura Renata Martin’s 2013 article
“California’s Unemployed Feed Themselves”: Conservative Intervention in the Los
Angeles Cooperative Movement, 1931-1934”, offers a similar account of the movement.
Relying on notes from one of the SHCM conventions, Martin argues that conservative
elites were able to steer the movement away from socialism and towards a conservative
politics based on “anti-communism, self-sufficiency, and nativism”. Martin
acknowledges the political openness and possibilities of both the cooperatives and the
early pre-New Deal 1930s, and the multiple traditions contained within the movement,
but she still concludes that conservatives destroyed the radical potential of the movement

to protect their own interests. Piven and Cloward make a similar argument about the

12 William Campbell, "A Social Revolution Meets Bread and Circuses," Commonwealth
Review, January 1934, 166-167, Carton 3, Folder: “Undated, 1934-1935, History,
Miscellaneous Cooperatives”, Clark Kerr, Fieldnotes, etc. concerning self-help and
consumer cooperatives in the United States, 1930-1938.

13



national unemployment movement in Poor People’s Movements. The radical politics of
the unemployment movements of the early 1930s were undermined by the New Deal
work programs. The work programs provided partial, even token relief, but failed to
eliminate unemployment. As with the Los Angeles cooperatives, elite intervention
redirected national movements from “disruption to organization” and thus pacification.

Second, previous studies of the Self-Help Cooperative Movement underestimate
its impact on California politics. This gap in the literature stems from the failure of
scholars of the End Poverty In California movement, or EPIC, to connect EPIC with the
SHCM." The EPIC movement, led by Upton Sinclair, was a political movement from
1933 to 1935 that sought to create state-financed and state-supervised worker
cooperatives. EPIC briefly took over the cooperative movement and the Democratic
Party and sought to take over the state of California as well, by winning a majority of
state offices, including the governorship, in the 1934 gubernatorial elections. The
movement failed to achieve its stated objectives, but was nonetheless pivotal in creating a
political environment in California that was more receptive to liberal policies and
socialist initiatives.

Failure to link the SHCM to EPIC not only misunderstands the political impact of
the SHCM, but also misses the reasons both movements failed to have an even wider
political impact. The politics of the SHCM, in which the conservative tradition of self-
help, which emphasizes self-reliance and individuality, was linked to the cooperative

tradition, with its roots in the utopian schemes of socialist forerunners like Robert Owen

' The most recent study of EPIC, by Greg Mitchell, which has attracted a great deal of
attention in the mainstream press, makes practically no mention of the SHCM. Greg
Mitchell, The Campaign of the Century: Upton Sinclair's E.P.1.C. Race for Governor of
California and the Birth of Media Politics (New York: Random House, 1992).
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and Charles Fourier, and labor unions like the Knights of Labor, later gave way to the
dogmatic ideology of EPIC. EPIC’s proposal to create worker cooperatives financed and
supervised by the state and its stated intention to use this new cooperative economy to
destroy capitalism, alienated the early conservative business supporters of the cooperative
movement as well as the Democratic Party. Los Angeles and California businesses,
which initially supported the movement, led the effort to undermine and end the
movement once the cooperatives became associated with EPIC.

Third, previous studies underestimate the significance of interracial alliances to
the formation and development of the SHCM. Early studies of the movement in the
1930s provide little analysis but some useful information on the role of race in the
cooperatives, especially George Knox Roth’s “The Compton Unemployed Co-operative
Relief Association: a sociological study, 1932-1933”, but none of them explore the
critical role of race in building the movement, why this movement was so racially
inclusive, and later the role of race in undermining the movement. Laura Renata Martin
discusses the role of nativist appeals from conservative political operatives as one of
many tactics used by conservative elites in muting the radicalism of the movement.
However, she underestimates the role of race in building up the movement, in making it
possible in the first place—i.e., the relationships between the largely White cooperative
members, Japanese farmers, and Mexican farm workers—and overestimates the impact
of nativist appeals in undermining the movement. There is some evidence of rising
nativism in the cooperatives, but it never took hold of the movement. The cooperatives
remained racially inclusive throughout its existence and there is scant evidence that

nativism or racial tension played a major role in undermining the movement. It was not

15



conservative intervention, but New Deal intervention that ultimately ended the SHCM.
New Deal Studies

This study critiques three prevailing accounts of the Great Depression and the
New Deal: accounts that view the New Deal as breaking with the previous conservative
Republican order and inaugurating a discrete liberal Democratic order; state-centric
accounts of the New Deal; and arguments that focus on clear-cut class interests. I
examine these accounts of the Great Depression and the New Deal, before turning to my
own theoretical orientation. All of these studies help us understand the Great Depression
and the New Deal, but they also discount the influence of instability, contingency, and
ambiguity on political developments during the 1930s, to their detriment. I redirect our
attention away from political determinacy, from clearly defined identities, interests,
institutions, and outcomes, towards a politics of ambiguity where all of these factors
interact in ways that cannot be easily predicted.
Political Orders

Studies of the New Deal that ground their analyses in structural breaks with
previous political orders help us understand what was distinctive and innovative about the
New Deal, but at the expense of linkages between the New Deal and previous orders and
the internal dynamics within the New Deal order itself. Theories of electoral
realignment, political orders, and punctuated equilibrium provide long-run, structural
accounts of political change, leaving little room for agency. Fraser and Gerstle note, in
their introduction to the edited volume The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order, 1930-
1980, “This approach diminishes the importance of particular political

actors...Fundamental changes in political life—those which produce a change in party
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systems—are seen as issuing from crises in the nation’s economy, social structure, and
political culture.”'* New alignments are produced through exogenous shocks to the
political system, e.g., the Great Depression, and thus create the conditions necessary for
the rise of a new party system. In the case of the Great Depression, it created the
conditions necessary for the Democratic Party to become the dominant national party,
marginalizing the Republicans for the first time since the Civil War.

In Building A Democratic Political Order, David Plotke provides a more
expansive account of political order. Moving beyond party identification, he also stresses
the importance of non-party agents. He writes, “Political orders are built by political
blocs that include party forces, movements and interest groups, and state-based
organizations and political currents.”" Plotke’s conception of the New Deal Democratic
order is an improvement over theories of realignment that focus solely on party
identification, but he nonetheless maintains that there was a clear break between the New
Deal and the policies of Hoover and the prior Republican era. He writes, “...I stress the
distinctive character of the reformist progressive liberalism of the Democratic order. |
underline its break both with Republican themes and policies from the 1920s and with
prior Democratic conceptions.”'® Plotke also separates the New Deal Democratic order
from radical movements during this same period, including: “Popular Front

Communism, radical populism, and social democracy.”"’

' Steve Fraser and Gary Gerstle, The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order, 1930-1980
(Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1989), x.

' David Plotke, Building a Democratic Political Order: Reshaping American Liberalism
in the 1930s and 1940s (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 39.

1 Ibid., 5.
7 Ibid., 5.
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The SHCM does not easily fall into either the previous conservative Republican
political order, in which the role of the federal government in addressing unemployment
was secondary to municipal agencies and private charities, or the emerging New Deal
Democratic order, in which the federal government played the leading role in addressing
unemployment, even as it still relied on state and local government for administrative and
political support. The cooperatives contained elements of both orders. They wanted and
received support from the local, state, and federal government, for work programs, but
wanted those programes, i.e., the cooperatives, to be controlled by the workers themselves.
Moreover, they understood this arrangement as complementary, rather than conflictual,
with private businesses; they argued that the cooperatives would address unemployment
in a far more efficient manner than direct cash payments and with less state intervention
and bureaucracy. They did not view conservative volunteerism, i.e., “self-help”, as a
constraint on their action, but merely as a background condition, an inherited tradition,
that they had to deal with in order to accomplish their goals (i.e., end unemployment).
Thus, from this point of view, the emerging liberal Democratic order cannot be easily
separated from the prior conservative Republican order, nor was it necessarily the only
viable response to mass unemployment.

State-Centric Accounts of the New Deal

State-centric accounts of the Great Depression and the New Deal conflate politics
and the state. These accounts link the development and outcomes of events in the 1930s
to state institutions, especially the Presidency and regulatory agencies. Such accounts do
not completely dismiss social movements and other non-state political actors, but view

them as secondary to the reach and capacities of the state.
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For Theda Skocpol and Kenneth Finegold, it’s precisely the reach and capacities
of the state, or the lack thereof, that determines the success of a political project. In
“State Capacity and Economic Intervention in the Early New Deal” they contrast the
relative ease and success of the New Deal recovery for farmers with the early failures of
recovery for businesses. The difference, they argue, was in state capacity, i.e., in the
resources and relationships of each agencys; this allowed the Agricultural Adjustment
Administration (AAA) to implement the Agricultural Adjustment Act and the National
Recovery Administration to implement the National Industrial Recovery Act.

The former succeeded because the AAA was placed inside an existing
department, the United States Department of Agriculture. The USDA, created during the
Civil War, accumulated over the course of seventy years the resources, relationships,
administrative culture, and political leadership to both respond to and shape the demands
of farmers during the Great Depression. The National Recovery Administration, on the
other hand, did not possess the same level of resources that the AAA enjoyed from its
embeddedness within the USDA; it did not have the trust and long-established
relationships with business leaders, the bureaucratic autonomy, political leadership, or the
authority necessary to organize business leaders unaccustomed to coordination and
regulation on a national scale. In short, arguments for state autonomy and bureaucratic
capacity point to path dependent, long-term institutional developments in explaining
political outcomes.

Piven and Cloward’s Poor People’s Movements also points to the critical role of
institutions. However, instead of institutional capacity in state bureaucracies, they focus

on the relationship between institutional breakdown and mass movements. They argue
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that social movements are made possible when governing institutions breakdown. In the
case of unemployment movements in the early 1930s, they note the effectiveness of pre-
New Deal actions, of ““...sporadic street demonstrations...rent riots, and...the disruption
of relief centers.”'® These “direct action victories yielded money or food or a halt to
eviction.”" They yielded concrete results.

The movements declined as a result of miscalculations on the part of its leaders
and the use of token reforms (the work programs), cooptation of leadership, and the
subversion of protest through the reassertion of institutional control in local relief offices.
The movement leaders had a small window of opportunity to exploit “...the possibilities
of the time by pushing turbulence to its outer limits”, but instead they “set about to build
organization and to press for legislation, and in so doing, they virtually echoed the credo
of officialdom itself.”*’

Like theories of electoral realignment and political orders, Piven and Cloward’s
theory, grounded in punctuated equilibrium, argues that political change is highly
dependent on exogenous shocks to the political system. For Piven and Cloward, the
shocks must be strong enough to cause an institutional breakdown. They thus distinguish
between brief moments of institutional breakdown and mass uprisings, when political
change is possible, and the far more common periods of routine elite-driven politics

characterized by stable institutions and a controlled populace.

'8 Francis Fox Piven and Richard Cloward, Poor People's Movements: Why They
Succeed, How They Fail (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), 72.

¥ Ibid., 73.

2 1bid., 91.
20



The role of the state in the SHCM was not determinative, but one among several
factors. The lack of practically any administrative expertise in either the Federal or State
governments on worker cooperatives did not prevent the rapid build-up of Federal and
State Divisions of Self-Help Cooperatives, which worked closely with the cooperatives
and helped guide the movement politically. This rapid build-up of state capacity did not
result from long-run trends in the American state, but from institutional cooperation.
State administrators charged with regulating the cooperatives were able to draw on and
coordinate the resources of businesses, farmers, universities, voluntary associations, and
New Deal agencies to accomplish their goals.”' Their collective support and willingness
to experiment with the cooperatives as solutions to mass unemployment made this
coordination possible.

As Piven and Cloward note, the SHCM was coopted by the New Deal, just like
other unemployment movements across the country. Moreover, as they also point out,
this was made possible, in part, from the incompetence of the unemployment leaders.
However, the movement did not end with this cooptation. The New Dealers did not
coopt the movement to end it, but were very much interested in expanding the movement,
at least initially. They shifted from support to opposition only after the cooperative
movement became associated with communism during the 1934 California Gubernatorial
campaign. It was not state cooptation, but political cooptation, by Upton Sinclair and the

EPIC movement, that undermined and eventually destroyed the cooperative movement.

2! For example, much of the research conducted by the California Division of Self-Help
Cooperatives was carried out by professors and graduate students. Upon request from the
Division, their respective universities and departments allowed them to take a leave of
absence, sometimes for extended periods, to carry out their research and publish articles,
books, and government reports on the movement.
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It was not the reassertion of institutional control by the state, but a shift in the politics and
public perceptions of the cooperative movement that played the decisive role in ending it.
Settled Class Interests

This study also critiques class-driven accounts of the New Deal and the Great
Depression. One of the most parsimonious theories is Thomas Ferguson’s investment
theory of politics. Taking Macur Olson’s The Logic of Collective Action as his point of
departure, Ferguson agrees with pluralism and resource mobilization theorists that all
political groups are able to mobilize some resources and gain some influence and
representation in the political parties and the state. However, he argues that if these
theories are carried to their logical conclusions, it is almost always the case that the
wealthy possess more resources and thus more political power than other groups. Instead
of representing voters and citizens, political parties and the state represent competing
blocs of wealthy investors.

The sole exception to Ferguson’s “Golden Rule” of American politics was the
New Deal when, for the first and so far only time in American history, average people
organized and pooled their resources to become an major investment bloc. During this
period “voter-investors” effectively competed with wealthy investors for three reasons:
1) they committed a significant amount of their time and income to political participation
(including to political parties), 2) secondary organizations (e.g., unions) effectively
aggregated and channeled their resources, and 3) the costs of campaigning and

advertising were relatively low in the 1930s.>> However, even in the case of the New

*2 Thomas Ferguson, Golden Rule: The Investment Theory of Party Competition and the
Logic of Money-Driven Political Systems (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995),
28, 29.
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Deal, labor had to ally with part of the investor class. On the ‘System of 36, Ferguson
writes:

Because these firms were mostly capital-intensive, the rise in the power of

organized labor that the Wagner Act permitted and the very limited intervention

in market-determined patterns of (lifetime) wage setting that Social Security
represented posed less of a threat to them. And their dominant position in the
world economy made them the leading beneficiaries and most ardent champions
of the other part of the New Deal’s reform package...[the] reciprocal trade
program, which broke decisively with the System of 96s protectionism.”’
Thus, for Ferguson political change cannot be traced back to exogenous shocks, path
dependency, state capacity, political culture, or the “median voter.” Instead, political
change is driven by class interests and class mobilization—even if this sometimes
produces cross-class alliances as it did in the 1930s between labor unions and capital-
intensive businesses.

Unconventional alliances—across race, class, and institutions—is critical to
understanding the development of the SHCM, especially the cross-class alliance between
the cooperatives and businesses. However, this alliance was made possible by two
factors that Ferguson does not adequately take into consideration. First, class interests
alone did not generate the alliance. Certainly this was a factor in business support for the
cooperatives. Businesses viewed the cooperatives as the conservative response to the
Great Depression, as a means to limit state intervention into the economy. However, in

offering their support for the cooperatives, businesses also reconciled themselves to

2 1bid., 84.
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aspects of the cooperatives they had no interest in, such as the cooperatives’ insistence on
distributing their goods on the basis of need rather than hours worked, or their adherence
to the slogan, “production for use, not for profit”. What began as a strategic alliance to
advance their material interests, led businesses to support ideas and practices they had
opposed before the Great Depression.

Second, businesses played a key role in financing and promoting the cooperatives.
In other words, businesses used their own resources to mobilize the movement. This
action is inexplicable if we assume clearly defined and recognizable class interests.
Instead, this study argues that businesses and the unemployed were in the process of
trying to figure out where exactly their class interests lay and what actions best promoted
those interests; if we begin with the assumption that they had no guide posts pointing
them in the right direction, then we can begin to make sense of these actions.

Like labor unions, political parties, and farmers, businesses and the unemployed
spent the 1930s trying to figure out what institutional arrangements, alliances, and ideas
best promoted their interests. They spent the 1930s experimenting and in so doing their
interests—for businesses, limited state intervention into the economy, for the
unemployed, guaranteed full employment—were transformed. By the end of the 1930s,
both businesses and the unemployed found themselves embracing institutional
arrangements, i.e., the New Deal, which they had initially opposed. For businesses, they
came to view the New Deal as the lesser evil, preferable to an increasingly radicalized
cooperative movement under EPIC leadership; and the unemployed embraced the New

Deal after the failure of successive groups of cooperative leaders.
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Political Ambiguity and the Self-Help Cooperative Movement

There has been a great deal of work in the last three decades addressing political
ambiguity. These works move us away from assumptions of clear-cut class antagonisms
and consciousness; from theories of punctuated equilibrium, critical junctures, electoral
realignments, path dependency, and regime change; and from state-centric accounts of
politics, i.e., theories that point to the autonomous power and interests of state actors,
especially of the presidency and federal bureaucracies. In searching out the historical
origins of political authority, they also move away from theories that emphasize rational
actors and institutional stability. In short, they move us away from structuralist
arguments of political order towards post-structuralist accounts of political change.”*

These works argue that political authority, even during periods of seemingly
stable and routine politics, is more unstable, contested, contingent, and ambiguous than
prevailing theories of politics have allowed for. These studies contend that endogenous
political change and political agency are not the exception but the norm. This shift from
an analytics that emphasizes political stability to one that emphasizes political change has
been brought to bear on the emergence and development of the working class and labor

unions®, the rise and development of corporate capitalism and the regulatory state®®, the

** Joseph Lowndes and Victoria Hattam, “The Ground Beneath Our Feet: Language,
Culture, and Political Change,” in Formative Acts: American Politics in the Making, ed.
Stephen Skowronek et al. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), chapter
10. They refer to this group as “post-order institutionalists™.

%> David Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American
Working Class (London: Verso, 2007). Victoria Hattam, Labor Visions and State Power:
the Origins of Business Unionism in the United States (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1993).

26 Gerald Berk, Alternative Tracks: The Constitution of American Industrial Order, 1865-
1917 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994) and Louis D. Brandeis and the
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historical development of marriage?’, the rise of ethnicity and its relationship to race®,
the persistence of whiteness and racial inequality®’, the historical development of
immigration politics®’, political entrepreneurship®’, and the rise of the New Right in the
20" century.*> As with this study, a common theme in this scholarship is the argument
that American political traditions and institutions interact in ways that have been missed
by scholars looking for “multiple traditions” instead of “the American tradition”, and
looking for institutional conflict rather than cooperation.™

One of the major points of debate within this field of study, American Political
Development (APD), is just how far we should go in unstructuring politics. How much

analytical space should we make for instability, contingency, agency, and ambiguity,

Making of Regulated Competition, 1900-1932 (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2009).

*7 Priscilla Yamin, American Marriage: A Political Institution (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 2012).

28 Victoria Hattam, In The Shadow of Race: Jews, Latinos, and Immigrant Politics in the
United States (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007).

%% Tan Haney-Lopez, White by Law: The Legal Construction of Race (New York: New
York University Press, 1996). Daniel Martinez HoSang, Racial Propositions: Ballot
Initiatives and the Making of Postwar California (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 2010). Joseph Lowndes et al., Race and American Political Development (New
York: Routledge, 2008).

3% Daniel Tichenor, Dividing Lines: The Politics of Immigration Control in America
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002).

31 Adam Sheingate “Political Entrepreneurship, Institutional Change, and American
Political Development,” Studies in American Political Development 17, no. 2 (2003),
185-203.

32 Joseph Lowndes, From the New Deal to The New Right: Race and the Southern
Origins of Modern Conservatism (New Haven, Conn: Yale University Press, 2008).

33 Rogers Smith, Civic Ideals: Conflicting Visions of Citizenship in U.S. history (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1997). Stephen Skowronek, “The Reassociation of Ideas
and Purposes: Racism, Liberalism, and the American Political Tradition,” American
Political Science Review 100, no. 3 (2006), 385-401.
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before we lose theoretical coherence? This study suggests that we have not gone far
enough in this direction, in unstructuring politics. The politics of the SHCM, EPIC, and
California during the 1930s complicates the dominant narrative of the Great Depression,
which still argues that the rise of the New Deal and the Democratic Party was a foregone
conclusion. They argue that conservatism and the Republican Party were thoroughly
discredited in the early years of the Great Depression; their defeat and marginalization by
liberal New Dealers was the inevitable consequence. With this narrative as the baseline,
all that is left for scholars is to work out the particulars—e.g., the New Deal’s
relationship to race.

Instead, this study argues that not only was conservatism still viable in the 1930s,
but, in the case of the SHCM, it made itself viable by allying itself with socialist
movements and ideas, just as liberalism made itself viable again in the 1930s by allying
itself with populist, progressive, and socialist movements and ideas (and with the
conservative Southern wing of the Democratic Party, the Jim Crow South). The SCHM
could credibly be called both socialist and conservative, just as many New Deal programs
could credibly be called both liberal and socialist. If conservatism was eclipsed by the
liberal New Dealers in the1930s, it’s not because conservatism was automatically and
irrevocably discredited by the Great Depression, but because, unlike liberals,
conservatives did not go far enough or fast enough in reinventing conservatism, as they

did in the post-WWII era.*

* As Lowndes argues in From the New Deal to New Right, conservatives only regained
power in the post-war era by opening themselves up to new alliances and by generously
appropriating from other political traditions in ways that, in the process, transformed
modern conservatism.
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This study contributes to this emerging field by advancing a theory of politics that
places ambiguity front and center. A theory of political ambiguity assumes that: 1)
interests, including economic interests, are neither fully formed nor rationale, 2) no
group, organization, institution, or structure dominates the political process, 3) political
coalitions cannot be predicted or reduced to pre-political interests (e.g., class interests),
and 4) political traditions are open to both broad interpretations and novel syntheses. 1|
discuss each of these points and their relationship to the SHCM.

First, the alliances discussed in this study, between the unemployed, business
leaders, farmers, people of color and whites, and state actors was made possible because
none of these groups possessed fully formed interests. I am not arguing that they did not
perceive their interests correctly, but that interests are never fully settled. There was no
objective set of interests, for any of these groups, waiting to be discovered. What each of
these groups wanted changed over the course of the 1930s; these changes were brought
about through contingent political events that could not have been predicted or controlled
by any actor or group of actors.

Second, none of these groups were ever in control of the political developments
surrounding them. The SHCM never became a tool of business leaders, state actors, or
radical activists. All of the groups discussed here found themselves struggling to control
and respond to the events surrounding them and all of them failed. In doing so, they
found themselves far afield, reluctantly embracing new interests and new alliances. By
the end of the 1930s, business leaders found themselves embracing the New Deal welfare
state, as the lesser evil, fearing the growing power of the cooperative movement.

Likewise, the co-optation of the cooperative movement by the Democratic Party of
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California radicalized both the Democratic Party and the Republican Party of California
in ways that (certain groups in) both parties did not want.

Third, cooperation, broadly conceived, was pivotal to building the SHCM. The
early movement leaders were able to build powerful coalitions with businesses, farmers,
people of color, and state actors precisely because they did not pit themselves against
these groups ideologically. Instead of ideology, they turned to tradition. The early
cooperative leaders were able to gain the support of business leaders, for example, by
emphasizing their adherence to the conservative tradition of self-help, which signified
volunteerist and civil society solutions to the Great Depression, rather than state
intervention. The history of the conservative self-help tradition is broad enough to
encompass rugged individualism and the image of the frontier pioneer—often invoked in
defenses of the SHCM—but also of religious (e.g., Mormonism) and secular (e.g.,
Anarchist) communalism. The ambiguity inherent in this tradition proved critical to
attracting both conservative and socialist supporters.

Later in the movement, when new cooperative leaders, EPIC, argued that the
cooperative movement was fundamentally opposed to capitalism, both business leaders
and state actors dropped their support. However, this was not a total loss for the
cooperatives. While political support for a cooperative economy was lost, the EPIC
movement nonetheless succeeded in generating political support for other radical
initiatives. After the cooperative movement ended, the experiences of former members
of the movement led them to demand more radical policies from state actors and

conciliation from business leaders. By the late 1930s/early1940s both the Democratic
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and Republican Parties were promoting liberal, even socialist, initiatives such as
universal health-care and free mass university education.

Fourth, even seemingly inhospitable political environments are open to
unexpected reinterpretations and repurposing. The conservative political environment of
Los Angeles in the early 1930s appeared to be an insurmountable roadblock to radical
politics, especially before the arrival of the New Deal; but the utopian socialist politics of
the SHCM, the Utopian Society of America, Ham and Eggs, and the Townsend
Movement, not only transformed California politics, but had a lasting impact on national
politics as well. The need to solve pressing common problems meant that political actors
were open to moving beyond inherited interpretations of political traditions. This applied
to conservatism no less than liberalism in the 1930s. In 1930s Los Angeles, business
leaders, farmers, state actors, and the unemployed articulated a political vision that
incorporated and synthesized the cooperative tradition, with its roots in socialism and the
labor movement, and the conservative tradition of self-help, with its roots in
individualism and anti-statism, to address the common problem of mass unemployment.
This study argues that this interpretation of conservatism—in which worker-run
cooperatives play a leading role in addressing mass unemployment—was a viable
alternative to the public works programs in addressing unemployment.

This is not to say that all things are possible at all times. However, this is to say
that we have thus far underestimated what is politically possible. Interests, traditions,
institutions, and structures do not speak for themselves and do not automatically update
themselves; they must be actively updated to address new political developments. It is

diverse groups of political actors that must do this interpreting. Moreover, they do not
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necessarily do so for strategic reasons, as Kenneth Shepsle suggests.” Politics is
inherently ambiguous, regardless of the actor’s intentions. This ambiguousness not only
makes political agency and political change possible, even during seemingly stable and
routine periods, but necessary.
Sources

This study relies on a variety of sources: the archives of universities and public
libraries, dissertations and masters’ theses from the 1930s, and newsreels also from the
1930s. The archives of public libraries provided access to newspaper articles and
editorials from the 1930s: the Los Angeles Times (now available on-line through
proquest), The Los Angeles Record/Los Angeles Post Record (located in the Los Angeles
Public Library), the Los Angeles Daily Illustrated News (also in the Los Angeles Public
Library), and the Pasadena Post/Pasadena Evening Post (the Pasadena Public Library).

The papers of Margaret Workmann (Loyola Marymount University) and Rueben
Borough (UCLA), and George Knox Roth’s master’s thesis, “The Compton Unemployed
Co-operative Relief Association: a sociological study, 1932-1933” (USC), proved useful.
Knox produced the only study of the cooperative movement from that era that gave the
relationship between the cooperatives and Japanese farmers serious attention; his study
contains a number of statistics and interviews with both the farmers and the cooperatives
not found anywhere else.

The archives of the Bancroft Library, located at the University of California,

Berkeley, proved indispensible. Because of them I was able to access the records of the

Unemployed Cooperative Relief Council of California, the most important umbrella

3% Kenneth Shepsle, "The Strategy of Ambiguity: Uncertainty and Electoral
Competition," The American Political Science Review 66, no. 2 (1976): 555-568.
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organization of the Self-Help Cooperatives, which contained convention notes, official
correspondence, and movement newspapers. The papers of Paul Schuster Taylor also
contained convention notes and a number of in-depth interviews conducted by Taylor
with the rank-and-file and the leaders of the movement. The 1971 audio interview of
Frank G. Taylor, the last director of the California Division of Self-Help Cooperatives,
provides useful information on how the movement ended. Finally, the extensive field
notes to Clark Kerr’s 1939 dissertation Productive Enterprises of the Unemployed.: 1931-
1938 and the dissertation itself proved invaluable.

In addition to these other sources, I heavily rely on Kerr’s dissertation, to fill in
the gaps. This is unavoidable. Much of the information in his dissertation, which
practically every account of the Self-Help Cooperative Movement since then has relied
on as their primary source, cannot be found anywhere else—it has been lost.”® As Kerr
himself noted in the introduction to his four-volume dissertation in 1939, “This study is
intended in part to achieve the documentation of a social movement. Many of the basic
records are already scattered and difficult to obtain, while others have been lost or
destroyed.™” Kerr, who spent the entire 1930s meticulously documenting the movement
as a masters and doctoral student, and also as a participant and leader of the movement,
remains the most important source for studies of the Self-Help Cooperative Movement.
More than anything else, his dissertation provides a broad history of the movement.

Where possible, I have double-checked his evidence, with his own archived field notes

3% Indeed, many of Kerr’s contemporaries heavily relied on his Master’s Thesis and field
notes for their own works. See William J. Campbell, “Depression Cooperatives: A
Study in Social Reorganization” (Master’s Thesis., University of Oregon, 1932).

37 Kerr, “Productive Enterprises”, vii.
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and from other sources still available. However, his dissertation still contains much
information on the movement not available anywhere else.

In my discussions of the EPIC movement, I analyze fake “newsreels” from the
1930s, which served as the first political “attack ads”. Luckily, these can be found on
youtube.com. Also, in my studies of the EPIC movement, | analyze the campaign
writings of its primary leader, novelist and activist Upton Sinclair, which can be found at
a number of university libraries and some of these writings can be found on-line. Finally,
the evidence on the relationship between the cooperatives and the regulatory agency the
California Division of Self-Help Cooperatives was primarily derived from the surviving
records of this agency located in the California State Archives in Sacramento.

Chapter Outline
Chapter I1: Historical Contingency, Race, and the Origins of the Self-Help Cooperative
Movement, 1931-1933

The next chapter examines the relationship between the SHCM and people of
color in Los Angeles in the 1930s. The movement in Los Angeles began when a crippled
war veteran walked out to Japanese farms to offer his labor in exchange for food. This
labor-exchange arrangement spread rapidly and soon became the basis of the cooperative
movement. These early experiences, between the largely White cooperative movement
and Japanese farmers and their families, and Mexican farm workers, led the cooperative
movement to the conclusion that racial inclusion was critical to building a mass
movement. To this end, racial discrimination within the cooperatives was banned and
people of color were actively recruited into the movement. Despite efforts by

conservative political operatives to turn the cooperatives into a nativist movement and
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despite episodic nativist violence and policies (e.g., the mass deportation of Mexican and
Filipino Americans) in the Southwest during this period, the cooperatives never turned
away from their early commitment to racial inclusion.

Chapter I11: Political Ambiguity and Conservative Support for the Cooperatives, 1931-
1933

This chapter discusses the relationship between the cooperatives and Los Angeles
businesses. It examines the reasons for and nature of business support for the cooperative
movement. As with their alliance with people of color, the reason for business support of
the cooperatives is partly based on contingent factors. Even more so than other regions
of the United States, by the 1930s Los Angeles businesses had succeeded in
marginalizing unions. Unlike other areas of the country, in the early years of the Great
Depression Los Angeles did not possess experienced union leadership to advocate on
behalf of workers, to channel mass discontent into concrete demands like better pay and
union recognition.

The early years of the Los Angeles labor movement was led by Utopian
Socialists, who, instead of making such concrete demands, offered a number of
experimental plans to end the Great Depression. These plans gained widespread appeal
in Los Angeles and in some cases across the country—e.g., The Townsend Movement—
precisely because they were politically ambiguous. It was not obvious how they would
effect the interests of any particular group or class. This ambiguity was critical to
securing business support, and political support in the Democratic Party, in the early

years of the movement; only when new leadership, i.e., EPIC, took over both the
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cooperative movement and the California Democratic Party did businesses and the New
Dealers turn against the cooperatives.
Chapter 1V: Factional Infighting, the Epic Shift, and the Collapse of Political Support:
Critical Turning Points in the Cooperative Movement, 1933-1934

This chapter examines three critical turning points in the cooperative movement.
First, the initial group of cooperative leaders turned on each other. After their early
success in building a racially inclusive mass movement with deep support from business
leaders, state actors, and farmers, the early leaders split over differing visions of the
future direction of the cooperatives. They eventually maneuvered each other out of
power and in doing so left the movement itself factionalized and demoralized. These
power struggles culminated in the summer of 1933, when the cooperative movement split
into two different factions: those that wanted to focus on “political protest”, on pressing
the New Dealers for more aid to the unemployed, and those that wanted to focus on
“cultural revolution”, on building an apolitical cooperative sector with as little state
support as possible.

Second, also in the summer of 1933, the New Deal programs were implemented.
This had the immediate effect of ending the mass phase of the cooperative movement, as
the vast majority of its members left the cooperatives for the stable income provided by
the public works programs. However, neither the factionalism of the early leaders nor the
arrival of the New Deal work programs necessarily meant the end of the movement, as
the New Dealers were initially excited and eager to finance and expand the cooperatives.

The third development, which also took place in the summer of 1933, Upton

Sinclair and EPIC’s assumption of leadership of the cooperative movement, did end the
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movement. Sinclair and EPIC filled the power vacuum left by the initial group of leaders
and in doing so transformed the cooperatives from a business-friendly, non-partisan,
utopian socialist movement to an anti-capitalist, state socialist movement. This led to
intense opposition both from business leaders in California and from the Roosevelt
administration.

Chapter V: Last Ditch Efforts in the California Division of Self-Help Cooperatives,
1934-1940

This chapter discusses last-ditch efforts to revive the movement in the California
Division of Self-Help Cooperatives. This regulatory agency was the state counter-part to
the Federal Division of Self-Help Cooperatives. This agency was also created in the
summer of 1933. The mission of the agency was to provide the cooperatives with
financial support (e.g., grants and loans) as well as technical expertise. The early leaders
of the agency were major supporters of the cooperatives and tried to secure state support
to build a large cooperative sector in California, and eventually nationally, as a major
response to and guarantee against mass unemployment. However, despite denying any
connection between their plan and the EPIC plan, the Roosevelt administration believed
they were one and the same and thus refused to support the plan.

Losing the majority of its membership after the implementation of the New Deal
work programs and many of its supporters after EPIC, the cooperatives survived on the
margins for the rest of the 1930s until state support completely ceased in the summer
1940 and the movement finally ended. It was a former EPIC leader, Democratic
Governor Culbert Olson, that finally pulled the last of the state’s support. Despite

accomplishing its goal of electing an EPIC leader to the governorship, the EPIC
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movement had become discredited, too politically toxic for Olson to support it. Former
cooperative members, like other unemployed workers around the country, found work in
the defense plants.
Chapter VI: Conclusion

The concluding chapter provides a thematic summary of the dissertation,
emphasizing the roles of political ambiguity, historical contingency, unstable political
authority, and political leadership in making and unmaking the Self-Help Cooperative
Movement. I end with a brief discussion of my personal experiences in contemporary
organizations similar to the Self-Help Cooperatives and the critical role of politics in

expanding these organizations.
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CHAPTER II
HISTORICAL CONTINGENCY, RACE, AND THE ORIGINS OF THE SELF-HELP

COOPERATIVE MOVEMENT, 1931-1933

This chapter examines the relationship between the Self-Help Cooperative
Movement, a movement of largely white unemployed Los Angelenos in the 1930s, and
Japanese Farmers, Mexican farm workers, and unemployed people of color. Rejecting
the distinction between race and class-based social movements, these groups constructed
complex alliances that undermined prevailing racist and nativist political currents and in
so doing helped build a social movement that included hundreds of thousands of people
in Los Angeles, and, as the movement spread, millions around the country.

Rather than understanding race and class as being in tension with each other, the
unemployed of Los Angeles increasingly came to believe that unless race, specifically,
was addressed—i.e., creating racially inclusive organizations, actively recruiting non-
whites, contesting nativism and racism both within the movement and in the wider
political environment—their movement could not succeed. Previous studies focus their
analyses only on the economic aspects of the movement, either ignoring or downplaying
the relationship between the Self-Help Cooperative Movement and race. On the contrary,
the early phase of the movement cannot be understood outside of race.

Japanese Immigrants and California Agriculture

Japanese immigrants began arriving in the United States in mass numbers in the
1880s and 1890s. Settling mostly in the Western United States and Hawaii, the vast
majority of Japanese immigration took place from 1885 to 1924; about 380,000 came to

the United States during this period. Los Angeles County received more immigrants than
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any other city in the continental United States, with 35,390 persons of Japanese descent
living there in 1930; one in four Japanese in the continental U.S. lived in Los Angeles
County in 1930.*® Since immigration from Japan was drastically curtailed for men as
result of the “Gentlemen’s Agreement” of 1907-08, negotiated by the Theodore
Roosevelt administration and Japanese leaders, and later for Japanese picture brides,
wives, and family members after the 1924 Immigration Act was passed into law, the
increase in population after the 1920s was due to births in the U.S. rather than
immigration from Japan. By 1940, approximately sixty-three percent of persons of
Japanese descent were American-born.>’

Japanese immigrants found work in the railroad industry, logging and lumber
camps, mines, canneries, and domestic service when they first arrived in California in the
1890s. However, after 1900 they began to move away from these jobs, towards
opportunities in labor-intensive agriculture in California, in the Central Valley and on the

outskirts of Los Angeles especially. Many had prior experience with farming in Japan—

3% Brian M. Hayashi, For the Sake of Our Japanese Brethren: Assimilation, Nationalism,
and Protestantism Among the Japanese of Los Angeles, 1895-1942 (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1994), 3.

3% Robert Higgs, “Landless By Law: Japanese Immigrants in California Agriculture to
1941,” The Journal of Economic History 38, no. 1 (1978), 205-206. David J. O'Brien and
Stephen S. Fugita, The Japanese American Experience (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1991), 137. Francis Hilary Conroy and Tetsuo Scott Miyakawa, East Across The
Pacific, Historical & Sociological Studies of Japanese Immigration & Assimilation
(Santa Barbara, Calif: American Bibliographical Center-Clio Press, 1972), 73; Rebecca
Stefoff and Ronald T. Takaki, Issei and Nisei: The Settling of Japanese America (New
York: Chelsea House, 1994), 18. Valerie J. Matsumoto, Farming the Home Place: A
Japanese American Community in California, 1919-1982 (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell
University Press, 1992), 24-25. The effect of the 1924 Immigration Act on Japanese
immigrants was immediate. Immigration from Japan went from nearly eight thousand a
year in the early 1920s to 723 in 1925. Lon Kurashige, Japanese American Celebration
and Conflict: A History of Ethnic ldentity and Festival, 1934-1990 (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 2002) 17-18.
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and, as a legacy of anti-Chinese movements, many were excluded from entering white-
controlled industrial jobs in urban areas—and so many began as farm laborers, playing a
major role in union organizing and strikes. Most notably, Japanese and Mexican farm
laborers organized the successful Oxnard Beet Strike of 1903, but their victory was
undercut by the refusal of Samuel Gompers and the AFL to recognize Japanese
workers—another legacy of anti-Chinese movements in the 19" century.*’

In the early 1900s, Japanese immigrants slowly moved from farm laborers to farm
owners and operators.*' It is estimated that two-thirds of Japanese immigrants worked in
agriculture by 1910. They specialized in truck farming, which involved smaller acres of
diverse and specialized cash crops often sold to local businesses. By 1920, an estimated
5,000 Japanese immigrants operated their own farms, consisting of more than 450,000
acres (only one percent of cultivated land in California, but over ten percent of the “dollar
volume of California agriculture,” amounting to about $67,000,000 worth of produce),
but only ten percent of them owned their farms.*> While the second generation of
Japanese-Americans, or Nisei, branched out to other occupations in the succeeding
decades, by 1940 more than 17,000 Japanese still worked in agriculture, including half of
all males. By 1941, Japanese truck farming accounted for an estimated one-third of all

truck-farmed crops in California. **

* Tomas Almaguer, Racial Fault Lines: The Historical Origins of White Supremacy in
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Their success in agriculture led to discrimination in agricultural work and also in
their ability to achieve ownership. A number of western states began adopting Alien
Land Laws in the early twentieth century to prohibit Japanese immigrants from owning
land and thereby reduce competition for white farmers. To avoid a direct insult to Japan
and to prevent its application to European immigrants, the laws only applied to “aliens
ineligible for citizenship”. This category only applied to Japanese and other Asian
immigrants who were legally prohibited from attaining naturalized citizenship—it was
reaffirmed by the Supreme Court in the Takao Ozawa v. United States decision of 1922,
in which Ozawa, and Japanese immigrants in general, were determined to be “clearly of a
race which is not Caucasian” and therefore not white (or of African descent) and thus not
eligible for citizenship.**

California passed an Alien Land Law in 1913 preventing Japanese immigrants
from owning land and a more stringent law was passed again in 1920 through a ballot
initiative—by a margin of 3 to 1—prohibiting Japanese immigrants from owning or
leasing land.”® Other states soon followed suit, modeling their laws after California. By
1943, Texas, Nebraska, Montana, Idaho, Washington, Minnesota, Missouri, Oregon, New
Mexico, Arizona, Louisiana, Wyoming, Arkansas, and Utah all passed versions of the
Alien Land Law.*® These laws had some effect on Japanese farmers. Ronald Takaki

notes, “Between 1920 and 1925, Japanese-owned lands declined from 75,000 to 42,000

* Haney-Lopez, White By Law, 56-61.
* Ibid., 218.
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acres, and Japanese-leased lands declined from 192,000 to 76,000 acres.”"’ However,
these laws, in California and in other states, failed to prevent Japanese immigrants from
becoming de facto owners. They worked out informal leasing arrangements with white
landowners and would often put their property in the name of their American-born
children.*®

Discrimination against Japanese Americans was an outgrowth of discrimination
against Chinese laborers in the 19" century. Chinese immigration to the United States
was suspended by the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882—which was not repealed until
1943. Just as Chinese immigration was falling, Japanese immigration was rising, and
many Americans could not tell the difference between the two groups. Japanese,
Chinese, and other immigrants were lumped together through terms like “Orientals”,
“Mongoloid”, or “Yellow”, for much of American history.* Thus, the racial
discrimination, political repression, and social exclusion were carried over from Chinese
to Japanese immigrants. In addition to the legal discrimination of the Alien Land Laws,
Japanese Americans faced social discrimination in a variety of forms. Kashu Mainichi, a
reporter for the Japanese and Asian newspaper Pacific Citizen, recounts the daily
occurrences of discrimination:

At a San Francisco bath-house, at a Southern mountain lake, at swimming pools,

at places of entertainment, Japanese have been refused admittance or have been

7 Stefoff and Takaki, Issei and Nisei, 81.

* Higgs, “Landless By Law”, 210-213. Jack August, “The Anti-Japanese Crusade in
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refused certain services...In the Imperial Valley and in certain other California
districts are many towns where “white trade only” signs are displayed
prominently, purportedly directed against the Oriental... There are theaters still
shunting the Oriental to the side rows or balconies and dining places refusing
admittance... When cited the many examples of discrimination, and there are far
too many to enumerate, it is easy to rise in wrath and demand reprisals.’®
This systematic exclusion, called “Jap Crow” by another journalist working at the Pacific
Citizen, Larry Tajiri, was pushed by an overlapping coalition of labor (the American
Federation of Labor), agricultural (the California Farm Bureau Federation and the
California State Grange), civic front groups formed by labor leaders and farmers to
advance their economic interests (the California Joint Immigration Committee, the
American Legion of California, and the Native Sons of the Golden West, the Japanese
and Korean Exclusion League, later the Asiatic Exclusion League, and the Anti-Jap
Laundry League), and ambitious political elites like James D. Phelan (Mayor of San
Francisco at the turn of the 20" century and later a U.S. Senator).”!
These movements were always strongest in San Francisco. It’s no coincidence
the California nativist movement was centered in San Francisco, and not Los Angeles. In

the late 19™ and early 20" centuries Los Angeles businesses led a successful drive to
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marginalize unions and maintain an “open shop” or non-union city. Without union
leadership, this not only led the Los Angeles labor movement in Utopian Socialist
directions during the inter-war period and the Great Depression; it also meant that Los
Angeles laborers did not possess the organizational base or resources to mount nativist
campaigns on the same scale as San Francisco. Moreover, part of the reason the
unemployed of Los Angeles were able to work so effectively with Japanese Farmers is
that—unlike white farmers in the Salt River Valley of Arizona, for example—they did
not present an economic threat to them. Most Japanese immigrants and Japanese
Americans living in Los Angeles worked in the niche market of truck farming that had no
bearing on the job prospects of Los Angeles workers. They were forced into this field
because few other fields of employment were open to them, due to pervasive
discrimination. Ironically, hundreds of thousands of Los Angelenos would come to rely
on them in the early years of the Great Depression.

Japanese immigrants faced unique forms of discrimination in the first half of the
twentieth century: they could not achieve naturalized citizenship until 1952, could not
legally purchase or lease farmland in California (or many other states) from 1913 to
1956, and were forced into internment camps for three years, from 1942 to 1945.% It is in
this context that the alliance between the largely white unemployed of Los Angeles, i.e.,
the membership of the Self-Help Cooperative Movement, and Japanese farmers
developed. Given this context, what needs to be explained is why this relationship

occurred at all, what ended it, and what lasting political impacts it had.

>2 Higgs, “Landless By Law”, 205.
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The Self-Help Cooperative Movement and Race

Japanese Farmers made the Self-Help Cooperative Movement possible.”® It was
their relationship with first and second generation Japanese-Americans, whose farms
were located just on the outskirts of Los Angeles, that sustained the cooperative
movement in the beginning and eventually convinced the largely white and urban
unemployed of Los Angeles that racial inclusivity was critical to building a mass social
movement. The famous first act that sparked the movement occurred in February of 1932
when a crippled war veteran, William “Shorty” Burchfield, with a gunnysack on his back
went into the fields of a Japanese truck gardener near Compton, California, and offered to
help harvest the vegetables for a share of the crop. Part of his surplus he took to some
neighbors who immediately became interested and went out to work on the same basis.””*
This mutual aid relationship between the Japanese farmers and the White unemployed
quickly became essential to the movement:

This was the period of greatest organizing activity, which at times took on the

aspects of a crusade. Units were started in nearly every sizable town in the county

and later even in the city of Los Angeles. Obtaining food was a day-to-day

imperative, and barter of labor for vegetables of 'second' and 'third' grade with the

>3 There was some exchange with white farmers, especially in Orange County, but the
vast majority of the exchanges in Los Angeles appear to be with Japanese farmers:
“Labor exchange was more with white growers [in Orange County] and less with
Japanese than in Los Angeles County. Of twelve white farmers interviewed in Orange
County in 1935, six made donations to self-help units and six accepted labor in exchange.
Nine were favorably impressed with the self-help units”. Kerr, “Productive Enterprises”,
337, Footnote 69, Volume 2.

>4 Campbell, "A Social Revolution Meets Bread and Circuses," 161, 162. Indeed, the
Compton war veterans were initially in charge of the movement, but quickly lost control
when the unemployed began flooding into it. Kerr describes Shorty as “a disabled
Spanish-War veteran, an inveterate mining prospector since Klondike days and an
intermittent nomad” (Kerr, “Productive Enterprises”, 89, volume 1).
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nearby truck gardeners, most of whom are Japanese, became a dominant activity.

This exchange with the Japanese was the primary activity of self-help

cooperatives in the vicinity of Los Angeles for the first six months, and has

remained a major factor ever since.”
Once the cooperatives were organized, the farmers, like urban businesses, simply
provided the cooperatives with donations, not requiring any labor in return. However, the
increasing number of units, and competition between them for the agricultural surpluses,
soon led to labor exchange.”® This entailed “preparing the fields, in digging the irrigation
ditches necessary...and in cultivating and harvesting the crops.”’ Sometimes their work
ventured into non-agricultural areas. “In a few instances units traded commodities, such
as fish, or skilled labor, as in repairing barns or houses, for vegetables. Several times
Saki—a Japanese wine—was given the cooperatives instead of vegetables.”®

The average day for the cooperatives during this early period began at dawn,
when work crews of varying sizes were sent out to the farms. “Contact men” had
reached out to the farmers the day before and made all of the arrangements for the day.
The work crews would perform whatever work there was for them—the majority of
which was harvesting crops. They would head back to the cooperatives around four

o’clock, and during this same period the contact men would once again scour the

countryside to talk with the farmers and make arrangements for the next day. Upon
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returning to the cooperative’s headquarters with the crops, both those who worked that

day and those who would not work until some other day that week would fill up their

burlap sacks with food.” The food was distributed according to need, which was based

on the size of one’s family.*® During this early period of the cooperative movement, from

1931 to 1933, known then as the “vegetable stage”, labor-exchange and donations from

Japanese farmers provided the members with an estimated “two-thirds of a minimum

food budget”. The following account of the Compton unit, in Table 3, for the week

ending January 16, 1933, provides a snap shot of what the cooperatives received from

this relationship.”'

Table 3. Exchange Between the Compton Unit and Japanese Farmers, for the Week

Ending January 16, 1933

Produce Obtained | Pounds Produce Obtained | Pounds
Celery 93 Lettuce 5,450
Carrots 5,000 Spinach 300
Parsnips 6,325 Grapefruit 40
Oranges 10,020 Lemons 1,496
Rhubarb 4,600 Bread 2,848
Radishes 210 Soup bones 1,892
Potatoes 50 Cheese 925
Mixed Vegetables 736 Bacon rinds 24
Fish 425 Apples 20
Milk 10 Beans 10
Cabbages 2,640

The next table, Table 4, provides some idea of the practical arrangements made between

59 Kerr, “Productive Enterprises”, 106, volume 1.
% Ibid., 104, volume 1.

61 Kerr and Taylor, Final Report, 9.
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the cooperatives and the farmers.®* This is from the account of one farmer, covering one

week’s worth of work with the cooperatives. The farmer’s account reveals the haphazard
nature of the arrangements between them and the cooperatives. There was no correlation
between the number of people sent to the farms, the hours worked, and the payment

received. The cooperatives sent as many people as they could spare and the farmers

provided whatever surpluses they could spare that day.

Table 4. Accounting Records of Japanese Farmer

Day Number of Men Hours Payment
4 men worked 8 hours each 11 crates of
Monday vegetables
Tuesday 6 men worked 8 hours each 20 crates of
vegetables
Wednesday 2 men worked 8 hour each 0 crates of
vegetables
Thursday 1 man worked 4 hours 17 crates of
vegetables
Friday 3 men worked 8 hours each 22 crates of
vegetables

In a 1934 study of “The Relations Between Japanese Farmers and Self-Help

Cooperatives in Los Angeles County”, by the California Division of Self-Help

Cooperatives, the researchers interviewed 24 farmers that “had any dealings with the

cooperatives” to ascertain the nature of their relationship with the SHCM. The report

paints a mixed picture of the relationship between the two groups. Of the 24 farmers that

had dealings with the cooperatives, only 15, or 62.5 percent, “had satisfactory dealings

with the cooperatives and wished to continue.”® For those that wished to continue the

relationship, the reasons give were:

62 Kerr, “Productive Enterprises”, 116, volume 1.
63 Kerr and Taylor, 174.
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The main reason I started working with the cooperatives was because I felt sorry
for the fellows out of work, and another reason was that to exchange vegetables
for labor was profitable to me and better than wasting them.

We should all help each other in times like these.

Then I can cut down on the workers I hire for cash.

Vegetables otherwise would go to waste.

Their labor is better than nothing.

They want to help each other so I want to help them.

When we have surplus we give it to them by truck loads; when we don’t, they

wait.**

The researchers concluded that the second reason, cutting down on workers hired for

cash, was a significant factor for the farmers continuing the relationship, since “although

not asked the question, several farmers volunteered the information that Co-operative

labor decreased their demand for other unskilled workers”. The researchers included a

similar category in the report titled “favorable comments”. These included:

I always try to pick out the easiest work for the inexperienced cooperatives.
They worked good for me while Mexicans were on strike.

If they don’t do good work, I make them do it over.

When they work real good I pay them a little cash.

They work good when they have a good field boss.®

For the farmers that stopped working with the cooperatives the reasons given were “they

came with a big truck and took my melons, but never came back to work™ and “They

% 1bid., 174.
% 1bid., 174, 175.
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took my hoes and rakes”. Similarly, under the “unfavorable comments” section, the
farmers responded:

Steal things; talk too much; take too many vegetables; too many men one day and

none the next.

Loaf too much, although I do not expect much; inexperienced. Do not get much

done. Slow.

Not ambitious enough; do not do as I wish. Mess up the fields.

Take too much bossing. Work only from ten to three.*®
Only 7 of the 24 farmers found the “work (not general arrangements) satisfactory”, while
11 found the work “unsatisfactory”, with 6 having “no comments.”®” As the researchers
that prepared the report noted, the produce given the cooperatives would have gone to
waste anyways—since they were dealing with the crisis of overproduction and
underconsumption. Thus, this arrangement allowed for a haphazard solution to one of
the pressing problems of the Great Depression, “starvation in the midst of plenty”. In
addition to the 24 farmers interviewed that did have a working relationship with the
cooperatives, the researchers also spoke with 4 farmers that did not have any dealings
with the cooperatives. The reason they gave for not working with the cooperatives was
they had no spare work or crops.®®

Interviews of the white unemployed reveal that, at least for some of the members,
their attitudes about race and the necessity of creating interracial alliances underwent a

profound change as a result of this experience. When researchers asked about their

% 1bid., 175.
" 1bid., 174.

% 1bid., 174, 175.
50



relationship with Japanese farmers, responses included:

Some of our people say, “Oh, I won't work for a Jap,” but the Japanese has been

one friend of the unemployed in Southern California. They go more than half

way.®

We like the Japanese just fine; they are what keeps us going.”®

The Japanese treat us better than the white people do.”"
Their attitudes about Mexican farmer workers, no less than Japanese farm operators, also
underwent a profound shift. While working at the farms, in Los Angeles, the cooperative
members also worked alongside 129 paid employees of the farmers, the vast majority of
whom were most likely Mexican migrant workers. Researchers found that “in addition to
the Co-operative labor, all of the farmers had other members of their own family
working; usually three to five of them. Also Mexicans.”* In a report on the relationship
between the cooperatives and the farmers in Orange County, the researchers estimate
1400 family members and 500 migrant workers from “Los Angeles and grape country in
the northern part of the state” worked during the same time as the cooperatives.”

As the interviews with the Japanese farmers hinted, the white unemployed would

often work as strike breakers when Mexican farm workers went on strike. By 1933, a

major disagreement erupted in the cooperatives as to whether they could, in good

% Convention Delegate, July 1933, Folder: Self-Help Cooperatives: Field Notes—
Typescripts, Folder 14, Paul Schuster Taylor Papers, Bancroft Library, University of
California, Berkeley, 31.
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conscience, keep working as scabs against their fellow workers. By the time of the El
Monte Berry Strike in June of 1933, when Japanese farmers, white landowners, white
farmers, the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce, the Los Angeles Police Department
(including the “red squad”), and the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s office successfully
crushed a strike by Mexican farm workers, the cooperatives decided they could no longer
scab on their fellow workers.” Those that continued to scab were labeled “right-wing”.

99 ¢¢

The “left-wing” units joined the picket lines to “clean out” “chiseling scabs.””> A
“dishonor roll” of their names was published and the cooperatives eventually passed a
resolution on June 16, 1933 going on “record not to take any action that would in any
way hamper the activities of the agricultural workers in their efforts to obtain better
conditions.””®

Even though over 90% of the membership was white, the cooperatives refused to

become a nativist or a whites only movement.”” Only one unit discriminated on the basis

™ John Modell, The Economics and Politics of Racial Accommodation: The Japanese of
Los Angeles, 1900-1942 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1977), 122, 123; Fugita
and O’Brien, The Japanese American Experience, 30-31.

29 <¢

> Kerr, “Productive Enterprises”, 150, volume 1. Kerr put “left-wing”, “right-wing”,
“chiseling scabs”, and “dishonor roll” in quotation marks, suggesting these were the
words used by the cooperatives. However, “clean out” were Kerr’s words.

"®Ibid., 150, volume 1. The farmers told researchers that the white unemployed knew
next to nothing about farming and were only mediocre workers, but would give them
produce anyways, even if they did little or no work, since they did not work for money
and the “Vegetables otherwise would go to waste”. See George Knox Roth, “The
Compton Unemployed Co-operative Relief Association: A Sociological Study, 1932-
1933” (Master’s Thesis., University of Southern California, 1934), 174. Apparently,
“other equally effective techniques were employed” (Kerr, “Productive Enterprises”, 150,
volume 1.). It’s not clear what these were.
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Under Federal Grant, Los Angeles County 1935” and “Summary of Field Survey of Self-
Help Cooperatives Non-Grant Units, Los Angeles County Spring, 1935”.
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of race; a unit which refused to admit persons of Mexican descent.” Otherwise, the units
banned discrimination and actively recruited non-whites into the movement. Their
charters either did not mention race or they directly repudiated white supremacy.”’ As the
charter of one cooperative unit put it “Membership shall be open to any person regardless
of race, creed, age, color or sex.”® While many units were all white, all black, or all
Mexican, many others, some of the most successful, were incredibly diverse.?! In annual
and semi-annual surveys of the groups, no Self-Help Cooperative units listed “racial
composition” as a problem.®” This was not because they publicly downplayed problems
within the units. The units did list “community interference”, “lack of community

%% ¢¢

support”, “water rates too high”, and “antagonistic merchants” as problems, for
example.”” A conversation between two members of Oakland's Unemployed Exchange
Association summed up the attitude of many whites in the movement: “'Shall I bring in a

Chinese, Negro, and Filipino'? A member asked. I replied, "Why not'? I thought it would

be necessary to have this thing widespread.”™*
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excellent case study of a Pasadena unit.

82 Kerr and Taylor, Final Report, 86-91.

% They also listed “too much competition from EPIC” as a problem. I discuss more
about this below. This, like much of the information from this article, can be found in
Kerr and Taylor’s Final Report, under “Summary of Survey of Administrative Problems
of Self-Help Cooperatives”, Los Angeles units, Spring 1935.

84 Taylor, Paul Schuster Taylor Papers, “CR, UXA, June 5, 1933”.
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Table 5 shows the “racial and national composition” of Los Angeles units, in the
Spring of 1933.% While most units were only composed of whites, many of these units
were interracial. By 1934, the number of “Negro” units had increased to 10.*°

Table 5. Racial Composition of the Self-Help Cooperative Units, Spring 1933

Racial Composition Number of Units
White Americans 88

White American and Mexicans 11

Mexicans 3

Jews 2

Negroes and Mexicans 2

Negroes 1

Italians, Mexicans, and Negroes 1

White Americans and Italians 1

White Americans, Negroes, and Mexicans | 1

Los Angeles newspapers picked up on and celebrated the racial inclusiveness of
the cooperative movement. The Los Angeles Record ran a story titled, “Jobless Societies
Ban Race Prejudice” on September 9, 1932. The article notes that “Racial prejudice
doesn’t enter into the co-operative relief system. One family—white, black, orange or
maroon—is as good as another, despite race or creed, according to the relief organizers’
calculations.” By listing “orange” and “maroon” as races, the article’s author, Phil
Freeman, is apparently mocking the very idea of race as a social category. The article
continues, “Stressful times have peeled false pride off these people like synthetic varnish
is stripped from oak, baring the wood underneath...Secondly, to point out the lack of
color discrimination, it is only the once hungry, destitute person who can appreciate the

suffering of his brother.” Freeman’s assumption is that racial discrimination suffered

8 1bid, 242, volume 1.

86 Kerr, 241-242, volume 1. Kerr received this information from “Los Angeles Field
Survey, February and March, 1933” (footnote 148, 242, volume 1).
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major blows in the movement because all groups were reduced to the same class status:
unemployed. He concludes that during the Great Depression, “The black and brown,
after all, suffer as acutely from hunger as the white.”"’

Freeman is correct in pointing out the leveling role of the Great Depression in
producing class solidarity. For whites in the movement their experience of extended
face-to-face contact with people of color in the farm fields of Compton and other areas of
Los Angeles and Southern California, and their reliance on people of color early on in the
movement, was key to convincing them they needed to work with non-whites if they
were going to be successful. In the union movement as well, organizers came to realize
that they needed to actively recruit and work with people of color, African-Americans
especially, if they were going to succeed. Echoing Freeman’s argument, Elizabeth
Cohen’s Making A New Deal: Industrial Workers in Chicago, 1919-1939 argues that this
worked, in part, because working-class Chicagoans, equally decimated by the Great
Depression, found themselves in very similar economic positions. From that vantage
point, they ...had learned to see commonalities where once they had seen differences.”™

Another source of information on the role of race in the SHCM are the convention
notes. The Self-Help Cooperatives held several state-wide conventions, with the intent of
uniting the northern and southern units and creating a viable state-wide organization. As
I discuss in chapter 4, as a result of ideological infighting and power plays that never

came to fruition. The convention notes also provide useful information on the internal

racial dynamics of the movement: how interracial solidarity was sustained and how it was

87 Phil Freeman, "Jobless Societies Ban Race Prejudice," The Los Angeles Record, 9
Sept. 1932, 12.

8 Lizabeth Cohen, Making A New Deal: Industrial Workers in Chicago, 1919-1939
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 334.

55



undermined. It indicates that not only in Los Angeles but across California the
unemployed workers that made up movement went to great pains to create a movement
as inclusive as possible. As one delegate put it, “This is the first time in the history of the
world that people have buried their human differences to an extent like this. That is why |
stay with the movement.”® This desire for inclusivity was not motivated by principle
alone, but by political calculation; the cooperatives believed that any divisions within the
movement would only weaken it.

The discursive chains formed in the excerpts from the convention notes are
instructive. The early experiences of the Self-Help Cooperative Movement, of working in
the fields of Japanese farmers, with the farmers and their families, and with Mexican
farm workers, led to the development of a movement that was not only racially inclusive
but racially conscious. The membership of the movement concluded that a traditional
Old Left class movement could only succeed by addressing racial hierarchies and
divisions both within the movement and in their wider political environment. However,
the cooperatives quickly elaborated on this position, building on their earlier experiences.
The delegates pointed to the need to build alliances with Filipinos, just as they had with
Mexicans and Japanese, since “Filipinos are citizens” too, “An attack on any section of
the working class is an attack of working class as a whole”, and “We are going to
Japanese farmers for food.” *° They make no easy separations between race, class, and

citizenship but instead view them as interconnected problems. Moreover, instead of

¥ Bob Rogers, UCRA State Convention, 9 Jan 1932, Convention Notes, Paul Schuster
Taylor Papers. In Taylor's original notes it is 'differenced' instead of 'differences'. The 's'
and 'd' are next to each other on the keyboard (or typewriter), so I assume this was a
mistake.

90 Ibid., Buck, UCRA Convention, Los Angeles, 10 Jan 1933, 3. In this case, the original
reads 'attact' instead of attack.
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turning on each other, they pointed to specific institutions with an interest in keeping
people divided. According to the “Negro delegate”, “The religious people have kept us
separated, and the capitalists have divided us. Let's get together and get that [federal aid]
money. To hell with these factions.”’

Their solutions to the divisions are also instructive. Instead of arguing for a pure
and simple working class movement, delegates offer more inclusive solutions, capable of
generating not only cross-racial but cross-class support. C. R. Rogers, one of the leaders
of the movement, likened successful social movements to public transportation. “Be
tolerant. Intolerance has broken more movements than anything else. Everybody is there
because they want to be. If you get on a trolley car, you don't pick your passengers. Get
together, stick together and go down the line, but do it together.”® As with public
transportation, movements can only succeed if it practices tolerance and includes as many
people as possible; if it includes people from all parts of society.

The most important factor that made this movement and these relationships
possible was the Great Depression. The 