Wisconsin and the Assault on Working People

As the Midwest Labor and Working Class History Colloquium came to a close, participants discussed Wisconsin and the assault on working people across the United States. Five presenters from UW-Milwaukee were in attendance and shared their firsthand insight into the struggle. Their thoughts on what has happened in Wisconsin were heart wrenching, provocative and honest. 


The Milwaukee folks generally felt that the workers had been sold out by union leaders who agreed to concessions early on and then told teachers with the blue flu to go back to work.  They expressed a sense that the massive waves of dissent, people in the streets, and the occupation of the Capitol yielded limited, if any, success. Walker’s union busting was not stopped. 

They also painted a dim picture of the possibilities of political action in Wisconsin. The Wisconsin Supreme Court election results, currently under scrutiny, were seen as a disheartening confirmation of this reality. “Politics,” Joe Walzer (UW-Milwaukee) said, “is not going to fix this.” Shelton Stromquist (University of Iowa) pointed out that the recall strategy to replace the politicians who are assaulting public union employees may yield real results and thought that the continuing mobilization around the recall efforts in Wisconsin was encouraging. 

We briefly touched on workers’ struggles in Iowa, where the assault against public sector unions has not been successful. Jason Whisler (University of Iowa) outlined the situation in Iowa where legislation that would strip the teeth from collective bargaining law passed in the Iowa State House but was killed before it could get to committee in the Senate. The situation remains tenuous because the Democrats hold a slim majority of two seats, and several key Democratic senators will face serious challenges in the next election. 

The Milwaukee participants believed that making the wider public aware of and then educating them about these struggles had been insufficient. They want to shift the debate. They want to combat red baiting and dispel right wing propaganda aimed at public workers. They recognized that there was some difficulty here because Walker does have a significant political base and an enormous amount of resources. 


What can graduate students and scholars who study labor and working-class history take from this conversation? Firstly, that there is still a spirit of pessimism and defeatism that surrounds current working class mobilization. That spirit is the result of over 30 years of losing labor battles in the workplace, and in government, and in the public arena. 

A second, and perhaps more important lesson that was somewhat overshadowed in the discussion is that the Walker controversy was a historical moment that will have an outcome that none of us can predict. Will it be another PATCO moment of fragmentation on the left and rejuvenation of working class attacks from the right, where years of decline follow? Perhaps. But we suspect that this moment might be a bit different. Walker has clearly overreached. The initial protests against his administration’s extreme stand against public sector workers  are only the first wave of reactions that he and his supporters are encountering. It has certainly provided the sparks for mobilization against an unquestionably egregious set of actions, and those sparks have been flying all across the nation, not just in Wisconsin.  Indeed, folks outside of Wisconsin who participated in the discussion generally felt that the example of mass mobilization and resistance in Madison over the past couple of months continues to inspire a new political energy that we have not seen for a long time.  That inspiration may be the most important lasting legacy that will reverberate across the country for some time.

