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Books: Start making nonsense.
The right is about to face a Sutton Impact.

Se t h Tobocman

By Dav id  m o b e r g

Power to the Pictures
One hundred years ago this June, the Industrial Workers of
the World (IWW) was founded in Chicago. And at the end of
July, the AFL-CIO celebrates its 50th anniversary. The IWW
has only about 5,000 members now; the AFL-CIO about 13
million. But it’s the IWW that inspired this engrossing
new short history, filled with stories of heroic efforts
by America’s downtrodden workers to improve their
lives, and of brutal repression. Several talented graphic
artists—including Seth Tobocman, Tom Keough, Sue
Coe, Spain Rodriguez and Carlos Cortez—employ
styles drawn from woodblock prints, comic books and
political cartoons to vividly bring their struggles to life.
It’s not that theAFL-CIO hasn’t had its heroes.
But few can match Joe Hill, the Swedish immigrant
organizer, cartoonist and songwriter, or Frank Little,
the “half white, half Indian and all Wobbly” miner,
both of whom were killed for fighting the mining
companies. Hill was executed by the state of Utah in
1915. Two years later, after suffering severe injuries
fighting for striking miners, Little was dragged from
34

his bed by Anaconda Corporation vigilantes who
beat him viciously, then lynched him from a railroad
trestle with a warning note to others.
The Wobblies—nobody knows exactly how they
got the nickname—were founded in a “continental
congress of the working class,” involving such leading lights of the American left as Big Bill Haywood,
Eugene V. Debs, Mother Jones and socialist leader
Daniel DeLeon. An alternative to the craft-oriented
and often discriminatory AFL, the Wobblies argued
for One Big Union of all workers, organized by
industries, who would use direct action on the job
to fight not only for better conditions but for direct
control of the economy by workers themselves.
Within a few years, many of the founders had left,
and the IWW collapsed in the ’20s as much because of
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factional disputes as the severe
repression. The Wobblies
eschewed electoral politics in
favor of direct action confrontations with capitalists.
Yet despite this contempt for
electoral politics, they benefited from progressive governments—such as the sympathetic Non-Partisan League
officials in North Dakota who
not only refused to attack them
but protected their free speech
rights. In most cases, though,
the Wobblies suffered incessant
local, state and federal government attacks. Hundreds of
leaders were rounded up during World War I as threats to
national security, even though
the IWW, unlike the Socialist
Party, did not officially oppose
the war, seeing it as irrelevant
to the class struggle. Although
they might not have prevented
all attacks, political action
could have tempered this
repression.

Wobblies! A Graphic
History of the Industrial
Workers of the World
Edited by Paul Buhle and
Nicole Schulman
Verso
305 pages, $25
With some exceptions (such
as a long-lasting, black-led Philadelphia local), they also tended
to avoid contracts and even
long-term organization. In some
of their most celebrated struggles, such as the 1912 Lawrence,
Massachusetts textile strike and
the 1913 Paterson, New Jersey,
silk workers strike, the Wobblies
largely provided skilled, leadership as conflicts developed, then
lost influence later.
But the Wobblies’ legacy
has nevertheless been longlasting and pervasive. They
created a popular, radical,
working-class culture of
songs, legends, cartoons,
newspapers and much
more—largely preserved by
the Charles H. Kerr Press,
publisher of Franklin Rose-

mont’s exhaustive biography
of Joe Hill and many other
related books. When unionists or radicals gather today,
they are still likely to sing
“Solidarity Forever,” an
anthem by Wobbly Ralph
Chapin, and the IWW Little
Red Songbook kept workers inspired for much of the
century. Wobblies! mainly
recounts the most celebrated
strikes, not the tactics on the
job, including sabotage, that
Wobblies employed, but Susan
Simensky Bietila depicts in
soft-edged imagery the way
the IWW flooded towns
with organizers who took
to soapboxes in defense of
free speech, often getting out
only a few words, like “fellow
workers and friends … ”.
Although it was an authentically American movement
(which nevertheless incorporated many recent immigrants),
the IWW also was a pathbreaking internationalist organization
that affected left and labor activity in many countries, including
Mexico. For example, Christopher Cardinale and Giuliana
Chamedes, influenced by the
graphic style of Mexican artist
José Guadalupe Posada, tell
the story of Primo Tapia. This
Mexican immigrant farmworker organized a Nebraska sugar
beet refinery for the IWW in
1919 before returning to Mexico
to organize peasant farmers
into the League of Agrarian
Communities. He was killed by
Mexican soldiers in 1926.
With their stirring battles
for free speech—often filling
the jails of small towns where
officials were trying to suppress
their organizing—the Wobblies
laid the basis for the American
Civil Liberties Union and free
speech battles that continue
today. It’s also fitting that this
well-researched and sympathetic account of the IWW appears
as a graphic novel, given the
role of cartoons—such as Mr.
Block, the misguided worker
who takes the boss’s view-

point—in Wobbly literature.
The Wobblies were innovators who made great
headway organizing crucial
but marginal and unstable
groups of workers, such as
transient agriculture workers in the upper Midwest, as
recounted in Frank Tobias Higbie’s fascinating 2003
study, Indispensable Outcasts.
Today, the Wobblies continue
the tradition, organizing
Starbucks baristas and bicycle
messengers. The rest of the
labor movement might take
some inspiration from the
IWW to organize the growing
ranks of contingent workers.
The movement’s work persists
in groups like the Chicago
Coalition for the Homeless
and the groups described in
Vanessa Tait’s recent book,
Poor Workers’ Unions.
The Wobbly strategy of
creating a worker-controlled
socialism through direct action
without also trying to win
power through the ballot box
had fatal shortcomings. But
the Wobblies’ combination of

grassroots democracy, direct
action and visionary politics is
a reminder of the limitations of
the current debate on reviving
the AFL-CIO. There are echoes
of the radical IWW priest Father Thomas Hagerty’s “wheel
of fortune”—dividing the IWW
into industrial departments,
such as transportation, agriculture, mining, public service,
and manufactures—in the current Service Employees union
proposal for a few big unions
concentrated in major industries, but not much else from
IWW tradition. Hagerty envisioned not only each industry
being organized top-to-bottom
through a department of the
One Big Union but also society
itself being organized through
this wheel of fortune. Today the
idea that workers themselves
can run industry is far from
most union debates.
Wobblies! devotes relatively
little attention to why the IWW
ultimately failed. But it is a
powerful and accessible reminder of why their struggles
remain inspiring. n

A r t S pac e
The Chicago Housing Authority is the star of a new
campaign created for them
by the Leo Burnett agency
to put a good face on their
“Plan for Transformation.”
Combining their initials
with the word ‘change’ they
created CHAnge. But this
counter-campaign argues
that it’s more like CHAos.
The plan includes demolishing 14,000 public housing
units, privatizing existing
public land and apportioning large amounts of the
city’s housing budget to
anyone but the public housing residents, leaving 20,000
people without homes. To
learn more, visit chicagohousingauthority.net/.
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Books

Stop Making Sense
By Ja m e s Pa r k e r

Nonsense—like fear, sex and heavy metal—is a
principle in life. At the very top of things, above all the
heaving and the straining, there is a permanent layer of
bubbling superfluity, of pristine biological froth:
This is nonsense. Oddly, it
can be quite hard to reach;
there is no universal access
to this layer. Anyone can be
daft, or disruptive, or fitfully
meaningless, but your real
nonsense-maker has other,
rarer qualities: He (mainly
he, for reasons which may
become clear) is possessed
of a kind of manic sobriety,
something between a pedant
and an anarchist. Nonsense
is not chaos; it doesn’t wallow
or thrash. On the contrary,
it has a playful attraction to
form, particularly rhyme and
meter—in fact, the tighter the
rules, and the more punctilious
and arbitrary the enforcement,
the happier nonsense is.
Emotional repression is also
useful: The two founding fathers
of nonsense verse, Edward Lear
and Lewis Carroll, were celibate
Victorian Englishmen.
The lavish new Everyman
Book Of Nonsense Verse is an
exemplary anthology, covering
the ground with thoroughness
while also aggravating and
enlarging the definition of its
subject. All the canonical nonsense-masters are present—
Lear, Carroll, G.K. Chesterton,
Mervyn Peake—as well as
cheerful moderns like Matthew
Sweeney and Roger McGough.
But it is in the inclusion of
Wallace Stevens’ “The Em36
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peror Of Ice Cream” and Ted
Hughes’ “Wodwo” that the
editor, Louise Guinness, has
distinguished herself.
Wallace Stevens, with a
sound grasp of the nonsenseprinciple, declared in 1959
that “a poem need not have
a meaning and, like most
things in nature, often does
not have.” “The Emperor Of
Ice Cream” was written in the
’30s and he answered (or not)
questions as to its meaning for
the rest of his life, even fielding
at one point an enquiry from
something called the Amalgamated Ice Cream Association. The
poem’s most famous couplet—
“Let be be finale of seem/ The
only emperor is the emperor of
ice cream”—can stand as a nonsense manifesto, a total flouting
of the authority of reality.
Stevens explained it thus: “ ... let
being become the conclusion or
denouement of appearing to be:
In short, ice cream is an absolute
good.” Now that’s nonsense.
Hughes’ “Wodwo” is different, being composed of the
reflections of some sort of shuf-

fling, sniffing half-beast unsure
of its own nature: “But what
shall I be called am I the first/
have I an owner what shape
am I...” Hughes critic Ekbert
Faas described the occluded
seekings of the Wodwo as “a
language of self-erasure which,
emulating Nature’s own cycle
of creation and destruction,
consistently obliterates its own
traces.”
Nonsense and nature go
hand in hand. Edward Lear,
a very lonely and suffocatingly closeted gay man, used
nonsense as a sort of code, in
which (as every biographer
post-Freud has pointed out)
too-tight shoes and overlarge
noses were featured with
dream-like repetitiveness, the
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poet’s pinched libido blooming
fantastically into a procession of tender, proboscile,
disappointed phalluses. As
Lear grew older and his sadness deepened, he almost left
nonsense behind, abandoning
the darting whimsicality of his
earlier verse for sub-Tennysonian broodings like “The Dong
With The Luminous Nose”:
“When awful silence and
darkness reign / Over the great
Gromboolian plain ... ” etc.
No one does just nonsense:
That would be inhuman. It
works best as a hobby, a sideline.
Lear was a painter, Carroll a
clergyman and mathematician.
Mervyn Peake, with all the mental tonnage of his Gormenghast
novels installed and pressurized
in his head, seems to have fired
out brilliant squibs of nonsense
for relief: “Of fallow-land and
pasture / And skies both pink
and grey, / I made my statement
last year / And have no more
to say.” Chesterton found the
production of nonsense verse
to be—literally—laughably
easy: “To publish a book of my
nonsense verses,” he wrote to his
fiancé, “seems to me exactly like
summoning the whole of the
people of Kensington to watch
me smoke a cigarette.” And Stevens said of “The Emperor Of
Ice Cream”: “I dislike niggling,
and like letting myself go. This
poem is an instance of letting
myself go.”
So how do we hit that dancing nonsense-layer? Drugs?
On a highly organized mind,
a mind (in Lear’s words) “concrete and abstemious,” the
effects of drugs can produce
nonsense. Oliver Wendell
Holmes, for example, coming
round from a dose of ether
and convinced he had the
secret of the Universe in his
grip, described his revelation thus: “A strong sense of
turpentine prevails throughout.” Nonsense! The rest of us,
however, must stay straight—
if only for the sake of making
no sense at all. n
I n  T h e s e  Ti m e s

