
mated Clothing and Textile Workers Union was also in-
strumental in convincing the AFL-CIO to adopt the cur-
rent Labor Law Reform bill as its top legislative priority.
The bill is known in some quarters as "the J.P. Stevens
Bill" because it would stiffen the penalties for illegally
squashing organizing drives.

In his new posts of senior executive vice president and
director of the new union's textile division, Stetin spends
a good deal of time on speaking tours around the coun-
try, encouraging organizers and textile workers, promoting
the boycott, and acting as the leading apostle of the
fledgling union merger movement. "One hundred and fif-
teen unions is too many," he shouted during a recent
South Carolina speech. "The labor movement is too
divided. The big conglomerates are putting the little guys
we used to deal with out of business. Bigness must be met
by bigness. The only way to bargain is from strength."

Stetin reflects the labor movement's unique blend of
cynicism and idealism. "People move around a lot polit-
ically," he remarked of one ambitious radical lawyer.
"They try to move over to the enemy's side. But the
enemy rejects them, so they come back to our side. We
have to make use of them just like they use us." Yet in
the next breath he speaks quite seriously of reviving the
old 1930s coalition of intellectuals and union officials.
"Labor leaders haven't learned how to accept principled
criticism from their allies," he says, warming to his sub-
ject. "We need a sort of Fabian Society in this country
to sit on the sidelines and criticize us for our own good.
We need a third force in America today. Not the estab-
lished political parties. Not the AFL-CIO. An independ-
ent political force to nudge us in the right direction. For

example, Michael Harrington is being too careful now,
praising the labor movement too much. I can appreciate
what he's trying to do. But that's not the most useful
role he can play. He should be giving us hell."

Some say Stetin is living in the past, that the militant
unionism he advocates died with the depression. But he
may in fact be living in the future, or so the applause r,e
evoked from a September meeting of the South Carolina
AFL-CIO would suggest. Gesticulating, jabbing the air
furiously with his fists, he inveighed against the banks,
the insurance companies, the news media "which hypno-
tize and tranquilize our people," and, most of all, against
J.P. Stevens, whose executives "ought to be thrown in
jail where they belong." An old urban Jewish radical,
speaking to an audience of largely rural, traditionally con-
servative Southern Protestants, he created a bond be-
tween them, setting them buzzing with admiration and
even identification. "We need more like him to get us out
of the fix we're in," murmured one heavyset woman with
a beehive hairdo. She had almost walked out of the con-
vention when an earlier speaker "took the name of the
Lord in vain," yet she felt Stetin understood her day-to-
day economic problems and knew what to do about them.

Paradoxically, Stetin's old-fashioned brand of Socialist
humanism may have its greatest relevance in the new
South. The new affluence produced by the South's eco-
nomic expansion is not being shared equally among all
its people, and new strains are beginning to show in the
region's social fabric. The possibility of unionization is
discussed earnestly at all levels of Southern society. The
time may soon arrive for Stetin's rhetoric to become
reality, and for his unselfish realism to be rewarded. Q

WITH THE WOMEN AT HOUSTON

FEMINISIM AS NATIONAL POLITICS
LUCY KOMISAR

The blue and green bunting, the state delegation signs,
the three-cornered hats that said "Free D.C.," the scurry-
ing floor leaders, the midnight caucuses, the gaggle of
reporters—there were all the signs of a political con-
vention at the Houston Women's Conference. It was
not a place for arcane discussions about the origins of
patriarchy.

Delegates sat for hours on the Spartan folding chairs
to approve a series of legislative recommendations that
ranged from support of full employment to a call for
national health insurance. Representatives of major
national women's groups said they would seek adoption
of the program by their own boards and members. It
marked the entry of a new force into the loose national
coalition that works for civil rights, economic justice
and social welfare in America.

The meeting was mandated by federal legislation intro-
duced by Bella Abzug in 1975 that called for a national
gathering at which American women would recommend

ways to remove the barriers to full equality for their
sex. Preliminary conferences open to the public in the
states and territories drafted resolutions and elected dele-
gates to Houston. The International Women's Year
(IWY) Commission, headed by Abzug, distilled the rec-
ommendations into a proposed National Plan of Action.
Now, the conference report will be submitted to the
President and the Congress. The law instructs Mr. Carter
to send Congress his recommendations for action by
July.

The 2,000 delegates, gathered in the Sam Houston
Coliseum from the morning of November 19 to midday
on the 21st, included some 300 members of the National
Organization for Women (NOW), a larger number of
conservatives, and a diverse collection of pro-feminist
churchwomen, trade unionists, political activists and
community leaders with careful representation of every
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minority and ethnic group, the aged and the disabled.
The Plan of Action they endorsed expands strictly femi-
nist concerns to a broad range of social goals. It estab-
lishes support for the principle of federal and state
spending to solve such problems as those faced by bat-
tered wives, widows or divorced women, rape victims
and abused children, and it champions forceful govern-
ment intervention to promote civil rights, public health
and social welfare. The new, Carter-appointed IWY
Commission reversed the policy of the commission Gerald
Ford appointed when it supported resolutions calling
for full employment, national health insurance, child-
abuse legislation and civil rights for homosexuals.

The proposals were adopted with little dispute among
the feminists, partly because of a real consensus and
partly from fear of playing into the hands of the Right
by delaying action and not reaching a vote on all the
motions. The "Pro-Plan Caucus," supported by NOW,
the Women's Political Caucus, the Jewish caucus, the
labor caucus and others, urged everyone to accept the
resolutions without change, exceptions being made for
amendments by the minority, disabled and welfare
caucuses.

The mood of the delegates was to give the most de-
prived groups whatever they wanted, and the conference
approved a substitute motion attacking the Carter ad-
ministration's welfare reform bill which eliminates food
stamps, Comprehensive Employment and Training Act
training, CETA jobs paying more than the minimum
wage, and requires recipients to work off their grants.
Minority delegates cheered in elation at the over-
whelming acceptance of a resolution developed by an
alliance of American Indians, Alaskan Natives, Asian/
Pacific women, Hispanics and blacks that set forth their
individual concerns; it was the first time they had
worked together in such a coalition.

The resolution on sexual preference also passed easily,
although several delegates, including former IWY staff
chief Catherine East, warned that it was not a feminist
issue and would hurt chances for ratification of the
Equal Rights Amendment (ERA). The attack on gay
rights by right-wing groups helped convince many femi-
nists that they could not turn their backs on the lesbians'
demands.

The atmosphere grew tense during the abortion de-
bates when the "anti's" stood up with giant-sized color
photos of fetuses and then paraded down to the stage
when they lost the vote. "All we are saying is give
life a chance," they sang. They were quickly drowned
out by the mass of delegates and observers chanting,
"Choice, choice, choice, choice. . . ."

The other resolutions were a litany of feminist de-
mands—the ERA (dramatically advocated by Susan B.
Anthony, a descendant of the suffragist), equality in
jobs and education, federally supported child care,
changes in rape trial procedures and the like. A new
proposal sought legislation to provide "equal pay for
work of equal value," a concept that could prevent
employers from paying secretaries less than unskilled
male workers earn. The plan also asked aid for the aged,
the homemakers and women in prison.

The conference turned down a proposal for a Cabinet-
level department of women. Some feminists thought it

would isolate women or co-opt them into the political
establishment, and the conservatives opposed it as more
hated bureaucracy. However, the commission itself will
continue, and the law calls for it to hold a future con-
ference to assess women's progress.

Do the resolutions passed in Houston represent what
American women want? Some 130,000 of them attended
the regional open meetings that drew up the demands
and elected the delegates that approved the final plan.
It is impossible to prove that they represent American
women at large, but they certainly speak for an im-
portant chunk of those in the country who are active
and organized.

The significance of the Houston Conference is that,
under the neutral sponsorship of the government, and
through the elected delegates and delegates at large, it
gathered the major women's organizations and made
it possible for them to approve a comprehensive na-
tional political program that belongs equally to all of
them, because it was not proposed by any one of them.

Since delegates voted as individuals rather than as
organizational representatives, they could support reso-
lutions about which many of their groups have as yet
no policy. At the same time, the imprimatur of the
Houston meeting will encourage those organizations to
accept much of the plan as it is and to acknowledge its
concerns as "women's issues" worth their attention.

The private discussions in the commission-appointed
delegates at large section may have been as important
as the floor debate. There, in rows behind the state
groups, sat the national leaders of organizations like
the General Federation of Women's Clubs, the National
Council of Jewish Women, the Association of Junior
Leagues and Zonta International. "I don't think those
of us who came to the conference will leave here the
same," declared Blanche Shukow, head of National
American Affairs for Hadassah. Seated next to her,
Janice Kissner, national president of Zeta Phi Beta
and a vice president of the National Council of Negro
Women, nodded her assent. "A certain kinship, a certain
closeness has evolved. I felt hostile before toward a lot
of white women. After coming here and seeing that they
had sympathy and empathy, I have a feeling of sister-
hood. . . . I think we have many more things in com-
mon than I thought we had." "There will be more coali-
tions," predicted Shukow.

One already spawned is the Women's Conference Net-
work, an alliance of some forty organizations that in-
cludes the American Jewish Committee, Church Women
United, the League of Women Voters and the National
Education Association. It was set up in August to assure
the success of the conference, and it will meet again
in December to work out a plan of future action. Nancy
Joyner, vice president of the American Association of
University Women which organized the network, said,
"We will coordinate the drafting of legislation and the
steering it through committee to the floor and to the
President."

Relaxing in her hotel room after the last session, Bella
Abzug predicted the establishment of a national and state-
wide system of communication through the organizational
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