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Offshoring US Transportation Jobs to Mexico-The Looming Deadline

By Richard D. Vogel (2011)
http://combatingglobalization.com

Author's note: This article is an update to The NAFTA Corridors: Offshoring US Transportation
Jobs to Mexico that was originally published in Monthly Review in 2006.

The North American Free Trade Agreement is the gift that keeps on giving to transnational
corporations (TNCs) and taking from US workers. Now, following the migration of countless
manufacturing jobs in the 1990s and early 2000s, tens of thousands of US transportation jobs are
about to move south of the border.
After a 17-year delay caused by stiff political opposition from labor unions , environmental and
community groups, and dedicated individuals, the provision of NAFTA that allows trucks from
the United States, Mexico, and Canada to cross the border and deliver anywhere inside the other
country is about to go into effect. On April 8, 2011 the US Department of Transportation (DOT)
announced a three-year probationary program that will lead to permanent operating authority for
Mexican carriers inside the United States. Since the mandatory 30-day comment period on the
program expired in May, provisional authorizations could be granted at any time.
The impact of cross-border trucking with Mexico will be widespread and devastating for US
workers. Map 1 illustrates the infrastructure that is in place to accommodate truck traffic
originating in Mexico.
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There are four well-established NAFTA transportation corridors that reach the farthest
corners of North America:
The Pacific corridor primarily uses highway 15 in Mexico and I-5 in the US. At the USMexico border it crosses through the inland ports of Otay Mesa, Calexico-East, and
Mexicali. This western-most NAFTA corridor connects the maquiladoras of western Mexico
and the Pacific maritime ports of Mexico where US-bound imports from the Far East are landed
to avoid unionized ports in the north with US and Canadian markets.
The central western corridor connects the large concentration of maquiladoras in central
Mexico with northern markets. Most of the surface traffic on this route presently follows
2

highways 15 and 45/49 in Mexico and I-15 and I-25 in the US. The western branch of this
NAFTA corridor is the proposed route of Canamex, a state-of-the-art, four-lane highway to
accommodate ever-increasing NAFTA traffic that will extend from Mexico City to Edmonton,
Alberta. The central western corridor crosses the US-Mexico border at the inland ports of
Nogales, Santa Teresa, and El Paso.
The central eastern corridor, carrying the most traffic in the NAFTA transportation network,
follows highway 57 from Mexico City to Saltillo/Monterrey, the industrial center of the nation,
and then heads north on highway 85 to Laredo, the busiest port on the southwestern border. At
Laredo the central eastern corridor braches out--I-35 heads due north through the center of the
continent, while the I-69 corridor, which is under construction, travels northeast along various
highways through the heart of the Midwest and on to the major urban centers of eastern Canada.
The Atlantic corridor which traverses the entire Atlantic seaboard via I-95 is connected to the
industrial center of Mexico by I-35, US 59 (a link in the future I-69 corridor) and I-10. The
Atlantic corridor, supplemented by the Appalachian corridor that runs from the Mid-south to
Pennsylvania and the Champlain-Hudson corridor that spans New York on its route to Quebec,
delivers NAFTA products to a population of over 55 million inhabitants spread out over 4
Canadian provinces and 188 counties in 13 US states.
The NAFTA corridor system in North America is the biggest and busiest surface transportation
network in the world, and the central issue effecting American workers is the number of
transportation jobs in the north that will be offshored to Mexico under the cross-border
provisions of NAFTA.
Tens of thousands, plus
According to the DOT, 4,742,925 trucks crossed the US-Mexico border in 2010. That amounted
to over 18,000 trucks during each working day, with 5,500 trucks crossing daily in Laredo
alone. In view of the current increase of maquiladora manufacturing fueled by the tentative
economic recovery in the US, the DOT predicts that cross-border truck traffic will exceed 5
million in 2011.
Under current regulations, Mexican carriers are restricted to a commercial zone along the border
where US carriers, including thousands of independent owner-operators1, pick-up the loads for
delivery to US and Canadian destinations. A significant number of these US transportation jobs
will soon move south of the border just as millions of manufacturing jobs did after the
ratification of NAFTA. Both the contract and the corporate in-house trucking/warehousing
sectors of the US transportation industry will take big hits with the activation of the cross-border
trucking provisions of the treaty.
An exact estimate of the job loss is difficult to make but unnecessary--the current volume of
NAFTA traffic from Mexico suggests that tens of thousands of driving, warehousing, terminal,
and support jobs in the US and Canada are at stake.
In addition, drivers and workers in the north who still have jobs will find themselves competing
with a reserve transportation workforce from the south that is working for Mexican
wages. Without a doubt, citizen transportation workers in the north will share the dismal fate
that citizen manufacturing workers suffered under NAFTA.
3

The myth of Mexican carriers and the TNCs
The myth that Mexican carriers are going to get the transportation jobs is the smokescreen
behind which the TNCs are operating. To be sure, there are some Mexican-owned carriers that
will capture a small percentage of the US transportation jobs that move south of the border, but
that is a sideshow to the main event. Under the new rules, the TNCs that exploit maquiladora
manufacturing in Mexico and the in-house trucking/warehousing operations of the TNC-owned
big box retail stores will benefit most from cross-border trucking. According to a US
Congressional Research Service report, "Mexican Trucks in the United States", there were more
than 1,000 US-owned trucking companies in Mexico awaiting authorization to begin crossborder operations in 2001, and there are more now.
Walmart is the leader of the pack 2. This largest of the TNCs is currently preparing to move
many of its mammoth distribution centers in the American Southwest (primarily in Texas) south
of the border and will discharge half of its army of drivers and warehouse workers in the US and
recruit replacements in Mexico as soon as it can. Mexican carriers as the beneficiaries of
NAFTA is a myth--thousands of Mexican drivers operating TNC-owned trucks and Mexican and
Central American workers laboring in TNC warehouses and distribution centers will be the new
reality.
An impending triumph of neoliberal labor policy
The implementation of the cross-border trucking provisions will be the greatest triumph of
neoliberal labor policy in North America since the expansion of maquiladora manufacturing
across Mexico under NAFTA. The central strategy of the cross-border trucking provisions is the
same as that of the main treaty--to enhance the profits of the TNCs by offshoring jobs to the
cheaper labor markets of Mexico.
The irony of the present case is that while the jobs will be based offshore, most of the work will
be done onshore. Perhaps the prospect of an army of drivers from the global South delivering
name-brand merchandise produced in maquiladoras in name-brand trucks manufactured in
Mexico3 across North America will open the eyes of working people to the devastating impact of
neoliberal globalization on their ranks.
The offshoring of US transportation jobs to Mexico will be another major milestone in the race
to the bottom for labor in North America, and it is axiomatic that the race is far from
over. Failure to challenge this current neoliberal attack on working people will embolden the
TNCs to take even more.
1

Trucking deregulation in the US during the 1980s and 1990s created a huge pool of contract haulers, many of
whom are independent owner-operators working on thin profit margins. The Owner-Operator Independent Drivers
Association which represents over 151,000 drivers does not report on how many of their members are involved in
the NAFTA business, but the organization is officially opposed to cross-border trucking. A significant number of
owner-operators, unable to compete with Mexican wages under NAFTA rules, will be financially ruined.
2

The list of TNCs operating in Mexico is long. In addition to Walmart, Target, Home Depot, Costco, Lowes, Sears
and 100s of smaller businesses have supply-chains south of the border, and many more will move offshore when the
cross-border trucking provision of NAFTA goes into effect.
3

At the present time Freightliner, Kenworth, Peterbilt, VW, Volvo, Navistar, and Cascadia long-haul and heavyduty trucks are made in Mexico.
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North American Free Trade Zones (FTZs):
Undermining US and Canadian Transportation Workers
By Richard D. Vogel (LaborFest July 19, 2009 San Francisco)
Defining the Issue
Free Trade Labor (FTL) refers to labor that is subject to the arbitrary rule of capitalism. The
offshoring of jobs and onshoring of temporary workers through managed labor mobility (e.g.
guest worker) programs are the dominant strategies for providing corporate access to FTL in the
modern world. Free trade labor, in the final analysis, is a zero-sum game for working people.
Free Trade Zones (FTZs) are legally defined areas provided and underwritten by governments
to facilitate the exploitation of FTL within their jurisdictions. Free trade zones in North America
are undermining US and Canadian transportation workers across the continent.
A brief overview of FTZs puts the current developments in North America in context.
States within States
In 1999 there were over 3,000 FTZs located in 116 countries around the world. Combined, they
employed over 43 million workers. Although FTZs undermine all working people, the new zones
envisioned for North America specifically target transportation workers.
FTZs, usually located on major trade routes, grant multinational corporations access to cheap
labor markets and offer exemptions from taxes, tariffs, and government regulations. Historically,
governments dominated by corporate interests demand FTZs while governments that need to
create jobs provide them. Hosting governments routinely fund infrastructure development and
supply utilities, management, and security services. In many cases they agree to pay penalties if
client corporations fail to produce a profit because of labor unrest.
The initial FTZs were strictly offshore operations. The first free trade zones were established in
Latin America during the early 20th century and spread throughout the developing world during
the 1960s and 1970s. The FTZs evolving in North America are blurring the distinction between
onshore and offshore operations by being located adjacent to, or actually straddling, international
borders.
The primary function of FTZs in North America is markedly different from those operating in
the developing world. The growing dependency of the North American economy on the
importation of cheap manufactured goods from the Far East is shifting the focus of FTZs to
logistic operations. The fact that the value added to imports from the Far East by transportation
often exceeds the value added by manufacturing means that transnational corporations seek to
reduce transportation labor costs in order to maximize profits. The main function of FTZs in
North America is to provide legally sanctioned sites for intense labor exploitation.
Understanding how FTZs are undermining US and Canadian transportation workers in North
America is vital to the struggle against the increasing inequality and mounting environmental
damage resulting from neoliberal globalization.
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Above the Law
The autonomy granted to FTZ authorities by national governments presents substantial threats to
working people and the environment wherever the zones are established.
The primary threat is that legal exemptions granted to transnational corporations in FTZs allows
them to dictate wages and working conditions within the zones, placing client corporations above
the law. Although usually not granted outright immunity to national laws, businesses can evade
the labor regulations of the host country through legally sanctioned but essentially arbitrary
administrative procedures. A common practice to guarantee corporate hegemony is by officially
recognizing company unions and hindering independent trade unions within FTZs. In most FTZs,
the isolated locations and state-of-the-art security systems effectively stifle independent union
organizing.
FTZs that also grant exemptions to national environmental protection laws are common in the
developing world, allowing transnational corporations to relocate their dirtiest operations instead
of cleaning them up. FTZs everywhere are exacerbating environmental damage by concentrating
transportation pollution around free trade zones and corridors.
The detrimental social impact of FTZs is the direct result of tax and tariff exemptions along with
various financial incentives offered to attract businesses. These exemptions reduce government
revenue and starve the social infrastructure of the host country. Funds that could be dedicated to
health, education, and welfare programs are retained by the transnational corporations,
compounding local, national, and global inequality.
These economic, environmental, and social threats are looming over North America as FTZs are
developing across the continent. Although the Border Industrial Program established a
rudimentary FTZ in northern Mexico and all of North America was declared a free trade zone
under NAFTA, the legally dedicated and government sponsored FTZs located on major trade
routes will have the greatest impact on working people and the environment and therefore
deserve special attention.
Map 1 shows the major existing and proposed trade routes and FTZs in North America.
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Established Routes and FTZs in North America
The established trade routes and FTZs in Mexico show the lengths to which transnational
capitalism will go in order to provide cheap commodities to the markets of North America.
San Luis Potosí
Mexico's first two FTZs (Parque Logistico and Logistik FTZ), both located near the city of San
Luis Potosí, constitute the southern terminus of the mid-continental NAFTA corridor that runs all
the way to Duluth, Minnesota via I-35 with connections to Winnipeg on I-29 and to Chicago and
Detroit/Windsor by way of I-94. Both FTZ's provide multimodal transportation facilities and
assembly sites for products and components imported through Mexican maritime ports and reexported to US and Canadian markets.
In the past, foreign businesses operating in Mexico had to pay a value-added tax on re-exports,
but under the country's new foreign trade zone law all merchandise bound for foreign markets is
exported totally tax-free, exempting client corporations from any liability for the social costs of
production in Mexico.
Parque Logistico, which has 240 acres developed and holds 1200 acres in reserve, is building
more than 500,000 square feet of warehousing and is ready to accommodate any kind of business.
The multimodal terminal under construction at Logistik FTZ is being built in four stages. The
first stage will allow the handling of approximately 50,000 shipping containers per year. In its
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final stage the terminal will process more than 200,000 containers annually. The products
assembled and repacked at Logistik FTZ alone will ultimately fill 500,000 truck a year that will
head North on MX 57 and eventually cross the border at Laredo and other Texas points of entry.
Parque Logistico and Logistik FTZ demonstrate the essential threat of all FTZs. The work in
these zones is done by poor Mexican or immigrant Central American workers at wages dictated
by the companies and endorsed by the state through charro unions. An examination of aerial
photographs of Parque Logistico, a typical FTZ layout, reveals how difficult it would be for
independent union organizers to even approach workers on-site.
The volume of traffic through the Mexican FTZs is growing exponentially. According to the US
Bureau of Transportation, over 3 million trucks crossed the border from Mexico into Texas in
2008 and that number could double in the next 10 years. If the US honors the commitment that it
made under the terms of NAFTA to open-border trucking, Mexican, Central American, and
Caribbean truckers working for transnational corporations will haul the vast majority of future
loads, including backhauls from the US and Canada. Truckers in the North will have to work at
wage levels set in Mexico.
Although the expanding FTZs in Central Mexico have already undermined US and Canadian
transportation labor significantly, the FTZs envisioned for Punta Colonet on the west coast of
Baja California, the Asia-Pacific Gateway and Corridor Initiative in lower British Columbia, and
Atlantica: the International Northeast Economic Region represent far bigger threats to working
people across the continent. These proposed routes and FTZs are central to the neoliberal
strategy to bypass organized transportation labor in the established ports of the US and
Canada.
End-Runs around Organized Labor on the West Coast
I: Punta Colonet
The proposed FTZ at Punta Colonet will be centered around a new deep-water port to be built on
the Pacific coast of Mexico 130 miles south of the US-Mexico border. Punta Colonet is being
designed to handle 1 to 2 million containers when it becomes operational and increase to 6-8
million containers by the year 2020, offering serious competition to the ports at Long Beach and
LA. Plans for the initial phase of the Punta Colonet FTZ also include I million square feet of
warehouse space for assembly and repacking operations. Many of these operations that are
currently located in southern California will follow the container traffic to Baja California.
Most of the traffic generated at Punta Colonet and bound for the heartland of the US and Canada
will cross the border at Mexicali, Nogales, or El Paso, severely stressing the fragile environment
of the northern Sonoran Desert. Failure of the Punta Colonet FTZ to adopt adequate
environmental protection provisions could produce coastal transportation pollution that will rival
that of the western Pacific Rim.
Upon completion, Punta Colonet will employ over 100,000 transportation workers and dwarf the
FTZs already operating in central Mexico. As in the FTZs at San Luis Potosí, transnational
corporations will dictate wages and working conditions in the zone and more deeply undermine
transportation workers in the North. If the cross-border trucking provisions of NAFTA are finally
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implemented, tens of thousands of trucking jobs in the US and Canada will be offshored to Punta
Colonet.
The deplorable wages and working conditions that Mexican and Central American workers can
expect at Punta Colonet already prevail in Tijuana today.
Though the FTZs in Mexico present the biggest threat to west coast labor, the Asia-Pacific
Gateway and Corridor Initiative, a FTZ being developed in Canada, will divert even more west
coast shipping traffic if neoliberal plans for the zone are realized.
II. The Asia-Pacific Gateway and Corridor Initiative (APGCI)
Originating at Vancouver and Prince Rupert on Canada's west coast and extending to the Great
Lakes region, the Asia-Pacific Gateway and Corridor Initiative is being developed to divert
container traffic from established west coast ports in order to deliver imports from the Far East to
the heartlands of Canada and the US as cheaply as possible. The total estimated outlay for
APGCI projects, including expanded port facilities, advanced traffic control technology and
comprehensive transportation infrastructure improvements, is nearly $1 billion.
Despite the huge capital investment, the success of APGCI as a free trade zone and corridor
depends almost entirely on the implementation of a guest worker (FTL) program to provide an
abundant supply of cheap immigrant transportation labor. The Canadian Trucking Human
Resources Council has estimated a demand for 37,000 new truck drivers a year during the initial
years of operation to make the initiative work. The number of freight handlers and repack and
assembly workers that will be needed will be double that. English speaking workers from
southern Asia are being targeted as the primary FTL pool for APGCI transportation labor.
A viable FTL program is also the key requirement for undermining organized labor on the east
coast.
Breaching the East Coast Labor Front
Atlantica: the International Northeast Economic Region (AINER)
Atlantica is a plan to bypass organized labor on the east coast by establishing a FTZ and corridor
that will run between the established ports in Canada and the US. Atlantica would be a unique
FTZ in that it would cross the international border and span three Canadian provinces and four
US states.
The Atlantica corridor will extend from the port at Halifax, Nova Scotia to Buffalo, NY to
transport freight that arrives from the Far East via the Suez Express to the Great Lakes region. If
Atlantica is established, much of the current NAFTA-EU shipping could eventually be diverted
through this FTZ.
Promoted by neoliberals as a matter of economic survival and a master plan to bring prosperity
to an isolated region of North America, Atlantica is in fact nothing more than a hyped-up
proposal for another FTZ that will benefit big capital at the expense of working people, their
communities, and the environment. The Atlantica rail lines and toll road corridor would destroy
much of the remaining ancient forest of the northeast and literally divide the province of New
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Brunswick and the states of Maine and New York. Areas of Vermont and New Hampshire would
be isolated and poor rural communities along the route that cannot afford expensive cross-over
bridges will be permanently divided and find their ties the rest of New England severed. The
results of environmental impact studies of the Atlantica project, if they have been conducted,
have not been made public.
Under ANIER authority, local, state, and even national governance would be subordinated to the
rule of transnational corporations. The purpose of Atlantica is essentially the same as that of the
existing FTZs at San Luis Potosí and those planned for the Pacific coast--the establishment of a
state within a state designed and operated to enhance the accumulation of capital at the cost of
local working communities and the environment.
Like the APGCI, the success of Atlantica depends on the adoption of a guest worker program to
onshore cheap transportation labor from the hemispheric South. In the case of Atlantica, the
nations of the Caribbean would be the primary source of FTL. US and Canadian citizens who do
get jobs in Atlantica will have to work for discounted wages.
The expansion of FTZs offers no long-term solution to the current economic crisis and raises the
possibility of permanent un- and underemployment among transportation workers in North
America.
Free trade zones, those in operation, and those on the drawing board, in conjunction with
managed labor mobility (FTL) programs, present a clear and present danger not only to
transportation workers but to all working people in North America and their communities.
A Jobless Economy?
The "jobless" recovery of 2001 is instructive in the present crisis. That economic revival was
based on a renewed assault on labor that pushed many workers in North America into the
informal economy and forced them to compete, both offshore and onshore, with cheap labor
from the South. The 2001 recovery was only jobless in the sense that traditional jobs in the US
and Canada were replaced by cheaper labor arrangements that gave capital the upper-hand. The
present, and much deeper, crisis of capitalism promises to go far beyond what was done in 2001.
The recovery of capitalism in North America this time around requires the further development
of FTZs as zones of intensive exploitation linked to FTL programs to supply the cheapest
possible labor to businesses throughout the economy. The prospect of a jobless economy in
North America--a labor market where workers have no effective control over wages or working
conditions and, indeed, no guarantee of work at all--is a real possibility.
The question of the future of FTZs and FTL programs must be placed on all local, national, and
global political agendas. To default on this issue is to default on the future of working people and
the environment.
Ultimately we will have to face the facts that free trade labor is a zero-sum game for working
people, and free trade zones are dead zones for all labor. It is clearly time to consider the socialist
alternative that offers environmental sustainability and social security for us and future
generations.
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Logistics and Opposition
By Alberto Toscano, (Mute Magazine, 9 August 2011)
‘Sabotage the social machine’. ‘Incinerate the documents!’ In the first in this issue’s series
of articles linking logistics, workplace surveillance and national security, Alberto Toscano
examines the anti-urbanist presuppositions of insurrectionary anarchism. Instead of
breaking the lines of circulation, he writes, shouldn’t radicals imagine repurposing them to
entirely new ends?
The Spontaneous Philosophy of Interruption
It is rare, in contemporary oppositional thought, to encounter the totalising temporal imaginary
of revolution that so marked the visions and strategies of the modern left. When it hasn’t been
victim to melancholy retreats from the teleology of emancipation, that encompassing horizon of
social change and political action has come under attack, alongside the very idea of transition,
for domesticating antagonism. Interstitial enclaves or temporary liberated zones, ornamented by
discourses of withdrawal and difference, have widely replaced the reference to an advancing,
unifying and largely homogeneous planetary movement of liberation. The space-time of much of
today's anti-capitalism is one of subtraction and interruption, not attack and expansion.
Needless to say, any negation of the status quo brings with it spatial separation and temporal
disruption, but the contemporary ideology, or spontaneous philosophy, of interruption appears –
perhaps as a testament to the claustrophobia of our present – to make something of a fetish out of
rupture. This cuts across theory and activism, laying bare a shared structure of feeling between
the political metaphysics of events or ‘dissensus’ and the everyday tactics of struggles.
Foregrounding interruption implies a particular understanding of the nature of contemporary
capital, the capabilities of antagonism and the temporality (or lack thereof) of transformation.
The Coming Insurrection formulates, in a compellingly abrasive way, a widespread conviction
that contemporary struggles against capital have shifted from the point of production to those of
circulation, distribution, transport and consumption. In other words, that arresting the flow of this
homogenised society is a conditio sine qua non for the irruption of non-capitalist forms-of-life:
The technical infrastructure of the metropolis is vulnerable. Its flows amount to more than the
transportation of people and commodities. Information and energy circulate via wire networks,
fibres and channels, and these can be attacked. Nowadays sabotaging the social machine with
any real effect involves reappropriating and reinventing the ways of interrupting its networks.
How can a TGV line or an electrical network be rendered useless?1
Behind this statement lies an anti-urbanism that regards contemporary spectacular exploitation
and conformity as products of the capillary management of everyday life. Cities are stripped of
any life not mobilised for the commodity and pre-empted from any behaviour at odds with a
tautological drive for systemic reproduction:
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The metropolis is not just this urban pile-up, this final collision between city and country. It is
also a flow of being and things, a current that runs through fiber-optic networks, through highspeed train lines, satellites, and video surveillance cameras, making sure that this world keeps
running straight to its ruin. It is a current that would like to drag everything along in its hopeless
mobility, to mobilize each and every one of us.2
The interruption or sabotage of the infrastructure of mobilisation are the other side of The
Coming Insurrection's conception of communes not as enclaves for beautiful souls, but as
experiences through which to develop the collective organs to both foster and endure the crisis of
present, and to do so in a fashion that does not sever means from ends. The book's catastrophic
optimism lies in advocating that interruption is somehow generative of anti-capitalist collectivity
(rather than passing irritation or mass reaction). It is also founded on a repudiation of the
inauthenticity of massively mediated, separated and atomised lives in the metropolis.
There are inadvertent echoes of Jane Jacobs in the scorn against ‘indifferent’ modern housing
and the idea that with ‘the proliferation of means of movement and communication, and with the
lure of always being elsewhere, we are continuously torn from the here and now’.3 Real
communities that do not rest on the atrophying of bodies into legal identities and commodified
habits are to emerge out of the sabotaging of all the dominant forms of social reproduction, in
particular the ones that administer the ubiquitous mobilisation of ‘human resources’. Materialism
and strategy are obviated by an anti-programmatic assertion of the ethical, which appears to
repudiate the pressing critical and realist question of how the structures and flows that separate
us from our capacities for collective action could be turned to different ends, rather than merely
brought to a halt.
The spatial vocabulary articulated in The Coming Insurrection is, to employ a well worn
dichotomy, not one of revolution but one of revolt. This spatial distinction between negations of
the status quo was beautifully traced through the relationship between Rimbaud and the Paris
Commune by the Italian critic Furio Jesi. Jesi begins with the evident temporal distinction
between revolution conceived in terms of the conscious concatenation of long- and short-term
actions aimed at systemic transformation in historical time and revolt as a suspension of
historical time. Revolt is not the building up but the revelation of a collectivity. It is, to borrow
from André Malraux’s Hope, an organised apocalypse.
In this abrogation of the ordered rhythms of individual life, with its incessant sequence of
personal battles, revolt generates ‘a shelter from historical time in which an entire collectivity
finds refuge’.4 But the interruption of historical time is also the circumscription of a certain a- or
anti-historical space, a space torn from its functional coordinates:
Until a moment before the clash […] the potential rebel lives in his house or his refuge, often
with his relatives; and as much as that residence and that environment may be provisional,
precarious, conditioned by the imminent revolt, until the revolt begins they are the site of an
individual battle, more or less solitary. [...] You can love a city, you can recognise its houses and
its streets in your most remote and secret memories; but only in the hour of revolt is the city
really felt like an haut-lieu [a high place] and at the same time your own city: your own because
it belongs to you but at the same time also to others; your own because it is a battlefield you and
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the collectivity have chosen; your own, because it is a circumscribed space in which historical
time is suspended and in which every act has its own value, in its immediate consequences.5
The collective experience of time, and of what Jesi calls symbols (such that the present adversary
simply becomes the enemy, the club in my hand the weapon, victory the just act, and so on),
means that the revolt is an action for action's sake, an end (as in The Invisible Committee's
reflections on the ethics of sabotage and the commune) inseparable from its means.
It was a matter of acting once and for all, and the fruit of the action was contained in the action
itself. Every decisive choice, every irrevocable action, meant being in accordance with time;
every hesitation, to be out of time. When everything came to an end, some of the true
protagonists had left the stage forever.6
Abiding with the interruptive paradigm of an intransitive and intransigent revolt, we can wonder
whether, and if so to what extent, the historical space that revolt intervenes in inflects its
character. It is no accident that the kind of sabotage envisioned in The Coming Insurrection is on
lines and nodes of circulation, and not on the machinery of production itself.
The Triumph of Processing
The centrality to an intensely urbanised capital of the efficient, profitable, ceaseless and
standardised movement of material and information – the very target of The Coming
Insurrection’s ethics of interruption – has been noted for a long time. Fifty years ago, Lewis
Mumford, writing in The City in History of the catastrophic propensities of the contemporary
metropolis – what he elegantly called 'the aimless giantism of the whole' – pointed to the pivotal
role of the growing possibilities of supply to the 'insensate agglomeration of populations' in
exponentially expanding cities, and their relations to the ‘tentacular bureaucracies’ that
controlled such flows of goods.
During the 19th century, as populations heaped further into a few great centres, they were forced
to rely more fully on distant sources of supply: to widen the basis of supplies and to protect the
‘life-line’ that connects the source with the voracious mouth of the metropolis, became the
function of army and navy. In so far as the metropolis, by fair means or foul, is able to control
distant sources of food and raw materials, the growth of the capital can proceed indefinitely.7
The organisational and energetic resources required to reproduce the metropolis are formidable:
‘like Alice's red queen, by great exertion and utmost speed the metropolis barely manages to
remain in the same position.’8 The metropolis has the intensification and expansion of supply
lines as its precondition, and logistics becomes its primary concern, its foremost product, and the
basic determinant of its power:
The metropolis is in fact a processing centre, in which a vast variety of goods, material and
spiritual, is mechanically sorted and reduced to a limited number of standardized articles,
uniformly packaged, and distributed through controlled channels to their destination, bearing the
approved metropolitan label. ‘Processing’ has now become the chief form of metropolitan
control.9
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Despite his systemic objections to the catastrophic ends of this amorphous machine for (capital)
accumulation, Mumford also regards these control capabilities as potentially reconfigurable in a
multi-centred and organic society. But, especially when it comes to the informational
requirements attendant on such control-by-processing, manifest in the metastasis of a tentacular
bureaucracy, he too is tempted by the possibilities of insurgent interruption – even recalling an
anarchist slogan (‘Incinerate the documents!’) to stress the ease with which such a system,
founded on the circulation of real or virtual ‘paper’, could be ground to a halt.
But it is also possible, and indeed necessary, to think of logistics not just as the site of
interruption, but as the stake of enduring and articulated struggles. Here there remains much to
digest and learn from in the ongoing research of labour theorist and historian Sergio Bologna, an
editor in the 1970s of the journal Primo Maggio, which carried out seminal inquiries into
containerisation and the struggles of port workers.10 Countering those ‘post-workerists’ who
have equated post-Fordism with the rise of the cognitive and the immaterial (and basically with
the ubiquity of a figure of work patently traced on that of the academic or ‘culture worker’),
Bologna notes that the key networks that condition contemporary capitalism are neither affective
nor simply digital, but involve instead the massive expansion and constant innovation in the very
material domain of logistics – in particular of ‘supply chain management‘, conceived of in terms
of the speed, flexibility, control, capillary character and global coverage of the stocking,
transport and circulation of services and commodities.11
Bologna underscores the military origins of logistics, namely in the work of de Jomine, a Swiss
military theoretician working first under Napoleon and then under the Russian Tsar Alexander I.
The ‘original function of logistics’, writes Bologna,
was to organise the supplying of troops in movement through a hostile territory. Logistics is not
sedentary, since it is the art of optimizing flows […] So logistics must not only be able to know
how to make food, medicines, weapons, materials, fuel and correspondence reach an army in
movement, but it must also know where to stock them, in what quantities, where to distribute the
storage sites, how to evacuate them when needed; it must know how to transport all of this stuff
and in what quantity so that it is sufficient to satisfy the requirements but not so much as to
weigh down the movement of troops, and it must know how to do this for land, sea and air
forces.12
He goes on to analyse how the problems of logistics have been central to the ongoing
transformations of contemporary capitalism, from the just-in-time organisation of production of
‘Toyotism’, to the world-transforming effects of containerisation (itself accelerated by its
military-logistical use in the Vietnam War).13 The homogenisation registered at an existential
level by The Coming Insurrection is here given a very prosaic but momentous form in the
standardisation and modularisation that characterises a planetary logistics which, in order to
maintain the smoothness and flexibility of flows, must abstract out any differences that would
lead to excessive friction and inertia.
For my purposes, however, what is paramount is what this logistical view of post-Fordism tells
us about the character of antagonism, and specifically of class struggle. Narcissistically
mesmerised by hackers, interns and precarious academics, radical theorists of post-Fordism have
ignored what Bologna calls ‘the multitude of globalisation’, that is all of those who work across
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the supply chain, in the manual and intellectual labour that makes highly complex integrated
transnational systems of warehousing, transport and control possible. In this ‘second geography’
of logistical spaces, we also encounter the greatest ‘criticality’ of the system – though not, as in
the proclamations of The Coming Insurrection, in the isolated and ephemeral act of sabotage, but
in a working class which retains the residual power of interrupting the productive cycle – a
power that offshoring, outsourcing, and downsizing has in many respects stripped from the
majority of ‘productive’ workers themselves.
Here it is possible to link the question of logistics quite closely to that of the management of
labour and the neutralisation of class struggle, in a way that sheds some doubt on the ‘criticality’
identified by Bologna. The expulsion of a mass labour force from containerised ports, their
physical separation from zones of urbanisation and connection to other labourers, as well as the
deeply divisive labour regulations that divide an international maritime labour force are an
important instance of this. As Tim Mitchell writes in his fine essay on energy and the spatial
history of class struggle, ‘Carbon Democracy’:
Compared to carrying coal by rail, moving oil by sea eliminated the labour of coal-heavers and
stokers, and thus the power of organized workers to withdraw their labour from a critical point in
the energy system […] [W]hereas the movement of coal tended to follow dendritic networks,
with branches at each end but a single main channel, creating potential choke points at several
junctures, oil flowed along networks that often had the properties of a grid, like an electrical grid,
where there is more than one possible path and the flow of energy can switch to avoid blockages
or overcome breakdowns.14
Refunctioning the Spaces of Capital
The electrical grid provides an apt transition to reflecting on the relationship between the
logistics of capital and the spatial politics of anti-capitalism in a manner that does not merely
involve the bare negation or mere sabotage of the former by the latter. The power grid
(contrasted with the railway network) was in fact a system whose capabilities for coordinated
decentralisation were emphasised by Mumford as a necessary model for a shift out of an
aimlessly urbanising capitalism. Following Mumford, a number of Marxist theorists have of late
reflected – in a mode that, to borrow a recent quip from David Harvey, we could call precommunist rather than post-modern – on what aspects of contemporary capitalism could be
refunctioned in the passage to a communist society. Obversely to The Coming Insurrection, they
have asked how could a high-speed rail system or an electrical network be rendered not useless,
but useful – in what would clearly need to be a thoroughly redefined conception of use, one not
mediated and dominated by the abstract compulsions of value and exchange.
It is striking that many of these authors have put logistical questions at the forefront of these
thought experiments, almost as though logistics were capitalism's pharmakon, the cause for its
pathologies (from the damaging hypertrophy of long-distance transport of commodities to the
aimless sprawl of contemporary conurbation) as well as the potential domain of anti-capitalist
solutions. In this vein, Fredric Jameson has recently, and somewhat perversely, identified the
distribution systems of Wal-Mart, the very emblem of capitalism's seemingly inexhaustible
capacity for devastating mediocrity, as precisely one of those aspects of capitalism whose
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dialectical refunctioning, or whose change of valence, could give a determinate character to our
social utopias.15
The ambivalence of logistics, and particularly of the environmental consequences of the
unprecedented logistical and energetic complexes that make contemporary megalopolises both
the drivers and the possible sites for a response to catastrophic climate change (among other
processes) have led Mike Davis, in his appropriately titled ‘Who Will Build the Ark?’, to
demand that, recalling the great experiments in urbanism of the USSR in the 1920s, we begin to
look for the potentialities for a non-capitalist and non-catastrophic future in cities themselves.16
In particular, Davis has advanced, to borrow from Mitchell, some of the parameters of a lowcarbon democratic socialism. Arguing, contrary to the Malthusianism of much of the green
movement that it is ‘the priority given to public affluence over private wealth’ that can set the
standard for a conversion of engines of doom into resources of hope.
As Davis writes:
Most contemporary cities repress the potential environmental efficiencies inherent in humansettlement density. The ecological genius of the city remains a vast, largely hidden power. But
there is no planetary shortage of ‘carrying capacity’ if we are willing to make democratic public
space, rather than modular, private consumption, the engine of sustainable equality.17
Such an assertion of the necessity of a drastic transition, as against plural but ineffectual
interruptions, takes logistic and energetic dimensions of anti-capitalist struggle more seriously
than the convergence of anti-urbanist visions of space and epiphanic models of revolt that – for
evident and in many respects sacrosanct historical and political reasons – have come to dominate
much anti-capitalist thought.18 It also does so by recognising what, by analogy with Herbert
Marcuse, we could call the necessary alienation involved in complex social systems, including
post-capitalist ones. As David Harvey has noted, against the grain of fantasies of a tabula rasa,
unmediated communism or anarchism:
The proper management of constituted environments (and in this I include their long-term
socialistic or ecological transformation into something completely different) may therefore
require transitional political institutions, hierarchies of power relations, and systems of
governance that could well be anathema to both ecologists and socialists alike. This is so because,
in a fundamental sense, there is nothing unnatural about New York city and sustaining such an
ecosystem even in transition entails an inevitable compromise with the forms of social
organization and social relations which produced it.19
The question of what use can be drawn from the dead labours which crowd the earth's crust in a
world no longer dominated by value proves to be a much more radical question, and a much
more determinate negation than that of how to render the metropolis, and thus in the end
ourselves, useless.
Alberto Toscano <sos01at@gold.ac.uk> teaches at Goldsmiths, University of London and
sits on the editorial board of Historical Materialism. He is the author of Fanaticism: On the
Uses of an Idea, London: Verso, 2010
16

Footnotes
1 The Invisible Committee, The Coming Insurrection, Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2009, pp.111–
12. These reflections prolong those initially spurred by the so-called Tarnac affair, which saw
this anonymous argument for sabotage transformed into the flimsy basis for a prosecutorial
campaign at once vicious and spurious. See my ‘The War Against Pre-Terrorism’, Radical
Philosophy, issue 154, 2009, pp.2-7, http://www.radicalphilosophy.com/commentary/the-waragainst-pre-terrorism.
2 The Coming Insurrection, pp.58-9.
3 Ibid., p.59.
4 Furio Jesi, Lettura del ‘Bateau ivre’ di Rimbaud (1972), Macerata: Quodlibet, 1996, p.22.
5 Ibid., pp.23–4.
6 Ibid., p.24.
7 Lewis Mumford, The City in History, New York: Harcourt, 1961, p.539.
8 Ibid., p.540.
9 Ibid., pp.541–2.
10 For an excellent introduction to the work of Bologna and Primo Maggio in English, which
stresses the way in which it both prolonged and challenged operaismo through a historiographic
lens, see Steve Wright, Storming Heaven: Class Composition and Struggle in Italian Autonomist
Marxism, London: Pluto, 2002, chapter 8: ‘The Historiography of the Mass Worker’. The full
collection of Primo Maggio is now available as a CD-ROM in La rivista Primo Maggio (19731989), Cesare Bermani (Ed.), Rome: DeriveApprodi, 2010.
11 For an incisive and informed treatment of the logistics revolution and the challenge it poses to
workerist and autonomist perceptions of class struggle, see Brian Ashton, ‘The Factory Without
Walls’, Mute, http://www.metamute.org/en/Factory-Without-Walls. Ashton underscores the link
between any future resurgence of oppositional anti-capitalist organising and knowledge of
capital’s composition and operation – the cognitive mapping of supply chains, value extraction
and the levers of struggle.
12 Sergio Bologna, ‘L’undicesima tesi’, in Ceti medi senza futuro? Scritti, appunti sul lavoro e
altro, Rome: DeriveApprodi, 2007, p.84.
13 See Marc Levinson, The Box: How the Shipping Container Made the World Smaller and the
World Economy Bigger, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008, chapter 9.
14 Timothy Mitchell, ‘Carbon Democracy’, Economy & Society 38.3, 2009, p.407.
17

15 Fredric Jameson, ‘Utopia as Replication’, in Valences of the Dialectic, London: Verso, 2009,
pp.420–434.
16 An interrogation of the logistical dimensions of transition, state building and class struggle in
the USSR would need to take its cue from chapter four of Robert Linhart’s arresting study of the
conjunctural and contradictory character of Lenin’s thought and politics post-1917, Lénine, les
paysans, Taylor, re-edited by Seuil in 2010 – a book quite unique in its combination of a real
appreciation of Lenin with a welcome rejection of the comforting apologias of Leninism. This
chapter, entitled ‘The railways: the emergence of the Soviet ideology of the labour-process’,
details how, in the context of the famine, the authoritarian Taylorist turn in the organisation of
work was driven through in that sector which provided the vital hinge between production,
services and administration, and whose critical disorganisation was exacerbated by the very
autonomous workers’ organisation that had previously made it into a hub of anti-Tsarist
organising, and now appeared as a kind of economic blackmail all the more menacing in that it
took place within the crisis of the civil war. The Bolsheviks, he notes, were ‘almost instinctively
attentive to everything that concerns communication, flow, circuits’ (p.151). In this moment, the
railways appeared as the nerve fibres and life blood of a ‘state in movement’, and militarised
centralisation, planning and labour discipline as imperatives – as evidenced, among others, by
Trotsky’s ‘order 1042’, viewed by Linhart as the first key instance of state planning. After all, ‘if
there is an activity that must, by nature, function as a single mechanism, one that is perfectly
regulated, standardised and unified throughout the country, it’s the railway system’ (p.162). The
seemingly inevitable Taylorisation of the railways both forges and deforms the USSR, especially
in furthering the split, thematised by Linhart, between the proletarian as political subject and as
object of iron discipline. Among the more interesting sites of the necessary fixation on logistics
(namely, on railways and electrification) are the films of Dziga Vertov, which promise a
cognitive mapping that would join the Taylorist decomposition of labour, imaged as ‘a regular,
uninterrupted flow of communication’, and its subjective mastery, in which the ‘transparency of
the productive process’ (p.169) is provided to each worker in the guise of an all encompassing
vision.
17 Mike Davis, ‘Who Will Build the Ark?’, New Left Review II/61 (2010), p.43.
18 For a transitional proposal or ‘determinate negation of the existent’ that stakes some of the
same ground as Davis and Harvey, albeit from a different Marxian vantage, see Loren Goldner,
‘Fictitious Capital and the Transition Out of Capitalism’,
http://home.earthlink.net/~lrgoldner/program.html . In his inventory of transitional negations and
the refunctioning of ‘total existing means of production and labour power’, now grasped as ‘use
values’, Goldner advocates the ‘integration of industrial and agricultural production, and the
breakup of megalopolitan concentration of population. This implies the abolition of suburbia and
exurbia, and radical transformation of cities. The implications of this for energy consumption are
profound’. In a logistical vein, he proposes the ‘centralization of everything that must be
centralized (e.g. use of world resources) and decentralization [of] everything that can be
decentralized (e.g. control of labour process within the general framework)’.
19 David Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, Oxford: Blackwell, 1996,
p.186.
18

Eight days in May
For eight days in May 2004, the Port of Oakland was occupied and virtually shut down by
truckers striking for better conditions. The same port had been closed down by antiwar protesters
just three weeks before, so a contingent of us from Direct Action to Stop the War joined them as
a community support group and reported their struggle on Indybay.org.
The strike had begun in Stockton and Long Beach as a one-day protest, but in Oakland it lasted
from April 30 to May 7, 2004. Movement of cargo was reduced to 25 percent of normal, and on
some days to only 10 percent.
Several hundred of the striking drivers occupied the gate area of the APL (American President
Lines) terminal along Middle Harbor Road. The truckers moved in and made themselves to
home--they occupied it. Most were immigrants, some from the Punjab, others from Haiti, and a
good many from the various countries of Latin America. Nevertheless, these diverse ethnic
groups had gotten together for this action.
Four of their number were selected to represent them in negotiations with the trucking companies
and port officials. These four were called "interpreters," and their function was to negotiate, but
they couldn't make or sign agreements that were binding on the rest of the group.
"It's chaos," an unhappy port executive complained to the Oakland Tribune, "They have no
leader."
Actually, everybody was a leader. It was one of those extremely democratic situations that we
read about, but rarely witness in reality. Our community group spoke with the strikers and were
deeply impressed with their solidarity.
We also found that nearly all of them were against the war. At least one of them, probably
several, had joined us in our second annual demonstration at these same docks on April 7th. APL
was one of the terminals we'd shut down that day, but in our case, only for a shift. These folks
did it for over a week.
Often the drivers would gather into relatively small discussion groups. "El dolor de ellos es el
dolor de nosotros," I heard one speaker addressing a group of 15 or 20 persons. He was talking
about the solidarity between the various ethnic groups that made up the strike, and the meaning
of his words was: "Their pain is our pain."
Across the street were three or four police cars that had been stationed opposite the APL gate.
Mostly the police kept their distance, and weren't wearing riot gear.
When a scabbing trucker attempted to drive through, there arose a chorus of shouts from the
Latino drivers--"¡Culero!" and "¡Judas!"
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The strike was initiated by the recent jump in fuel costs. However, the drivers told me that there
was a lot more to the problem than that. It was largely economic, but also a matter of dignity; the
drivers said they were sometimes treated disrespectfully, and often made to wait at the loading
areas for unreasonable lengths of time.
These drivers own or lease their rigs, also called "18 wheelers." So they're called "owneroperators," or "independent truckers," and it means that they have to pay their own expenses
which include insurance, DMV registration and maintenance. Costs of all of these items have
doubled or even tripled during the last decade, but pay rates have not increased.
The situation was complicated by the fact that there were as many as 60 different trucking
companies that these drivers worked for. While some of the trucking companies were
exploitative, that wasn't true of all of them. Some company owners were in sympathy with the
drivers and willing to accept their demands.
One striking driver, Francisco, said his company treated him well and paid him adequately. He
was nevertheless out there in solidarity with the other truckers, and added that if conditions
continued to get worse, he might find himself in the same predicament as the others.
Another trucker, Willyz, told me he had been driving a rig for 12 years now. "Back then we
made a good living," he told me, "Today, I might as well be working at Burger King."
Willyz's gross income was quite large, but after expenses, he earned about $7 or $8 an hour. It
struck me as incredible, and I might've found that hard to believe, had I not read similar figures
in several other sources. According to a report in the Long Beach Press Telegram, some truckers
were making $60,000 a year -- but only taking home $10,000.
At the same time, Willyz told me that his situation was about average. Some were going into
debt, while others were still making money, but were nevertheless out there on strike in
solidarity with the rest.
These people needed a union. But the port officials warned them that to form a union would be
in violation of anti-trust laws. The irony is that although the Sherman Anti-Trust Act of 1890
was enacted in response to popular demand for a law to fight corporate monopolies such as
Rockefeller's Standard Oil, the law was at first used as a weapon against labor unions. Eventually,
the anti-trust act was amended to prevent it from being used against labor. However, it was now
again being used against these drivers on the technicality that they were legally classified as
"independent contractors." That classification, according to port officials, made the drivers
subject to anti-trust laws.
Nobody denied that the truckers were in a predicament. The Port authorities expressed official
sympathy and scheduled a meeting for the drivers and the companies, to be held at the Port office
building in Jack London Square. That was Thursday evening, May 6th. I assumed the meeting
was open to the public, so I signed the register, took a name badge, and walked in together with
the truckers. Three or four other supporters from the community, also intending to report for
Indybay, were coming later, but they never showed up, and I wondered why. Afterwards, I
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learned they weren't allowed in. It was a closed session and I was just lucky to get past the
gatekeepers.
According to that morning's Oakland Tribune (5/6/2004), the port officials had said the meeting
"will bring together truckers, shipping company executives and truck company owners." So
about a hundred drivers attended, expecting to meet face to face with the companies. However, it
turned out that the port had set up two separate meetings, one for the trucking company owners
on the 7th floor, and another for the drivers on the 2nd floor. I went to the drivers' meeting. The
session began when an elderly gentleman introduced himself as Mr. H.G. Joseph, who worked
under Mr. Jerry Bridges, the Port's maritime director.
A driver spoke up and expressed surprise that there were two separate meetings. "I thought we'd
be meeting with the companies," he said.
Mr. Joseph replied that would be in violation of the anti-trust laws. "That would be in violation
of the anti-trust laws," Mr. Joseph pointed out. "We can't put owner-operators in the same room
with the trucking companies." It was another dubious reference to the anti-trust laws, but before
anybody could voice objections, Mr. Joseph launched into the topic he was there to expound
upon.
"You've made your point," he told the drivers. "We understand your problem. Believe me, we
understand.
"Today there were three ships that didn't even come into the bay. Those ships went somewhere
else." He paused. "To another port. That's 1,400 containers. 1,400 jobs -- lost. Those jobs are
gone and won't come back." He paused again. "Another one or two ships are due tomorrow."
A driver spoke up, telling him that they couldn't live on what they were currently getting. "The
rates were set 10 years ago," the driver said. "Insurance rates have increased. Maintenance rates
have increased. Fuel rates have increased. We need a cost-of-living adjustment."
"The port or city council cannot change the rate," Mr. Joseph replied. "We can provide influence.
We can talk to the companies."
"We need a single rate," a driver told him.
"A single rate is against the law," said Mr. Joseph. "It would violate the anti-trust laws."
"We need to know what the shipping companies pay the brokers," another driver told him. I
assumed that by "brokers" he meant the trucking companies.
"Those are private companies," said Mr. Joseph. "It's not public information. We don't have the
authority to demand that information. What we do have is influence. Port of Oakland has
influence. We can make them understand. We can tell them that you need to make a living."
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Pablo, a driver sitting next to me, shook his head skeptically. "Do you really think the port
officials couldn't do something if they really wanted to?" he asked me. I told him I honestly
didn't know, but I shared his suspicion.
The port's Executive Director Tay Yoshitani put in a brief appearance, and expressed more of the
official empathy that we'd been hearing that day. "I know the problem," he said. "It has existed
for many years. The rising fuel prices, that's only the straw that broke the camel's back," he said,
and outlined some of the other problems facing the drivers. He assured them that the port was
trying to help them.
"The worst thing you can do is to shut the port down," he said. "That's not in anybody's best
interest. Please be patient. Jerry Bridges will be down to talk with you, he understands these
issues better than I do."
Mr. Yoshitani handed the meeting back to Mr. Joseph, who said, "Jobs go away, ships go away.
We are going to try to help as much as we can. We hear you. We really do."
"The fuel prices . . . ," A driver spoke up.
"We're going to use our influence to get the companies to come to the table, said Mr. Joseph. "To
tell them they need to come to the table."
"If you can't answer the questions," said the driver, "We don't need to talk with you."
Another driver, one who'd been silent till then, said, "We cannot ask questions because we are
asking the wrong source."
Then another driver reminded them of the interpreters, saying, "Four guys upstairs are
negotiating, the four representatives. Everyone should wait for them to return."
Finally Jerry Bridges, the Port's maritime director, showed up, and a driver sitting a couple seats
in front of me remarked to the others around him, "Esto es el mero mero." -- meaning this was
the guy who could make decisions.
Mr. Bridges began: "I have been with the port since September 4, 2001. I came from the
terminals, I'm one of those bad guys." He paused to hear a few chuckles. Then he said, "I respect
you."
Mr. Bridges continued, "We've had ships bypass the port. The port cannot remain closed. We
would like to see this strike stop," and explained that the companies told him they needed time to
talk with their customers, to work things out. He also recommended meeting four times a year to
talk about issues.
"We're all in this together," Jerry Bridges told the drivers.
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He also told them that each one of them was running a "business," that they should see
themselves as businessmen and as members of the middle class.
Did these drivers aspire to being middle class? I wondered. Maybe they did, but being unable to
make a decent living, that irrelevant line about middle class status must've sounded manipulative,
a slip in the performance of an otherwise consummate bullshit artist.
"I've spent 18 years around the piers, seen plenty of guys getting rich," a driver said to Mr.
Bridges. "We don't trust the brokers, the dispatchers. We don't know how much they keep."
Another driver added, "It's more than just the money. It's the disrespectfulness. The two-hour
waits. This has to be addressed because we're tired. We're running negative every week!"
"We were pushed to the wall."
"We woke up. If it goes to LA, the drivers there are going to wake up too."
Finally, at about 6:50 p.m., the four negotiators, "interpreters" as they had been designated by the
drivers, entered to give a summary of their negotiations with the trucking companies. There had
been very little progress, they reported.
"We have to negotiate the best deal we can," Jerry Bridges told the drivers, using the pronoun
"we," as though he was really empathizing with the drivers, on their side. "The companies want
to negotiate with you. They need time. Thirty days."
That's what he said, "thirty days." but in his next breath he called the negotiators back to try
again, promising that this time they'd be back in 30 minutes with results. I wondered how he
could suddenly offer a favorable outcome within half an hour, having just said it would take a
month.
One of the drivers stood up and turned to the audience. "Don't go back to work!" he said, "Don't
go back!"
"The companies want 30 days to work things out?" exclaimed another driver. "We gave them 10
years!"
The meeting dissolved into a break. Some people went out into the hall where they gathered into
groups to discuss the situation.
The four negotiators soon returned, this time with a list of thirty trucking companies willing to
comply with most of the drivers' requests. I was surprised at this sudden breakthrough, and so
were the drivers. They asked if this was really true, if they could go back to work the next day, if
the drivers who'd been fired would be reinstated, and many other questions. They were assured
that it was for real. It looked like the strike was over.
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The next day, Friday afternoon, I was surprised to find that the strike was still on. The drivers
were angry, feeling that they had been tricked at the meeting of the previous evening.
What had happened was that when the drivers looked more closely at the list of employers that
they'd been given, they found that the thirty firms on it employed a sum total of only about 200
drivers. There were about 3,000 drivers. So those 200 jobs were only a drop in the bucket. The
trucking companies who had the great majority of the job positions were offering no substantial
concessions.
The truckers showed me the list and went over it in detail, telling me about each company. Only
3 or 4 of the companies on the list employed 30 or more drivers; none employed more than 50.
Some of the companies on the list had gone bankrupt years ago. Others were companies that
nobody had ever heard of and appeared to be non-existent. "This is a joke!" a driver told me,
"They're just playing games with us!"
Meanwhile, the Port of Oakland had obtained an injunction against the strikers that morning.
Someone pointed to a bundle of papers lying out in the middle of the road. Nobody touched them.
They were copies of a temporary restraining order from an Alameda County Superior Court
judge.
Many truckers were leaving; they seemed to be ending their occupation of the port. Some said
they were just going home for the weekend; others said they'd be back to continue the strike on
Monday. Actually, nothing was very clear as to what would happen next.
The next morning I picked up the Oakland Tribune and read that port officials had gotten the
injunction after the drivers had supposedly "reneged" on their promise. "They promised
[Thursday] night that they would go back to work," a port spokesman was quoted as saying.
From what I had seen, the drivers had expressed a desire to return to work, but made no promises.
The port authorities had negotiated in poor faith, but the newspaper didn't report that. The
truckers knew they'd been tricked, but didn't see a way to win their battle at that time. The strike
and the occupation were over.

DANIEL BORGSTRÖM
The above is a rewrite of an article I originally wrote in 2004
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The following section is from:
Getting the Goods: Ports, Labor,
and the Logistics Revolution (2008)
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Pages 208-224
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