
Oakland’s General Strike
“a picket line in that country [Oakland] is more effective than a barb 

wire fence.”*- An Oakland mechanic, 1936.*  
	
	

In	2000	the	average	income	of	a	resident	in	Oakland	was	$21,936.	
In	2006,	18%	of	Oakland	residents	lived	in	poverty,	including	27%	of	those	
under	18.	Oakland	has	always	been	a	working	class	town	and	it	has	a	long	
history	of	militancy.	
	 In	1946	corporate	profits	were	
at	an	all-time	high,	but	working	people	
faced	rising	costs	of	living,	housing	
shortages	and	fear	of	unemployment	
(much	like	today).	Retail	workers,	mainly	
women,	who	worked	in	Kahn’s	and	
Hastings	department	stores	in	downtown	
Oakland,	began	organizing	unions	to	
fight	poverty	wages,	but	the	owners	of	the	stores	(united	as	the	Retail	Mer-
chants	Association,	or	RMA)	refused	to	recognize	the	union,	the	Retail	
Clerks	(Local	1265).	By	late	October,	both	stores	were	on	strike.	
	 By	the	beginning	of	the	Christmas	shopping	season,	with	truckers	of	
the	Teamsters	Union	honoring	the	picket	lines	and	refusing	to	deliver	goods,	
the	stores’	shelves	had	emptied.	So,	on	December	1	the	RMA,	with	Oak-
land’s	police	chief,	the	county	sheriff,	the	district	attorney	and	the	head	of	the	
central	bank	–the	city’s	ruling	class-	hired	non-union	workers	(a.k.a.,	scabs)	
to	move	a	half	a	million	dollars	worth	of	goods	into	the	stores,	smashing	the	
picket	line	with	the	help	of	over	300	police.	
	 Al	Brown,	a	streetcar	operator,	refused	police	orders	to	drive	his	
streetcar	into	the	strike	zone.	He	didn’t	just	refuse	to	drive	-	he	ripped	out	
the	controls	of	his	streetcar,	disabling	it,	and	called	on	co-workers	to	do	the	
same.	Other transit operators and truckers joined the striking retail 
clerks the morning of December 2, making what was a struggle of one 
group of workers the struggle of all the workers of Oakland.	

	 In	1946,	there	were	six	general	strikes	where	workers	shut	down	entire	
cities	throughout	the	US.	Oakland’s	was	the	last	one	of	that	year,	and	the	last	
US	general	strike	ever	since.	In	1946,	there	were	4,985	strikes	with	4.6	million	
workers	participating.	The	owners	and	bosses	lost	116	million	hours	worth	of	
work-time	due	to	such	strikes.	Workers demonstrated their power - but did 
they win?
	 Whatever	was	won	60	years	ago,	has	largely	been	lost.	With	unemploy-
ment,	poverty,	violence	on	the	street,	millions	locked	up	in	jails…	let’s	put	the	
lessons	of	the	past	into	action! The Oakland general strike proves working 
people can shut down society – and shows we can run it too.

“The General Strike has taught the working class more in four days than years 
of talking could have done.”	A.J.	(Arthur	James)	Balfour	(British	Prime	Minis-
ter	from	1902-1905)

“If we are going to get equality, if we are going to get adequate wages, we are 
going to have to struggle for it… I’m telling you what you ought to do, and 
you’re together here enough to do it. In a few days you ought to get together 
and just have a general work stoppage in the city of Memphis.”
Martin	Luther	King	Jr,	March	18,	1968.	(Assassinated	April	4,	1968)

	 “The [Oakland general strike was the] first move in a revolution that could 
lead to an overthrow of government.”	Dave	Beck,	International	vice-president	
of	the	AFL	Teamster	Union.	Oakland	Tribune	Dec	5,	1946.

  GENERAL STRIKES in 1946	
  l	Machinists	in	Stamford,	CT	
  l	Transit	workers	in	Lancaster,	PA
  l	City	employees	in	Houston,	TX	
  l	City	employees	in	Rochester,	NY
  l	Electrical	workers	in	Pittsburg,	PA
  l	Retail	clerks	in	Oakland,	CA
	
	
*From	Richard	Boyden’s	Ph.D.	dissertation	entitled:	“The	San	Francisco	Machinists	from	Depression	to	Cold	War,	
1930-1950.”	U.C.	Berkeley,	1988.	
**From	the	pamphlet:	Class	War	Lessons:	From	Direct	Action	on	the	Job	to	the	1946	Oakland	General	Strike,	IDP	Edi-
tions,	2007.																																																																																																								CONTACT: Bay.strikes@gmail.com.



	 A	general	strike	had	been	born.	Stan	Weir,	blue	collar	intellectual	and	
participant	in	the	strike,	reports:

	
The	 union	 drivers	 of	 streetcars,	 buses,	 and	 trucks	 refused	 to	 watch	 two	 strikes	 being	
broken.	By	stranding	thousands	of	work-bound	people	in	the	heart	of	the	city,	they	had	
called	the	Oakland	general	strike.	It	was	December	2,	1946.	No	officials	had	announced	
or	were	leading	it.	It	was	just	that	we	were	all	unable	to	get	to	work.
Our	block	began	 to	organize	within	 the	next	hour.	The	 same	was	happening	 in	other	
blocks	we	could	see	across	Telegraph	Avenue.	Bars	could	stay	open	if	they	served	only	
beer	 and	 turned	 up	 their	 jukeboxes.	The	 prescription	 counters	 inside	 drugstores	 were	
open.	Hamburger	stands	and	coffee	shops	would	remain	open,	but	large	restaurants	were	
encouraged	to	close.	Dancing	in	the	streets	started	slowly	because	there	were	more	men	
than	women	standing	around.	It	was	in	full	swing	a	short	while	later	as	women	convinced	
the	men	that	they	knew	how	to	dance.**

	 Reporters	and	photographers	suspected	of	being	from	the	corporate	
press	were	literally	beaten	off	the	streets,	and	the	strikers	were	quick	to	shut	
down	four	major	East	Bay	newspapers	(including	the	Oakland	Post-Enquirer	
and	Oakland	Tribune).	Teamsters	refused	to	deliver	the	San	Francisco	dailies.	
They	knew	from	experience	whose	side	the	media	is	on…*	
	 In	reaction	to	the	actions	of	the	workers,	the	Alameda	County	Central	
Labor	Council	declared	a	“Work	Holiday”	to	begin	the	next	morning.	By	the	
strike’s	first	“official”	day,	December	3,	over	130,000	workers	from	142	Ameri-
can	Federal	of	Labor	(AFL)	unions	joined	the	strike.	But	it	was	the	workers’	
own	sense	of	solidarity	that	really	started	the	whole	thing.	
Stan	Weir	describes	a	militant	rally:	
	

[a	bus-driver	and	WWII	veteran]	sang	out,	“Fall	in!”	and	about	a	hundred	men	lined	up	
and	he	put	them	through	close	order	drill.	Pretty	soon	there	were	several	hundred	going	
through	this	close	order	drill.	They	marched	on	City	Hall	and	demanded	to	see	the	mayor.	
He	wasn’t	in,	of	course.**

	 Although	the	workers	started	the	strike	themselves	and	showed	signs	
of	self-organization,	their	union	“leaders”	were	more	conservative.	A	meeting	
arranged	by	the	labor	leaders	was	attended	by	15,000,	with	an	overflow	crowd	
of	10,000	listening	to	loudspeakers	outside	in	the	rain.	Robert	Ash	of	the	Labor	
Council	later	said	that	if	the	crowd	had	decided	to	march	on	city	hall,	“I	think	
they’d	have	taken	it	apart,	brick	by	brick.”	Unfortunately	it	was	people	like	
him	that	prevented	that	from	happening.	
	 	
	

	
	 The	General	Strike	ended	the	next	day,	Thursday	December	4,	after	of-
ficially	lasting	54	hours.	Dave	Beck,	a	bureaucratic	Teamster	official,	had	been	
against	it	from	the	beginning,	saying	that	it	was	“more	like	a	revolution	than	an	
industrial	dispute.”	Behind	the	scenes	he	did	everything	he	could	to	end	it.	The	
Labor	Council	negotiated	behind	closed	doors	and	ended	the	strike	with	the	
promise	from	Oakland’s	ruling	class	that	they	would	never	again	use	the	police	
to	escort	scabs	–	which	they	violated	less	than	24	hours	later.	
	 Strikers	learned	of	the	strikes’	end	from	a	sound	truck	sent	by	the	Labor	
Council.	Some	clerks	at	Kahn’s	and	Hastings’	department	stores	were	brought	
to	tears	by	the	betrayal.	Despite	the	official	call	to	end	the	strike,	many	truck-
ers,	car-men,	machinists,	and	culinary	workers	chose	to	stay	on	the	picket	lines	
with	the	retail	clerks,	who	had	to	wait	5	months	to	finally	get	a	contract.	
	 The	officials	of	the	Alameda	Central	Labor	Council	did	not	start	the	
strike,	but	they	negotiated	its	end.	The	raw	power	of	the	strike	lay	with	the	
workers,	but	the	labor	officials	held	decision-making	power.	Stan	Weir	admits	
the	fact	that	some	workers	wanted	to	lead	the	strike	themselves,	but	they	did	
little	to	take	leadership	into	their	own	hands:		

	 	 	 	 	Looking	back,	 I	 must	 also	note	 that	 at	 no	 point	 during	 the	 strike	did	 any	of	 us	
downtown	 Oakland	 strikers…express	 the	 ideas	 that	 were	 already	 kicking	 around	
among	 us:	 “We	 can	 lead	 this	 strike	 ourselves.”	 “Let’s	 send	 out	 a	 dozen	 commit-
tees	 from	 one	 block	 to	 the	 other	 blocks	 to	 say	 this	 out	 in	 the	 open.”	 “Our	 leader-
ship	 will	 be	 the	 representative	 committees	 from	 every	 central	 downtown	 block.”**	

	 The	strikers	were	not	organizationally	prepared	to	go	against	the	police,	
city	officials,	big	business,	and	the	AFL	union	officials,	and	still	win.	


