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“What workers learned in the 1930s was that standing together in large numbers, 
they could beat back the union busters and win the necessary wage increases and 
improved conditions. Fifty years later that still applies.” – Harry DeBoer, a striking 
Teamster in 1934, recounting his experiences in 1987. 
  
A  brief  introduction  to  Teamster  Rebellion    
	  

Teamster	  Rebellion,	  by  Farrell  Dobbs,  is  the  story  of  the  1934  
Minneapolis  Teamsters  organizing  drive.  It  describes  how  three  
successive  strikes  by  Minneapolis  Teamsters  in  1934  resulted  in  the  
defeat  of  the  Citizen's  Alliance,  the  dominant  employer  organization  in  
Minneapolis,  and  established  a  militant  union  local  that  reinvigorated  
the  American  labour  movement  through  creative  organizing  and  class  
conscious  leadership.    
  

The  strikes  by  the  Minneapolis  Teamsters  also  established  
industrial  unionism,  where  all  workers  are  organized  regardless  of  skill,  
inside  the    craft  union  dominated  American  Federation  of  Labor  (AFL).  
This  set  the  stage  for  the  11  state  organizing  drive  of  over-‐the-‐road  
drivers  which  transformed  the  Teamsters  into  a  million-‐plus  member  
union.    
  

In  1934  the  Teamsters’  struggle  in  Minneapolis  was  one  three  
major  organizing  drives  (the  others  being  the  Toledo  Auto-‐Lite  strike  
and  the  West  Coast  Longshoreman’s  strike)  that  began  to  turn  the  tide  
for  the  American  labour  movement  during  the  depression.    
  

The  author  Farrell  Dobbs  was  one  of  the  organizers  and  leaders  of  
the  1934  strikes  and  the  subsequent  11  state  organizing  drive  of  long-‐
haul  truckers.  The  book  is  the  first  in  a  four-‐part  series  telling  the  story  
of  the  Minneapolis  Teamsters  throughout  the  1930s  and  early  1940s.  
Dobbs  was  also  a  leader  in  the  Communist  League  of  America,  which  
became  the  Socialist  Workers  Party.    
  
So  why  read  Teamster  Rebellion?  
  

Teamster	  Rebellion  remains  one  of  the  preeminent  books  about  
one  of  the  major  American  strikes  of  the  20th  century.  Written  by  one  
the  participants  and  eventual  leaders  of  the  struggle,  the  book’s  
intended  audience  is  trade  unionists.  Dobbs’  writing  still  offers  valuable  
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lessons  on  organizing  and  strategizing  to  empower  rank  and  file  
workers.    
  

This  book,  about  a  union  struggle  in  1934  written  in  1972,  may  
seem  out  of  place  for  trade  unionists  in  2014.  However,  it  is  worth  
noting  that  the  Teamsters  then  were  organizing  in  an  anti-‐union  town,  
under  bad  economic  conditions.  They  were  faced  with  an  aggressive  and  
organized  right  wing  in  the  Citizen’s  Alliance  and  confronted  a  state  
government  that  talked  friendly  but  was  still  unwilling  to  take  on  the  
bosses.  They  also  had  to  navigate  a  conservative  union  structure  that  
dragged  its  feet.  The  workers  and  militants  were  trying  to  organize  a  
sector  with  relatively  low  union  density,  with  workers  located  in  
dispersed  work  sites,  with  multiple  employers  and  workers  who  were  
deemed  unskilled.  There  are  in  fact  many  similarities  to  the  challenges  
modern  day  union  militants  face.    
  

However,  it  would  be  wrong  to  say  that  we  can  or  should  draw  
exact  parallels.  Minneapolis  in  1934  is  obviously  very  different  than  our  
current  conditions.  And  we  should  say  Dobbs’  book  is  not  without  its  
limits,  his  first  hand  account  doesn’t  always  provide  the  best  political  
and  economic  context  to  understand  what  is  going  on  in  Minneapolis  
and  the  rest  of  the  country.    
  

Dobbs  also  doesn’t  devout  sufficient  space  to  the  crucial  role  
played  by  women  during  the  organizing  and  strikes.  A  richer,  though  
still  imperfect,  account  of  this  aspect  can  be  found  in  Elizabeth  Faue’s  
book  Community	  of	  Suffering	  and	  Struggle:	  Women,	  Men,	  and	  the	  Labor	  
Movement	  in	  Minneapolis,	  1915	  -1945.	  	  	    
  

Nonetheless  there  are  extremely  important  lessons  which  class  
conscious  and  politically  active  trade  unionists  can  draw  upon.  In  this  
way  Teamster	  Rebellion  remains  a  classic  account  of  union  politics,  
organizing,  and  strategy.  A  classic  we  contend  that  is  not  read  nearly  
enough.    
  

As  Bryan  Palmer  has  noted,  “Minneapolis  in  1934  matters  
because,  in  2014,  it  has  things  to  tell  us,  ways  of  showing  that  the  tides  
of  history,  even  in  times  that  seem  to  flow  against  change,  can  be  put  on  
a  different  course.”  
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How  to  organize  a  reading  group  
  
1. Ask  friends  and  co-‐workers  to  see  if  people  are  interested.  Ideally  
you  should  aim  for  a  group  of  people  between  4  and  10.  
  

2. Arrange  meetings  beforehand,  either  pick  specific  dates  or  
establish  a  routine.  Usually  having  a  weekly  or  every  other  week  
is  a  good  pace.  We  suggest  breaking  the  reading  group  into  six  
sessions  with  2  chapters  each  session.    
  

3. Pick  one  individual  before  each  session  to  start  off  the  
conversation.  Use  the  questions  below  if  you  are  having  trouble  
starting  the  conversation.  

  
4. Make  the  reading  group  your  own.  We  provided  some  guiding  
questions  but  this  is  your  reading  group!    

  
5. Remember  reading  groups  are  supposed  to  be  fun!  Keep  it  casual  
over  food  and/or  drinks.      

  
6. If  you  are  having  trouble  or  questions  about  the  reading  group  
email  us  editors@rankandfile.ca  
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Reading	  Guide	  

Session	  1	  
1. The Making of a Revolutionary 

• What events radicalized Dobbs?  
• Why was it important to be in the AFL-affiliated local union 

branch (Local 574)?  
• Why were the coal drivers in a good strategic position?  
• What picketing techniques were developed in the February 1934 

strike?  

2. Seeds of Revolt 

• What were the peculiarities of Minneapolis and its labour 
movement?  

• What did Ray Dunne and Carl Skoglund bring to the struggle?  

Session	  2	  
3. Plan of Battle 

• What was business unionism?  
• How did Cliff Hall and others try to undermine the strike 

movement?  
• What were the pitfalls and hidden opportunities of deciding to 

organize coal yard workers ���and drivers in Minneapolis in 1933?  
• Why didn’t the Communist League of America form an 

independent union?  
• What were the advantages and disadvantages of having a Farmer-

Labor Party governor of ���Minnesota?  

4. The Opening Wedge 

• What developments, locally and nationally, provided the" opening 
wedge" for a union organizing drive in Minneapolis?  

• Was the “beer bust” opportunist or tactically astute?  
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• Why didn’t the CLA organize a walkout when Ray Dunne was 
sacked?  

• What role did Bill Brown and George Frosig play?  
• Why did the February strike succeed?  

Session	  3	  
5. General Mobilizations 

• How did the CLA promote rank-and-file democracy?  
• What is the difference between craft and industrial forms of 

organization?  
• How were new union members recruited?  
• Why was the alliance with the unemployed so important?  
• What role did women play in the struggle?  

6. Organizing the Strike 

• Why was mass cooking necessary?  
• Why was a union medical centre necessary?  
• How did the general assembly function?  
• How did the union placate local farmers?  

Session	  4	  
7. Warfare Begin 

• How did Jack Maloney’s experience illustrate the problem with 
hospitals?  

• How did strikers equip themselves for picket duty?  
• What solidarity was provided by other trade unionists?  

8. Trickery in Negotiations 

• What are the “really revolutionary attributes”?  
• What role did the Communist Party play in the Teamster struggle?  
• Why is a degree of compromise involved in all contract settlements 

with the bosses? What ���necessitates such compromises?  
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Session	  5	  
9. The Strike Resumes 

• What pitfalls do union negotiators face?  
• Why were some trucks exempted from the July strike?  
• What was the importance of The Organizer?  

10. Bloody Friday 

• What was the role of the police?  
• Why didn’t the Local 574 leaders call a general strike after Bloody 

Friday?  
• How did the Local 574 leaders disarm the workers?  

Session	  6	  
11. Military Strikebreaking 

• What role did the National Guard play?  
• Why did the CLA argue to accept the Haas-Dunnigan proposal 

“with reservations”?  

12. War of Attrition 

• What did the Communist Party do towards the end of the dispute?  
• Should the striker leaders have conceded defeat after Bloody 

Friday?  

13. Local 574 Wins 

• What was the key issue in the settlement?  
• Why aren’t arbitrators neutral?  
• How were union structures strengthened by the dispute?  
• What was the role and impact of the CLA in the struggle?  
• What lessons can we learn, if any, from the book in terms of our 

current struggles? 
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Teamster	  Rebellion	  Timeline	  

November 1933 – Local 574 launches an organizing drive in the Minneapolis coal 
yards. 

January 5 1934 - Meeting sponsored by the Minneapolis-St Paul Regional Labor 
Board between Local 574 and coal yard dealers. 

February 2 - Local 574 votes to strike on 7 February unless employers recognize 
the union.  

February 7 - Strike begins. ��� 

February 9 - Local 574 drops all demands except recognition. ��� 

February 10 - Strikers return to work believing they have won recognition. 

February 14/15 - Elections in the coal yards. ��� 

Early March - Citizens Alliance calls meeting of Minneapolis employers to warn 
of impending union drive. 

April 30 - Local 574 presents demands to eleven trucking firms. ���Employers forms 
a committee that grows to 166 firms who designate Joseph R. Cochran as 
spokesman. 

May 1 - Meeting sponsored by Regional Labor Board between Local 574 and 
employer representatives. 

May 14 - Local 574 votes to strike on 16 May. 

May 16 - Strike Begins 

May 18 -Governor Olson attempts to mediate the dispute and end the strike. 

May 19 - Clash between police and strikers in the Market district. Strikers 
dispersed. Committee of 25 recruits special deputies. 

May 21 - Clash between police and strikers with inconclusive result. Thirty-seven 
injured. 

May 22 - “Battle of Deputies Run” between strikers and police and special 
deputies. Police and deputies driven from Market district. Two special deputies 
killed. 

May 23 - Governor Olson secures a 48 hour truce and attempts to mediate the 
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dispute. 

May 25 - Agreement reached between Local 574 and the 166 employers. 

May 31 - Agreement signed. 

June 14 - Local 574 informs Minneapolis-St Paul Regional Labor Board that 
employers are not living up to the 31 May agreement. 

June 16 - Employers deny the charges. 

July 6 - Local 574 rallies support for a strike through a mass meeting at the Parade 
Grounds. Workers set a deadline of 11 July for a strike. ���E.H. Dunnigan, US 
Conciliator arrives at the request of Minnesota Senator Henrik Shipstead. 

July 7 - Regional Labor Board issues interpretation of 31 May agreement 
concerning “employees”.  

July 11 - Workers vote for strike to commence midnight Monday 16 July. 

���July 15 - Meeting at Wesley Church of workers opposed to a strike. ��� 

July 16 - Workers confirm strike and endorse leadership at evening meeting. 

July 17 - Strike begins. ���Rev Francis J. Haas, representing the National Labor 
Relations Board, arrives in Minneapolis. 

July 19 - Police escort truck with “Hospital Supplies” without incident. ���Governor 
Olson and Father Haas believe they have secured a 48 hour truce with Chief 
Johannes. 

July 20 - “Bloody Friday”. Police open fire on strikers wounding 67 and killing 
two.  

July 21 - Chief Johannes announces temporary halt to convoying trucks. 

July 25 - Rev. Francis J. Haas and E.H. Dunnigan issue their plan for a settlement 
which becomes known as the Haas-Dunnigan plan. 

July 26 - Governor Olson declares martial law and institutes a permit system for 
delivery trucks. 

August 1 - National Guard raids strike headquarters. 

August 3 - National Guard raids Citizen Alliance headquarters. 
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August 5 - Gov. Olson orders General Walsh to revoke all permits and to institute 
a new permit system based on agreement to sign the Haas-Dunnigan plan. 

August 6 - Olson successfully defends his declaration of martial law against an 
employer-requested injunction. 

August 8 - Franklin Roosevelt visits Rochester, Minnesota and union delegation 
submits its account of the strike to him through Louis Howe. ���Jesse Jones, head of 
the Reconstruction Finance Corporation puts Father Haas in touch with C.T. 
Jaffray who represents the RFC in Minneapolis. 

August 13 - Haas and Dunnigan take a revised proposal to the Committee of 100, 
which supports the union’s bargaining team and rejects it. 

August 17 - P.A. Donoghue from NLRB arrives in Minneapolis to conduct 
representation elections.  

August 18 - Jesse Jones calls Barton, who contacts A.W. Strong, president of the 
Citizens Alliance.  

August 21 - Union ratifies modified proposal in mass meeting that night. ��� 

August 22 - Strike ends. 

 

Further	  Reading	  

Dobbs’ other books in the series 

Farrell Dobbs, 1973. Teamster Power. New York: Monad.  

Farrell Dobbs, 1975. Teamster Politics. New York: Pathfinder.  

Farrell Dobbs, 1977. Teamster Bureaucracy. New York: Pathfinder.  

James Canon’s work  

James P. Cannon, 1958. Notebook of an Agitator. New York: Pioneer, 75-94.  

Cannon’s articles from The Organizer bulletin, 1934 
http://www.marxists.org/archive/cannon/works/index.htm - 1941 

James P. Cannon, 1985. The Communist League of America 1932-34. New York: Monad, 
328-340  

• Learn from Minneapolis! 26 May 1934 
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http://www.marxists.org/archive/cannon/works/1934/learn.htm  
• Victory in Minneapolis, 2 June 1934 

http://www.marxists.org/archive/cannon/works/1934/victory.htm 
• Minneapolis and its Meaning, June 1934 

http://www.marxists.org/archive/cannon/works/1934/meaning.htm  
• James P. Cannon, 1944. The History of American Trotskyism, New York: 

Pathfinder, 139-168.  
• Lecture VIII: The Great Minneapolis Strikes. 

http://www.marxists.org/archive/cannon/works/1944/ht03.htm  

Voices from the strike  

The Organizer, Official Organ of the Minneapolis Teamsters Local 574 
http://www.marxists.org/history/usa/pubs/theorganizer/index.htm 

The 1934 Minneapolis Strike, Revolutionary History, Vol.2 No.1, Spring 1989. 
http://www.marxists.org/history/etol/document/usa/mpls01.htm 

Books about the strike  

Philip Korth, 1995. The Minneapolis Teamsters Strike of 1934. Lansing: Michigan State 
University Press.  

Bryan D. Palmer, 2014. Revolutionary Teamsters: The Minneapolis Truckers’ Strikes of 
1934. Chicago: Haymarket.  

Charles Rumford Walker, 1937. American City: A Rank-and-File History. Farrar & 
Rinehart: New York. http://www.marxists.org/history/usa/date/1934/1934-
mpls/amercity/index.htm 

Books that give some context 

Elizabeth Faue, 1991. Community of Suffering and Struggle: Women, Men, and the Labor 
Movement in Minneapolis, 1915 -1945. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.    

Jeremy Brecher, The Minneapolis Teamsters strike, 1934 
http://libcom.org/history/minneapolis-teamsters-strike-1934-jeremy-brecher 

Sharon Smith, 2006. Subterranean fire: A history of working class radicalism in the 
United States. Haymarket: Chicago. 
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