ERIC FEAVER
MEA-MFT PRESIDENT

: ,OUR POINT OF VIEW

ghanker

Permit me to step back for a moment from the
sound and fury of our state’s deplorable ab-
sence of enlightened progressive political leader-
ship; to step back from my own acerbic criticism
of the program cuts, miserable salaries, and em-
ployee terminations our regressive, bankrupt
politics have rendered inevitable; to step back for
just a moment to think about the origin and
meaning of our new union.

To do this, I have chosen to reprint here a truly
splendid opinion piece on former AFT President
Al Shanker. From a recent issue of Education
Week, the author succinctly captures and con-
trasts Shanker’s view of things with that of Presi-
dent George W. Bush.

[ urge your full attention not only for what the
author says about Shanker and the president, but
also for what he says about the dramatic, danger-
ous tension we suffer today between those of us
who believe that public education is the root of
our democracy and the strength of our commu-
nities and those who believe for their own par-
ticular, exclusive, self-interest that we must priva-
tize our public schools.

The author also talks about Shanker’s huge
commitment to a union movement that cham-
pions not only public education, but the rights
of working men and women in all sectors every-
where.

Shanker left an indelible stamp on public edu-
cation and the union movement in the United
States. In this regard, he was the most important
figure from the last century. His vision helped
drive the creation of MEA-MFT, the merger of
the former Montana Education Association and
the former Montana Federation of Teachers.

Some of you may recall, in October 1995, not
long before his death, at our already merged
MEA-MFT Educators’ Conference, we invited
both Al Shanker and then-NEA President Keith
Geiger to visit with us from the same stage at the
same time. It was an unprecedented, never-to-be-
replicated, memorable event in the history of AFT
and NEA.

Their joint presence alone spoke volumes
about what ought to be. At that time, as it was
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apparent MEA and MFT wanted to merge,

Shanker never said “Stop.” Neither did Geiger. .

Obviously we did not. ]
Again, I urge your careful reading.

Remembering Al Shanker
Richard D. Kahlenberg

Education Week, February 27, 2002
Reprinted by permission

ive years after his death, Al Shanker’s tough
liberalism looks better than ever.

When Albert Shanker, the legendary leader of
the American Federation of Teachers, died five
years ago this month, he was eulogized by Bill
Clinton and Al Gore, but he was also lauded by
education conservatives like Chester E. Finn Jr.
and Diane Ravitch. One might be tempted to
think Shanker’s cross-cutting appeal anticipated
George W. Bush’s compassionate conservatism,
except Shanker’s tough liberalism was in many
respects the mirror opposite: pro-public schools,
pro-labor, and unerringly colorblind.

Unusual brand of liberalism

At the time of his death, Shanker’s worldview
looked decidedly out of place, with the voucher
movement growing, labor crumbling, and po-
litical elites making their peace with affirmative
action in education. Today, however, with the
nation under attack, the very principles that Al
Shanker championed look particularly appeal-
ing, as Americans may be gaining a new appre-
ciation for certain enduring values: the unify-
ing power of public schools, the solidarity of la-
bor, and the need to avoid the dangers of racial
and ethnic balkanization.

Al Shanker’s unusual brand of liberalism was
forged in childhood, when the New York City
public schools of the 1930s and 1940s gave him
and many of his immigrant classmates the
chance for social mobility, and, as an adult, in
the 1960s, when he was caught up in the fight
over community control of schools in Ocean
Hill-Brownsville in Brooklyn.



The educationally sound impulse to give more
power to local educational communities took a
bad turn in 1968, when militant leaders in the
predominantly black ghetto of Ocean Hill-
Brownsville decided to dismiss 13 white school
teachers.

Shanker, then president of the local United
Federation of Teachers, said the teachers
shouldn’t be removed without due process, and
closed down the entire New York City school sys-
tem in a strike lasting more than a month.

Some of the community-control protests
turned violent and anti-Semitic. As Yale Univer-
sity’s Alexander Bickel noted, where in Little
Rock, white parents had shouted at black stu-
dents for integrating schools, now black militants
were shouting at white teachers for teaching in
black schools.

Turbulent times

Shanker was seen by some on the left as a re-
actionary, unwilling to give an oppressed minor-
ity a measure of self-government, and Woody
Allen mocked him in the film comedy “Sleeper.”
Allen’s character, frozen in 1973, awakens 100
years later and learns that civilization was de-
stroyed when “a man by the name of Albert
Shanker got hold of a nuclear warhead.”

Yet, if Shanker stood strong against the de-
mands of black radicals, he was hardly a
neoconservative. A significant minority of liber-
als sided with Shanker—Bayard Rustin, Michael
Harrington, Arthur Schlesinger, and Reinhold
Niebuhr among them—Dbecause he was fighting
in Ocean Hill-Brownsville not only against race-
consciousness, but also in favor of organized la-
bor as an institution to protect teachers from ar-
bitrary dismissal and for public schools as a uni-
fying force in the multiethnic society.

Indeed, shortly after Ocean Hill-Brownsville,
New York City’s paraprofessional educators,
largely African-American, voted to join Shanker’s
UFT, setting aside racial politics for a chance to
negotiate better salaries and career ladders. When
votes from Ocean Hill-Brownsville put the UFT
over the top, it was, said Shanker, his proudest
moment.

In the wake of September 11, 2001, Albert

Shanker’s tough liberalism suddenly
looks a lot better suited for the times
than George W. Bush’s much-trumpeted
compassionate conservatism.

The key difference is this: Whereas
Shanker appealed to the “radical center”
who honor democracy above all else, Mr.
Bush appeals to the “moderate middle”
who place free markets as the higher
value.

Of course, we're all democratic capi-
talists in the United States — democracy
and capitalism are usually mutually re-
inforcing — but on critical issues such
as schools, unions, and race, democratic

and market values diverge. While demo-
cratic values promote public schools,
organized labor, and nondiscrimina-
tion, market values favor private school
vouchers, a free-agent workforce, and racialized
market niches.

Where democracy seeks unity through um-
brella political coalitions (of gays, African-Ameri-
cans, and Latinos, for example), capitalism by its
very nature seeks ever finer segmentation of mar-
kets to meet individual consumer needs (a gay
cable channel, Black Entertainment Television,
and Univision).

Community and individualism

To be sure, there are some strong points of
overlap between the Bush and Shanker ap-
proaches. On foreign policy, Shanker was a Scoop
Jackson Democrat and a Cold Warrior who
would surely have stood strongly behind Presi-
dent Bush in his war on terror abroad. So too,
the president’s education bill establishes common
standards and rejects the “soft bigotry of low ex-
pectations,” ideas Shanker had fought for back
when Mr. Bush was still engaging in youthful in-
discretions.

But the similarities largely end there, which is
troubling for those of us who think that at this
point in history we could use a little more com-
munity and democracy, and are getting, instead,
an administration committed above all to mar-
ket-based individualism.

(Continued on page 14)
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