


Labor on New Fronts
By ROBERT R. R. BROOKS

I N the autumn of 1934, approximately 425,000 textile
workers took part in a two weeks' strike which was one
of the largest and most spectacular in American labor

history. "Flying squadrons," thousands of militiamen, flo,ods
of pro- and anti-union publicity, nausea gas and rifle fire, na
tion-wide radio hook-ups, mass funerals, and action by high
government officials all combined to drill into the public mind
the idea of a major social disturbance. "This is a commu
nist revolution," declared Governor Green of Rhode Island
as he appealed for aid from the federal army. Actually, the
strike marked the beginning of a period of decline for union
labor under the New Deal.

Decline of Labor, 1934-1935

A few weeks after the strike was settled it became clear
that the workers' demonstration of solidarity had failed. Tex
tile union membership rapidly fell away. In other industries,
wholesale losses occurred among the large newly formed
unions-especially in automobiles, rubber, electrical goods,
and metal industries. Distrust of union leadership and disap
pointment over results were evident among the rank and file
of many other unions. Rebellion against A.F.ofL. officials in
the 1934 convention lay close beneath the surface of the cus
tomary tide of turgid oratory. The Supreme Court's decision
against the NRA in the spring of 1935 hastened the retreat
of labor from the high point gained in its advance in the sum
mer of 1934.

There were two sets of reasons for this retreat. First
was the revival of the organized opposition to unionism which
existed in the 1920'S. Company unions incapable of real bar
gaining power, expensive and subtle anti-union propaganda,
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blacklisting of active union workers, hired spies, and even
physical violence against union organizers and members were
employed throughout the country.

Second, there were important weaknesses in the labor
movement itself. Union membership in some instances was
virtually a closed affair; frequently only friends and relatives
of existing members were taken in. Leaders were often con
tent to raise wages by cutting production at the expense of
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unorganized workers and consumers. Many important,A.F.
ofL. leaders were inclined to be cautious, conservative, and
unimaginative. Union organizing policies were out-of-date
in the face of the high pressure policies of modern business
and social life. There was no indication of an active effort by
A.F.ofL. leaders to purge the labor movement of corrupt
and racketeering elements. The labor movement remained
essentially non-political in spite of the fact that it depended
more and more on labor boards and similar agencies for its
very existence. Consequently, the decisions of these agencies
tended to favor the better organized, more vocal, and more
persistent organizations of employers and farmers. Most im
portant of all, however, was the inability or refusal of the
A.F.ofL. to carry out effective organizing campaigns in the
basic industries. Although technical change had rendered
craft·unions all but obsolete in such industries as steel, auto
mobiles, electrical goods, rubber, and aluminum, tradition
and the vested interests of leaders stood in the way of the use
of the industrial form of organization. As a result, thousands
of members deserted the industrial locals rather than be
divided up among the many craft unions.

Two important events suddenly reversed the downward
trend in union activity. The first was the passage of the Wag
ner Labor Relations Act, and the second was the formation
of the Committee for Industrial Organization.

THE WAGNER LABOR RELATIONS ACT

I N the spring of 1935, pressure from both inside and outside
of Congress, supported by A.F.ofL. lobbyists, resulted

in the passage of the Wagner Labor Relations Act. This law
was the outcome of two years of ineffectual attempts on
the part of code authorities and labor boards to check the
organized opposition of employers to labor unions. The act
restated the right of workers to bargain collectively through
representatives of their own choosing, and created several
safeguards for unions attempting to exercise this right.
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The National Labor Relations Board

In order to prevent employers from playing various
groups of workers against one another, the act set up the idea
of majority rule. It declared that if any union were found to
have a majority of workers in a craft, plant, or company, that
organization should represent all of the workers. The act
created a board of three members, gave them power to hold
elections or to determine in some other satisfactory manner
whether any labor organization had a majority of the work.
ers. This board, furthermore, is given power to determine
the appropriate unit for an election. In this respect the pow
ers of the N.L.R.B. differ sharply from those of the National
Mediation Board which deals with railroad labor.

The National Mediation Board is directed to hold elec
tions in each craft or class of workers appealing to the Board
for certification of representatives. Crafts are well estab
lished on the railroads by union tradition. In industry in gen
eral, however, particularly in the basic mass production indus
tries, this is not the case. Union traditions simply do not exist,
and it is difficult to draw lines of distinction between the vari
ous jobs. And when the lines are drawn, there is so great a
complexity and confusion of labor organization as greatly to
weaken the principle of joint action.

If the N.L.R.B. had been given directions like those of
the National Mediation Board, the labor movement would
have had fastened upon it by the government a policy of
craft unionism. The powers of the board were, therefore,
extended so as to permit it to discover, on the basis of the
facts, whether the bargaining unit should be the company,
plant, craft, or a subdivision of any of these. This power has
raised a series of very difficult problems which will be con
sidered later.

In addition to providing the labor board with power to
determine what unit would be recognized for bargaining pur
poses, the act defined a series of unfair labor practices. Em
ployers are forbidden:
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1. To refuse to bargain collectively with the authorized
representatives of their employees.

2. "To interfere with, restrain, or coerce employees" in
the application of their right to bargain collectively.

3. To encourage or discourage membership in any organ
ization by "discrimination in regard to hire or tenure
of employment or any term or condition of employ
ment."

4. "To dominate or interfere with the formation of any
labor organization or to contribute financial or other
support to it."

5. "To discharge or otherwise discriminate against an
employee because he had filed charges or given testi
mony under the act."

In this list of unfair labor practices, number one guaran
tees the right of workers to organize and bargain collectively.
Numbers two and three seek to prevent the employer from
using his economic powers, especially his right to hire and fire,
to obstruct the worker's right to organize. The employer is
not prevented from discharging or demoting for causes other
than union activity. The board is, however, given power to
decide whether discharge or other injury to an employee is
due to his union activity or to other reasons. These provisions
clearly outlaw the yellow-dog contract, that is, an agreement
under which workers are compelled to promise not to join a
union while in the company's employ. The closed (all-union)
shop is specifically exempted from these provisions unless the
closed shop involves an organization which has been estab
lished, assisted or maintained by the employer. Number four
is directed against company unions. Number five is obviously
necessary for the successful operation of the rest of the act.

How the Labor Board Operates

The labor board is given the right to receive charges
from workers of alleged violations of the Wagner Act. It
may appoint the lawyer who is to present the evidence against
the employer. It also selects trial examiners to hear the evi
dence presented by both sides in the case. Agents of the board

5



LABOR ON NEW FRONTS

thus act in the capacity both of prosecutor and judge, which is
also true of many other agencies of the federal government.

After the case has been presented before the trial ex
aminer, the evidence is reviewed by the board. The board may
then issue orders to the employer, and, when necessary, de
mand that he reinstate discharged employees either with or
without pay for the time lost. The board may also order the
holding of an election and direct the employer to bargain col.
lectively with the representatives of the employees.

If the employer refuses to carry out these orders, the
board may appeal to the circuit court in the district in which
the offense took place for an enforcing order. Similarly, the
employer has the right to appeal to the appropriate circuit
court if he feels he has been unjustly treated. The appeal does
not, however, postpone the application of the board's order.
When appeal is made to the courts, the board's findings of
fact "if supported by the evidence" are conclusive. The court
is expected to consider only objections which have been argued
before the board. If the court upholds the findings, it under
takes to enforce the orders. Violators of the court's rulings
may be punished by contempt of court proceedings.

As protection against misinterpretation, the Wagner
Act specifically states that nothing in it shall be construed as
limiting in any way the right of workers to strike.

The basic goals of the Wagner Act are twofold: It is
designed to reduce the number of industrial disputes by elimi
nating those which result from refusal by employers to bar
gain collectively with workers' representatives. It is also in
tended to strengthen unionism by removing obstacles placed
in its path by anti-union interests.

Effects of the Wagner Act

The success of the act in achieving these goals cannot yet
be measured. Between 1919 and 1934 approximately one
fourth of the strikes called were waged for recognition of
union representatives. After 1934 this ratio increased and did
not decline after the adoption of the act. Although hundreds
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of struggles for recognition have taken place at the ballot box
or been settled by action of the board which would otherwise
have been fought on the picket line, there can be little question
that many strikes have resulted from the stimulation pro
vided by the passage of the act. Many of these strikes have
been "organizing" strikes although they have had recogni
tion as their stated objective. That is, strikes have been called,
when less than a majority of the workers have joined the
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union, in the belief that the strike will encourage a majority
to sign up. The act is not designed to prevent strikes of this
kind and may well have encouraged them. To the extent,
however, that strikes for recognition have been replaced by
legal action before the board, the Wagner Act has been an
important instrument for industrial peace. Furthermore, al
though the board does not officially mediate in disputes, the
existence of the board serves to reduce the number of strikes
for causes other than recognition to the extent that it compels
employers to try peaceful b'argaining before precipitating a
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strike. During the first two and a quarter years of the board's
activities, it handled 1,256 strike cases. Of these, 957 were
settled. The board also averted 489 threatened strikes.

Since the act is not designed to prevent organizing strikes
or to force employers and workers to reach a peaceful agree
ment, the increased number of strikes in recent years may be
taken as evidence of the act's success in achieving its second
objective, that is, the strengthening of organized labor by
removing obstacles to its growth. Frequent strikes often indi
cate a militant and expanding labor movement.

The elimination of employer-controlled unions, the ex
posure of labor spying, the outlawry of the yellow-dog con
tract, the publicity given to physical brutality of some em
ployers' agents toward union organizers or sympathizers,
the analysis of anti-union propaganda both oral and written,
and the elimination of blacklisting and firing for union activi
ties have removed important obstacles to the growth of trade
unions. Unquestionably, the revival of the labor movement
between 1935 and 1938 is closely related to the passage of the
Wagner Act and the setting up of the N.L.R.B.

THE COMMITTEE FOR INDUSTRIAL
ORGANIZATION

T HE year 1935 also saw, in addition to the passage of the
Wagner Act, a development of perhaps even greater

importance to unionism. This was the formation of the Com
mittee for Industrial Organization.

Shortly after the 1935 convention of the A.F.ofL., a
group of industrial union leaders and one amalgamated craft
union leader set up a committee to carryon a program of mass
industrial organization. Under the leadership of John L.
Lewis, President of the United Mine Workers, this group as
sumed the title of the Committee for Industrial Organization
on November la, 1935. In its original form, the c.I.O. was no
more than a group of individual union leaders. The unions of
which they were the heads were not directly involved. It
denied any intention of competing with the A.F.ofL.
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The C.I.a. in Steel

The plans of the committee involved an immediate effort
to organize the steel industry. Steel was considered to be the
strategic citadel of anti-union territory. The Steel Workers
Organizing Committee was set up, and during the summer of
1936 carried on a campaign of unprecedented activity. Mem
bership growth was slow at first, but gradually gained speed.
In the autumn, company unions began to come over to the
S.W.O.c. in blocks. After the Presidential election, efforts
were increased and rapid gains were announced.

In the meantime, the A.F.ofL. Executive Council had
taken vigorous action against the c.I.O. Ten of the unions
whose presidents had joined the committee were suspended
from the A.F. of L. in September, 1936. This action was later
upheld by the October, 1936 convention of the A.F.ofL.
Throughout the winter of 1936-37 c.I.O. unions began, one
by one, formally to affiliate with the c.I.O. The exact nature
of this affiliation, however, remained unclear.

When the General Motors strike broke out in Decem~

ber, 1936, the c.I.O.' leaders decided to sidetrack the steel
campaign and to throw all possible resources into the winning
of the strike. The success of this strike gave' prestige and
impetus to the c.I.O. organizing campaign in the basic indus
tries, and at the same time added to the bitterness between
the c.I.O. and many A.F.ofL. leaders. It increased the mem
bership of the Automobile Workers' Union very rapidly and
set off a general explosion of stay-in strikes throughout the
Midwest, led by both A.F.ofL. and c.I.O. organizers.

In February, 1937, a year after the beginning of the steel
organizing campaign, the country was startled by the an
nouncement that, as a result of quiet negotiations between
John L. Lewis and Myron C. Taylor, the United States Steel
Corporation had come to an agreement with the S.W.O.c.
Subsidiary and independent companies hastened to follow
suit. Membership applications poured in to the S.W.O.c.
and scores of contracts were signed.
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Family War

While these events were taking place, about twenty other
national unions were becoming more or less formally affili
ated with the c.I.O. Some of these transferred as national
unions from the A.F.ofL. unions. Others were unions which
had for years been independent of the A.F.ofL., and still
others were formed under the guidance of c.I.O. organizers.
While the c.I.O. was increasing its membership, it was also
becoming more distinct in its structure. In May, 1937, at a
conference of A.F.ofL. union presidents in Cincinnati, all
state federations and central labor unions were directed to
expel delegates from c.I.a. local unions. Many state federa
tions and central labor unions complied with the order.
Others openly defied it or evaded the issue. Wherever pos
sible and necessary, the c.I.O. replied by setting up its own
local, district, state, and regional councils and offices. By this
time also the c.I.a. had begun chartering local unions in
direct affiliation with itself without the intermediation of na
tional unions. These local unions were an exact parallel to the
local trade and industrial unions of the A.F.ofL.

As the c.I.a. gradually began to encroach upon fields
in which A.F.ofL. organizations already existed, the A.F.
ofL. renewed hostilities. At the Cincinnati A.F.ofL. con
ference, "war" was declared. "War" took the form of char
tering organizations in opposition to C.LO. units already in
the field, and of boycotting products made by c.I.a. mem
bers. The Tri-State Mine, Mill, and Smelter Workers was
affiliated to oppose the C.LO.'s International Union of Mine,
Mill, and Smelter Workers. The remnants of the Progressive
Mine Workers in Illinois were given a charter in opposition
to the United Mine Workers. The Carpenters of the west
coast laid down an almost air-tight boycott against products
of the c.I.O. Woodworkers' Association.

Until June, 1937, the c.I.a. organizing campaign had
been a spectacular and almost uninterrupted success. In steel,
automobiles, glass, rubber, electrical goods, aluminum, metal
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mining, and a variety of other basic industries a high degree
of organization had been achieved. In transport, on and
around the sea, among professional workers, and even among
agricultural workers, strong groups had been established.

The 1937 Steel Strike

In the early summer of 1937, however, a setback
occurred. Although by this time all but a score of the impor
tant steel producers had signed some form of contract with
the S.W.O.c., this remaining group included some of the
largest and most determinedly anti-union firms in the indus
try. A "united front" of tlie most important of these firms was
created to resist the further advance of the S.W.O.c. Their
first move was to refuse to sign written contracts with the
S.W.O.c. even where oral agreements had been reached.
This amounted to a declaration of war against the c.I.O.
The.S.W.O.c. accepted the challenge and on May 25, 1937,
called strikes involving 77,000 workers against the Republic,
Youngstown, and Inland Steel companies. The stated de
mands were union recognition and written contracts for the
union's members. Later developments suggested, however,
that the union had not succeeded in organizing a majority of
the workers in these plants, and that the strike was called at
least partly for organizing purposes. Although the original
strategy of the union had not included a strike against Beth.
lehem Steel, it extended its action to cover the Cambria plant
of this company.

The four firms based their strategy against the strike
upon an elaborate version of the "Mohawk Valley Formula"
used against a group of A.F. of L. unions by the Remington
Rand Company in 1936. This "formula," as applied in the
steel strike, consisted of back-to-,work movements, ostensibly
spontaneous, but actually inspired and financed by the com
panies; citizens' committees organized by company agents
with local "civic leaders" as publicity media; vigilante groups
to raid and smash union headquarters; the use of "law and
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order" in the form of militia and police in Ohio and Chicago;
and nation-wide anti-union propaganda and local terrorism.
Eighteen dead and more than a hundred seriously wounded
was the union toll. On Memorial Day in South Chicago, ten
were killed or fatally wounded in what newsreels showed to
be an unprovoked attack on a holiday picket line.

The union, for its part, was driven into an unusually
"militant" campaign. The strike leaders, who were chiefly
from the coal regions in which union tradition is so strong
that a strike call meets a quiet and ready response, were un
prepared for the partial turn-out which greeted the declara
tion of the strike. In several communities, therefore, the lead
ers resorted to blocking public highways leading to plants and
to the use of mass picket lines in an effort to prevent "loyal"
workers and strike breakers from reaching the mills.

Responsibility for violence in an industrial conflict is
difficult to establish. It may be suggested, however, that the
list of dead and wounded furnishes a rough index. Against
the eighteen dead and more than a hundred seriously wounded
strikers, there were no militiamen, police, strikebreakers, or
non-striking workers killed or seriously wounded although
many were injured in open battle. Several union headquar
ters were smashed by vigilantes and scores of union cars over
turned. "Loyal workers' " cars were also destroyed and ston
ings of plants occurred.

As the strike wore on into July, increasing numbers of
men and women returned to work. The Inland Steel Company
detached itself from the "united front" and reached a vague
compromise agreement through the medium of the Indiana
Labor Department. Both sides unconvincingly hailed this
development as a "victory." On April 6, 1938 the N.L.R.B.
upheld the union with regard to the necessity for written con
tracts. In the remaining three companies, the strike gradually
petered out, although it was not officially called off. The union
diverted its energies to presenting to the N.L.R.B. evidence
ot company inspired and financed vigilantism, citizens' com
mittees, and police violence. In April, 1938, the hoard up.-
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held the union's charges; condemned the Republic Steel Com
pany for its "back-to-work" movement, its support to civic
anti-union violence and the riot deaths; ordered the rein
statement of 5,000 strikers; and disestablished the company's

1employee representation plan. In spite of this victory before
the board, however, the outcome of the strike itself must be
put down as a defeat for the union. Defeat, nevertheless, did
not stop the membership gains of the c.I.O. either in steel or
elsewhere during the summer of 1937. Rapid progress con
tinued through August and well into September.

The Denver Convention

In October, 1937, the A.F.ofL. held its 1937 annual con-
'vention in Denver, Colorado. The primary business of the
convention was the granting of power to the Executive Coun
cil to expel ten of the c.I.O. national unions which were first
to join the Committee. Somewhat surprisingly, however, in
the midst of this belligerent activity, the convention offered to
negotiate for peace with the c.I.O.

The C.I.a. Grows Up

The c.I.O. in the meantime was holding a conference of
union leaders, organizers, and regional officers in Atlantic
City. For the first time an announcement was made of the
financial plan of the c.I.O. The per capita tax of constituent
national unions was set at five cents a month as compared with
one cent in the A.F.ofL. The per capita tax of directly
affiliated local unions was put at fifty cents a month as com
pared with thirty-five in the A.F.ofL. Charter fees and an
nual dues for local labor councils were set at $25.

A twofold significance is attached to this announcement.
First, it marked a further step in the evolution of the c.I.O.
toward a distinct and permanent status in the labor move
ment. There remained only the adoption of a written consti
tution laying down the relationships between the committee
and its constituent unions. Secondly, the higher per capita
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creasing the scope of the power of union officers in propor
tion with the scope of the problem; second, by intense
emphasis upon the political education of the members, the
development of a critical attitude toward leaders and by
making the process of election, recall, and the laying down of
broad lines of policy thoroughly democratic.

Membership Gains

At the Atlantic City conference, the c.I.O. also made
public its estimates of membership figures. The original eight
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unions had by this time increased to thirty-two. This number,
however, included two unions, the Typographical and the
Hatters, which had not been expelled from the A.F.ofL.
and continued to pay per capita tax to it, but whose presidents
were members of the committee. The total membership of the
c.I.a. was estimated at about 3,750,000 as compared with
the A.F.ofL.'s 3,271,726.

During the year between the suspension of the c.I.a.
unions and the calling of the Atlantic City conference, the
new organization had approximately quadrupled its mem
bership. The A.F.ofL. in the meantime had secured about
800,000 new members and almost regained its 1936 totaL It
must be pointed out, however, that while A.F.ofL. mem
bership figures were based on actual paid per capita taxes,
c.I.a. figures are based on estimates which mayor may not
require that dues and per capita tax be paid up. The combined
membership of the A.F.ofL., the c.I.a. and independent
unions totalled about seven and one half millions.

Among other business attended to at the c.I.a. confer
ence was denunciation of the A.F.ofL.'s expulsion action.
Almost in the same breath, however, the c.I.a. offered to
negotiate for peace with the A.F.ofL.

Peace Moves

It was at first supposed that this exchange of peace offer
ings between the two conventions amounted to no more than
maneuvers for favorable publicity. As proposals continued
to be exchanged and committees repeatedly met and agreed to
disagree, it became apparent, however, that the two groups
were very much in earnest. Among the factors which brought
about this rather sudden change of front were the follow
mg:

First, there were signs early in October that a depres
sion was under way. Even while reviewing its triumphs of the
preceding year, the c.I.a. could not view without uneasi
ne~s the prospect of a depression so early in its career. The
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huge unions which had been flung together in the basic indus
tries might disappear in the face of mass unemployment as
quickly as they had appeared. These unions needed time and
money to consolidate their gains by establishing permanent
locals, union training and discipline, recreational centers, and
workers' education. They could ill afford to waste their
strength in conflict with the A.F.ofL. This was true to an
only slightly less degree of the A.F.ofL.'s new recruits.

The second factor was that conflicts between rival unions
in a score of areas had become so intense that both groups of
organizations, to say nothing of employers and consumers,
had been subjected to great inconvenience. Protest from the
rank and file, particularly in the A.F.ofL., had become in
sistent. Repressive measures were being resorted to by local
authorities in some instances, and public sympathy for the
labor movement was evaporating. The time was ripe for
facing these issues.

The third factor was political. Reaction against the New
Deal was at its height. The Administration was distinctly on
the defensive. The labor movement had gained in power
partly as a result of New Deal attitudes and legislation, espe
cially in the case of the Wagner Act. It could not afford politi
cal reaction.

It may be added, finally, that the c.I.O. had accom
plished much that it had set out to do. It had shown the power
of mass industrial organization. It had, furthermore, made
important advances among professional, clerical, and agri
cultural workers. It could afford to make peace.

After two months of negotiation, however, conferences
between the two groups were broken off although the forces
driving them together were stronger than ever. Conflict was
renewed when the c.I.O. accepted another A.F.ofL. union,
the Quarry Workers, in December, 1937, and took the lead
ing part in the formation of an affiliate in the furniture indus
try. In February, the A.F.ofL. formally expelled the United
Mine Workers, the Flat Glass Workers, and the Mine, Mill,
and Smelter Workers.
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New Issues

The two groups are not divided so much now on indus
trial unionism as on other issues. Although craft raids on
national and local industrial unions in the A.F.ofL. are
being continued, the A.F.ofL. made gains during 1937 in
the basic industries by assisting the organization of several
hundred directly affiliated industrial locals. Furthermore,
several powerful semi-craft organizations in the A.F.ofL.
such as the Carpenters, Electrical Workers, and Machinists
have created industrial departments in the industries pro
ducing the rnaterials on which they work.

The c.I.O., on the other hand, although it was origi
nally concerned with organizing mass production workers
where no organization existed, has since become involved in
conflicts with A.F.ofL. unions by creating or assisting organ
ization in fields where A.F.ofL. unions already existed. The
c.I.O. has become the means of organized protest against
autocracy, racketeering, corruption, and conservatism in some
A.F.ofL. unions. The c.I.O. welcomed the Woodworkers
department of the Carpenters because under the autocratic
control of the president of the union, the Woodworkers paid
dues but had no right to voice or vote in conventions. The
c.I.O. assisted the formation of the United Retail employees
as a challenge to the racketeering leadership of the Retail
Clerks' Protective Association (A.F.ofL.). The c.I.O.
aided the National Maritime Union to finish off the corrupt
and decrepit remains of the International Seamen's Union.
And the c.I.O. created the United Federal Workers to carry
on a progressive program among government employees in
opposition to the conservative American Federation of Gov
ernment Employees.

The objectives of the c.I.O., therefore, are not merely
the establishment of new industrial unions among the un
organized industrial workers. They include a fight against
institutional decay in the American labor movement. Conse
quently, c.I.O. leaders insist that if their unions are to re~
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turn honorably to the A.F.ofL., they must return with suffi
cient independence of the present dominant group in the A.F.
ofL., not only to continue the industrial organization cam
paign, but also to assure aemocratic control and vigorous
leadership to the members of its newly acquired unions.

c.I.O. leaders proposed that their unions be admitted
to the A.F.ofL. as a special industrial union department,
comparable to the present railway, metal trades, and build
ing trades departments, but with a greater degree of free
dom. c.I.O. leaders would thus be assured of independence
to carryon present policies. The A.F.ofL. declined this
proposal.

A counter proposal of the A.F.ofL. was that the ten
suspended c.I.O. unions be readmitted without question and
that the status of the remaining unions be decided by sepa
rate negotiation. No c.I.O. unions were to be readmitted,
however, until all conflicts were settled. The c.I.O. declined
this proposal and Mr. Lewis was subsequently publicly criti
cized by an important C.I.O.leader for this decision. He was
strongly upheld, however, by the majority of C.I.O. leaders
and by Mr. Tobin of the (A.F.ofL.) Teamsters' Union who
pointed out that as long as one point of conflict remained all
c.I.O. unions would be compelled to remain outside the A.F.
ofL. The c.I.O. leaders, as well as Mr. Tobin, also ex
pressed considerable doubt as to whether the A.F.ofL.
negotiators had power to come to a binding agreement. The
c.I.O. then proposed that all its unions be admitted to the
A.F.ofL. and that the settlement of jurisdictional conflicts
take place inside the federation. A.F.ofL. leaders replied
that they could not permit dualism or overlapping jurisdiction
within the federation. Back oHhis lay the probability that the
membership of the c.I.O. plus that of sympathizers in the
A.F.ofL. would be sufficient to give a margin of power to
c.I.O. leaders.

One further factor which makes c.I.O. leaders reluc
tant to give up their separate organization is the fact that the
letters C-I-O have an important value in many areas as an
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organizing symbol. c.I.O. leaders have noted that whenever
conciliation moves have been made, organizing results have
fallen off. They are, consequently, anxious that when recon
ciliation takes place, the identity of the c.I.O. unit be pre
served. The necessity for unity in the labor movement re
mains so great, however, that c.I.O. leaders may become
more willing to give up their separate symbols and prestige in
exchange for a compromise which will assure the c.I.O.
'equal voting strength when the thorny questions of jurisdic
tion come up for final settlement.

LABOR IN POLITICS

Labor's Non-Partisan League

BEFORE the break between the A.F.ofL. and the c.I.O.,
there was a minority group in the A.F.ofL., repre

senting about one-third of its voting power, which was dis
satisfied with the "non-partisan" policy of the A.F.ofL.
After the formation of the c.I.O. most of the leaders favor
ing independent political action found themselves in the c.I.O.
During the 1936 Presidential campaign, these men took the
lead in forming Labor's Non-Partisan League. They were
joined by a few A.F.ofL. leaders, including the present
Senator George Berry who became the nominal head of the
organization. The objective of the league was to unite the
support of farmer and labor groups for the reelection of
President Roosevelt and for the election of candidates ac
ceptable to labor in state and local government. This meant,
in effect, that the league attempted to line up the labor vote
for the candidates of one or the other of the major parties,
in most cases the Democratic party. This program was in
part responsible for President Roosevelt's large majority. It
also played an important part in the Democratic victories in
New York and Pennsylvania.

The leaders of the league consider this policy to be a
stepping stone between "non-partisan" politics and an inde
pendent labor party. Under the "non-partisan" policy of the
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A.F.ofL., labor is advised to vote against individual "enemy"
candidates and to vote for "friendly" candidates, regardless
of party. The league and its state and local affiliates, on the
other hand, have their own party organizations and symbols.
Candidates on the ballots of the league may be either the
nominees of other parties or they may be independently nomi
nated by labor parties.

After the 1936 election, the league became chiefly an
organ of the c.I.a. as far as its national officers were con
cerned. Labor parties, or farmer-labor parties, were created
or affiliated in most of the northern states. Many of these
existed only upon paper. In New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio,
and Michigan, however, the affiliates of the league exercised
a powerful influence upon elections between 1936 and 1938.

Labor in Local Elections

In New York, the American Labor Party has brought
together the c.I.a. and all but a small fraction of the A.F.
ofL. vote, and was a major factor in the reelection of Mayor
La Guardia.

In Pennsylvania, the labor vote, mobilized by the
league, resulted in the election of Governor Earle in 1936.
In the fall of 1937, the united support of both A.F.ofL.
and c.I.a. members brougnt about the election of a dozen or
more sheriffs, mayors, and burgesses in the coal and steel
regions. In January, 1938, however, the Executive Council of
the A.F.ofL. broke up this effective solidarity in Pennsyl
vania, by requiring the twenty-five per cent of A.F.ofL. dele
gates to the State Federation to expel the seventy-five percent
who were c.I.a. delegates, and to dissociate themselves from
the league and its activities. This action was partly respon
sible for splitting the Democratic Party in Pennsylvania into
several factions.

In Michigan, the first test of labor's political.strength
after the 1936 election came in the Detroit mayoralty con
test of 1937. The Labor Party candidate, supported by c.I.a.

21



LABOR ON NEW FRONTS

unions, was opposed by the combined vote of conservative
anti-labor groups and the A.F.ofL. unions. The result was a
two to one defeat for the Labor Party candidate. This was a
surprising show of labor strength compared to what would
have been possible two years before, but it clearly indicated
the disastrous consequences of disunity.

Civil Liberties

The forces which are propelling organized labor toward
independent political action are both local and nationaL The
most important local problems facing the labor movement are
civil liberties and relief. The labor movement depends for its
existence upon the preservation of the civil liberties. With
out freedom of speech, assembly, and press, the labor move
ment, if it continued to exist, would be forced underground.
The condition of the civil liberties in the United States is pri
marily determined by local or state forces. Throughout the
history of the American labor movement there have always
been areas in which the civil liberties have been denied to
union members or sympathizers. Ludlow, Colorado j Cen
tralia, Washington j Los Angeles, California j and Passaic,
New Jersey, are places whose names are associated in labor
history with anti-labor violence and suppression of civilliber
ties. Dearborn, Michigan j Dallas, Texas, j Memphis, Ten
nessee j Chicago, Illinois j and Jersey City, New Jersey, have
more recently associated themselves with this tradition.
Organized vigilantism during the course of the Little Steel
strike reached almost unprecedented proportions. If organ
ized labor is to preserve and extend its gains, it must be pre
pared to check both violent and subtle efforts to deny it the
conditions of its existence.

During the last two years, labor has realized increas
ingly that the fight for civil liberties is a struggle which must
be waged, for the most part, upon the political front. Recog
nition of this fact accounts for the increasing interest in the
election of mayors, sheriffs, legislators, and governors.
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Labor and Relief

From the earliest years of the labor movement, most
unions have tried to do something to protect their members
from the major insecurities of industrial life. Financial bene
fits, job-sharing, and remission of dues during unemployment
have been the major forms which this effort has assumed.
These financial benefit programs have been more important
as stabilizers of union membership than as aids for social
security. During periods of unemployment, union members,
who might otherwise have dropped out of the union, kept up
their dues in order to remain eligible for accident, old age, or
death benefits.

In 1932, the A.F.ofL. gave up its opposition to state
unemployment insurance. During the depression, the benefit
program of many unions disappeared. Labor, like business,
gradually came to see that the problem of social insecur
ity is so 'immense in scope that no institution short of the
federal government can hope to deal with it. Organized labor
informally acknowledged this when the great new unions in
the mass production industries set their dues at a point too
low to make financial benefit systems possible.

Although both unemployment insurance and work relief
are supervised by the federal government, their actual ad
ministration is very much affected by local and state political
conditions. Direct relief remains a local affair. Labor is vitally
interested both in the adequacy and the administration of
relief. The adequacy of relief obviously affects union mem
bers directly. The administration of relief may be used to
undercut union standards, or to break strikes. Control over
relief policies is exercised primarily through political machin
ery. Protection against inadequate or ill-administered relief
is possible chiefly through political action.

The depression which began in 1937, seriously affecting
employment among the members of the huge new mass pro
duction unions, further focussed attention upon the need for
local and state political action-either at the ballot box or
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through pressure groups. Bereft of financial benefit plans,
unions in these industries can hope to survive depression only
by transferring their attention and efforts from collective
economic action to group political pressure. Official announce
ments from c.I.a. headquarters show a full realization of
this necessity.

Problems Relating to the N.L.R.B.

Although organized labor, especially the c.I.a., is now
centering its political efforts primarily in the states and locali
ties, national problems also exist. The Wagner Labor Rela
tions Act has given powerful assistance to the labor move
ment. Amendments to this act or application by a hostile ad.
ministration, however, could render it an equally powerful
instrument for the destruction of organized labor as an inde
pendent institution.

The National Labor Relations Board and the Wagner
Act have been under fire from a number of directions. Among
the critics have been: the A.F.ofL.; the c.I.a.; lawyers'
groups; and employers' associations.

The attack of the A.F.ofL. and the c.I.a. has centered
around the issue of determining the appropriate unit for col.
lective bargaining. The A.F.ofL. has also attacked the
board for setting aside closed shop contracts between A.F.
ofL. unions and employers when the circumstances indicated
collusion between employer and union to exclude other unions.

As stated above, the N.L.R.B. has power to decide in
each case whether the unit appropriate for collective bar
gaining is the company, plant, craft, or subdivision of any of
these. Under ordinary conditions this would not raise serious
problems. As a result of the conflict between the A.F.ofL.
and the c.I.a., however, the issue in some cases has been
acute. If several A.F.ofL. craft unions, such as the Pattern
makers, Molders, and Boilermakers, and a c.I.a. industrial
union, such as the Steel Workers, were organizing in the same
plant, the question would arise as to whether the whole plant
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or the various occupations within it were appropriate units
for elections and bargaining. If the whole .plant is selected
and the Steel Workers receive a majority of votes, the Steel
Workers' union becomes sole bargaining agent for the entire
plant to the exclusion of the craft unions. If, however, the
board declares that occupational subdivisions of the plant
are appropriate units and the craft unions win their elections
in competition with the Steel Workers, s~veral craft unions
might win sole bargaining rights within their occupations even
though the Steel Workers received a majority of votes in the
whole plant. The result would be that the Steel Workers
would represent the unclassified production workers while
several craft unions were authorized to deal with the com
pany for their own classifications.

This is exactly the condition which the principle of indus
trial unionism is designed to eliminate. By the terms of the
act, therefore, the N.L.R.B. is caught in the crossfire of a
basic conflict between the A.F.ofL. and the c.I.O. When
the board is faced by competition between the two types of
unions and must make a decision, it cannot avoid taking sides.

The board has done everything possible to avoid this
issue by securing voluntary agreement, by delay, or by counte
nancing the formation of joint boards of the competing
unions. When these expedients have failed, it has fallen back
upon such factors as union traditions in the industry, the
degree of geographical, psychological or occupational sepa
ration· involved, and the payroll practices of the company.
These considerations are rarely conclusive, however, and the
board is finally forced to make a somewhat arbitrary choice.

During 1936 and early 1937, the board usually decided
upon the whole plant as the appropriate unit and was roundly
condemned by the A.F.ofL. In the summer and autumn of
1937, there were a series ,of decisions in which the board
allowed crafts to decide whether they would be represented
by the industrial union having a majority of workers in the
plant Or by the craft union which claimed a majority in the
craft unit. This amounted in most instances to predetermin-
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ing the result in favor of the A.F.ofL. unions. Consequently,
the board brought down upon itself the fire of the c.I.O.
The board has thus fallen heir to the conflict which has long
rocked the labor movement.

Recently the A.F.ofL. has ceased its attacks on the
N.L.R.B., because of the modification of the board's policy.
In the twenty cases in which A.F.ofL. and c.I.O. unions
have contested elections, the A.F.ofL. has won fourteen and
the c.I.O. six. The c.I.O. has also held its fire in recogni
tibn of the danger that continued attack might weaken the
prestige of the board sufficiently to enable anti-union amend
ments to the Wagner Act to be passed.

The N.L.R.B. and the Courts

Attack on the board by lawyers' groups because of
alleged shortcomings in method and a supposed bias cannot
be sustained after examination of the board's record. Dur
ing the first full fiscal year of the labor board's operation,
there were nineteen appeals to circuit courts. In only three
cases was the board denied enforcement of its orders, and in
no case were the board's findings of fact reversed because of
constitutional or other defects in the board's procedure. Of
ninety-seven appeals for injunctions against the board in Fed
eral District Courts, ninety-six have been settled in favor of
the board and one is pending. The charge that the board acts
as prosecutor, judge, and jury must be directed also against
other administrative agencies, such as the I.c.c., F.T.C.,
and S.E.e. It may also be repeated that employers who feel
aggrieved by actions of the board have full right to appeal to

. the circuit courts for relief. During the two and one half
years of its existence, the board has disposed of S9 per cent
of its cases by friendly agreement among the contesting par
ties. Fourteen per cent of the cases involving charges against
employers were dismissed. Twenty-two per cent of the cases
were withdrawn by workers' representatives. Of the remain
ing five per cent, by no means all resulted in decisions against
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employers. These aspects of the board's work have received
relatively little publicity. They indicate a remarkable suc
cess for a new and untried organization in carrying out an
extremely difficult task.

Proposed Amendments to the Wagner Act

The employers' attack on the board has taken the form
of a growing list of proposed amendments to the act. These
amendments are urged as a means of "equalizing" the posi
tion of employers and workers under the act. A large major
ity of the proposed amendments appear to be inspired pri
marily by opposition to unions as such, although they are
urged in the name of the public good. Several proposals, how
ever, merit consideration either because of their apparent or
real value.

Incorporation of Unions

It is often urged that unions should be incorporated in
order to render them "responsible," and in order to elimi
nate racketeering. The word "responsible" means, variously,
that unions may be sued for breach of contract, or that union
officers become publicly accountable for the union's finances.
In opposing incorporation union supporters adlVance five
points. First, American trade unions are quite as impressed
with what they call the "sacredness" of a contract as is Ameri
can business. Violations of contract by trade unions are rare
compared to the number in force. During the first full year of
the s.W.a.c., for example, no violations of contract by the
union have been reported among the hundreds signed. This is
a remarkable record considering the youth of the organiza
tion. The belief that unions are "irresponsible" has been fos
tered by interests opposed to unions by concentrating atten
tion upon the situation in the General Motors Company. In
this case, the bitterness engendered by the 1937 strike, the
impatience of union members, and the antipathy of foremen
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to the presence of the union resulted in many scores of viola
tions of the union contract. Responsibility for this situa
tion cannot be placed exclusively upon the union, nor would
incorporation eliminate these disturbances until the basic
causes have been removed.

Second, the officers and members of unions may be sued
as individuals for violations of law. When employers have
used damage suits against union officers and members, how
ever, the purpose has generally been to destroy the union
rather than actually to collect damages.

Third, the use of the injunction during the last forty
years has proved to be a far more effective method of pre
venting breach of contract, as well as of destroying unions,
than the damage suit.

Fourth, employers' associations are not themselves in
corporated.

Fifth, the mere incorporation of unions would not pro
tect them from the imposition of racketeering from the out
side, or the development of this tendency from within. Finally,
there are several dangers to a free labor movement in com
pulsory incorporation: (a) an employer may introduce a spy
into a union to commit illegal acts for which the union, if in
corporated, would become responsible. There are scores of
cases in which this has been done merely to discredit the union
through publicity. The incentive would be greater if the union
were financially responsible for the acts of employers' spies
who were technically union shareholders; (b) a corporation
is subject to state "visitation and inspection." Where senti
ment against unions is strong, "visitation and inspection"
might become a simple and effective means of relaying to
employers the shareholders (membership) list of the unions.
The effort of compiling blacklists would be much reduced
and the N.L.R.B.'s work considerably increased.

Of more importance to the employer, however, than any
of these considerations is the fact that federal incorporation
of unions would be necessary. State incorporation of unions
would be useless for regulatory purposes for the same reasons
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that state incorporation of business has rendered impossible
the regulation of business through the terms of corporate
charters. That is, incorporation tends to take place in states
with minimum requirements for incorporation. Many em
ployers who strongly favor federal incorporation of unions
are equally anxious to avoid federal incorporation of business.

Other Amendments

A second set of proposed amendments would provide:
(a) that employers may request the board to hold elections;
(b) that certification of employee representatives shall run
only for a stated time with regular elections required for re
newal; (c) that employers be allowed to campaign against
unions at election time. Labor's objection to (a) is that
employers would discredit unions by calling elections at the
beginning of an organizing campaign before the union had
time to secure a majority. While this is a danger, some merit
to the proposal may lie in the fact that jurisdictional conflicts
might be more quickly brought to an end if the employer had
the right to appeal for a board election to settle the dispute.
If the board could be sure that the employer's request for an
election were not a hostile move toward the union, this pro
posed change might be regarded as an improvement in the act.

Although regular elections would help to eliminate
"rotten boroughs" in the labor movement, it would swamp
the board with work unless the staff and funds of the board
were very greatly increased. During the first two years the
board has had difficulty in coping with 948 elections involving
339,373 voters. If compulsory annual elections were intro
duced, the board would have to deal with nearly 8,000,000

votes annually. The suggestion that employers be allowed
to campaign against unions runs counter to the basic philos
ophy of the act: that it is the workers' own concern as to
whether or not they wish to organize. It might be suggested
with equal appropriateness that workers be allowed to cam
paign against the efforts of employers' associations to organ-

29



LABOR ON NEW FRONTS

ize employers. Sympathizers with organized labor do not
urge, of course, that employers be denied the right to free
speech. They point out, however, that the proposed amend
ment would legalize unlimited expenditures for propaganda
and would thereby amount to coercion.

A third set of proposals have as their purpose the limit
ing of unfair practices by labor along with those by the em
ployer. Threats of physical violence against workers by
organizers, actual physical restraint or coercion, sit-down
strikes, extreme forms of boycott, and various forms of
picketing are some of the items listed as unfair labor practices
in these proposed amendments. It may be pointed out that the
use of threats and intimidation by union leaders is of dubious
value as organizing devices in that they insure instability and
impermanence of the organization thus established. It should
be remembered furthermore that many of these practices are
already prohibited by state criminal law and that the law is
frequently enforced with rigid, if not excessive, severity;
that other practices in most jurisdictions are partially or com
pletely enjoinable; and that loading upon the labor board the
task of preventing these unfair labor practices would result
in far greater delay of prosecution and punishment than is
now possible under state criminal law procedure.

A final group of suggestions is designed to make trade
unions more democratic. The first of these, the compulsory
publication of officers' salaries and expense accounts, would
have a good deal to recommend it if the provision were also
applied to the officers of trade associations, employers' asso
ciations, "citizens' committees," and "back-to-work" associa
tions. Second, the proposal that a union should not be allowed
to boycott the products of another group of workers as a
means of compelling them to join the boycotting union might
be welcomed by friends of organized labor.

If any of these proposed amendments are to be con
sidered, however, they should be examined with extreme care
lest the reopening of the Wagner Act become a field day for
interests opposed to unions as a whole.
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Wage and Hour Legislation

Labor is also vitally interested in federal wage and hour
legislation. There has been some fear among union leaders
that if the government performed this function, unionism
would lose much of its appeal. Recently, however, union lead
ers, particularly in the c.I.O., have come to feel that low
paid and overworked people are very difficult to organize;
and that the existence of low wages and long hours in unorgan
ized areas constitutes a threat to union standards. These lead
ers urge that minimum standards set by government need not
become the top limit; that wages above the minimum may be
established by collective bargaining; and that unionism may
retain the workers' loyalty by becoming a major political
force for achieving satisfactory government regulation.

CONCLUSION

T HE consequences of the last depression unleashed two
powerful forces within the labor movement: industrial

unionism and political action. Industrial unionism represents
an adjustment to changed industrial conditions. It is a recog
nition that modern industry has made workers increasingly
dependent upon each other. In order to encompass this inter
dependence, the scope of workers' group action had to be wid
ened, and delegated authority had to be centralized. This is
the essence of industrial unionism. The sudden forward thrust
of industrial unionism led by the c.I.O. also stimulated rebel
lion against inaction or oorruption in some quarters of organ
ized labor. The c.I.O. movement thus raised two basic issues:
first, whether democratic control over the labor movement
can be retained in spite of centralized administration; second,
whether the conflicts between A.F.ofL. and c.I.O. unions
can be settled in time to prevent the completion of a mutual
suicide compact. If organized labor is to remain an instru
ment of social progress, both of these problems must be met.

Political action is being imposed upon the labor move-
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ment by a growing recognition that many obstacles to its
progress can best be removed and many of its objectives best
be gained through the government. More specifically, the
elimination of organized opposition to unions, the preserva
tion ,of the civil liberties for workers, the achievement of
social security, and the standardization of wages and hours
are problems requiring the use of the machinery of the state
for their solution.
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