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WHAT ARE THE MOST PRESSING PROBLEMS FACING
ORGANIZATIONS TODAY? Lack of employee motivation, poor quality,

lowered productivity, high absenteeism and product sabotage top the current list
of concerns.

—UCLA Center for Quality of Working Life (1976)
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‘Economic Survival’

Global Unionism
Heralded as Key
To Labor Future

By LASZLO K. DOMJAN

ST. LOUIS (UPI)—A longtime labor leader-
tumed-university professer believes global unions
are needed to bargain with the growing number
of multinational corporations.

“It’s a matter of economic survival,”” Ernest
Calloway said.

Calloway keeps track of interlocking direc-
torates and big-money power plays as part of his
duties as a profcssor of urban affairs at St.
Louis University. He joined the university after
retiring as the longtime research director for
the Joint Council of Teamsters.

Without unions that cross national boundary
lines, organized labor has no way to deal with
a corporation that can quickly shift operations
from the United States to Asian countries, Callo-
way said.

IN SUCH cases a company finds workers
whose wages may be less than a tenth of those
of American workers and who are willing to put
in long hours and six-day weeks without extra
reward.

“It has been the historic pattern of American
unions {o follow the growth patterns of industry,”
Calloway said.

“If corporations are global, then we need
global unions to bargain with them.”

Calloway said the leadership of organized
labor :s aware of the problems posed by interna-
tional corporations, and some of the labor hier-
archy is getting around to the global union con-
cept. However, he believes the unions are mov-
ing too slowly.

The automobile and shoe industries are prime
examples of foreign competition which has cost
American workers their jobs,” he said.

Page 3



.
.
|

Page 4

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Preface ......
WhoKnIIedNedLudd7
Unionization in Amerlca

Organized Labor versus ““The Revolt Agamst Work

The CritichLUoONTEEE. . » ¢ ¢ o000 o5 o aisiss
More on Organized Labor .. ...........
Unionism and the Labor Front . ........
Return of the Luddites . . . . . ... .......

Page 5

Preface

| have held a variety of blue-collar and white-collar jobs, which provide some
practical background to these essays. In addition to membership in several locals
of such unions as the Qil, Chemical and Atomic Workers and the Teamsters, |
was, in 1968 and 1969 respectively, vice president and president of the San
Francisco Social Services Employees Union.

It would be a great error not to acknowledge the critical work done by Paula
on the topics dealth with here. It is primarily her exacting sense of autonomy
which disallows her being listed as co-author.

These essays have been published or reprinted by such outlets as Black &
Red/New Space, Echanges et Mouvement, Fifth Estate, Internationale
Korrespondentie, Les Temps Modernes, Solidarity, and Telos.

John Zerzan
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(A papier-mache likeness of Ned Ludd is one of the) symbols of the days
that have gone, a reminder of what the workers” attitude to the new ideas might
be if the unions had not grown strong and efficient.

—Trades Union Congress magazine Labour, at the
time of the Production Exhibition, 1956

In England, the first industrial nation, and beginning in textiles, capital’s first
and foremost enterprise there, arose the widespread revolutionary movement
(between 1810 and 1820) known as Luddism. The challenge of the Luddite
risings - and their defeat - was of very great importance to the subsequent course
of modern society. Machine-wrecking, a principal weapon, pre-dates this period,
to be sure; Darvall accurately termed it “perennial’” throughout the 18th
century, in good times and bad. And it was certainly not confined to either
textile workers or England. Farm workers, miners, millers, and many others
joined in destroying machinery, often against what would generally be termed
their own ‘economic interests.” Similarly, as Fulop-Miller reminds us, there were
the workers of Eurpen and Aix-la-Chapelle who destroyed the important
Cockerill Works, the spinners of Schmollen and Crimmitschau who razed the
mills of those towns, and countless others at the dawn of the Industrial
Revolution.

Nevertheless, it was the English cloth workers - knitters, weavers, spinners,
croppers, shearmen, and the like - who initiated a movement, which “in sheer
insurrectionary fury has rarely been more widespread in English history,” as
Thompson wrote, in what is probably an understatement. Though generally
characterized as a blind, unorganized, reactionary, limited, and ineffective
upheaval, this ‘instinctive’ revolt against the new economic order was very
successful for a time and had revolutionary aims. Strongest in the more
developed areas, the central and northern parts of the country especially, The
Times of February 11, 1812 described ‘“‘the appearance of open warfare” in
England. Vice-Lieutenant Wood wrote to Fitzwilliam in the government on June
17, 1812 that “except for the very spots which were occupied by Soldiers, the
Country was virtually in the possession of the lawless.”” The Luddites indeed
were irresistible at several moments in the second decade of the century and
developed a very high morale and self-consciousness. As Cole and Postgate put it,

““Certainly there was no stopping the Luddites. Troops ran up and down
helplessly, baffled by the silence and connivance of the workers.”” Further, an
examination of newspaper accounts, letters, and leaflets reveals insurrection as
the stated intent: for example, “‘all Nobles and tyrants must be brought down,”
read part of a leaflet distributed in Leeds. Evidence of explicit general
revolutionary preparations was widely available in both Yorkshire and
Lancashire, for instance, as early as 1812.

An immense amount of property was destroyed, including vast numbers of
textile frames which had been redesigned for the production of inferior goods.
In fact, the movement took its name from young Ned Ludd, who, rather than do
the prescribed shoddy work, took a sledge-hammer to the frames at hand. This
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insistence on either the control of the productive processes or the annihilation of
them fired the popular imagination and brought the Luddites virtually
unanimous support. Hobsbawm declared that there existed an “‘overwhelming
sympathy for machine-wreckers in all parts of the population,” a condition
which by 1813, according to Churchill, “had exposed the complete absence of

~ means of preserving public order.” Frame-breaking had been made a capital

offense in 1812 and increasing numbers of troops had to be dispatched, to a
point exceeding the total Wellington had under his command against Napoleon.
The army, however, was not only spread very thin, but was often found
unreliable due to its own sympathies and the presence of many conscripted
Luddites in the ranks. Likewise, the local magistrates and constabulary could not
be counted upon, and a massive spy system proved ineffective against the real
solidarity of the populace. As might be guessed the volunteer militia, as detailed
under the Watch and Ward Act, served only to ‘‘arm the most powerfully
disaffected,” according to the Hammonds, and thus the modern professional
police system had to be instituted, from the time of Peel.

Intervention of this nature could hardly have been basically insufficient,
though, especially given the way Luddism seemed to grow more revolutionary
from event to event. Cole and Postgate, for instance, described the post-1815
Luddites as more radical than those previous and from this point imputes to
them that they ‘‘set themselves against the factory system as a whole.” Also,
Thompson observed that as late as 1819 the way was still open for a successful
general insurrection.

Required against what Mathias termed “‘the attempt to destroy the new
society,” was a weapon much closer to the point of production, namely the
furtherance of an acceptance of the fundamental order in the form of trade
unionism. Though it is clear that the promotion of trade unionism was a
consequence of Luddism as much as the creation of the modern police was, it
must also be realized that there had existed a long-tolerated tradition of
unionism among the textile workers and others prior to the Luddite risings.
Hence, as Morton and Tate almost alone point out, the machine-wrecking of this
period cannot be viewed as the despairing outburst of workers having no other
outlet. Despite the Combination Acts, which were an unenforced ban on unions
between 1799 and 1824, Luddism did not move into a vacuum but was
successful for a time in opposition to the refusal of the extensive union
apparatus to compromise capital. In fact, the choice between the two was
available and the unions were thrown aside in favor of the direct organization of
workers and their radical aims.

During the period in question it is quite clear that unionism was seen as
basically distinct from Luddism and promoted as such, in the hope of absorbing
the Luddite autonomy. Contrary to the fact of the Combination Acts, unions
were often held to be legal in the courts, for example, and when unionists were
prosecuted they generally received light punishment or none whatever, whereas
the Luddites were usually hanged. Some members of Parliament openly blamed
the owners for the social distress, for not making full use of the trade union path
of escape. This is not to say that union objectives and control were as clear or
pronounced as they are to all today, but the indispensible role of unions vis-a-vis
capital was becoming clear, illumined by the crisis at hand and the felt necessity
for allies in the pacification of the workers. Members of Parliament in
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the Midlands counties urged Gravenor Henson, head of the Framework Knitters
Union, to combat Luddism—as if this were needed. His method of promoting

restraint was of course his tireless advocacy of the extension of union strength.
The Framework Knitters Committee of the union, according to Church’s study
of Nottingham, “issued specific instructions to workmen not to damage frames.”
And the Nottingham Union, the major attempt at a general industrial union,

likewise set itself against Luddism and never employed violence.

If unions were hardly the allies of the Luddites, it can only be said that they
were the next stage after Luddism in the sense that unionism played the critical
role in its defeat through the divisions, confusion, and deflection of energies the
unions engineered. It “replaced’’ Luddism in the same way that it rescued the
manufacturers from the taunts of the children in the streets, from the direct
power of the producers. Thus the full recognition of unions in the repeal acts in
1824 and 1825 of the Combination Acts ‘“had a moderating effect upon popular
discontent,”” in Darvall’s words. The repeal efforts, led by Place and Hume, easily
passed an unreformed Parliament, by the way, with much pro-repeal testimony
from employers as well as from unionists, with only a few reactionaries opposed.
In fact, while the conservative arguments of Place and Hume included a
prediction of fewer strikes post-repeal, many employers understood the
cathartic, pacific role of strikes and were not much dismayed by the rash of
strikes which attended repeal. The repeal Acts of course officially delimited
unionism to its traditional marginal wages and hours concern, a legacy of which
is the universal presence of ‘‘management’s rights” clauses in collective
bargaining contracts to this day.

The mid-1830’s campaign against unions by some employers only underlined
in its way the central role of unions: the campaign was possible only because the
unions had succeeded so well as against the radicality of the unmediated workers
in the previous period. Hence, Lecky was completely accurate later in the
century when he judged that ‘““‘there can be little doubt that the largest,
wealthiest and best-organized Trade Unions have done much to diminish labor
conflicts,” just as the Webbs also conceded in the 19th century that there
existed much more labor revolt before unionism became the rule.

But to return to the Luddites, we find very few first-person accounts and a
virtually secret tradition mainly because they projected themselves through their
acts, not an ideology. And what was it really all about? Stearns, perhaps as close
as the commentators come, wrote “The Luddites developed a doctrine based on
the presumed virtues of manual methods.” He all but calls them
‘backward-looking wretches’ in his condescension, yet there is a grain of truth
here certainly. The attack of the Luddites was not occasioned by the
introduction of new machinery, however, as is commonly thought, for there is
no evidence of such in 1811 and 1812 when Luddism proper began. Rather, the
destruction was levelled at the new slip-shod methods which were ordered into
effect on the extant machinery. Not an attack against production on economic
grounds, it was above all the violent response of the textile workers (and soon
joined by others) to their attempted degradation in the form of inferior work;
shoddy goods - the hastily-assembled “‘cut-ups,”” primarily - was the issue at
hand. While Luddite offensives generally corresponded to periods of economic
downturn, it was because employers often took advantage of these periods to
introduce new production methods. But it was also true that not all periods of
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privation produced Luddism, as it was that Luddism appeared in areas not
particularly depressed. Leicestershire, for instance, was the least hit by hard
times and it was an area producing the finest quality woolen goods;
Leicestenshire was a strong center for Luddism.

To wonder what was so radical about a movement which seemed to demand
““only’’ the cessation of fraudulent work, is to fail to perceive the inner truth of
the valid assumption, made on every side, of the of the connection between
frame-breaking and sedition. As if the fight by the producer for the integrity of
his work-life can be made without calling the whole of capitalism into question.
The demand for the cessation of fraudulent work necessarily becomes a
cataclysm, an all-or-nothing battle insofar as it is pursued; it leads directly to the
heart of the capitalist relationship and its dynamic.

Another element of the Luddite phenomenon generally treated with
condescension, by the method of ignoring it altogether, is the organizational
aspect. Luddites, as we all know, struck out wildly and blindly, while the unions
provide the only organized form to the workers. But in fact, the Luddites
organized themselves locally and even federally, including workers from all
trades, with an amazing coordination. Eschewing an alienating structure, their
organization was, wisely, neither formal nor permanent. Their revolt tradition
was without a center and existed largely as an “unspoken code”; theirs was a
non-manipulative community, organization which trusted itself. All this, of
course, was essential to the depth of Luddism, to the appeal of its roots. In
practice, “‘no degree of activity by the magistrates or by large reinforcements of
military deterred the Luddites. Every attack revealed planning and method,”
stated Thompson, who also gave credit to their “‘superb security and
communications.” An army officer in Yorkshire understood their possession of
a2 most extraordinary degree of concert and organization.”” William Cobbett
wrote, concerning a report to the government in 1812: “And this is the
circumstance that will most puzzle the ministry. They can find no agitators. It is
a movement of the people’s own."”

Coming to the rescue of the authorities, however, despite Cobbett’s
frustrated comments, was the leadership of the Luddites. Theirs was not a
completely egalitarian movement, though this element may have been closer to
the mark than was their appreciation of how much was within their grasp and
how narrowly it eluded them. Of course, it was from among the leaders that
“nolitical sophistication’’ issued most effectively in time, just as it was from
them that union cadres developed in some cases.

In the ‘pre-political’ days of the Luddites - developing in our ‘post-political’
days, too - the people openly hated their rulers. They cheered Pitt’s death in
1806 and, more so, Perceval’s assassination in 1812. These celebrations at the
demise of prime ministers bespoke the weakness of mediations between rulers
and ruled, the lack of integration between the two. The political
enfranchisement of the workers was certainly less important than their industrial
enfranchisement or integration, via unions; it proceeded the more slowly for this
reason. Nevertheless, it is true that a strong weapon of pacification were the
strenuous efforts made to the interest the population in legal activities, namely
the drive to widen the electoral basis of Parliament. Cobbett, described by many
as the most powerful pamphleteer in English history, induced many to join
Hampden Clubs in pursuit of voting reform, and was also noted, in the words of
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Davis, for his ““outspoken condemnation of the Luddites.”” The pernicious
effects of this divisive reform campaign can be partially measured by comparing

such robust earlier demonstrations of anti-government wrath as the Gordon
Riots (1780) and the mobbing of the King in London (1795) with such
massacres and fiascos as the Pentridge and Peterloo “‘risings,”” which coincided
roughly with the defeat of Luddism just before 1820.

But to return, in conclusion, to more fundamental mechanisms, we again
confront the problem of work and unionism. The latter, it must be agreed, was
made permanent upon the effective divorce of the worker from control of the
instruments of production - and, of course, unionism itself contributed most
critically to this divorce, as we have seen. Some, certainly including the marxists,
see this defeat and its form, the victory of the factory system, as both an
inevitable and desirable outcome, though even they must admit that in work
execution resides a significant part of the direction of industrial operations even
now. A century after Marx, Galbraith located the guarantee of the system of
productivity over creativity in the unions’ basic renunciation of any claims
regarding work itself. But work, as all ideologists sense, is an area closed off to
falsification. Work activities are the kernel, impervious to the intrusion of
ideology and its forms, such as mediation and representation. Thus ideologists
ignore the unceasing universal luddite contest over control of the productive
processes. Thus class struggle is something quite different to the producer than
to the ideologue.

In the early trade union movement there existed a good deal of democracy.
Widespread, for example, was the practice of designating delegates by rotation or
by lot. But what cannot be elgitimately democratized is the real defeat at the
root of the unions’ victory, which makes them the organization of complicity, a
mockery of community. Form on this level cannot disguise unionism, the agent
of acceptance and maintenance of a grotesque world.

The marxian quantification elevates productivity as the summum bonum, as
leftists likewise ignore the ending of the direct power of the producers and so
manage incredibly, to espouse unions as all that untutored workers can have.
The opportunism and elitism of all the Internationals, indeed the history of
leftism, sees its product finally in fascism when accumulated confines bring their
result. Then fascism can successfully appeal to workers as the removal of
inhibitions, as the ““Socialism of Action,” etc. - as revolutionary - it should be
made clear how much was buried with the Luddites and what a terrible
anti-history was begun.

There are those who already again fix the label of “age of transition” on
today’s growing crisis, hoping all will turn out nicely in another defeat for the
luddites. We see today the same need to enforce work discipline as in the earlier
period, and the same awareness by the population of the meaning of “progress.”’
But quite possibly we now can recognize all our enemies the more clearly, so
that this time the transition can be in the hands of the creators.

Page 13
4
0 0
N
2T¢
qu
V) L
g O
0 3
£ <9
E -
5 32
") L
[+, ] 2:
. S o
"g wnm O
-
: || |3
o - o o —
- ¥ o e 5 O
Z v S - 7 7 = 2
> 9 O w e O 0 o
U o w -— 8
T 2 {“,% "z'cz, .3 z 2
O g uw O F g Z O > 3o
2 £ b oY < > < o3
9 o o3 = U S 2
y 4
O w 5 -7 e J
I x © L
w R O - §
< o - o
£ - < Q
< <
£ o
g"
e - )
S £ e
o =
S<
] 3
[ g -Ecg_:
= [ vt o35
= o s8:88
: : 813




Page 15

<

1
<b)
=2
©

Q.

Unionization

in
America

rn About Steel

to Lea




Page 16

Throughout the Left there is a wrong impression of the labor struggles of the
Depression, which obscures our understanding of the nature and origin of the
increasingly anti-union ‘revolt against work’ today.

John Zerzan

Trade unions in the 1920's were generally in a weak and worsening position.
While union membership constituted 19.4% of non-agricultural workers in 1920,
only 10.2% were organized by 1930. The employee representation plans, or
company unions, of “welfare capitalism’ were being instituted as substitutes for
unionism, in an effort at stabilized, peaceful industrial relations.

There were some, however, who even before the Crash realized that
independent unions were essential for effective labor-management cooperation.
In 1925, for example, Arthur Nash of the Golden Rule Clothing Company
invited Sidney Hillman’s Amalgamated Clothing Workers to organize his
employees. Mr. Nash explained in this way: | had a job that | could not do, and
| just passed the buck to Mr. Hillman.’" Gerard P. Swope, president of General
Electric, tried as early as 1926 to persuade the AFL to organize a nation-wide
union of electrical workers on an industrial basis. Swope believed that having an
industrial union might well mean “the difference between an organization with
which we could work on a business-like basis and one that would be a source of
endless difficulties.”” In 1928 George Mead wrote ““Why | Unionized My Plant,”
describing in glowing terms his bringing the papermakers’ union to his Wisconsin
employees. Also in 1928, Secretary of Labor Davis asked that year’s AFL
convention to eliminate jurisdictional squabbling and get on with the kind of
mass organizing that business desired. Another example of the pacifying,
stabilizing possibilities of wunionization followed the spontaneous strike
movement of Southern textile workers in 1929. Commenting on AFL efforts to
organize the union-less and uncontrolled mill workers, the Chicago Tribune in
early 1930 expressed its support: ““The effort of the Federation to organize the
mill workers of the South deserves the endorsement of far-seeing businessmen
throughout the country.”

But with the onset of the Depression, the weakness of the AFL and its craft
union approach became even more obvious. With the trend toward fewer skilled
workers, the Federation’s attempts to sell itself to industry as a frankly
peace-keeping institution were increasingly out of touch with its capabilities.
The Crash, moreover, did not awaken the craft union leaders to a new awareness
of the changing industrial order. Noted businessman Edward Louis Sullivan
classified the AFL as simply “‘reactionary.”

In the early 1930’s, some labor leaders became involved with a group of
far-sighted businessmen who saw the need for mass unionization. John L. Lewis
and Sidney Hillman, destined to play major roles in the formulation of the
National Recovery Act of 1933 and the formation of the CIO, came to realize
by 1932 that government and business might be enlisted in the cause of
industrial unionism. Gerard Swope, the above-mentioned president of GE,
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unveiled his Swope Plan in 1931 with the help of employers like Chamber of
Commerce president Henry |. Harriman. Self-government in industry, via

extended trade associations which would operate outside anti-trust laws, was the
basis of the plan. An essential facet was to be the unionization of the basic
industries, with unions possessing the same kind of disciplinary power over the
workers as the trade associations would exercise over individual firms.

In their enthusiasm for a controlled, rationalized corporate system, these
labor and business leaders were as one. ‘““Lewis and Hillman, in the end, differed
little from Gerard Swope and Henry |. Harriman,” in the words of Arthur
Schlesinger, Jr. President Hoover labeled these plans “‘sheer fascism.” By 1932,
in fact, the government stood committed to labor’s right to organize. Pre-dating
the NRA by a vyear, the Norris-Laguardia Act not only outlawed the
““vellow-dog’’ contract and certain kinds of injunctions but fully sanctioned the
right to collective bargaining.

Section 7a of the NRA became the focus of attention after its enactment in
June, 1933, however, and the reason seems two-fold. 7a’s guarantee of labor’s
right to collective bargaining had the weight of a strong resurgence of labor
unrest in 1933, as compared to the relative quiescence of 1932. Fully 812,000
workers struck in 1933, whereas only 243,000 had struck in 1932.

The second reason for the utilization of Section 7a was that it was part of a
whole stabilization program, which embodied the Swope Paln-type thinking on
the need for a near-cartellization of business and the curtailment of much
competition. Swope, nto surprisingly, was one of the NRA's main architects -
along with John L. Lewis.

With the NRA, the full integration of labor into the business system came a
step closer to fruition. In the context of a continuing depression and increasing
worker hostility, the need for industrial unionism became more and more
apparent to government leaders. Donald Richberg, an author of both
Norris-LaGuardia and NRA, decried craft unionism’s failure to organize more
than a small minority, and saw industrial unions as the key to industrial stability.
As labor writer Benjamin Stolberg put it, in his ““A Government in Search of a
Labor Movement,”” ““The old-fashioned craft leader is through, for he is helpless
to express the increasing restlessness of American labor.” And Stolberg knew
that President Roosevelt saw the need for unions, in order to safely contain that
restlessness: ‘“NRA was wholly an administrative measure . .. It shows that Mr.
Roosevelt believes that what American industry needs desperately is the
recognition and extension of the trade union movement.”

Concerning FDR, there is ample evidence that Stolberg is correct and that
Roosevelt consistently held to a basic belief in collective bargaining. As Assistant
Secretary of the Navy, he sat on the Executive Board of the National Civic
Federation, that early and important organization of heads of business and labor
formed to promote amity through contracts and close communications. As
Governor of New York, Roosevelt had been impressed by Swope’s arguments
and “had talked to John Sullivan of the State Federation of Labor in New York
about the possibility of industrial unions being organized in plants like General
Electric,” according to Frances Perkins.

Perkins, FDR'’s Secretary of Labor, recounted the President’s advice to a
group of businessmen: “You don’t need to be afraid about unions ... You
shouldn’t be afraid to have them organize in your factory. They don’t want to
run the business. You will probably get a lot better production and a lot more
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peace and happiness if you have a good union organization and a good
contract.””

It was not surprising that Roosevelt’s choice to head the NRA, Gen. Hugh

Johnson, “‘appreciates that industry cannot function without organized labor,”
in the judgment of Stolberg. Nor is the opinion of Fortune, that most prestigious
of big business periodicals, surprising as regards the NRA as vehicle for
unionization. In December, 1933 Fortune implied disapproval of the Ford
Motor Company as being “ruled primarily by fear,” while noting that firms
unionized under NRA’s 7a have the joint strength of both NRA and union
officials to limit strikes. The phoney, staged strike became a safer bet at this
time, owing to the NRA presence. In August 1933, for example, the ILGWU
staged a strike of New York dressmakers, carefully arranged by union and NRA
officials to last exactly 4 days and bring the unorganized dressmakers into the
union and under an NRA code. =4

Where the AFL did not attempt stage-managed strikes, it worked to defeat
legitimate walk-outs. Louis Adamic concluded that “The Federation as a whole

sabotaged or suppressed all important rank-and-file or spontaneous
movements in 1933 and 1934, especially those in steel and rubber. The one
exception was the Bridges movement on the coast.” It is far from clear, however,
that even one exception occurred.

Under the leadership of Harry Bridges, the organizing of West Coast
longshoremen had culminated in the famous San Francisco general strike of
July, 1934. Charles Larrene, the maritime labor historian, concludes that the
only “‘benefit’’ obtained by the workers was their being brought under union
contract: ““The terms under which the prolonged, violent strike was settled were
similar, to be sure, to some of the proposals for settlement made before the
strike began. Looked at in his perspective it might seem that the strike served no
purpose. But looked at in the larger context of collective bargaining, the strike
was both unavoidable and necessary."”

The settlement of the 1934 strike marked the beginning of a change in
consciousness for San Francisco employers; though waterfront strife continued
sporadically until 1937, the employers had begun to see that all that union
officialdom really wanted was the closed shop, with the dues and power over the
membership it entails. And for this, union discipline could then be put to the
service of guaranteeing an absence of trouble from the longshoremen. Roosevelt,
as indicated above, learned this lesson rather earlier; his Secretary of Labor,
noting the lack of White House alarm over the SF general strike, commented on
the power of union officials over union members: “Sensible labor leaders advised
(sic) the men to get back to work, that this was no time for an unconsidered
sympathetic strike, even if it was also in their own interest.”

Fortune viewed Bridges as one of the “‘gifted, temperamental, power-wielding
leaders of American maritime labor without whose compliance no decrees of the
Maritime Commission are likely to keep the peace.”” The pro-Bridges article
praised him and other labor leaders for their introduction of stable regularised
labor relations to shipping and other industries.

San Francisco employers had come, by 1937, to fully appreciate the
necessity of unionization as the key to a dependable work force. Irving
Bernstein, in his authoritative history of Depression labor, tells us that in 1937
‘““the town's leading businessmen formed the Committee of Forty-Three, hoping
to persuade the unions to join in a program to stabilize labor relations. The labor
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people declined.” The union chiefs declined, it should be added, because they
feared membership reaction to institutionalized labor-management collusion of
this kind. Bernstein continues: ““But the Committee served a purpose - to
commit San Francisco’s employers to collective bargaining. And it was those
with experience with Bridges and the ILWU, notably the two leading owners of
steamship lines, Roger Lapham and Almon Roth, who led the way, forming the
SF Employers Council which had as its purpose “the recognition and exercise of
the right of the employers to bargain collectively.”

Given the effective control over workers that only unions can manage, it was
not at all out of place that San Francisco employers should have striven for
collective bargaining, nor that the promotion and coordination of contracts
quickly spread up and down the Pacific Coast.

Meanwhile 1934 and 1935 saw a deepening trend toward labor militancy and
violence. The bloody Electric Auto-Lite strike in Toledo and the street warfare
of the striking Minneapolis truck drivers were among the most spectacular of
1934, a year in which 40 strikers were killed. In less than eighteen months,
between the summer of 1933 and the winter of 1934, troops were called out in
sixteen states. The important point is that the AFL could not control this
activism: though it might stall and sell out the workers, it could not provide the
kind of organization that could enroll all of a firm’s workers into a single,
industry-wide union and bring peace under collective bargaining. Workers
resisted the conservative craft form of organization and the constant
jurisdictional bickering that accompanied it and began to experiment with new
organizational forms. For example, union locals in Hudson and Oldsmobile
plants seceded from the AFL in August, 1934, to elect representatives from their
own ranks and negotiate democratically. The Wall Street Journal discussed
speculation as to the radicalism of the independents for several days, in articles
such as ‘More on the Secession,” and ‘‘Disaffection Spreads.”” Labor partisan
Art Preis provides some revealing figures: ‘By 1935, the membership of the AFL
federal auto locals had dwindled from 100,000 to 20,000. When the Wolman
Board of the NRA took a poll in 1935 to determine ‘proportional
representation’ in a number of plants in Michigan, of the 163,150 votes cast,
88.7% were for unaffiliated representatives; 8.6% for leaders of AFL federal
locals.”’

If the NRA and its Section 7a was intended to fix labor “into a semi-public
unionism whose organization was part of a government plan,”” in Stolberg’s
words, Washington in 1935 yet hoped to make good on the 1933 beginning.
From the point of view of industrial peace, the impetus, as we have seen, was
certainly stronger by 1935, when the Wagner bill was being considered.
Supporters of the measure, like Lloyd Garrison and Harry Millis, put forth the
‘“safety measure’’ theory, arguing the importance of assisting unionism and
portraying the state as friend of the worker, in order to combat worker
radicalism. Leon Keyserling, legislative assistant to Senator Wagner, feared an
uncontrolled labor movement, and saw a goal of government-sponsored labor
relations which could reduce conflict and induce labor and business to work
together in concert with government.

The pressing need for a government guarantee to unionism was readily

appreciated and the Wagner bill breezed through the Senate in May by a 62-11
margin. Nonetheless, all of the standard accounts continue to assert business’
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steadfast opposition to the bill in spite of the evidence. The eminent business
historian Thomas Cochran, for example, re-affirms the old thesis, only to admit
that ““the struggle in Congress appears very mild ... All of this is hard to
explain.”

By this time, of course, leading elements of business and government saw
collective bargaining as imperative for the steadying of the industrial order.
Secretary Perkins is worth quoting at some length:

It may be surprising to some people to realize that men looked

upon as the conservative branch of the Roosevelt administration

were cooperative in bringing about a new, more modern and more

reasonable attitude on the part of employers toward collective

bargaining agreements. Averell Harriman of the Union Pacific

Railroad, Carl Gray of the same railroad, Daniel Willard of the

Baltimore and Ohio, Walter Teagle of the Standard Oil Company,

Thomas Lamont of J.P. Morgan and Company, Myron Taylor of

U.S. Steel, Gerard Swope of General Electric, and Robert Armory,

a textile manufacturer, were among those whom | asked for help

from time to time in difficult situations, where the problem was to

start collective bargaining negotiations. Roosevelt knew that these

people had helped and was always very grateful to them.
Nor was this “more reasonable attitude’ merely a privately expressed one. Of
many instances which could be cited, is the speech of Henry Heimann, head of
the National Association of Credit Men (Wall Street Journal, August 21, 1934),
which called for the abandonment of the company union idea and the control of
labor in strong, national bodies.

By the time of the 1935 AFL Convention, the stage was set: workers in auto,
rubber, radio, textiles, and steel were furious over the inaction, bad faith, and
collusion with management that they saw in the AFL. The vast majority of
General Motors workers, for example, regarded continued membership in an
'AFL auto local as proof of being a paid agent of GM, according to Wyndham
Mortimer. Craft-style unionism stood in dire need of replacement by newer
forms if unions were to contain the nation’s workers.
~ John L. Lewis, the conservative and ruthless head of the United Mine
Workers, was to lead the move toward industrial unionism. A Republican up to
and during the 1932 presidential campaign, he ruled the often resistant miners
by dictatorial methods. The servility and corruption of the union begat constant
revolts from the ranks against Lewis. A miner interviewed by Studs Terkel
testified to this state of affairs when he spoke of a UMW field representative
being tarred and feathered “for tryin’ to edge in with management,” and
declared that the ‘‘chairman of the local was thick with the superintendent of
the mine.” In October, 1933 Fortune related the miners’ hatred of Lewis during
the 1920’s and the “‘Lewis Must Go” campaign of 1932. Generally quite
pro-Lewis, “‘his repressive tactics in the union” were mentioned, and the article
concluded with the judgment that the prospect of organizing 30,000,000

workers did not frighten Lewis - nor, by very strong implication, should it
frighten business.

With Lewis’ famous - and no doubt calculated - punch to the jaw of Bill
Hutcheson, boss of the Carptenters Union and a major craft unionism
spokesman, a split from the AFL was signalled. The blow, at the 1935 AFL
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Convention, enabled Lewis to represent himself to the bitter and distrustful
industrial workers as a new kind of leader. "By attacking Hutcheson, he was
attacking the trade unionism these workers so bitterly hated ... Hutcheson
symbolized to millions of frustrated workers that craft-unionism policy that had
defeated their spontaneous organizations,”’ in the words of Saul Alinsky.

Within a month of the October convention, the Committee for .Industrial
Organization was formed by Lewis and a few others in the Federation who
headed industrial-type unions. By early 1937, locals of those unions affiliated
with the new CIO were expelled from all city and state AFL councils, making
the break final and official. '

The CIO began with a feudal structure in which all officers were appointed
by Lewis, giving it an important advantage over its AFL predecessors. Whereas
the AFL officials needed decades to emasculate the fairly autonomous city and
state central councils and establish centralized national power, the CIO chiefs
established complete control over collective bargaining and strike sanction
almost from the outset. Leaders of both the AFL and ClIO were ““agreed on the
necessity for circumscribing the increasing militancy in the basic industries . . .
No one in the AFL or in the CIO was under any illusions that Lewis, Murray,
Hillman, and Dubinsky were out to build a radically new kind of movement,” as
Sidney Lens put it.

The presence of Communists and other leftists within the ClO does not alter
the picture, and not a few business leaders understood the anti-radical character
of the new organization. For example, “when the CIO was organized and the
left-led United Electrical Workers began to organize GE, Gerard Swope
rejoiced,” noted Ronald Radosh. Swope, the NRA architect, informed one of his
GE vice presidents that “if you can’t get along with these fellows and settle
matters, there’s something wrong with you.”” The UEW was praised by Swope as
‘““‘well-led, the discipline good.” Radosh, in fact, concludes that it was the more
politically radical unions that led the integration of labor into the corporate
structure.”

Worker action continued to develop, however, in the relative absence of
unions throughout 1935 and 1936. New forms of struggle and organization were
adopted which deeply frightened business, government, and union superiors
alike. Employee-run independent unions sprang up, often employing radical
tactics which challenged the traditional rights of management to define the
nature of the job. The “skippy,” for instance, was a very effective form of
defiance that was spontaneously adopted by the man on the assembly line.
Workers might quietly agree to skip every fifth fender or leave untightened
every sixth bolt to protest intolerable job conditions. Rapidly the line would
come to a halt in complete confusion, with enraged but helpless foremen at a
loss to single out the participants.

The most threatening device and the one to become very widely utilized was,
of course, the sitdown strike. Like the skippy it more often than not was

employed by the “unorganized”; in fact, the sitdown reflects worker suspicion
of union structure and control. As Louis Adamic put it so well:
Most workers distrust - if not consciously, then unconsciously -
union officials and strike leaders and committees, even when they
have elected them themselves. The beauty of the sitdown or stay-in
is that there are no leaders or officials to distrust. There can be no
sell-out. Such standard procedure as strike sanction is hopelessly
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obsolete when the workers drop their tools, stop their machines,
and sit down beside them. The initiative, conduct, and control
come directly from the men involved.

The sitdown seems to have first become an established tactic in the rubber
factories of Akron. Between 1933 and 1936 it became tradition in Akron,
developed largely because the union had failed to resist the speed-up.

The speed-up appears to have been the chief single cause of discontent
throughout mass production. A 1934 study of the auto industry revealed that
the grievance “mentioned most frequently . .. and upper-most in the minds of
those who testified is the speed-up.” Tactics like the sitdown were taken up
when workers felt they had to challenge the employer’s absolute right to control
the work process, in the absence of union interest in questioning management
prerogatives. The challenge to the speed-up came not only out of the sheer
fatigue felt over the absolute rate of production, then, but also because the
production worker was not free to set the pace of his work and to determine the
manner in which it was to be performed. In the factories was joined the battle
over who was to control the worker’s life on the job. This was the real issue; as
Mary Vorse put it, ““the auto workers’ discontent came in about equal parts from
the speed-up and the absolute autocracy of the industry.”

The struggle was waged not only by the auto workers, of course, but it was
GM workers who waged one of the most important fights. And the role of the
union as conservator of the existing relationships, rather than as challenger of
them, may be clearly seen in the context of the great GM sitdown strike.

Actually the sitdown movement that was beginning to spread rapidly by late
1936 was anything but a part of ClO tactics. It “sprang spontaneously from an
angered mass of workers. All American labor leaders would have been shocked,
scared and instinctively opposed to the initiation or approval of this disorderly
revolutionary upheaval,” according to Saul Alinsky.

The 44-day GM sitdown began on December 28, 1936, when some 7,000 at
Cleveland’s Fisher Body plant struck. Two days later workers in Fisher Body No.
2 in Flint sat down and the spontaneous movement quickly spread throughout
the GM system, bringing it to a standstill.

The former Harvard economist J. Raymond Walsh stated flatly that the CIO
had certainly not called the strike: ““The ClIO high command . . . tried in vain to
prevent the strike.”” As Wellington Roe wrote: ““To the public, at least, Lewis
was its originator. Actually Lewis had no more to do with the sitdown strike
than some native of Patagonia.”” Although, as James Wechsler, Lewis’ biographer,
recorded, “he gave a superb imitation of a man who had worked everything out
in advance.”

Again, it was the lack of control over the assembly line that produced the
sitdown among auto workers. Henry Kraus’ book on the GM strike expressed it
this way: “It was the speed-up that organized Flint. as it was the one element in
the life of all the workers that found a common basis of resentment.”’

Though union officialdom feared the undisciplined sitdown movement, Lewis
and the CIO realized that they must move fast if they hoped to keep up with
and cstablish control over it. Hence Lewis declared on December 31, very early
in the strike, that ““The Cl0O stands squarely behind these sitdowns."”

This tactic was essential at the time, though approval of sitdowns was
revoked just as soon as the ClO could get away with it. Len DeCaux, editor of
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the ClO’s Union News Service, stated that ““as a matter of fact, the first
experience of the C.1.0. with sitdowns was in discouraging them.”
When the GM strike began, very few employees belonged to the

ClO-affiliated United Auto Workers: in Flint only one in 400 belonged to the

UAW. It was not, apparently, an easy matter for the ClIO to achieve control over
the strike. Kraus’ account contains several instances of the difficulties
encountered, including, ‘“The strike committee had not yet completely
established its authority and there were accordingly some resistance and friction
at first with a certain tendency to anarchy of action.”” Wyndham Mortimer,
another very pro-union source, admitted that “A very disturbing factor on the
union side was that several members of our negotiating committee were
convinced that no one in the leadership could be trusted, from 