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“When that boatload of wobblies come
Up to Everett, the sheriff says
Don’t you come no further
Who the hell’s yer leader anyhow?
Who's yer leader?
And them wobblies yelled right back—
We ain’t got no leader
We're all leaders
And they kept right on comin’.”

—From an interview with
an unknown worker
Sutcliffe, Nevada
June, 1947,






for
J. B. S. Hardman,
Labor Intellectual
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INTRODUCTION

WHAT ARE LABOR LEADERS LIKE?

WHILE OLDER spokesmen are still being heroized, new men are
accumulating power in America. Inside this country today, the
labor leaders are the strategic actors: they lead the only organi-
zations capable of stopping the main drift towards war and
slump.

Twenty-five years ago, the movement which they led was scat-
tered and straggling, the country in which they led it was secure
and hopeful, and the world was thought to have been made safe
for democracy. Now, in the middle of the twentieth century,
their movement involves one-third of the American people, the
power of the world is one-half American, and democracy every-
where is unsafe and in retreat.

What the U.S. does, or fails to do, may be the key to what
will happen in the world. What the labor leader does, or fails
to do, may be the key to what will happen in the U.S.

To ask what sort of man the labor leader is, is also to ask what
sort of organization he is running and what sort of country he
is running it in. He is not a private citizen; he is a social actor,
and the first condition of his action is the character of his union.
The labor leader is a union-made product, and that is true
whether he built his union single-handed and now treats it as
his private property or whether he came into it late in life and
still feels like a stranger in it.

The labor union is an army; the labor leader is a generalissimo.
The union is a democratic town meeting; the leader is a parlia-
mentary debator. The union is a political machine; the leader is
a political boss. The union is a business enterprise, supplying a
labor force; the labor leader is an entrepreneur, a contractor of

labor. The labor union is a regulator of the workingman’s indus-
3



4 NEW MEN OF POWER

trial animosity; the labor leader is a salaried technician of ani-
mosity, gearing men at work into an institution and then easing
that institution through the slumps and wars and booms of
American society.

The labor leader is like an old-fashioned general: he recruits
and commands an army. But there are all sorts of armies. The
union is more like a loose-knit guerrilla outfit, run by a war lord,
than like a modern armed force run by some bureaucrats espe-
cially trained in the skilled use of mechanized violence. Yet in
any union, as in any army, there is a hierarchy and there is disci-
pline. Generals cannot be generals without sergeants, and neither
make up an army unless discipline connects each to the other
and to a mass of soldiers. In this sense, unions are armies, with
some of the best and some of the worst discipline that is to be
found anywhere today. It is no small thing to be among the 180-
odd generals—the presidents of the national unions—with 14,000,-
000 people organized as a reserve corps for industrial battle.

Probably half of those 14,000,000 are disciplined enough to
quit work on a few hours’ notice if so ordered. But neither armies
nor unions are constantly at war nor always in a militant state.
There are treaties, armistices, and diplomatic relations with the
enemy. Yet at all times the union is organized and prepared for
the possibility of industrial battle. It has its spies and its military
secrets; and within certain limits, it can virtually conscript its
soldiers for service in the line.

In one key respect the U.S. union is very unlike the U.S.
Army: it elects its own generals and sergeants, sometimes every
one or two years and sometimes during the very course of peril-
ous battle. It is an army that votes by actual ballot and “with its
feet”; by acting or refusing to act, it votes on the declarations
of war and on the terms of the armistice. That is why the labor
union is not only an army but also a town meeting, and why the
labor leader is not only a general or a sergeant but also a parlia-
mentary leader.
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Almost always on paper, and often in real life, the American
labor unions are democratic societies. Probably they are the most
democratic societies of their size in the world; what other con-
tinuous, voluntary associations of equal size exist with which
they might be compared?

Between the democracy of the town meeting and the discipline
necessary for militant action, there is a tension which the labor
leader has resolved in the way of formal democracies everywhere
—by the political machine. There are not many features of a city
political machine that cannot be matched by a union machine.
Bill Crump, boss of Memphis, Tennessee, and Bill Hutcheson,
boss of the Carpenters Union, have much in common. The union
world is a world of political machines; the labor leader is a ma-
chine politician.

Machine bosses at the top require ward heelers at the bottom:
the labor bosses have district and local “pork-choppers,” their
business agents and international representatives. These agents
fix things with the locals and the districts; they carry orders and
report back what they have picked up in the wards. Not all
business agents and international representatives are party hacks
on patronage: their formal job is to assist the locals in organizing
and in arranging the points of contact with business. But many
a business agent or international representative is part of the
machine of the top man, and many another is eating pork chops,
even though he lost out in his local, because he stood by the high
boss.

Big machine bosses make deals with other big bosses and with
little bosses. Jurisdictional allocations of the building trades
unions are examples of such deals. One might say that the AFL, as
well as the CIO, is an interlocking of large and small political
machines. The deals by which these federations are tied together
are often those of political machinists, entered into for the powers
they bestow and the guarantees they offer the union leaders as
political bosses.

+
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Yet the labor leader is not merely the war lord, the parlia-
mentary leader, and the machine boss. The main and constant
function of a union is to contract labor to an employer and to
have a voice in the terms of that contract.

A union stands or falls by the success or failure of its contract-
ing job. Everything in the world of the business-like unions re-
volves around that. At different times labor unions look like many
different things, but as long as they operate as going concerns,
as labor unions, they must in some way regulate the conditions
of employment within an occupation or an industrial market for
labor. And that means that the labor leader is a business entre-
preneur in the important and specialized business of contracting
a supply of trained labor.

Has Charles O’'Neil, executive for the coal owners and a Re-
publican, got any more business sagacity than John L. Lewis,
executive for the cosd miners and a Republican? And is it far-
fetched to believe that, given the motive and the opportunity,
young Walter Reuther, president of the Automobile Workers’
Union, could do the job that young Henry Ford, president of
the Ford Motor Company;, is doing just as well or perhaps better?

The labor leader organizes and sells wage workers to the high-
est bidder on the best terms available. He is a jobber of labor
power. He accepts the general conditions of labor under capital-
ism and then, as a contracting agent operating within that sys-
tem, he higgles and bargains over wages, hours, and working
conditions for the members of his union. The labor leader is the
worker’s entrepreneur in a way sometimes similar to the way
the corporation manager is the stockholder’s entrepreneur. In the
world of business there are old-fashioned entrepreneurs and new-
fashioned managers, and so it is in the world of labor.

A labor union is a combination in restraint of an unfree labor
market. Labor markets are rarely free because in them the only
kind of contract the individual laborer can usually make is the
type lawyers call “distress contracts.” The individual employee
and the individual employer are too unequal in power to permit
free bargaining. A labor union is a combination looking toward
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the creation of a free labor market by equalizing the power of
employers and employees.

“Trade unionism,” one of our leading labor leaders says, “needs
capitalism like a fish needs water.” If we understand by “trade
unionism” unions as we now know them, he is quite correct.
Trade unions and private property are now parts of the same
system. Before there was private property there were no labor
unions; and whenever the state takes on the functions of the en-
trepreneur, it is also likely to invade, conquer, and finally abolish
the functions now performed by labor leaders.

The labor leader as we know him will not last any longer than
the businessman as we know him. He is performing an entre-
preneurial function, however specialized it may sometimes seem,
and his fate is the general fate of the entrepreneur, plus certain
special treatments.

During the late Thirties, the labor leader spoke the language
and acted the part of a rebel, but this is a role he usually plays
only during times of militant organization. In a less obvious way,
however, and with many cloaking myths, the labor leader con-
tinually challenges the received business system. Whether he
knows it or not, and often he seems not to know, he is fighting
the power conferred on other types of entrepreneurs by the rights
of property and the laws guaranteeing those rights. If he is for
the closed shop, he must be against freedom of contract. If he is
for an improvement of shop conditions and for a change in the
ways of managing a shop, he is, in fact, encroaching upon the
received prerogatives of the managers of property.

The union is a human institution established to accumulate
power and to exert it. The leader of the union is not of the elite
of money or of prestige, but he is a member of the elite of power.
The labor leader is a powerful man: he accumulates power and
he exerts it over the union member and over property.

Property owners pull the worker into their sphere and then
manage his working life. Within the owner’s shop, the workman
is under the command of the owner or his agents. The owners
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make economic decisions within and between business enter-
prises, and these affect the worker. The employers dominate the
labor market by dictating the workers’ wages and hours; when
they have monopoly advantage, they set prices behind the backs
of the unorganized consumers. Their whole sphere of domination
is enlarged and strengthened as they increasingly enlist the aid
of the state.

Yet at each point where property owners strive to dominate,
the labor union and its leader rebel against that domination.
The union attempts to move in on it in the interest of the or-
ganized workers. It sets up rules and grievance procedures for
the place of work. In some industries, such as the garment trades,
it makes rules about the higher administrative functions of man-
agement, stating what they can and cannot do by way of pro-
duction and merchandising. It defies the uncontrolled sway of
property in setting the rates and regulations for wages and the
conditions in the labor market. And as a pressure group it tries to
counteract the power of property in the commodity market and
over the apparatus of the state.

During mass organization drives, the labor leader whips up
the opinion and activity of the rank and file and focuses them
against the business corporation as a pedestal of the system
and against the state as the crown of the system. At such times,
he is a man voicing loudly the discontent and the aspirations of
the people next to the bottom, and he is seen and recognized
as a rebel and an agitator. Yet, in fact, all the time that he is the
leader of a live and going union, the labor leader is in conflict
with the powers of property: he is a rebel against individual
business units and their unmolested exercise of the powers which
property conveys. In his timidity and fear and eagerness to stay
alive in a hostile environment, he does not admit this, and he
often believes that he is not a rebel in the senses named, but the
fact remains that he is. He is serving the function of a modern
rebel by virtue of what his organization must do to live; modern
rebels need not be romantic figures. '

Yet even as the labor leader rebels, he holds back rebellion.
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He organizes discontent and then he sits on it, exploiting it in
order to maintain a continuous organization; the labor leader is
a manager of discontent. He makes regular what might otherwise
be disruptive, both within the industrial routine and within the
union which he seeks to establish and maintain. During wars, he
may hold down wildcat strikes; during upswings of the economic
cycle, he may encourage sit-down possession of private property.
In the slump-war-boom rhythm of modern American society, the
labor union is a regulator of disgruntlement and ebullience, and
the labor leader, an agent in the institutional channeling of ani-
mosity.

The labor leader is an army general and a parliamentary de-
bater, a political boss and an entrepreneur, a rebel and a disci-
plinarian. We can move with our camera across the universe of
unions, taking snapshots of a variety of specialized actors; we can
move through time, taking pictures of men at different moments
in the course of union history. But in order to get a representa-
tive portrait of the labor leader today, we have to gather sys-
tematic information about a large number of labor leaders.

The 500 whom we have studied represent a cross-section of
America’s national, state, and city leaders.* They come from all
regions of the country, from different-sized cities, from large
and small, old and young unions. They are the men who have
made union policy during the late war years and the recent
years of the peace. This book is a collective portrait of these
labor leaders, set in their American time and society.

We have tried to see the labor leader as part of the American
scene and to relate him to what is happening to the whole of
modern society. In order to understand him as a man and as a
social actor, we have to understand the worlds in which he oper-
ates. As a social actor, he is known superficially to the general
public and intimately to special political publics. These several
publics are an important feature of the labor leader’s milieu, and
we must study the images they hold of him. But he is, above all,

# Our sample is discussed in the Notes and Sources, pp. 300-303.
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the leader of a certain kind of organization: the labor union
must be understood if the labor leader is to be understood.
Publics and unions affect the kind of man and actor the labor
leader is; they form the backdrop for the general role he plays
in American society and, in particular, for the curious role he
plays in his relations with businessmen and politicians.

In our method we have combined the statistical and the quali-
tative. Mdrx once remarked that the calculation of averages is the
most explicit form of contempt for the individual. And yet, with-
out “averages” the modern understanding is greatly enfeebled.
In this book we have tried to avoid both the arbitrary trivializa-
tion that results when understanding is on the level of the anec-
dotal biography and the sterile contempt for individual reality
that results when understanding is reduced to the statistical sum-
mary. We have tried to proceed as systematically, accurately,
and carefully as possijble in an inchoate field of study. We hope
this is not inconsistent with our further aim to be politically
relevant.



PART ONE






CHAPTER ONE

THE POLITICAL PUBLICS

THE AMERICAN labor leader, like the politician and the big busi-
nessman, is now a public figure: different groups hold various
images of him. He is reviled and acclaimed by small and pelit-
ically alert publics; he is tolerated and abused by the mass
public. And always, like other men of power, he is carefully
watched by men inside his own organization.

As a public actor and as a private man, the labor leader re-
sponds in various ways to the images others hold of him. How he
acts publicly and what sort of private man he becomes is affected
by which of the iinages he takes most seriously.

The labor leader may willingly trade external prestige for in-
ternal power and live within the narrow political world of the
machine he has built inside his craft or industry. But even within
this machine, the images held of him by others affect his conduct
and his outlook. He must see himself as others see him even if
these others are only “his own boys” in his own union. Sometimes
the images held by his own boys are so pleasant to behold that
the labor leader, even as other men, tries hard never to look be-
yond them. But everyone in the union is not his boy; and the
opposition may rudely shove its contrasting images before him.
It is hard to push such rude images away and still be seen in the
mirror. To retain power means to deal successfully with these
obtrusive views, for they may reflect something of the shifting
ideas of the rank and file, and they may influence what this rank
and file will come to believe.

Other leaders, especially those above him in the union world,
also have images of the labor leader; and he will seldom make
major decisions without worrying about how they may affect his
reputation and his chances for advancement. And these other
union people, as well as his own rank and file, may be seriously

13
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influenced by the opinions of people altogether outside the union
world.

In one way or another, the labor leader takes these outsiders’
opinions into account, for to him they are public opinion which,
although often a distant force, may at any time work its influen-
tial way into the minds of the very people upon whom his con-
tinued stafus and future power most obviously rest. Outside the
unions, two types of publics carry opinions of him: one is the
small circle of politically alert publics; the other is the great
American public of politically passive people.

Politically alert people are keenly and”continuously interested
in political affairs. They take active stands, identifying themselves
with various political actors and trying to figure out what they
would do if they had the power. When the politically alert
change their politics,"they change their principles and ideas, for
they must state their views about specific events and policies in
terms of the principles and ideas from which they can be de-
duced or in terms of which they can be justified. To them, voting
is a collective realization of substantial convictions rather than
the formal duty of an individual.

Unlike the mass population, which does not reason out an
image of the labor leader and his organization in terms of a set
of political principles, the small, politically alert publics do for-
mulate such views. They connect their general expectations with
the demands they make on specified political means, which in-
clude political men and thus, for them, include labor leaders.
The images they hold of the labor world and of its leaders vary
according to their general political orientation; their images of
labor thus help us to classify the political publics as right, center,
or left.

Political publics may be located by the publications they read
and the organizations they support. The constant readers of
the right-wing newsletters and the inner circle of the NAM,
as over against the constant readers of the Trotskyist press and
the members of small left parties, may thus be compared with
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each other and with readers of the New Republic, Nation, and
New Leader, and members of liberal third parties which operate
in various states.

We do not know just how many people are in the politically
alert publics. We can only guess: on the basis of the estimated
circulations of selected publications, trying to eliminate overlaps;
and on the estimated memberships of the several organizations
involved, attempting to eliminate the inactive members. On these
two bases, we know that the number of the politically alert is
only a minute fraction of the U.S. population.

That the great bulk of people are politically passive does not
mean that they do not at given times and on certain occasions
play the leading role in political change. They may not be politi-
cally assertive, but it would be short-sighted to assume that they
cannot move, on surprisingly short order, into the zones of po-
litical alertness.

The general political outlook of the alert publics rests upon
the type of demand that each of them raises and upon the kinds
of people that each of them contain. Each holds a rather distinct
view of labor and of labor leaders, and these views are linked
with their social makeups and their larger political expectations.

The Far Left

The far or Leninist left, as represented primarily by the two
Trotskyist parties, raises political demands that are specifically
focused and continuous. Its followers know what they want and
they want it all the time. They want capitalism smashed and
socialism, with “workers’ control,” triumphant. To gain these
ends, they demand “independent working-class action,” which
requires an independent labor party.

The members of this public operate on what is probably the
most systematized view of political reality now available. Indeed,
it is so well worked out that, for most occasions, people who be-
lieve but who are not very intelligent can formulate an attitude
on any given issue. In this sense, the far left supports its ad-
herents with an almost popish set of ideas.
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At present, the far left is composed of younger men and
women; it is centered very largely in metropolitan New York,
with tiny cells in a few other cities. There probably has been a
very great turnover among these little groups in the past. Al-
though some of the college-educated in the far left work in fac-
tories, the membership is certainly not predominantly wage
workers. THe main source of supply has been one or two of the
New York city colleges. As people of faith, members are dedi-
cated, rationalized, and inflexible; they always have great po-
litical will and vast energies, and sometimes a little vision. Given
their inconsequential power, they often seem like bureaucrats
without a bureaucracy.

The far leftists hold that unions are one step toward class-
conscious organizations and should be politically guided and de-
veloped as instruments for the struggle. The trade union leader,
in their view, must become a leading member or a close follower
of a radical political party, or should be fought by party-inspired
rank-and-file militants. Since it is plain that union leaders seldom
fulfill the role assigned to them, the typical far left treatment runs
like this:

The framework within which the far left locates labor is po-
litical and manipulative. The far leftist is generally critical of the
labor leader, although he is gentle toward the union rank and
file. He most approves those unions which seem to have direct
power over the conditions of labor; he may even see the closed
shop as a sort of prototype and training ground for “workers’ con-
trol” rather than as a mere hedging in of a labor market.

The major line of argument used by most far left splinter
groups is: (1) labor leaders are not political enough, that is, not
radical in their political views and activities; (2) labor’s rank and
file is radical, or potentially so, which means that the rank and
file, if led by radical leaders, would become involved in a revo-
lutionary movement; therefore (3) most of the present leaders
do not respond to what the rank and file really want—and thus
(4) most of the leaders of labor are really mis-leaders of the labor-
ing class.
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The Independent Left

By definition, the independent leftists are not explicitly clus-
tered around any periodical or organizational center. Until re-
cently, many of them read such magazines as Politics and Par-
tisan Review. Now Partisan Review has more or less retreated
from left-wing political life, and Politics has become admittedly
tired of politics and even of life. Like the little magazines which
carry their opinions, independent leftists come and go. In a way
they are grateful parasites of the left: they seldom attempt or-
ganization but can feel strong only when left organizations are
going concerns. Because of their lack of organization, they are
prone to political hopelessness. When events or organizations do
not drift their way, they are a powerless third camp of opinion,
oscillating between lament and indignation. But when left organi-
zations are on the move, the independent leftists are not without
considerable influence.

In the main, the independents are upper-class and upper-
middle-class people, many of them professional, some of them
writers with independent incomes. In common with the far left,
and in contrast to the other publics, there are many intellectuals
composing the group. Since the late war, the independent left
has grown somewhat, having been augmented by ex-liberals with
pacifist and other moral incentives oriented to political contem-
plation, and by discouraged socialists of every brand. It is as if
all bankrupt left movements, from the IWW on, have left behind
a small and stalwart residue of leftist independents, and now no
one knows how widespread the mood of rebelliousness is.

Although numerically small, this public is important as a casual
censor of other left organizations and publics, which jnclude
among their members some of the bright young men now in trade
unions. The independent leftists now raise political demands that
are unfocused or general, although they are continuous. They
feel that now is a time for left intellectuals to rethink the whole
perspective of the left rather than demand specific actions. They
have difficulty answering the question that matters politically:
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Whom do you want to do what? At the present time, they find it
easier to label good or bad the specific activities and formulations
of active political groups. Since the latter are only seldom affected
by this moral criticism, members of the independent left are often
frustrated, although sometimes, we do believe, happily so. With
them, political alertness is becoming a contemplative state rather
than a spying of action: they are frequently overwhelmed by
visions, but they have no organized will. Their expectations are
generalized to the point of being moral; yet they are not simply
moralists: they treat political events and trends as symptomatic
of the bitter tang and hopeless feeling of current politics. For
them the days are evil, but they do not have the organization
with which to redeem the time.

The independents would like to be able to agree with the far
left on the union question: the latter’s view is so definite and
seems to explain so much. It enables one to place one’s resent-
ment, strengthen one’s leftward nerve, and yet, at the same time,
to explain away the practical policies that labor unions so often
pursue. But the independent leftists do not have the far left’s
faith; they have lost the view of labor’s rank and file as the
spontaneous initiator of what is right and proper, and they can-
not, in a politically workable way, make specific demands of the
labor leaders.

They see coming a great coalition of business, labor, and gov-
ernment; they see bureaucracy everywhere and they are afraid.
To them unions seem one more bureaucratic net ensnaring the
people, part of the whole alien and undemocratic apparatus of
control. All the bureaucratic elite, in labor as in business and
government, are against the rank and file; they are trying to
manage it, and it is immoral that man should be the object of
management and manipulation. He is the root, and he is being
choked.

There is here an almost charismatic wish that man should be
enthusiastic and joyous, and the independent leftists do not see
how to reconcile this value with such everyday organizations as
labor unions, or for that matter, modern industry and govern-
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ment. Of late they talk vaguely, but not very seriously, about
anarchist and syndicalist ideas of decentralization. They feel
overwhelmed by apparatus, and the trade union is also apparatus.
Their image is rather formal; concentrating upon the form of
existing organizations, they sometimes tend to discount the
clashing interests among them.

The Liberal Center

The liberal center, as represented by The New Republic, The
Nation, and The New Leader, is specific in its political attention;
but the looseness of its ideas encourages its members to dissipate
their political attention and activity among a great variety of
issues and causes. Continuously excited and upset, the center is
full of indignation, which constantly shifts to new objects. The
liberals set up a continuous sequence of demands for a changing
variety of equally great causes. Unlike the far leftists, they do not
exploit these specific issues in propaganda for a wholesale, long-
run program; nor do they, like the independent leftists, ensnare
this variety of causes in a network of strict morality. They take
the daily and weekly events very seriously, in and of themselves.

The liberals want changes, but the means they would use and
the practicality they espouse are short-run and small-scale. That
is why their hopefulness and energy often seem so tragic, and
that is why the left in general sees the liberals’ activities as petty
bourgeois screaming. The far leftist sees liberalism as a mask;
the independent leftist is either too worn out for the liberals’
sort of thing or considers himself too intelligent to believe that
anything is really gained by it.

American liberalism, for at least one long generation, has lived
off a collection of ideas put together before World War I. The
wellspring for one set of its ideas is Louis Brandeis; for the other,
Herbert Croly. Since these men wrote, little new has been added
to American liberal ideology. The Croly liberal stresses the role
of government in regulating big organizations and strengthening
small men. The Brandeis liberal gears his hopes to the magical
role of the small businessman. Both still fight monopoly as such;
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and both draw upon western populist ideas. These, along with
social democratic notions, make up the longer-run ideological
base of the liberal public.

The center includes liberal businessmen of the late New Deal
type, who co-operate with labor unions and boast about doing so,
as well as, mild social democrats of the New Leader school and
some from the genteel brotherhood of the Socialist Call. Between
the liberal businessman and these socialist groups, such organs as
The New Republic and The Nation, trundle along with great
noise and little clear-cut orientation. Today the center manages
to attract from the right the practical middle-class populism of
Henry Wallace, and from the left a few younger social democrats
and Socialist Party members who continually show strong tend-
encies of going over to the independent radicals. The Socialist
Party members, like those of the far left, believe in the extension
of democracy to all economic relations, but through parliamen-
tary measures of socialization; the bulk of the liberal center,
however, fights shy of even such measures.

In social makeup, the liberal center is mainly middle class. It
includes salaried professionals, especially teachers and journalists.
Many trade union officials are found here. Unlike the two left
wings, the liberal center is well scattered geographically, with a
concentration of old social democrats in the needle trades of New
York and other large cities. And it contains a good many old-
middle-class people—farmers and small businessmen. Both come
from the Middle West, the farmers, centered organizationally
around the Farmers Union, and the few businessmen, centered
around such organizations as Businessmen for Roosevelt, Yet
despite its avowal of the interests of the old middle class, the cen-
ter’s vanguard is now mainly the urban lower middle class of
white-collar employees and skilled workers in New York, while
its grass roots are still the people who used to read such papers
as the Wisconsin Progressive.

One of the big reasons why the liberal is pro-labor is that in
his middle-class way he easily identifies labor with “the public”
or “the people.” What helps labor helps you; labor is, after all,
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everybody—or almost everybody. The liberal sees trade unions
as occupational and industrial pressure groups rather than as
class organizations. He revolves around the theoretical view of
unionism that Lenin called “economism,” except that whereas
Lenin condemned it, he blesses it and makes theory from it. Like
most labor leaders and union members, he sees unions as pri-
marily economic organizations, he appreciates their homegrown
patchwork of ideology, and he believes in general that the unions
should use political action only as a means of furthering their
economic and welfare ends. Thus his chief aim is to inspire the
labor leader to have more political vision, which means to be
excited about longer-range views—for example, to think of 1949
in 1948. And of course he wants the labor leader, or the gov-
ernment, to clean up labor’s own house so labor leaders won’t
be so much like pitronage politicians.

In the liberal view, the trade union leader is seen on the whole
as following a safe and sane policy and knowing what he is about.
The liberals accept the trade union status quo; although they
would like to see them reformed in spots, they would not use
the unions for purposes other than those for which they are now
being used.

The liberal center is labor’s home, although labor is sometimes
not comfortable there. Comfortable or not, the liberals are the
public that most reliably supports the policies pursued by the
labor leader. Some liberals were once further to the left on all
political matters than they are now, and their guilt about their
own rightward leanings rebounds to the labor leader’s advantage.
In many liberal minds there seems to be an undercurrent that
whispers: “I will not criticize the unions and their leaders. There
I draw the line.” This, they must feel, distinguishes them from
the bulk of the Republican Party and the right-wing Democrats,
this keeps them leftward and socially pure. Among such people,
it is conventionally inappropriate to criticize the activities of
labor leaders, except as exceptions which prove the general rule
of the labor leader’s wisdom. Anyone who ventures to criticize
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labor is considered to be playing into the hands of reactionaries
whose blackness makes the liberals seem so white.

The liberal center, especially in metropolitan areas, is split be-
tween those who are anti-Communists and those who in various
degrees follow the wondrous party line.

The Communists

It is very difficult to locate the CP as a specific unit on any
U.S. political scale. Its outlook and activities are those of a for-
eign national bloc within the lineup of U.S. politics, and in any
long-term view, it has not had much consistency of position. It is
more an influence on one segment of the liberal center, displaying
much of the smaller bourgeois psychology of this center, than it
is a defined political public with definite U.S. roots and position.
To be sure, historicalty its inner circle has taken a view close to
the Leninist left; but now its core is merely pro-Russian, while
its big fringe operates politically with a section of the liberal
center. This deceptive split between the inner circle and the
larger periphery, with its frequent vulgarity, tends to upset inde-
pendent radicals who, if they had to choose, would prefer the
position of the Leninist left—if only they could believe in it.

The Communists are the only political public we are consider-
ing which is centered around one party. Formed in 1919, after
a split with the Socialist International, the American CP claimed
in 1934 to have 25,000 members. By 1938, the claim was 75,000,
The tactic of national unity and the subordination of class
struggle to national unity during the recent war raised the claim
to 80,000. At the present time, the CP probably does not have
60,000 members. Party membership, according to one informed
student, “has always had a tremendous turnover. Thus you have
a hard core of perhaps 10 per cent who have been members for
15 years, a fairly solid ring of 30 per cent or 40 per cent who have
been in from 2 to 10 years, and a vaporous penumbra of people
who join the party because of some local strike or lynching (or
clambake), lose interest, and are dropped when they fail to pay
dues.”
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We do not know enough about the social makeup of the Ameri-
can Communist Party to attempt to describe it, but we do know
that during the Thirties, many top intellectuals and professional
people were involved. By the middle Forties, many of these
people had left, leaving a lower-middle-class metropolitan residue
as the core of party strength.

The Communists are now the most important minor party in
the union world. As we shall see in detail when we discuss “The
Communist and the Labor Leader” in Chapter Eleven, they have
formed definitely powerful cliques in several unions. Like the
Leninist left, from which they have historically descended, they
see the unions as instruments for their aims. And this has been
the case whether, as before Russia’s entrance into the late war,
they worked hard building unions to fight in the class struggle
against the bourgevisie and its government, or whether, as after
Russia’s entrance, they stood with management and government,
trying to discipline the labor force.

The anti-Communist liberals, along with conservatives in gen-
eral, probably tend to exaggerate the strength of the CP; but
there is no doubt of its influence upon a large section of the lib-
erals or of its importance in the labor union world today.

The Practical Right

In conventional American politics, the noisiest fights go on
between the practical right and the liberal center; these fights are
politics to politically passive people when they occasionally, as
during elections, enter the political arena. The practical conserva-
tives can duel noisily with the liberals because they have the
same short-run, shifting attention and the same agitated indigna-
tion. The practical conservatives always enter politics with an
economic gleam in their eyes. During Democratic administrations
and during depressions, they display the psychology of the cor-
nered animal; during Republican years and during wars or booms,
they are gruff but ebullient.

The occupational core of the practical conservatives is the
middle-sized and small businessmen, especially those in retail
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trade; their organs of communication include most of our daily
newspapers; their organizations are local Republican Party cells
and businessmen’s luncheon clubs. They are thus the largest,
most effectively organized, and most respectable of our political
publics.

The most intelligent spokesmen of the practical conservatives
are publicists for the benevolence of capitalism, who lean heavily
upon the standard American success story and the beneficent role
of the small businessman. The ideas at the disposal of these un-
reconstructed conservatives are not so cogent as those of the lib-
eral center, and they are constantly looking for competent and
hirable ideologists. The days of Robert Taft are the yearned-for
days of Herbert Hoover, but Taft is not quite up to becoming
Hoover’s intellectual heir. Yet this leader of the practical con-
servatives does as wéll as he can. Indeed, he managed to make
the Taft-Hartley Act an excellent expression of the practical con-
servative mentality, including in it some three-fourths of the mat-
ters “pressed on us very strenuously by employers.”

Ideologically, the practical conservatives are wild-eyed Utopian
capitalists; strategically, they are practical men. They have much
will and a continuity that comes from much backward vision.
“Remembering” imaginary situations, they long for the golden age
of Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover. Their ideas are a hodgepodge
of anything they can use to throw at the enemy. They do not,
at the present time, have any real ideas about preventing war
or stopping the drift to another depression; the condition of the
foreign world is improbable nonsense to them, and the economic
cycle a great bafflement invented by theoreticians of the New
Deal.

The practical conservatives know what they want: to make
more money out of business and to put down the radicals and
labor leaders who get in the way. Many of them are not so much
politically alert as they are economically excitable in a political
way. Unlike the liberals and the left, they attend to politics pri-
marily as means to their own immediate economic ends. They
represent pure and simple anti-unionism, fighting labor because
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they know how very practical most of labor’s activities are. They
deeply resent labor’s encroachment on managerial prerogatives
and labor’s effort to get out of business what the traffic will bear.
They use political slogans, but their meaning is usually economic.

The Sophisticated Conservatives

The sophisticated conservatives, represented by magazines like
Fortune and Business Week, are similar to the far left in that
their political demands are continuous and specifically focused.
They leave the noise to the practical right; they do not attempt
to arouse the people at large; they work in and among other elite
groups, primarily the high military, the chieftains of large corpo-
rations, and certain politicians. Knowing what they want, want-
ing it all the time, and believing the main drift is in their favor,
these sophisticated conservatives try to realize their master aim
quietly.

Many of the spokesmen of the sophisticated right are occupa-
tionally of the trade association world. They tie in solidly with
the industry-armed forces-State Department axis, and move per-
sonally as well as politically in those circles. The interchange
between the military and big industry is more widespread and
easier than most observers realize; intermarriages, as well as ex-
plicit career moves, would have to be taken into account in any
thorough study of these connections. Since this tiny political
group is not at present attempting directly to enlist public sup-
port, the terms of its real ideology are not well known. Probably
as they see it, the high military and the big management should
unite and form a new elite. During crises they would expect sup-
port from among all those practical conservatives of the type
whose names appear in the Congressional investigations of
rough stuff in industry, especially the La Follette hearings of the
Thirties; and if they are smart about labor, they might hope to
win over a bloc from the liberal center.

The difference between the practical and the sophisticated
conservatives vis-A-vis labor is that the latter see the world of
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unions and leaders from a more political, a more manipulative,
and a longer-term point of view.

The sophisticated conservatives hold that unions are a stabiliz-
ing force and should be encouraged as a counter-force against
radical movements. They believe that the unions might well be-
come the, bulwark of the system they want to preserve and de-
velop along twentieth-century lines. They would have the trade
union leader end up in their personnel and public relations
departments, as a junior lieutenant of the captain of industry,
from where, at an appropriate time, they could kick him out and
replace him by a more reliable man.

Some of the sophisticated consgrvatives speak their views in
terms of the national scene. For example, at a recent hearing
before the House Labor Committee, an employer who had fought
a political union said’to the Congressmen: “You would play right
into the hands of the radicals if you passed legislation that would
destroy unionism.” Unions, he went on, “are essential to the
national economy.”

Others speak in more local terms; they see the labor leader
as a sort of aide to their own personnel manager—as part of
their managerial force, a specialist in peacefully disciplining the
rank and file. This view spread rapidly during the late war, when
it seemed to many members of this public that management and
labor were co-operating nicely, on the basis of cost-plus and
other government contracts. .

The sophisticated conservatives see the labor leader so much
in a political light that although they quibble about money, they
are willing to pay for services rendered. They believe that pen-
sion plans, good lighting, and personnel counseling are better
than socialism. Unliké the practical conservatives, who fear en-
croachment upon theff managerial prerogatives, the sophisticated
conservatives think that, by taking in the labor leader as a junior
partner and a needed.ifront, they can keep the situation under
control.

The sophisticated conservatives hope that the labor leaders,
in their fear of the practical right and in order to hold their
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organizations together, may be ready to accept the lure offered
by co-operative big business with its emerging liberal front. They
have read carefully what liberal labor spokesmen have so often
and solemnly said: “You get the kind of labor union and leader
that you demand; if you give us the Mohawk Formula, you'll get
rough, tough labor outfits.” The sophisticated conservatives, un-
like the liberals, have examined the other side of this true coin:
“If you give us co-operation, you'll get co-operative unions and
co-operative leaders.” They have studied carefully stories of how
the steel union had to kick out the rough leaders who became
troublemakers after the contracts were signed. That is the sort
of practice the sophisticated conservatives are banking on, and
many of them are willing to risk the first step.

The sophisticated right has two points in common with the
far left: in their imagery, both split the labor leader from the
rank and file of labor; and in their strategy, both would use the
leader to manage the working men and women in the union. The
left would use the labor leader to radicalize or to release radical
forces among the workers (depending upon the relative weights
given spontaneity and organization). The right would use the
labor leader to de-radicalize or to keep radicals away from the
workers (depending on how spontaneously radical the workmen
are believed to be).

The Politics of Slump

The practical conservatives now have the political initiative,
and their major political enemy is the liberal center. Today these
are the only two alert publics of visible importance in American
political struggles. The far left and the independent left are
negligible in size and unimportant in political strength. Such
effectiveness as the Communists have, they enjoy through the
liberal center’s unimaginative lack of political ideas. For the time
being, the sophisticated conservatives are pleased to allow the
practical conservatives to carry the burden of their fight. That
is where matters now stand. But to be politically oriented, it is
necessary to gauge the future as well as contemplate the present.
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Under conditions of slump, the size and significance of the
political publics may undergo great change with bewildering
swiftness. The liberal view of historical continuity should not
obscure the fact that history, at times, is discontinuous, and that
in our time its pace has been enormously accelerated.

It is a safe guess that in the next American slump the areas
of political alertness will expand. Joined by members of the
now passive mass public, the politically alert will suggest pro-
grams and attempt to build organizations to make them effective.
The politically alert will compete for the people, whom events,
such as the timing and the severity of the slump, will move one
way and then another. In terms of political publics, the question
is: Who will catch the people when the system fails them?

Under the impact of slump, power may shift toward those
who are 1deologlcalfy and strategically prepared for it. Then the
ideas of minor political groups, now unimportant in size and
strength, may become politically relevant and their roles may
become decisive in the shaping of events. Already the political
publics are being ideologically polarized to left and right. For
ideas and programs, you have now to go to the sophisticated
conservatives or to the far and independent left. When the
slump arrives, the ideological polarity may become a practical
polarity.

This is true despite the strong, if often unwitting, efforts of
the liberal center and the Communists to confuse the issue before
the struggle gets fully under way. Liberals may think that they
are walking upright down the middle of the road, but, in fact,
many of them are crawling along the edge of the right-hand
ditch. Their attention is wholly absorbed by the awesomeness
of the power of Russia and the United States; in the name of
realism, they would abdicate domestic political quarrels in favor
of the national unity needed to save the world for whatever
those in charge of the American political economy may have to
offer it. The liberal ideas now available to Americans obscure
rather than clarify what is happening in the world, and their
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rhetoric has already been taken over by the sophisticated con-
servatives.

During boom or wartime, the sophisticated conservatives’ policy
of “living with labor” tends to prevail; during early slump and
during fear of slump, the practical conservative, with his policy
of “busting up labor,” edges into the foreground, making his
economic clamor, and carrying the struggle for the right against
labor. That is why the sophisticated conservatives can be quiet,
and even talk the language of the liberals.

After the slump comes, the sophisticated corservatives will
gain in importance and participate in the fight as a general staff.
They have a program for slump. It involves the building of a
war economy during peacetime while speaking all the liberal
phrases. They will see their chance and will be shrewd enough
politically to atterapt to capture the labor leaders for this pro-
gram. As the severity of the slump increases, they will tempt the
labor leader with bigger bait, offering him security for his
organization and tenure for himself, if he will only come over
and help discipline the rank and file in a responsible way. In the
meantime, the sophisticated conservatives will discipline the
practical conservatives, whom the labor leaders fear. If they can
handle the labor leader and use his organizations to keep the
rank and file acquiescent, the sophisticated conservatives think
they can hold things steady until the wars come again.

But the practical conservatives have no program with which
to meet a slump. Their “program” only leads into slumps, not
out of them, and they are easily frightened. In a slump, they
will probably swing behind the sophisticated planners of the new
conservative order, although groups of fascists, recruited from
the lower middle classes of smaller cities, will compete with the
sophisticated conservatives for the allegiance of the rank and
file of the right.

During the slump, all left-wing groups, as well as the Com-
munists, will compete for the loyalties of the larger liberal
center, which will probably move leftward in a body. The far
left, and especially the independent left, will grow again. Many
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programs will be set forth, but none of them will matter much
unless they are connected with going organizations. There-
fore the entire left and liberal forces will converge on one point:
they will compete for the allegiance and the support of the labor
leader, and for the rank and file of the labor unions.

That is,why the labor leaders are now a strategic elite. They
are the only men who lead mass organizations which in the
slump could organize the people and come out with the begin-
nings of a society more in line with the image of freedom and
security common to left traditions. In the American political
drama, the labor leader has been thus*far less a leading actor
than a stage prop. He has been a man to whom things happened
rather than a man who made new beginnings. Now he is stra-
tegic not only because he is powerful, potentially more than
actually, but becausé’his fortunes are bound up with the fate of
the rank and file of unionized workers. He cannot weather any
sizable slump without trying hard to be responsive to the de-
mands of this rank and file.

In a slump, there is a question of power and there is a question
of intellect. A program would assert how each of the two are
to be developed and how ideas and people are to be united into
a going concern. The labor leader is now the only possible link
between power and the ideas of the politically alert of the left
and liberal publics. How will the labor leader behave in the
coming slump? That is the key political question for those who
want to know what is in the works for American society in the
middle of the twentieth century.



CHAPTER TWO

THE MASS PUBLIC’S VIEW

THE LABOR leader does not appear as a distinct and durable
image to the mass public. The people at large are more likely to
make blurred moral judgments than distinct political demands.
Their impressions are not stable or part of any thought-out politi-
cal view, but these very conditions make them all the more
amenable to influence.

Nobody knows which way the mass public will turn in the
slump or what it will expect of the labor leader, but in consider-
able part, the way the labor leader will turn depends upon the
political temper of the people and upon what action he believes
the people will allow or expect of him. The politically alert public
which can shape the mass public’s interpretation of the slump
will thus be the public in the best position to influence the
strategy of the labor leader.

Political opinions trickle from smaller alert publics to the
passive mass of the people in three major ways:

First, the liberal and leftward publications, as well as the
right-wing newsletters, are read by editors and writers for mass-
circulation organs and by radio commentators. The contents of
the politically sophisticated media are thus passed on, although
in the process they may be sharply reslanted.

Second, writers for the magazines and papers that serve the
politically alert publics graduate, in the typical course of their
careers, to better-paying positions with media that serve the
mass public. The labor editor of one of the nation’s foremost
business journals is a former Trotskyist, and one group of maga-
zines having enormous circulation seems to have consciously fol-
lowed the practice of recruiting and training bright young men
from leftward circles.

Third, in their daily lives, the members of the two types of
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public meet one another, for the politically alert are not socially
isolated people; on the contrary, they are the ones who lead what
temporary mass organizations exist, and they are the ones who
in neighborhood, shop, and office are most likely to initiate seri-
ous political discussion. The politically alert infiltrate the mass
public and reveal to its members in face-to-face conversation
something of their own political opinions and imagery.

But other influences besides the politically alert and their
organs are shaping the impressions of the mass public. To under-
stand its images of labor, now and in a slump, we have to pay
attention to the contents of the mass media of communication
and to the direct experience which the people have with labor
leaders and labor organizations.

Labor in the Mass Media

The mass media aré*not kind to the labor unions or labor
leaders. As a general rule, they ignore the peaceful and stable
features of the union world while reporting in detail the dead-
locks, the strikes, and the seizures. Violence is the meat and
gravy of labor news; labor peace is seldom part of that news,
unless the media have first created the expectation of violence
that didn’t come off. The media tend to report those labor actions
which seemingly indicate great and irresponsible power on the
part of the unions and the labor leaders rather than any con-
structive work they may do.

A study has been made of the handling of labor news on all
four major radio networks during a sample period of 1944. The
content of the 33 news programs having the largest national
audiences were examined in detail. This study discloses that:

“Important items” of labor news are likely to hit most news
programs, although there is little continuous labor reporting . . .
except by a few markedly anti-labor commentators who con-
stantly hammer away at labor questions. The division of opinion
that is expressed about who is going to win in conflicts of busi-
ness and labor is about 50-50, whereas in the division of opinion
as to who is right and who is wrong, there are five times as many
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comments unfavorable to labor as there are favorable. In quoting
anti-labor opinion, the commentators as a group draw heavily
upon statements by government officials, prominent Republicans,
big businessmen, and anonymous “rank-and-file union members”;
whereas, in quoting opinions sympathetic to labor, the commen-
tators draw almost exclusively upon statements made by labor
leaders.

The general impression of labor presented for mass consump-
tion by these typical and nationally heard radio news programs
is that “labor is sometimes strong and sometimes weak, but what
it does is nearly always morally wrong and no one approves of
labor, except the labor leaders themselves.”

While no comparable study of the handling of labor news by
typical newspapers has been made, certain general conclusions
can be drawn from a spot inspection of widely read dailies of
various political hues. Their types of coverage range from hysteri-
cal name-calling and excited shouts of doom to objective report-
ing. But there are two generalities which almost all these papers
have in common:

First, they do not cover labor news in the continuous and
detailed way in which most of them cover business news. There
are occasional labor columns, but there are no “labor pages” as
there are business pages. Naively, from the standpoint of news
service to the mass readers, this cannot be excused on the ground
that more people are vitally concerned with business than with
labor. Only 6 or 7 per cent of the working population of the
nation are themselves engaged in business, whereas something
like 33 per cent are involved with unions.

Second, although the policies of the big dailies range from
conservative right to vaguely liberal, their stand on labor news
typically runs like this: the union as an institution might not
be such a bad thing, or it is a good thing in principle; but certain
unions and a good many labor leaders have gained too much
power which they are using recklessly and selfishly, without
proper regard for the effects of their actions upon our general
welfare. Various papers place different weight on the several
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clauses of this summary, but in general, it contains the common
denominator of the newspaper’s handling of labor. Anti-unionism
in the press is something like anti-Semitism in everyday life.
The qualifications, made ostensibly for exceptional cases, effec-
tively swallow up the abstract statement of approval.

In the Republican papers, smearing labor is part of smearing
the Democratic administration. The chaotic and fearful condi-
tions often presented in connection with labor are not taken
to be solely the fault of the newly powerful labor leader; they
are also the fault of the administration’s policy, or the adminis-
tration’s lack of policy, or of the New Deal’s “abject surrender
to ambitious, unscrupulous labor leaders” and its persistent en-
couragement of labor “to go after more and more dough.”

Torrents of criticism are let loose in some of the more popular
papers against “Murray’s CIO” as a “pet of the New Deal.” The
Communist issue is Tidden hard: the CIO is “overrun with
Communists” and is suffering severely from “Red rot.” More
august papers solemnly warn, whenever they comment on any
evidence of labor militancy, that unions are “cutting their own
throats” and playing into the hands of their enemies when they
do these things against the “public interest,” and that a “handful
of men in key positions must not be permitted to flout the entire
nation.”

The mass media are not only purveyors of news; they are also
media of popular culture. In their entertainment as in their news,
they are anti-labor. In radio soap opera, in the comic strips,
movies, and pulp fiction, labor unions and labor leaders are
almost never brought into the picture in any way. Even the fac-
tory worker is practically unknown in the dramas of popular
culture. Mass culture heroes either have no stated occupation or
they are professional, business, or white-collar people. By their
omissions and in their whole manner of dramatizing the Ameri-
can scene, particularly their heavy accent upon individual effort
and individual ends, the mass media are biased against the
labor world, and make it appear strange and sinister.

Yet it does not necessarily follow that the mass media are as
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effective as their editors or certain spokesmen for labor would
have us believe. The people have experiences which enter into
and form their views of labor; when experience repeatedly proves
the media wrong, people come to distrust the media. But just
how many people have any experience with unions and union
leaders? Suppose there were no mass media of communication:
What would the mass public know about labor unions?

In and Out of the Unions
About one-third of the U.S. adult population either belongs

to some labor union or lives in a family containing a union
member. Presumably these people have more opportunity than
others to experience the union world from the union side of the
picket line or conference table.

We do not know how many people employ workers belonging
to unions, but we do know that, along with their family members,
about 9 per cent of the adult population are involved in manag-
ing or employing workers. Most of these people handle very
small labor forces; and since only about a third of the workers
are in unions, it is generous to estimate that 6 or 7 per cent of
the adult population have more of a chance than others to experi-
ence unions from the business side of the tension.

Seven per cent from the business side, 33 per cent from the
union side: this leaves some 60 per cent of the U.S. population
who are not members of unions and have no direct business
experience with unions. These 60 per cent are known in business-
labor disputes as the public. Whether they know it or not, they
have as large a stake in the outcome of such disputes as those
who are directly involved; many of them have close or distant
friends who are among the 33 and the 7 per cent. They are
clearly subject to cross-pressures from the business-involved and
the union-involved people whom they know.

Yet for their images of the labor organization and for their
feelings about the labor leader, they must rely largely upon
the contents of the mass media, upon hearsay from friends or
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passers-by, and upon occasional glimpses at, or inconveniences
from, picket lines.

To say that 33 per cent of the people are union-involved is
not a precise indication of the character of experience they have
of the inner workings of labor unions or of the operations of the
labor leaders. The kinds of experience that various types of
union members have, as well as the proportions that fall into
each type, vary according to the specific way a particular union
is organized, the work processes within its industry or trade, and
the extent to which the union encourages membership participa-
tion. We can, however, roughly distinguish three groups among
‘the union-involved people: the inactivée members; the active
members, known in some unions as the activity; and the volun-
tary, unpaid rank-and-file leaders of the unions.

1. The inactive members neither regularly attend their locals’
meetings nor participite in any continuous feature of the life
of the union except the grievance procedure and the payment
of dues. The only labor leaders they are likely to see at close
range are the unpaid shop stewards or committeemen who serve
them in the grievance machinery. A great many of them un-
doubtedly do not even know the head of their own local or the
name of the president of the national union to which they belong.

Although these inactive members may not see the leaders at
close range, and may think of them as “just some more big shots,”
nevertheless union members—and for that matter, factory workers
at large—are pretty unanimously convinced that labor leaders are
fighting for the workers” bread and butter. Ninety-two per cent
of the unionized workers in factories and 82 per cent of the non-
union workers believe that the union heads are doing something
of benefit to labor.

The pay-off is what most affects the union member’s attitude
toward his union. The majority of workers seem to know that
they get more money and better conditions and more of a chance
to kick effectively with a union than without. Some 88 per cent
of union members in factories think their best chance of making
a living lies in joining a union; about half of all workers, union
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and non-union, agree that the unions do fight for higher wages
and that they have improved wage standards.

Many American workers look upon the trade union in the way
that many middle-class people look upon the insurance policy.
They don’t want to bother about it, but if it doesn’t demand
much personal sacrifice, they are willing to receive the benefits
of membership. Like the insured, or for that matter, like stock-
holders, the union members may not exercise their right to vote
and to participate in the management of the concern, but that
does not mean they don’t want to belong,

Similarly, this does not mean that these inactive members
are not loyal to the union. The test of union loyalty is not regular
attendance at meetings or regular exercise of the privilege of
voting. Many loyal citizens of the United States do not vote,
much less attend political meetings. The key test of loyalty comes
during battle and during crises: Will the members support the
union during strikes? Will they join the picket line or cross it?
Experience demonstrates that this solidarity, although varying
greatly from one period to another and from one union to
another, includes from half to three-quarters of the people in
the unions.

1. The active members of the union, a relatively small number,
attend meetings more or less regularly and usually come out
for local union affairs. They are good union members, well sold
on at least the rudimentary ideas of pure and simple unionism.
They are the old standbys and the young militants, and whem
there is trouble, they will all be there. They take the extra shift:
on the picket line, their wives and daughters man the soup
kitchens during times of trouble. These members of ‘the activity”
overlap with the rank-and-file leaders, and some of them graduate
into the circle close to the officials. They carry the gossip of the
union and they know the leaders of the local to talk to; they
gather, carry, and repeat what they hear about the leaders, and
during factional squabbles, they take sides.

m. The rank-and-file leaders of the union, in addition to doing
all that active members do, donate much time to the union’s
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routine work. They are the shop stewards, the men representing
the union within the place of work; they are “the union on the
job,” dealing every day with foremen and union members, han-
dling grievances. As observers for the leaders of the local union,
reporting and even advising, they “localize and adjust developing
trouble.” Some sit on the executive boards of the locals and on
various standing committees, or are delegates to various other
labor bodies. All these rank-and-file leaders know labor from
the bottom up. Many of them, as we shall see, are the future
full-time leaders of their unions.

There are no good studies on American unions as a whole, or
on any number of individual unions, to tell us how many union
members fall into the inactive, active, or leader classifications of
membership. A partlal study has been made of the membership
of British trade unions: It is interesting to know that in a country
whose labor movement, in parliamentary election, has taken over
the government itself, among the unions for which data is avail-
able only from 15 to 25 per cent of the membership usually votes
on the various issues.

For American unions, the figure would undoubtedly be lower.
Many of the newer unions are filled with members who in no
way have needed to sacrifice or struggle in order to create their
union. Indeed, some were among the minority who voted against
the union in NLRB elections. As a whole, American unions have
done little to educate their members, and the labor press is
almost as dull as the typical local union meeting. It is a generous
guess to estimate that 15 per cent of the union members, in
addition to rank-and-file leaders, are continuously active.

The cadre of rank-and-file leaders—the members of local
executive boards, standing committees, delegates to various
bodies, and shop stewards—numbers slightly over 2,000,000 men.
Calculations, based on this estimate of the number of people
holding these positions in U.S. unions, show that about 15 per
cent of the union members are unpaid rank-and-file leaders.
Inside the unions, then, the 14,000,000 members fall roughly into
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three categories: 15 per cent are rank-and-file leaders; 15 per
cent are active members; and 70 per cent are inactive members.

Adding all estimations, on the base of the total adult popu-
lation in 1945, the following crude portrait emerges:

Union-involved .. .. .............. ... ... ... 33%
Leaders ........ ... ... .. .. 3
Active ... ... .. 3
Inactive ............ ... ... ... ... . ... ... 27

The public ................... ..... .. ... 60

Business-involved ............ ... ... ..... .. 7

Total U.S. population .............. ..... .. .100%

Labor’'s Genera! Score

No matter what the mass media say or what the public opin-
ion polls indicate, the facts of union membership show clearly
that a considerable proportion of the American people think
enough of unions to want to join them. Over the last dozen years
Americans have joined the unions by the millions. In 1935, only
9.4 per cent of the wage and salary workers of the country were
in unions; ten years later 34.4 per cent were members. That
kind of fact must be taken into account, along with the generally
bad press and radio coverage given the unions. The lineup of
the people according to their chances of experiencing the union
world is a counterweight to media-implanted biases.

It is obvious that everyone who has joined a union has not
done so simply because of a favorable attitude toward the
unions. During the latest surge of union organizing, workers
joined unions primarily: (1) by way of elections under NLRB
supervision, and (2) by way of union membership maintenance
clauses in contracts given war industries. Under the NLRB, a
majority vote prevailed, which means that possibly as many
as 49 per cent of those entering the unions in this way might
not have voted for a union. Under the maintenance-of-member-
ship clause, the people who did not want to join were given a
fixed period of time during which, if they wished, they could
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cancel their membership. Even considering these facts, a definite

majority of union members must be favorable to the general
idea of unionism.

From the early days of the CIO to the middle years of the
late war, the public was repeatedly asked the same question
about lahor unions by public opinion polls. It is not a very
precise question, but it is the only one that has been repeated—
eleven times—in exactly the same form over such a long period
of time. The question runs bluntly: “Are you in favor of labor
unions?”

Throughout this period, from 1936 to 1943, slightly more than
two-thirds of the people have been in favor of labor unions.
These were years of sharp moves in industry, of slump and
war and boom in the nation. They were the years of strong
union militancy and growth. The figures over this period range
from a low of 67 to a high of 78 per cent, not showing any trend
up or down. Unions are now recognized as part of the institu-
tional machinery of American society.

We have to turn to other questions in order to get more cur-
rent opinions on labor unions, for the blunt question has not
been repeated recently. The nearest to it, asked in 1947, revealed
that 78 per cent of those having any opinion approved of the
general idea of labor unions. A very good question was asked
during 1946: “Suppose you had been acting as a referee in
labor-management disputes during the past three months: do
you think your decisions would probably have been more often
in favor of labor’s side or more often in favor of management’s
side?” The people answered:

JAN. JUNE NOV.

1946 1946 1946

Labor ....................... 26% 37% 37%
Management ................ 45 87 34
Dont know ....... ....... 29 26 29

Total .................... .. 100% 100% 100%
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When a question about labor involves a decision about conflict
rather than the acceptance of a general principle, fewer people
favor labor and about one out of three people cannot make up
their minds. But examine the trend: during the year 1946, busi-
ness lost support: from 45 per cent in January to 34 per cent in
November, and this in spite of the many postwar strikes during
that period. Something else is involved in the attitude of the
mass public toward labor unions. The price rise may well have
affected the people’s view. Coping with overtaxed budgets prob-
ably increased their sympathy with organized labor’s attempt to
raise its wages during this period when price control was virtu-
ally killed.

All the other general questions on labor unions which we have
examined, from 1936 to 1948, seem to uphold the point that the
mass public is definitely in favor of the idea of labor unions. Yet
two qualifications must immediately be made: (1) their general
approval does not preclude many specific criticisms of unions
and (u) all classes are not equally pro-labor.

1. The public attaches specific qualifications to its general sup-
port of unions. In 1939, 71 per cent of the mass public felt the
unions needed reform, as against only 52 per cent who were for
reforming government and 30 per cent, manufacturing industries.
In 1943, when the public was asked if there were any organiza-
tions in the country which might cause harm if not curbed, 50
per cent said “Yes,” and over half of those who answered “Yes”
were aiming at labor or at labor leaders. Again, late in 1946,
when asked about a list of things that might need “government
attention,” the regulation of labor unions ranked high on the
public’s list.

Apparently the public does not make up its mind about labor
issues in terms of black or white, as many columnists and com-
mentators do. That is true even of strikes, which according
to the content of mass media should in most cases be rejected
on principle. In November, 1946, 62 per cent of the people said
that if they were a member of Congress they would vote against
a bill to prohibit “all strikes for any reason whatsoever.” But

>
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43 per cent would prohibit strikes against the telephone com-
pany, while 32 per cent would prohibit strikes in the automobile
industry. The two types of strikes they are most against are those
in companies taken over by the government (59 per cent against)
and “general strikes where all the unions in an area go out on
strike together” (56 per cent against). Yet even in these cases,
some 16 per cent of the mass public hasn’t made up its mind.

Various industrial situations evoke different reactions from the
public. For instance in 1946, in the case of a small electrical
company, only 19 per cent would favor government arbitration
and require both parties to accept the decision, but 30 per cent
would favor such an arrangement for a large electrical company,
and 46 per cent for the railroads. The public’s general approval
of the idea of unions does not mean that it does not discriminate
according to specific,cases or that it necessarily sees these cases
in a simple way.

. Class bias underlies the images people have of unions.
This bias is not revealed as clearly in opinions on the general
idea of unions as it is in opinions on specific issues, and particu-
larly on strikes or other matters of conflict.

On the blunt question, “Are you in favor of labor unions?”
there is only a slight difference of opinion between the rich and
the poor. In the late Thirties, 71 per cent of the upper, 75 per
cent of the middle, and 82 per cent of the lower class answered
“Yes.” In the early Forties, 73 per cent of the upper, 69 per cent
of the middle, and 71 per cent of the lower class answered “Yes.”
The class difference is greater in the Thirties, a time of labor
militancy, than during the middle years of wartime unity. Over
these years, class differences in opinion narrowed, but with infla-
tion and the anxiety of another slump, they are widening again.
The least favorable occupational group is of course the farmers:
in 1941 only 50 per cent answered “Yes” to the general question.
The most favorable are the poorer unskilled workers: in 1937,
86 per cent of them answered favorably.

During the 1937 steel strikes, the mass public was asked
whether its sympathies were with the strikers or with the com-
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panies: 18 per cent of the upper but 44 per cent of the lower
classes were in sympathy with the strikers. Sentiment for the
strikers was four times as strong among people on relief as among
people in the upper brackets. On the 1946 question concerning
which side a person would favor in labor-management disputes
if he were a referee, 75 per cent of the upper classes but only
31 per cent of the lower classes favored management. In Janu-
ary, 1947, 26 per cent of the general public, 34 per cent of the
manual workers, and 52 per cent of the union members favored
the closed or union shop.

The extremes in the class continuum of labor opinion are rep-
resented by businessmen and farmers on the one hand, and
unionized working people on the other. Seldom do poll-takers
find special gioups holding such divergent opinions as in this
instance. Businessmen, for example, in November, 1946, were
more than two to one of the opinion that labor puts the greatest
pressure on Congress and receives the most Congressional con-
sideration. But among union members, two to one believed that
business has the advantage on both points. Almost regardless of
what sort of question is asked, the public is divided in its opin-
ions of unions along class lines, and again along lines of union
membership.

The general public approves of the principle of unionism, but
its opinion during crises and on specific features of labor action
is split along class lines, while many have no definite opinions.
Of all the features of unionism about which there is public
doubt, first is the labor leader himself.

Images of the Labor Leader

The labor leader is no American hero. When the people are
asked to compare him with the business leader or stereotyped
images of other social actors, he generally comes out badly. The
public tends: (1) to approve of unions or of labor in general;
(2) to split the unions and labor as a whole from the labor union
leaders; (3) to blame the things they do not like about unions
on the labor leaders. In these respects, the public seems to follow
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the press and radio. The labor leader gets little credit for peace-
ful everyday work, but when he is on the spot, the mass public
focuses upon him and often makes him the object of blame and
censure.

Yet there is another aspect to the people’s image: they readily
admit they don't know anything about labor leaders. This fact
must be ‘considered along with the generally negative image
that seems to prevail. For instance, in 1940 a full 51 per cent
admitted not knowing whether or not labor leaders in their com-
munity were doing a good job in representing labor, 57 per cent
didn’t feel they had any basis for judging whether labor leaders
were honest in handling union funds, and 51 per cent were quite
uncertain about how many labor leaders deal fairly with em-
ployers.

The public’s ignotance concerning the labor leader is pointed
up when questions are asked concerning individual labor leaders.
More people can tell you all about The Labor Leader than can
tell you who the president of the AFL happens to be: only 43
per cent of the people in 1942 knew who he was, and only 24
per cent were able to identify the president of the CIO. In 1945,
only 20 per cent could name the correct organization for Walter
Reuther, and only 37 per cent knew that James Petrillo was head
of the Musicians Union.

There was one labor leader, however, whom the public could
identify: 63 per cent knew that John L. Lewis runs the Mine
Workers Union. John L. Lewis is probably the best-known labor
leader in the United States. He is also among the least liked.
In 1941, five times as many people, and in 1943, nine times as
many, disapproved of Lewis as approved of him.

Which other leaders are liked most, which least? In trying to
answer such questions, we are able to winnow from the polls
three groups of labor leaders: (1) Philip Murray and William
Green are well known and popular; (2) John L. Lewis, head of
the Miners, Harry Bridges, West Coast Longshoremen, and James
Petrillo, Musicians, are well known and unpopular; (3) very little



THE MASS PUBLIC’S VIEW 45

known but fairly well liked are A. Philip Randolph, David
Dubinsky, Walter Reuther, A. F. Whitney, and Joseph Curran.

Green is more widely known than Murray, but Murray is
slightly better liked. Among the well-known and unpopular
leaders one man is associated by the public with the Communist
Party and another with the legitimate racketeer aspect of union
life. Apart from the heads of the two union blocs, who receive
publicity all the time, these are the types most likely to appear
in the newspapers. Out of some 360 men prominent in the union
world, the public at large is acquainted with a dozen at most.

This unfamiliarity does not prevent the mass public from hav-
ing opinions about The Labor Leaders. The poll-takers seem to
aim their questicns at two aspects of labor leadership: power and
morality. In buth cases, their best questions ask the public to
compare labor leaders with businessmen and sometimes with
government officials.

Just before U.S. entry into the late war (May, 1941), more peo-
ple were worried about the power of the labor leaders (75 per
cent) than about the power of large corporation heads (59 per
cent) or of government officials (32 per cent). Of course, the
public unanimously holds the opinion that businessmen and
labor leaders should have a social conscience and a sense of
social responsibility. However, in March, 1946, when it was
asked what proportions of businessmen and of labor leaders had
these qualities, 59 per cent said that more than half of the busi-
nessmen did, but only 7 per cent said the same of labor leaders.

No poll-taker has yet devised a set of questions which would
enable the mass public to allocate specific responsibilities to
labor leaders and businessmen. In the closest attempt, during
March, 1946, from a given list, the public overwhelmingly picked
such things as “the economic health of industry” and the “general
welfare of the community” as the joint responsibility of “both
business and labor.” In every one of the seven areas of responsi-
bility asked about, the majority believed that both labor and

management were responsible. In only one area (“productivity
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per worker”) did more people think labor should be more re-
sponsible than business.

In their image of the role of the labor leader, the people have
not figured out what a good labor leader really ought to do—
which is not surprising, since those labor leaders who think they
know hdve not told many people about it. The people, union
and non-union, have a vague idea that the labor leader has too
much power and that in some way he fails to live up to his
social responsibilities. Yet the public cannot define what the re-
sponsibilities of the labor leader actually are or what kind of
job the labor leader actually does.

This is how organized labor and its leaders stand with the
mass public: too many of the people have now been affected by
the practical benefifs of unionism to accept the negative treat-
ment in the mass media of communication. Some two-thirds of
the public can usually be counted on to support the idea of
labor unionism. When the unions are in a conflict, or the people
are called upon to take a stand, many of them are undecided,
but they by no means stack all the cards against the unions. The
unions have much more support among the lower and lower
middle classes than they do among the upper classes and, despite
the general absence of education inside the union, their own
members are fairly loyal.

Much public doubt about the labor leader as a newly powerful
man is due to the fact that he is a social actor without a publicly
defined role. Yet vigorous action on his part, when publicly con-
nected with the interests of the people (as, for instance, lower
prices), does not alienate but rather draws the people to his side.
There is no reason not to believe that under slump conditions,
broad and energetic action properly communicated to the public
would greatly enlarge the sphere of union influence and support.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE HOUSES OF LABOR

NO MATTER what political publics may demand or the general
public support, the labor leader can neither follow the first
nor accept the second unless he is strong. No man is strong in
the world of U.S. labor unless he has or is thought to have a
strong union back of him. The power of the labor leader is bound
up with the power of the union which he leads.

It is only because of his organization that the political publics
make demands on the labor leader and the general public keeps
him in focus. All Lis action, political and economic, is action with
an eye on the state of his union.

The Internationals

Workers come together to form local unions, which are the
district units of nationwide unions. These national unions may
be affiliated with the American Federation of Labor or the Con-
gress of Industrial Organizations, or they may remain independ-
ent of both. The locals within a national union are under the con-
trol of the national headquarters, and the AFL and CIO are
creatures of their respective national unions. Thus the key organ-
ization in the world of U.S. labor is the national union, which is
often called the international because it may have members in
Canada as well as in the United States. The 180-odd national
unions, or internationals, are self-governing: they alone decide
what they will do. The men operating these internationals are
the men who run the union world of American labor.

Heading the international are the general officers, the presi-
dent and the secretary of the union, who usually also serves as
treasurer. In smaller unions the president, the secretary, and the
treasurer may be the same man, but generally there are two top
officers. In larger unions there are also one or more vice-presi-
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dents. Elected by a national constituency of union members, the
national officers are often somewhat independent of pressure
from particular local unions.

Attached to international headquarters are varying numbers
of general organizers or “international representatives.” Their
job is to organize new locals and to serve as liaison agents
between pational headquarters and the lower segments of the
organization. As links between the national officers and the scat-
tered locals, they advise and service the locals, many continu-
ously working assigned districts. These “international reps” are
usually appointed as salaried employees, although in a few unions
they are elected by the union’s national convention. In many
unions, they are attached primarily to given national officials
and make up the cadre of the machine within the international.

The international’s headquarters usually maintains an office
staff. In the smaller"unions, this staff may be altogether clerical
and secretarial, but in the larger internationals, it is augmented
by a sizable corps of professionals, appointed by the general
officers. These professionals are lawyers, editors of the union’s
newspaper, and in an increasing number of unions, economists,
statisticians, and research directors; they are the inside-the-
union “intellectuals.”

The international is composed of local labor unions, the bottom
unit of labor organization. These locals contain the workers of
a given plant or the craftsmen in a given labor market. The presi-
dent and the secretary-treasurer of the locals are elected by the
rank and file. In small locals, these officers continue to work at
their trades, serving as part-time union leaders; in larger locals,
the top officers are important members of the labor leader fra-
ternity. Their job is to administer the affairs of their locals, and
apart from collective bargaining, they are the labor leaders whom
businessmen and personnel directors meet in the everyday round
of work.

Most locals of any size usually have one or more business
agents, who in older unions are generally elected by the members
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of the local or in newer unions (which have often grown fast and
from the top down) are appointed by the national officers. In
either case, the business agent is generally a full-time, paid
organizer. He is a general manager and contact man. He provides
the continuity and general supervision of the local's administra-
tion. His duties are as wide as the activities of the local. He sits
with the executive board and the elected officers; he participates
in every important meeting between the union and the com-
panies; he is generally the depository of continuous union expe-
rience.

The locals have certain members working in the plants who
hold the position of shop steward. They are usually chosen by
the membership in the plant, although in some cases they are
appointed by the local or international officers. These shop stew-
ards are the backbone of the rank-and-file leaders, and as volun-
teers they help the union administer its domain. They do not
receive union salaries, and although they have no formal voice

in running the local, they do have a chance to acquire a follow-
ing and gain influence.

There is a bewildering variety of organizational arrangements
between the top national officers and the local labor leaders.
Intricate mazes of delegate bodies crisscross one another in a
pattern of elected and appointed authority. For example, there
may be joint boards composed of all the locals in the interna-
tional that have jurisdiction over a set of related crafts or occu-
pations. These boards are composed of delegates from all the
locals involved, and their purpose is to promote or secure united
action among these locals. The boards may have firm control of
their locals, may sometimes actually run them, or may be weak
and dependent upon the constituent locals for their existence.
In some unions, the boards are headed by men appointed by the
international’s president.

Some internationals may also have district councils, which have
jurisdiction over the locals within a given territory. Coal, for
instance, is divided into 30 district organizations, the heads of
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which nominally are elected by the locals but actually a majority
are appointed by the president of the international. Steel has 40
district offices, and in each of them, a representative from the
international holds forth.

One national union, for instance, has 251 locals, 19 joint boards,
and 7 district councils, located in 238 cities, 32 states, and 4
Canadian provinces, This vast bureaucracy is a virtual job empire,
securely integrated with a leading American industry and tying
together an international labor union. In such internationals,
there is much room for the “fixing” operations of a machinery of
patronage built up and maintained by national officers.

All internationals began in one of three ways: (1) A number
of independently organized locals banded together to form a
new national organization. (2) An organizing committee, attached
to some existing labor body, created a new international by going
out and organizing a number of locals and setting them up as
more or less autonomous organizations. (3) Spontaneously organ-
ized locals appeared in an industry or occupation and were then
gathered together by an organizing committee attached to some
going labor body.

The international heads make decisions on broad questions—
when to begin an organizing drive or when and how to handle
a strike situation. The locals oversee initial as well as continuous
grievance dealings, policies about participation in city politics,
and dues collection. Such influence as the locals have over the
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