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WORKERS  HISTORY 1933-1955 

The Counter-Attack
This chapter covers some of the most exciting, and most frustrating, years of workers history–the rise and establishment of the CIO, with the great industrial unions and the great strikes, and the continuing counterattack by the bosses.
This counterattack took several forms:
1. Direct opposition, such as the workers at Ford found, when the company still used military methods to keep out the unions until the NLRB finally forced an election at the Rouge plant
2. Co-option: realizing that some form of unionism was essential, many bosses began to create a “relationship” with union leadership, who became allies in an effort to dampen shop floor activities and leadership. Giving in on basic issues like continued union recognition, at GM, or on checkoff or union security, created effective political and financial bonds between the bosses and national union leadership, which was beginning to assert its “independence,” that is, the officers felt they could operate “their” union with less and less direct participation by the members.
3. Continued legal and organizational challenges between the unions and the bosses, and among the faction on both sides of the class divide
a. on the workers side, the conflict raged between the AFL and the CIO, each of which was attempting to increase membership, but which, at this time, had different agendas: the CIO still promoted organizing unskilled workers, opposed racism and encouraged women in the workforce, all of which set it apart from the AFL
b. among the bosses, there was a conflict over how to deal with their workers: some of the largest bosses finally understood that unionism was a reality and that union leadership could be engaged as an adjunct to the company’s personnel offices to keep workers in line, even if it required an extra expense. These major corporations also realized that the unions could be politically contained, by essentially bribing union members. At GM, for example, the company basically created, though contract negotiations, a private, self-contained and well-financed, welfare system, so that efforts to get the UAW to push for a national health care or improved Social Security, or eventually for higher unemployment benefits, were turned aside by an increasing prosperous work force.
On the other hand, as Gilbert Gall shows in his book, The Politics of Right to Work: The Labor Federations as Special Interests, 1943-1979, the bosses split over issues like union security, which was really a code word for union power. “Right-to-work laws, their [union leaders] experience told them, aimed at removing effective unions from the workplace, not protecting individuals’ rights to refrain from union activity.” (Gall, p. 1) “Grounded as it was in a power relationship, the controversy over union security could easily assume expansive connotations. When it did so, the discussion was not really over individual freedom–or the ethics of union solidarity, for that matter. The dispute instead resembled something akin to a debate about the desirable extent of union power in American society.”(p. 3)
First open shop drive in 1907 hampered union growth–WWI led to a de facto union security arrangement to keep production running–the steel strike of 1919 tried to continue this bargaining but was met by military force, and the issue was basic: union recognition and representation–NAM created an open shop committee, which used both phony employee representation plans and straight force to oppose unionization
In 1921, the AFL met to try to reverse the movement, by endorsing Sen. LaFollette in 1924 but were very pitiful, and the second open shop campaign tried to effectively remove unions from the workplace–the long-term campaigns against open shop legislation created:
1. A sense by unions of being under attack
2. The realization that coalitions were necessary
3. A sense that simple state and local lobbying or simple court challenges, as supported by the AFL, were no longer enough to prevail on a basic union issue–the CIO stressed “electoral activism”
4. A dispute over the actual personality of the Democratic Party
5. The question of political action/involvement of the state, which had come around since Gompers’ avoidance of government interference
6. Recognition of the south as a special problem area–by organizing there, do you rouse the anti-union forces which might otherwise lie quiet?
History of the Open Shop
When the Wagner Act was passed, one of the compromises to get the legislation was to have a provision for union security to be legal but not to include any clause which would prevent a state or common law provision from making the provision illegal–from 1938-1941, the ruling class made a series of attempts to amend the Act, with elimination of union security at the center–both the Chamber and NAM opposed “coercion from any source.” (Gall, p. 14)–tried to get statutory interpretation to oppose union security–WWII stalled any attempts to amend the Act
         National Defense Mediation Board (NDMB) created maintenance of membership as a concession/compromise to unions in defense industries–leaders of the CIO, especially JLL, pushed for union security in exchange for support for war effort, since they feared disorganized workers and increased attacks from the bosses–many AFL unions had already negotiated union security agreements, and enforced some of them, in the building trades, through solidarity–
Between 1938-1944, numerous states passed harsh laws restricting union behavior, accepting that federal policy favored unionism for the time being–some of these laws appeared to be unconstitutional because Supreme Court had always held that federal legislation pre-emptied state laws when interstate commerce was concerned–
From 1944-46, loss of these states to right-to-work legislation
· Florida (1944)
· Arkansas (1944)
· South Dakota (1945 and 1946)
· Nebraska (1946)
· Arizona (1946)
and faced strong movement in California (1944) Texas (1945) and Louisiana (1946)
Where there was a strong state fed, as in CA, the national AFL could lay low and sometimes court challenges worked but basically the leadership of the AFL could not handle the attack–years of finger-pointing back and for the between the state feds and the national AFL over whose responsibility and whose resources should be used to fight the anti-union forces (Gall, p.19) –it was a fact that many AFL bosses were so small that they escaped federal jurisdiction–
The situation in FL was in many ways typical–in 1941, the FL Attorney-General, Tom Watson (D), at the urging of state business associations, filed a suit attacking closed shops in existing contracts as “illegal and against public policy.”–he proposed revoking the charters of several shipbuilding corporations that had closed shop agreements--In 1943, the AFL filed suit in FL on behalf of 14 unions, arguing that closed shops in war industries were under the jurisdiction of the federal government–they won this court case but Watson then induced the FL legislature to place on the 1944 ballot a referendum–the legislature, comprised totally of Democrats, passed the legislation, a procedure followed in CA and in AR–led to a quarrel between the FL unions and the AFL over who would run/fund the campaign–the anti-union won a 55% margin in November, 1944–
“The structure of the AFL mandated that the area of state politics was the responsibility of the state and local organizations. Despite strong indications that state legislation restricting union security threatened to emerge as a national problem, organizational patterns of behavior inhibited the national officers from exercising effective leadership.” (Gall, p.24)
Became a national problem, with the support of a FL Dem named Joseph C. Jenkins, who wrote to other state legislators listing labor’s abuses and offering right-to-work as a panacea–similar referenda were in GA, SDAK, TX, LA, NE and AZ–campaigns continued through 1946, when the anti-union forces took federal control–
The CIO tried a more grassroots effort, but their organization was not settled or efficient–in late 1943, the CIO had state organizations only in 35 states–very few members in many of the southern states–tried to also use this issue to bump the conservatives out of the Dem Party–tried first to create a coalition with the AFL and the railroad brotherhoods, but no success–
The CIO organizing campaigns in the south after the war stimulated anti-union bosses–in 1937, GA Congressman Eugene Cox (D) warned “John L Lewis and his Communist cohorts that no second ‘carpetbag expedition’ in the Southland, under the red banner of Soviet Russia . . .” would be tolerated (Gall, p. 33)–the radicalism and interracial unionism created huge opposition, symbolized by open shop, expanded by the post-war strike waves, which created anti-union support in areas of union numerical strength–tipped the balance, leading to T-H, which formalized federal approval for state actions, but also state activities in NH, ME, NDAK, IA,NMEX, –in a pattern of self-punishment, Emil Rieve, of the Textile Workers, speculated that the organizing drives in the south had created the R-T-W fervor there (Gall, p. 41)
“By early 1947, in fact, a pattern had emerged. Right-to-work groups usually formed around a core of employer association activists–mainly smaller manufacturers, retailers and farmer-businessmen. Previously, right-to-work propagandists had substantial ties to extreme right-wing politics, but this component of the movement subsided somewhat by 194t6. Now, mainstream political conservatives had clearly seen the usefulness of right to work and had picked up the torch. The 1946 National Association of manufacturers (NAM) Declaration of Principles on Labor Law Reform, for example, affirmed as its first principle the right to refuse to join a union, and further stated that all union security provisions should be illegal.” (Gall, pp. 35-36)
Barry Goldwater one of the most outspoken for r-t-w
The AFL kept relying on legal challenges, waiting for the best case to take to the Supreme Court while the CIO stressed electoral work–the original T-H required unions to have a separate election on union security
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