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I was asked talk today on a subject calculated to make any labor historian squirm: the future of the labor movement. The subject is a touchy one for two reasons. First, and perhaps most obviously, the movement has never seemed more imperiled, its future more clouded and uncertain. For anyone who believes that labor’s revival is essential to this democracy, as I do, it is not easy to find the right tone in trying to address its situation. Finding the right voice for a talk like this, avoiding either false optimism on the one hand or despair on the other, isn’t easy. 

The second reason why I find today’s subject difficult is that it completely runs against my training. I am a historian, after all, a student of the past. So by training I recoil at trying to predict the future. A historian is the last person one might expect to answer a question about where we are going: Whither the labor movement? Thus to analyze labor’s present straits and assess its future prospects is an intimidating task for me. 


So, having said that, I’ll approach the topic in the only way I know how, that is as a historian, by looking to the past to understand the present. And I’ll rely on my fellow panelists, Ken Moffett and Mackenzie Baris to supplement (or correct!) what I have to say, drawing on their experience as practitioners, one who has spent a life in a labor and one who is on the front lines today. As a historian I can’t say for certain where labor is heading—of course none of us can—but I firmly believe that labor’s history provides us important insights about the present and the opportunities and perils that may lie ahead. 

Having said that, let me first set a scene for you. If you’ve been reading the papers, lately, none of this will sound unfamiliar. The union movement is isolated and on the defensive. It represents less than 10 percent of the nation’s workforce. The well-paying employment sectors where labor unions are strongest are losing jobs while job growth is taking place in lower 

waged sectors that are far more difficult to organize. The economy itself is in the midst of a transformation more profound than anyone living has experienced, as production methods are redefined by new technologies, corporations grow ever larger, and the international economy becomes increasingly interconnected. The law does little to protect workers’ rights to organize, and the judiciary is rarely seems to side with workers. The Republicans in control of Congress seem positively hostile to the labor movement; so too the Republican president, who has been actively trying to weaken federal workers’ unions. Meanwhile, the Democratic party has proven to be a weak ally, its most recent standard bearer was a lackluster campaigner, easily portrayed by his opponents as an elitist, and lacking in appeal to working people; the party itself appears to be adrift without a clear ideology or plan of action. The millions of new immigrants that have recently entered the labor force appear beyond the reach of labor organizers for the most part; unprotected by the law, they fear losing their jobs if they organize. The labor movement itself appears to be in disarray. Recently, one of the nation’s most militant unions left the federation and launched rival labor organization. In recent months the two groups have sniped angrily at each other. In other words, the picture for labor appears grim indeed. 


It may have sounded like I was describing labor’s present situation. I could have been, but I wasn’t. In actuality, I was describing the situation exactly 100 years ago in 1906. Eerily, as one compares that time to our own, one is apt to be stunned by the parallels one finds. One hundred years ago, organized labor certainly appeared to be in trouble. The craft unions of the American Federation of Labor represented a narrow slice of American workers. Those jobs where unions had once been strong: iron making, for example—were being eliminated by new technologies; the fastest growing occupations, such as factory employment, were unorganized and many in the AFL believed they were unorganizable. Labor felt oppressed by law and the courts—judges regularly issued injunctions to end strikes and boycotts. The Republican Party that controlled the Congress was dominated by bitter foes of the AFL, like Speaker of the House Joe Cannon. Republican president Theodore Roosevelt was weakening federal unions, issuing a gag order forbidding postal workers from asking Congress for pay increases. The Democratic party was—as so often seems to be the case—in disarray, and of no clear mind on the labor question. In 1904 it ran Judge Alton B. Parker for president, a conservative acceptable to Wall Street interests; portrayed as an elitist he lost badly to incumbent Theodore Roosevelt. In 1905 the Western Federation of Miners, a one-time affiliate of the AFL turned on the federation in disgust and helped found the radical Industrial Workers of the World (the IWW). And in 1906 the AFL and IWW were sniping at each other, the federation calling the Wobblies “dual unionists” and the Wobblies returned the favor, labeling AFL leaders “labor fakirs” and calling the federation the “American Separation of Labor.” In short, the situation looked dire. It looked nearly as bad as it does today. 


But, organized labor didn’t disappear after 1906 as we know. The bad times that the union movement endured early in the century did not foreshadow its doom. Rather, something fairly amazing happened. Over a period of 40 years, between 1906 and 1946, the labor movement went from the margins to the mainstream of American life. The movement that once embraced less than ten percent of American workers, represented more than one-third of the nation’s workers four decades later. The movement that in 1906 was frozen out of the mass production industries had brought the vast majority of large scale mass production workers under union contract by 1946. Politically, labor went from being an impotent force that could get respect from neither political party to the most powerful grass-roots electoral organization in the country, the arms, legs, and to a great extent the pocketbook of the Democratic party. The labor schism between the AFL and the IWW that seemed to menace labor’s future 1906 passed, and soon the industrial union message of the IWW became a rallying cry for labor’s great organizing drives of the 1930s, in auto, steel, and textile plants. So vast were the changes that by 1946, the country’s most prominent labor economist predicted that the United States was entering a “laboristic age”, an era when unions would become the single most significant social force in the nation. Those optimistic predictions did not come to pass, we know, but that shouldn’t obscure just how much had changed for labor between 1906 and 1946. The rise of organized labor in the first half of the twentieth century was simply stunning. 


As we stand here in 2006, amid difficult conditions that parallel in so many ways those that labor faced a century ago, it behooves us to consider how the labor movement did it once before when confronted with great adversity, how it managed to emerge from all of the problems that beset it to become a major force within half a century. The labor history of the first half of the century is filled with enough twists and turns to fill many books, and indeed I teach a whole course on this period alone. We can’t possibly review all of that history in just a few minutes. But it seems to me that we can identify certain governing principles that operated during this period of labor’s rise, principles around which most labor people came to agree even if—as today—they could sharply disagree about tactics and strategy in the short run. If we can identify these principles, then we can consider how they might apply to labor’s present and future. 

I would identify seven principles. 


1. Labor never lost of its vision of what a union must do. As much as labor leaders could disagree about industrial unionism versus craft unionism, or about political strategies, the movement never lost the sense that it had to be rooted in the workplace. Union people retained certain basic agreements about what unions could do, and what they must do to be successful. Unions exist to control labor markets, take workers out of competition with each other, win for them workplace rules that replace arbitrary treatment with agreed upon procedures, elevate or maintain their standard of living, and win for them dignity and a fairer share of the fruits of the work they do. And unions do all of this by building solidarity among workers. Unless unions accomplish these basic goals, they could entertain no other grander visions of social transformation. It all had to begin in the workplace, with the forging of solidarity. The craft unionists of the AFL and the industrial unionists of the CIO fought bitterly in the late 1930s, but their fight was over which form of labor organization—the craft or industrial union—could best deliver the things that I’ve just outlined, not over what it was that unions should deliver. Different factions in the movement might display greater or lesser degrees of class consciousness, embrace social unionism or business unionism, but in the end, all trade unionists built outward from the understanding that the union must first control the job. Even the CIO at its height of social unionism was animated by what the great labor economist Selig Perlman called “job consciousness.” Controlling the workplace was labor’s first job. 


2. Labor became increasingly flexible in pursuing its basic goals. As the twentieth century opened, the labor movement was governed by two clear ideological principles: voluntarism and craft organization. Voluntarism grew out of labor’s bitter experiences in the late nineteenth century with failed and frustrating efforts to improve workers’ lot through political action and legislation. Voluntarism held that the government—the state—was hopelessly under the thumb of employers and that efforts expended to improve things through legislation were bound to be wasted. The state should keep hands off the workplace, and allow unions and employers to voluntarily settle their differences and institute necessary reforms through the process of collective bargaining. But over the following four decades the labor movement abandoned that view entirely. Increasingly, unions came to realize that they needed state interference—on their behalf—if they were to organize a vast, modern, industrial economy. Voluntarism thus gave way before the exigencies labor faced. 


Craft unionism was the second great principle of the labor movement in 1906. It held that the only truly organizable workers were those who held difficult-to-acquire skills. Only they operated in limited labor markets that unions had a good chance to control. By 1946, however, that principle too had gone out the window. In 1935, John L. Lewis and others created the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), a federation that organized along industrial rather than craft lines. Within three years, through both militancy (as in the Flint sitdown strike that led to the first contract in autos) and diplomacy (as in the negotiations that produced a contract with US Steel), the CIO made major inroads in organizing the nation’s mass production industries. Not only did the CIO successfully organize unskilled workers, but in response to its success an increasing number of AFL unions—like the Teamsters—began to evolve in the direction of general unions that organized all sorts of workers. One of labor’s secrets during this four-decade period was that it grasped a truth captured in the famous quotation “For things to remain the same, everything must change.” In these years labor re-invented itself without ever abandoning its first principle; it did what unions do, but found new ways to do it. 


3. Labor broadened its base. At the outset of the century, the labor movement could still be aptly characterized as the “aristocracy of labor,” composed overwhelmingly of white male craft workers, most from western European ethnic backgrounds. In this period, the AFL was staunchly in favor of restricting immigration; most AFL union leaders viewed recent unskilled immigrants as unorganizable, what Daniel Tobin of the Teamsters later referred to as the “rubbish at labor’s door”; the majority of AFL unions effectively barred African Americans from membership; and working women were seen more as threats to men’s jobs than as sisters to be organized along with their brothers in the movement. By 1946, however, much had changed. Labor had not completely shed racism or sexism. But CIO unions, and later, AFL unions, welcomed blacks and whites together, and challenged overt discrimination in wage rates. Industrial unionists struck up alliances with African American church and community leaders. East and southern European immigrants and their children flooded into the industrial unions. Women too organized on levels that would not have been imaginable in 1906. Labor was no longer an aristocracy, it began to reflect the diversity of the American working-class itself. 


4. Labor realized that its fate depended in large part on public policy. The ethic of the AFL in 1906 was one of manly self-reliance. The idea of voluntarism was that independent, manly trade unionists had the power to win what they needed from employers if only the government didn’t interfere to obstruct their efforts. But by 1946 that ethic had given way to a different realization: that, acting on its own, organized labor could not win many of the things it needed. Labor still had to do what only labor could do: organize workers. It could not rely on the state to do that for it. But neither could it accomplish its mission without political allies who could shape social policies—such as Social Security or the minimum wage—that buttressed labor solidarity rather than undermining it. 


5. Unions undertook economic and political action simultaneously. Again, as the twentieth century began, labor pursued a vision of voluntarism and was officially non-partisan. The AFL did not endorse presidential candidates. But the story of labor’s rise over the following forty years was very largely the story of labor’s realization that it could not progress in the workplace unless it also made headway in politics. Indeed, 1906 was a significant turning in this direction for the labor movement. In that year AFL president Samuel Gompers summoned the leaders of the federation’s unions to draft a document laying out labor’s political demands. It was called “Labor’s Bill of Grievances.” That document—which demanded among other things that labor be exempted from the judicial injunctions that were undermining its ability to strike—led the labor movement toward its ultimate alliance with the Democratic Party. Labor leaders presented the document to leaders of both major political parties. The Republicans rejected it. But William Jennings Bryan, the Democratic nominee for president in 1908, endorsed it. Most AFL unions subsequently worked for Bryan’s election. The Bryan-AFL connection in turn led to the 1912 alliance between Democrat Woodrow Wilson and the AFL. That alliance bore fruit in policies that aided the AFL during World War I. Although the alliance suffered a setback when Democrats were driven from power in the 1920s, Franklin Roosevelt revived it. Labor went on to become the New Deal’s key electoral arm, through organizations like Labor’s Non-Partisan League, which helped re-elect Roosevelt in 1936, and the CIO’s Political Action Committee, the nation’s first “PAC”, which helped him win again in 1944. 


There was a corollary to the principle that economic and political action needed to be conducted simultaneously: Labor avoided the burden of running its own party. At various points in its history, labor flirted with third party efforts, as in the 1924 campaign of Robert M. LaFollette. But generally, labor leaders had too much respect for the deep cultural allegiances that undergirded the Republican and Democratic parties, the diverse American polity, and the structural obstacles against U.S. third parties to try to launch their own party. “The essential problem for the labor movement is to learn to work with a party without trying to capture it,” auto worker president Walter Reuther once explained. “I think that at the point the labor movement captures the Democratic party, you then destroy the broad base essential to translate sound policy into governmental action.” Embedded in Reuther’s statement was a shrewd understanding of how difficult it is for any one group to try to control a political party in a nation so diverse and politically fractious. 


The bottom line though was that, despite its internal political differences, labor developed broad consensus that political action was crucial and must accompany economic action. 


6. Labor was opportunistic in taking advantage of “windows of opportunity.” Union movements, like all social movements, tend not to expand steadily over time. Rather, they experience explosive growth a moments when what some sociologists call “opportunity structures” become favorable. To use a biological metaphor, labor movements are marked not by gradual evolution but rather by punctuated equilibrium: moments of sudden and profound advance followed by long periods of consolidation and/or deterioration. Movements must take maximum advantage of moments of opportunity when they arise. The U.S. labor movement did that. During the World War I years, the union movement grew by 50% in the space of two years due to a shortage of labor and favorable policies of the Wilson administration. During the early New Deal, it took advantage of protections for workers’ rights written into Section 7a of the National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933 and then later and more effectively into the Wagner Act of 1935. And during World War II, unions capitalized on wartime conditions and to expand its ranks again by 50%. When opportunities arose, labor unfailingly seized them. 


7. Labor communicated a vision easily grasped and endorsed by a wide spectrum of Americans. The vision that emerged over the first half of the century could be summarized in two words: “industrial democracy.” Those words became the mantra of the CIO as it organized the nation’s mass-production industries. With those words, labor articulated a broad vision. Not only did it seek the right to join a union and bargain collectively, it envisioned the creation of a democratic culture of rules and accountability in the workplace that would complement the nation’s democratic political culture. It meant not just union organization, but that free enterprise had to serve the public good, that markets had to be answerable to the people’s needs. There was something else important about this vision of industrial democracy—it was not the sole property of organized labor, nor was it meant to speak only to the aspirations of union workers. It helped rationalize labor’s support for minimum wage laws and other regulations that did not offer direct protection to union members---they earned more than the minimum---but rather protected all workers. Industrial democracy spoke to the broad aspirations of the nation as a whole, not only to trade unionists. And, in a culture awash in individualist values, industrial democracy helped establish the American-ness of solidarity, effectively articulating the belief that workplace democracy was essential if political democracy was to thrive. 


The history of how labor embraced that particular term may be especially instructive for this audience. It was first employed by Social Gospel reformers, and then picked up by progressives, and only later by trade unionists. The Catholic Church too played a role in articulating this vision. In 1925, Fr. John A. Ryan, the giant of American Catholic social thought, “the Right Reverend New Dealer” as he was later called published his book, Industrial Democracy from a Catholic Viewpoint. His writing and that of other Catholic social thinkers informed labor leaders like Msgr. Higgins’s friend, Philip Murray, who succeeded John L. Lewis as president of the CIO and led it for most of its history. Indeed, many U.S. labor leaders drew insights from Catholic thought to help them shape their ideas of industrial democracy. 


These, then, were the principles by which labor operated during the period of its rise, as I see them: it never lost its vision of what a union must do; it pursued that vision with flexibility; it broadened its base; it worked for the enactment of social policies, like Social Security, that would uphold unionism rather than subverting it; it combined political and economic action; capitalized on windows of opportunity; and articulated a simple, potent, and broadly uniting vision. 


What relevance do these principles hold today? The world that we confront today is vastly different from the one that labor confronted a century ago. Capital now moves across the globe with a few computer keystrokes; the containerization of shipping, satellite communication, and new methods like just-in-time inventorying are shrinking the globe. Economies that could once be regulated effectively within national borders now defy such regulation. The mass-production model that relied on millions of semi-skilled assembly line workers is disappearing from this nation; where once union jobs were shifted from the strongly union north to the non-union South, they are increasingly shipped overseas. The work force is being re-shaped by immigration and technology is reorganizing our workplaces. We live in a very different world than the one Gompers and his colleagues confronted in 1906. Yet I would argue that every one of principles that governed labor’s rise in the early 20th century remains relevant. If labor is to be revived in the decades ahead, in my view, it would do well to stick by these principles and adapt them to the exigencies of our time. Doing so will not guarantee success. In the future, as much as in the past, labor’s fortunes are likely to depend in part on things beyond its control. But adhering to these basics, I think, would help labor maximize its chances of recovery. 


There is no doubt that labor now faces a situation every bit as difficult as what it faced a century ago. The union movement is weak; it is divided; its opponents hold political power; the industries where it still retains strong organization, such as the auto or airline industries, are in crisis, union jobs are bleeding away; real income for most workers is stagnant or declining over the last decade; workers’ lives are growing more insecure. But even more ominous than these problems, for me, is the fact that labor today appears less able to identify and articulate its guiding principles than it was a generation ago. In a way, I think, labor’s crisis has bred confusion and some leaders seem to have lost sight of some of labor’s basic tenets. 

For example, I see evidence that some of labor’s best minds today are less sure of what it is that unions must do. Consider for example, a proposal floated not long ago in The Nation magazine by two smart writers, the labor lawyer Tom Geoghagen and the brilliant social critic Barbara Ehrenreich. They proposed the creation of a individual union memberships, not tied workplace representation, in which members could advantage of “union-type services” individually, including access to lawyers because, as they wrote, “the one thing that every American, stuck in a job, sooner or later longs to do [is] take the boss to court.” They termed their plan “an Automobile Club card for your breakdowns at work.” It was a well meaning and creative proposal, but it was also one that lost sight of the key, indispensable function of unions: to build solidarity among workers. Ultimately, solidarity will not be built by going to court. To the extent that we forget this, I would argue, we risk losing our way in the years ahead. 


No less concerning is the rigidity with which some labor leaders today blindly cling to the policies of the past, refusing to adapt old principles to new circumstances, while others are too quick to jettison wise traditions like the idea of a voluntary, democratically run labor federation. It is a tragedy that labor leaders failed to find a common ground last summer in adopting reforms that might have reorganized the AFL-CIO in a way that balanced its time-honored protections of individual union autonomy and internal union democracy with the need to create greater sectoral unity among unions and a more tightly run labor federation. Labor leaders failed to combine the need for flexibility with the need for continuity. They will need to become better at striking that balance in the years ahead. 


Similarly, the sniping of some union leaders following the AFL-CIO/CTW split last summer revealed that some believe unions should give up on the frustrating world of politics and public policy in order to focus solely on organizing. This is a dangerous delusion, in my view. I recognize that some people make that argument less because they truly believe it than that they want to take a shot at John Sweeney or put a scare into Democrats who take labor’s support for granted. Still, it is an unprincipled argument. Labor will not rebuild itself without achieving changes in the nation’s political economy, indeed without altering current patterns in the world political economy. Labor will not rise in the future without the aid of pro-worker public policies any more than the CIO could have been built without the supportive New Deal policies of the 1930s. Union-building simply must be supplemented by the construction of a more worker-friendly, union-friendly national and international political economy. The present focus of so much labor rhetoric on organizing and building union density looks at only one side of the coin, for even if we were to double union density in the next several years we would not solve difficult problems in health care, pension security, trade and a host of other things beyond the scope of unions by themselves to control. Anyone who doubts this should consider the current travails of the airline workers. They labor in the most densely organized industry in the country, but their unions by themselves do no have the power to fix their industry’s problems, and therefore they have endured rollbacks in wages and benefits. Those unions need the aid of public policy. What is true of the airline industry, I submit, is broadly true for the American economy. Unions need help in reversing the larger economic trends that are now forcing them to accept two-tier wage and benefit structures, pressuring them to bargain away the future of the younger workers in order to protect the security of older workers. New organizing alone won’t do it: unions must take the lead in shaping new economic policies that bring greater democracy and fairness to our economy. 


Finally, labor today, is not doing a good enough job of articulating a broadly appealing vision, one that helps even middle-class Americans who may never join a union to understand why it is essential, indeed why it is in their interest that the American union movement be rebuilt. Both the AFL-CIO and the CTW are failing in this regard, I think. Neither federation has an equivalent today for “industrial democracy,” which proved to be such an effective rallying cry in the 20th century. Today the closest thing to it might be the slogan “Workers’ Rights are Human Rights,” which labor has promoted in recent years. Through that slogan the unions have called attention to a very real problem: the failure of American labor law to protect workers’ rights to organize. It is an appalling problem. Employers fire workers for trying to organize, and do so with impunity. The workers’ rights formulation dramatizes this unconscionable reality. 


But this formulation is also limited, I believe. It does not help Americans at large understand that unless we reorganize our economy on a more worker-friendly footing, and rebuild our labor movement, we will all suffer; we will all see the moral, social, and political state of our nation decay. To a great extent the workers’ rights formulation is an outgrowth of what Mary Ann Glendon calls “rights talk,” a form of discourse that has flourished in the United States over the last generation. As Glendon rightly points out, rights talk tends to promote social fragmentation, as demands for rights beget more demands for rights in an endless cycle that marginalizes appeals to the common good and majority rule. What we need is a way of re-articulating the need for social solidarity, a way of explaining why we must make markets accountable to the public good. We can’t simply resurrect the idea of industrial democracy today. That term was the product of a long ago time. But we need to somehow restate the sort of vision that industrial democracy once implied. 


Catholic social thought once played a key role in helping labor articulate a powerful moral vision. But, sadly, the Church seems to grow ever more silent these days as the union movement is rolled back. I may be reading the wrong periodicals, but I see too little interest by today’s Catholic leaders and thinkers in the state and future of the labor movement. A short time ago I came across a piece by the prominent Catholic conservative George Weigel in which he celebrated the eclipse of what he called the “George Meany/George Higgins axis” of Catholic social teaching. It appears that this “axis” has indeed passed. To be sure, Catholic documents continue to call for social justice; most recently the church has bravely defended immigrants’ rights; but church leaders seem less forthright these days in defending trade unionism and collective bargaining, not as things workers ought to be free to enjoy if they choose, but as positive goods that governments should actively workers’ help workers achieve in any just society. Labor priests like George Higgins once taught that, and this is one reason why U.S. Catholic workers remained more loyal to their church than the workers of so many other industrial nations. As we gather here today to honor Msgr. George Higgins, we should be sobered by the fact that this consummate labor priest has no successor. No one today can fill Higgins’s shoes, representing the church to labor or labor to church in the way he did. That is tragic, for unless we can find hidden Higginses within our ranks, we are bound to be handicapped in crafting the sort of morally powerful vision that we’ll need in years ahead. 


By now it may seem that my answer the question “Whither Labor?” is simply to drop an “H” from the first word, transpose the two words, and conclude: “labor is bound to wither.” But actually I don’t believe that at all. Rather, I believe that there are a growing number of signs around us that the labor movement is beginning to turn it around. Despite all of the problems that confront labor today, despite the confusion that beclouds some labor leaders regarding the movement’s central principles, there are also tremendous signs of hope, if only one looks in the right places. I see such signs in the recent election of union representation by janitors on this Catholic University campus; in the courageous hunger strike that Georgetown University students undertook on behalf of the living wage last year; in the coalition work being done between labor and religious congregations in DC by Mackenzie Baris and her colleagues, and nationally by Kim Bobo and the National Interfaith Committee for Worker Justice; in the living wage ordinances adopted by local governments around the country; in the growing campaign to get Wal-Mart to provide health-care for its employees instead of fobbing this cost off on local tax-payers; in the degree of public sympathy New York City transit workers enjoyed during their  walkout last December. And I draw hope from the determination of rank-and-file unionists around the country who did not to follow their national leaders into destructive conflict over the past year, remaining united locally despite splits between their national organizations. If not always among the leaders, among rank-and-file workers and local activists I see much evidence that the principles that marked labor’s rise are still widely practiced. Perhaps the grave crisis that labor now confronts will lead rank-and-file union members to take a greater hand in shaping the future of their movement. Relying upon those members, their solidarity, their wisdom, it seems to me is a good place to start rebuilding labor. 


Finally, I take great hope in the fact that we are all drawn together here today in honor of George Higgins. The very fact that we are assembled, labor people and academics, church people and activists, workers and students, sharing ideas about labor’s present and future, is a very good sign indeed. I have a feeling that, if Msgr. Higgins were here today, he might look at this gathering, at the recent union election on this campus, or DC government’s recent passage of living wage plan and say: the spirit is stirring. So it seems. May that spirit widen its movements in the years ahead, and renew our labor movement and our nation. Now, that would be an appropriate way to honor George Higgins.

