Attack On Labor
It is fashionable today to think of organized labor as ·a crude, reactionary ogre in American life.
There is, first of all, the ''hardhat" image: blu~ollar workers as the
backlash, bigoted element of the American population, not-so-whimsican
Archie Bunkers. Then, there is the image of organized labor as having be1 ;
come big, fat and bureaucratic, encrusted against social change.
' \
Part of this hostility towards the labor movement results from a failure to separate the image of Archie Bunker and the hardhat from that of
organized labor, The stereo type of the "bigoted workingman" does
have a seed of statistical truth. Studi~ of bigotry in th~ las~ 40 years
: '-v'""-,~
, with only one consistent correlation: The lower the education, the greater the prejudice-against Blacks, against
Jews or whatever. And, statistically, the lowest levels of
~-~IlL education are of course found among blue-collar workers.
However, it is just because of that fact, that the institution of organized labor is so important. By and large,
organized labor has objectively moved in the opposite
direction. It is mainly through the labor unions that the
Raab
black worker entered the mainstream of American economy. Between 1950 and 1966, the number of black workers in the skilled
crafts, tightly controlled by the unions, increased from about a quarter of a
million to well over half a million. The proportion of black workers in
skilled trades and skilled trade unions - especially the craft unions f
were models of virtue. A government study showed that 22 national unions
in 1936 discriminated against black workers. But by 1953, the Jewish
Labor Committee found that 75 per cent of those unions no longer discriminated. Against the apathy and opposition of much of its constituency, the
institution of labor unionism moved in the direction of an open societv. .
The AFL-CIO has just presented its platform proposals to the 1972
Democratic and Republican National Conventions. Among other things,
it demands that "all statutes on the books outlawing discrimination in
employment, housing, education and other fields be implemented, and
strengthened and that this nation once again rededicate itself to making
this the land of equal opportunity ." Does this sound like Archie Bunker?
Incidentally, another of the AFL-CIO platform demands is that "the
U.S. should provide Israel with the economic and military help to meet
the(')\rab-Russian ") threat. The U.S. has a vital political and economic,
as well as moral obligation to help Israel preserve her nationhood." The
labor platform proposals also call for "U.S. government initiative for
prompt Soviet guarantee to its citizens of Jewish origin of the right to
emigrate from the USSR and go to Israel and other countries."
All this could be put down as rhetoric. But it is not unimportant that
the rhetoric runs in a progressive direction. It could be otherwise. And organized labor is better than most in following through on its rhetoric. The
workingman's vote for George Wallace in 1968 would have been much
higher if organized labor had not engaged in an intensive campaign against
him.
There is no question but that the labor unions are more concerned
with the protection of their members than in social change per se. But
that 's not bad, as long as the labor unions recognize that the workers '
self-interest coincides with progressive national directions. Partly becaust. of unionism's bread-and-butter approach to self-interest, all of us
have the advantage of an average income with three times the buying
power than average.
None of this should serve to put a halo around the labor movement.
Its bread-and-butter self-interest often does get in the way of social and
economic progress. But that should not obscure the fact that the labor
movement is not "the enemy", but is still one of the essential elements in
any coalition of forces to move the nation in more democratic and progressive direction . That's true of San Francisco as well.
Jews have moved disproportionately out of the labor movement itself.
In the last census of the San Francisco Jewish population, II percent of
that Jewish working population were blue-collar at a time when 23 percent of all American Jews and 57 percent of all American workers were
""- blue-collar, But Jews have no less a stake than ever in the beneficial effect
of organized labor on our society in general. What seems to be called for
is selective criticism of the labor movement rather than the unthinking,
generalized hostility which has become fashionable.
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