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Thank you, Subcommittee Chair Allen, Subcommittee Ranking Member DeSaulnier, and
Members of the Subcommittee. I wish to share my perspective as a labor historian on the
question that you consider today. Let me be clear that I am here not as a representative of a
union, but rather as a scholar of the American labor movement, arguably the oldest democratic,
multi-cultural, racially, regionally, and religiously diverse institution that the United States has
produced in its nearly 250-year history. I have studied organized labor for over 30 years and
written, co-written, or edited nine books and dozens of articles and book chapters on its history. !
I have taught at Georgetown University since 1999, and I currently serve as the president of the
Labor and Working-Class History Association. I wish to speak today of the character of the
American labor movement, Jewish members’ important place in its history, and about how the
movement, historically wrestled with and addressed such issues as racism, sexism, and of course
anti-Semitism.

My brief opening remarks, I will make two points about the American labor movement.
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The first is that the movement is a uniquely diverse and pluralistic entity and American
Jews have historically played and continue to play an important role in its development and
leadership. Labor has been one of the most important forces counteracting anti-Semitism in
America even as it often found its opponents framing their attacks on it in anti-Semitic terms.

The pluralistic and inclusive labor movement that emerged in modern America, and
within which Jews became an important influence, was a hard-won thing. It was built in a
hostile environment, where most workers could not count on the law to protect their efforts to
organize and bargain collectively until 1935. It was also built by a uniquely diverse working-
class — the most diverse of any industrialized nation. And it was built in a nation in which
divisions and inequalities among workers were hardened into law and custom by centuries of
slavery, Chinese exclusion, segregation, and endemic employment discrimination. The early
organizations workers built to some degree inevitably reflected the racial, ethnic, gender, and
religious divisions that were so evident in 19" century America. Religious tensions among
workers periodically erupted within the movement, as when Scotch-Irish Protestant weavers
attacked Irish Catholics in Philadelphia’s Kensington Riots of 1844.% Racial tensions among
workers occasionally exploded, as when Irish Catholic dockworkers attacked and lynched free

Blacks during New York City’s draft riots of 1863.% Ethnic and racial prejudice found its way
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into union policies, as when unions defended the exclusion of Chinese immigrants on the theory
that “coolie labor” would undermine white workers, and most unions organized by whites in the
19 century initially excluded Black members.*

In this context, marginalized workers often initially built their own separate unions.
Blacks excluded from unions on the railways, for example, formed their own brotherhoods, the
most important being A. Philip Randolph’s Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, whose
centenary we recently marked.> Similarly, many Jewish workers first opted to form unions of
Yiddish-speaking workers, founding the United Hebrew Trades in 1888. UHT unions ultimately
affiliated with the American Federation of Labor, though the UHT persisted as its own
organization, ultimately giving birth to the Jewish Labor Committee in 1934, whose explicit

purpose was to fight Nazi anti-Semitism. It exists to this day as a presence in labor.®
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Remarkably, out of the fraught crucible of a working-class of vast diversity — and despite
employers’ conscious efforts to pit one group against another to undermine union organizing
drives or break strikes — a union movement arose that became ever more inclusive over the
course of the late 19" and the 20" centuries. Unlike some countries where Protestant, Catholic,
and Jewish workers each ended up in separate unions of workers who shared their religion, in the
United States, workers ultimately built organizations that brought people together across lines of
race, religion, gender, and ethnicity. Indeed, among all American institutions — governments,
churches, civic organizations, etc. — the union movement did the most to pioneer inter-racial,
inter-religious cooperation.’

Jewish workers have played a vital role in that history. At its founding in 1886, the
American Federation of Labor (AFL) was headed by a Jewish immigrant, Samuel Gompers, who
was elected to his post even though Jews then were far outnumbered by Protestants and
Catholics within the AFL.® Nor was Gompers unique: Jewish leaders such as Sidney Hillman,
and Bessie Abramowitz of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers, Rose Schneiderman, David
Dubinsky, and Clara Lemlich of the International Ladies Garment Workers, Jerry Wurf of the
American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees, and Albert Shanker, Sandra

Feldman, and Randi Weingarten of the American Federation of Teachers, helped build inclusive,
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multi-racial, pluralistic unions that have fought for American workers of every race, religion, and
color over the decades and into the present day.” It would not be an exaggeration to say that each
of those leaders contended at times with anti-Semitism. But the anti-Semites they fought were
typically opponents of the union movement who used their very prominence within it as
evidence that it was somehow foreign, un-American, or even part of a worldwide Jewish
conspiracy. '

In part because of their minority status America’s Jewish labor activists have always
understood the importance of building bridges across lines of difference, creating an unum of
worker organization from the pluribus of the varied American working class around the concept
of solidarity. Jewish influence remains strong in labor today. Anti-Semitism has not gone away,

of course. No one can certify that there are simply no anti-Semites in the labor movement, just
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as no one could certify that regarding corporate America, our religious institutions, academia, or
other major institutions. Where Anti-Semitism does rear its head, it must be combatted. On that
score, the historical record clearly shows that the labor movement has been a bastion of
opposition to anti-Semitism through its modern history and remains so today.

The second feature of the union movement that pertains to this discussion is its
democratic nature. Organized labor is arguably the nation’s oldest and most effective democracy
movement, seeking not only a democratic voice for workers in their workplaces, but to deepen
democracy beyond the workplace. From its efforts to remove property qualifications for voting
in pre-Civil War America through its advocacy of the Civil Rights and Voting Rights Acts in the
1960s, the union movement has been a consistently democratizing force.!!

Unions not only seek to give their members a democratic voice in shaping the terms and
conditions under which they work, they embody democracy in their structures. Unions have
constitutions. Their members get to vote on their leadership; they possess rights. Indeed, as
members of this Subcommittee know, the Landrum-Griffin Act of 1959 specified a bill of rights
for union members, which guarantees them freedom of speech and assembly; the right to
challenge their leaders; protection from retribution, including due process in matters of internal
union discipline; and more. Most unions have vibrant internal caucuses of members who hold
diverse and even contending views on pressing issues. This is a hallmark of their democratic

culture.'?
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The twin characteristics of the movement that I have highlighted — its pluralistic diversity
and its democratic culture — make it possible to cherry pick examples of individual members,
caucuses, or locals advancing a wide range of views on almost any question. It would be unjust,
however, to characterize the movement based a few snapshots that highlight isolated pockets of
transient opinion within it. Labor does not create solidarity by enforcing a uniformity of opinion
in its ranks. Rather the movement should be evaluated on the basis of its policies. In that regard,
the record clearly contains little evidence that organized labor condones or harbors anti-
Semitism.

Thank you. I’m happy to answer your questions.
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