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STRI t STRIKESl 

hat Stake Has the American People in the trikes and Industrial 
Disputes No Raging? 

Delivered By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Tern le 

On 
Sunday morning , February 7, 1957 



One a?proaches a discussion of labor disputes with a 

certain hesitancy because the subject is delicate and around it 

there is usual ly more heat than light. In such a discussion men, 

as a rule, voice t~eir closest interests rather than their best 

judgments. Personal experiences, grievances as ell as class 

re·udice and >rofessional attitude play a part in one's judgment 

ins ch a situation. Ther e is seldom• a discussion in a labor icsue 

in which partisanship on one side or another does not give itself 

over to over-statements, wild charges and to ca tch-words of all kinds 

which, of course, do not help to clarify the situation. And a man 

is auickly branded as a reactionary or as a radical and the merits 

of his arguments and sincerety of objecti vity are often over-looked. 

N~vertheless there are things which must be said by anyone who is 

in any position of intellectual or s oiritual leadership, which must 
grave economic a 

be said in a/situation hi.ch evolves /great social menace. He cannot 

absolve hi mself of sa ing these things in absolute candor, in a 

s pirit of utmos t res onsibility and i n a spirit of utmost sincerity . 

In the present General Motors strike ther e are two things 

which are new . 11 the rest is not new. This strike which is no 

entering on the sixth week has alread · cost the company, the , orkers 

at large tens of millions of dollars . In this strike thee are 

just two things which are new; all the rest is quite common to the 

American scene . Strikes are quite familiar to the American scene. 

In 1954 there were over sixteen hundred strikes in this country 

involving over 1, 50,000 oeople and cost over nineteen million 

wor ing days . ith the return of prosperity in our country the 

number of strikes are desperately increasing . Men don't trike 
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when they are enjoying ork. hen thee is a surplus in labor markets 

strikes are infrequent and as a rule quite unsuccessful. 

In this strike are i nvolved the customary issues, wages , 

hours and conditions of work. 't, ha t, t h en, is new? First the issue 

of industrial union versus the crafts union, the demand of the United 

Automobile Wor~ers of merica which is an industrial union ba.e not 

o~ the trade lines of the American Federition of Labor but by the 

union idea fostered by the Committee for Industrial Organization 

which is led by John L. Lewis, and hich seeKs to organize all ~orkers 

in a ma ~s _roduction industry like ~teel, automobile, mining into 

one big union. 

The American Fed Jration of abor is op osed to this 

this form of organization and is op,osed to this strike. The Am rican 

Federation of Labor has itself had little success in organizing 

the crafts union in the Automobile industry. The United Automobile 

orkers of America will make an effort now to organize all the 

workers not on the basis of crafts into small individual unions 

but on the basis of one embracing union for all workers vithin 

the union. 

The second thing hich is new in the present trike is 

the "sit-do m" tactics. This is fairly ne in our country although 

it is not so new in Europe. The workers who go on trike, in~tead 

of leaving the plant, then resorting to picketing in order to 

persuade other orkers from t king jobs in the plant, under the 

new arrangement, remain in the plant during the strike. They 

stay at their machines but refuse to ork. This new method in 

striking is proving more effective than the older method and is 
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therefore rapidl supplanting the older method. 

This econd f eature which i s ne in the s~ rike situr ion 

is one hich has p rticul rl:, outraged m ny eo '1le nd has m.-. de 

rran apprehensive. It is rega rded as i llegal. In r~ ct the Circuit 

Judge recently i ssued an injunction a ainc- the occupa ion 

of the t~ o Fisher Body lants at Flint. It looks to man"' people 

as unla ful seizure of prooert. It has so man of t he t ac tics of 

communism. 

I am in no position, personally, to deci de upon the leg lity 

of the "sit-down" strike. That is a matter for lav ers t o debate 

and for ju ges to decide. Ho ever, it is quite clear tha t even a 

court decision based, as it mus t of nece rsit be ~sed, on )recedent 

and upon authority will not be ver helpful in thi situation. There 

was a time 'hen the strike itself Wh S reg r ed as i l leg 1, i·hen 

picketing was regarded as illegal, hen t he labor uni o, itself, was 

looked upon as an "illegal conspiracy". Professor lecht er of 

the Graduate School of Busine s Administr~tion of Harvard Univer city 

make this ver true observ., tion: "Onl b. per ic:tentl ' and 

coura eo ly, and I think one ma., even sa r conscient"ousl:,, bre· king 

the la, did wage e rners win t he rig t t o organize." 

A people's sense of ju tice frequentl outdist~nce its 

le al law . It i ~ears befor e the legal is taken up . Thus, 

for example, the law wa entirely on the side of the Torie during 

the Revolutionar · "ar and :,et they ~ e driven into Exile . The la 

wa entirely on the ide of the slave-holders of the South and et 

the Civil War destrojeci their rights and eY propria ted their h an 

ropert . I mention these t\'/0 things not to prove th · t the 11 sit-down" 

strike repre ent a higher ense of ju tice but in order to remind 

people that the 1 .galit of the act is no always the final deci ive 



-4-

f actor in t he i s sue. If the ends evolved a re jus ends, and so 

appear to the public, and if there are no other means of achieving 

thoe-e ends, except through the" it-down" strike, then )OU will ind 

t at the public at large ·i l l come to i gnore the l egal element 

involved and wi l l condone t he act. 

Furthermore, in our da, the idea that the holder of the ~tock 

is the cole and ar itrar . owner of the plant - th at i ne is fa st 

adi n~ f rom the minds of t he Ameri c n ,eople. It has become a qu ~tion 

in our minds, an im. or t ant cues t i on whether the hundreds of thousands 

of men ·ho work in industrial plants like the eneral lotors, ha ven'~ 

some reel equit in the job and in the industr) as much as the to 

or three hundred thousand anonymous and ~bse tee s tock-holder. 

And in oassing this too hould ·ent ioned; and I say this 

for t he benefit of those ho have become ind~gnant about the methods 

of t he "sit-down" striker s. Others be ides worker s h ve resorted to 

the ~ame t actics. I re[ d a f e days rgo, t ha t -- the United 

States Government as unable to buy co~ er for the United Stf tes 
from an i nt Co )oer Company 

Navy/because that company did not aoprove of an act of Congress 

recentl~ passed hich called for a 44 hour day in those "ndustries 

hich were µroviding mater ~als for the Government and hi ch iere 

bid Government contr cts. A great cor nor -tion in America sat down and 

refu ed to coop rte ith their Government and t o provide nece~s ry 

materi 1 for n tional def ense because the believed their economic 

interests .ere not adequatel protected in an act assed b the 

Congress of the United tates. I mention this not as a justification 

of the "sit-down" strike but simpl y as a r eminder to those •hob come 

hot about the s i tuation t o 

and to conde others a 

divide their indign t i on t io :ays 

e 1 as t he ? Ork rs. 
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I maintain that it is decidedly more helpful to ap roach 

the strike from that angle . A strike is a f m of ·arfare. It is 

a tes t b) force and in war, the methods hich are likel to ield 

the most ouickly are the methods hich ill undou tedly ultimRtel 

be used. The "sit-down" strike has proved aver) effective eaoon 

and in the future it will not be likel)' be surrendered by strikers. 

It is decidedl ' more helpful therefore not to a pproach the su j ect 

from the doctrinnaire point of vie · and to discuss the subject from 

the angle of legalit. That leads nowhere. 

The issue, the real i sue involved in t his strike, is 

the issue of unionization, of collective b r inin, the right of 

a particul r organizdtion to speak for the wo kers within that 

given industry. 

No General otors, hich b the a, is a name which, 

in it~elf, signifies what? does General Motors signify? 

It signifies organization, the unification of a number of 

busines and industrial establishments into one orgarization and 

under one , anagement . It is a form of closed union, if ou will . 

General »otors which in its ov'Tl ~ ructure reoresents unifica ion, 

which mass production demands, has con istently resi~ted attempts 

of its workers effectivel to organize. It hasn't been unique in that . 

o t of akl the other mas producing industries do not ,ant their 

workers effectivel to organize in independent unions. Recently 

the ha.rings before the United t tes enate revealed to hat extent 

these organizations v.ould go to check, frustrate and disrupt attempts 

of real labor organization, even to the ooint of espionage . Under 

pressure, the~e µXll corporations wi1 1 agree to some form of company 
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union. But the will resit t~ the last ditch any attempt to 

orga ize their workers in independent unions. 

And for that reason unionization and collective bargaining 

have not made progress in the United tEtes that the have made in . 
Englc:1.nd and .:1'rance and elsewhPre . Les than t ·.-el ve percent of the 

workers in the United tates are unionized ihile in Eneland thirt -

six percent of the orkers are organized into unions. 

The stru gle for unionization and collective b rganing 

is on in earnest and the thoughtful man, in~tead of losing himself 

in insignific t F d Pubsidiear issues, will take cognizance of 

the basic issues. 

And here, ag in, it ,ould be ·ell to cle r a a to obstructions 

in the a , of clear approach t o the problem. In the first place, there 

is a distrust of the lead~rship in the labor union . There are 

racketeers and grafters in the labor org nization ad the • have created 

a frel..ing of di~trust . In the second place there is a mate ~ial 

resentment on the part of employers of having emplo e interfere 

in heir business . Somethinf should be said of both . Ther e are , 

of course, rac ~eteers in thelabor union . They are a dis race, 

a cure to the or anization . The should be ex~osed, driven out . 

The are labor's sumpreme liabilit) . There are many of them, almost 

as many as there are bankers in the United bate . But it would be 

a mistake , a great mi~take to a sum that all o~ them are racketeers , 

that the whole labor movement is full of racketeers nd it is 

ridiculous tot ke the position that the hole Ame ican 1 bor 

movement i a racKet . 
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ks far as interference i n business i concerned, th t really 

ought not to be so hotl resented. The day of sovereignty in business 

is long ince passed although the tradi tion and the )earningfor it 

still remain in certain quarters. ith the shi ting from riv· te and 

per on 1 tocorporate and impersonal forms of or ani za ion, there is 

a coming need for the Government to step in so a to protect irkers 

and busines smen again~t the exploitotion that ha s been going on 

for decades and decades. 

This thought should be borne in mind. I am now quoting 

a fe ' sentences from the book of Profe csor Ca leton, 

of lconomis at our own "Case chool of Appli d cience." 

"It should be noted that the right to do business is not 

an absolute r : ght. It is often interfered .i t b~ sanitar ) regul-tions 

and other forms of the police po er. In time of war, the right to do 

business ma be nullified. Railwa sand other public utilities have 

had their rights to do busine s seriousl circumscr ibed. In 

short, the right to do business is lega l y recognized only in 

so far as its exercise is in the public interest." 

One other thing should be borne in mind in this connec ion. 

The more reactionar) the government, the more inter fence there is 

ith busine s. In the real Fascist countries in the orld toda, .. 

there is no labor movement. Th ea e no trade unions. Certainly 

ther e is no socialism. Business is interfered with to a degree that 

the American business man cannot even conceive of. ages and hours, 

profits and dividend, exp sion, every fe~ture in business is under 

the rule of bure~ucr atic government. n those countries there are 

no trade unions. It is fr better to negoti te on a friendl 
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basis with labor unions t han to come under the domina tion of the 

government . Particularly i n this country the labor unions havr not 

at all been radical or socialist . The AmP.r i can labor union has consistently 

rejected attempts at socialistic conver s i on . The va r xi an class struggle 

preachment has fallen on deaf ears . The strongest bulwark in the United 

t ates against communism is not t he Liberty League but the l abor 

union. And American i ndustry , if it had the vi sion would welcome the 

total unionization of American labor . It is the mos t expedi tious way 

to deal with great masses of people . And a~ far as the worker is 

concerned , the onl jus t way for him must be b r gaining power as an 

individual . He is a t the complete mercy of the l ar ge corporations 

unleEs he has the r i ght to collective bar gai ning, collective action . 

The quer tion which is involved in the pr esent General 

Motors strike is hether this particul ar organi~ation, the United 

Automobile Workers of America , has a right to speak for the workers in 

the General Wotors plants . Tha t should be decided, in my humble 

judgment , in the onlJ way - in the American democratic way . It 

should be discovered whether t hey represent the major ity of the 

workers in a given pl ant and as a majority, that organi zation 

should haye the right to s peak in that plant . 

To check the possible abuses of organized la or and 

a l l o:rms of organizatiorethat ained power , as ell as to protect 

the general public against a po sible combination of both employe 

and emplo ers to exploit the public and to provide the machinery 

for mediation between employer and emplo)' es - that is the function 

of government . 
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s the Am rican labor union grov.s stronger, it will h-.ve to 

accept more and more, in my 'udgment, res oonsibility and social 

control. Our government ,ill have to define not onl rights but 

responsibilities. That ma sound a bit reactionary to some 
who believe th t labor ought to be irresoonsible 
of ·ou/and yet J tice Brandeis, some yea.rs ago decl red : 

"This ractical i munity of the unions from l egal liabilit 

is deemed b man labor leaders a gre~t advantage. To me it apoears 

just t e reverse . It tends to make officer s nd members reckle s 

and lawle~s, and thereb~ to ·lienate publics math and bring 

failure upon their effort. It crer tes on the part of the emplo ers, 

also, a bitter ant gonis , not so much on a count of lawle s acts as 

from deep-rooted sense of inju tice, arising from the feelin that , hile 

the employer is subject to law, the union old 

irresponsibilit •" 

por ition of legal 

The degree of government regulation in my judgment, will 

depend largel) upon the reaction of the public to acts on the part 

of organized unwarranted and unfair to public interests. The public 

has a vital ~take in eveIJ industrial dispute. The public is 

vitally affected b · thPse periodic industrial conflicts so costl, 

at time so embittered, at times leading to riot. and bloodshed. 

This cannot continue indefinitel w·thout sooner or later affecting 

the ver) found·tions of our democratic life. esent conditions as it 

exists toda is simpl an invi ation to all ~orts of ascist adventures, 

to chaos, to anarchy. It cannot under the present condition of the 

world continue. Labor ought to understand th t. 

Thi int r rnal strife bet een one branch of labor and 

another, between the Americ~n Feder tion of Labor nd the sion 
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for Industrial Organization ought to be as a ickl · composed as 

possible for thi condition simpl leads t ~ , ·eaknec c and defer t of 

both .Jarties. 

In all this discussion, I spoke of 1 bor. But if I ge..v t- )OU 

the impression th~t the labor grou is an isol ted group in America, 

I will have missed the point. The t • enty-fi ve mil lion v, orkers in 

the United tates represent the bulk of the merican . eople. ~bat 

concerns them concerns the whole of the am~rican people, the progref, 

the stability, the peace, not of a section, not of a group but of the 

whole American ,eople. 

Nov,r in mB:;ny • ys, the m rica ork r has been better off 

thr.t the worKer in other countries of the world. Yet it should be borne 

in mind, what -:, e frequen tl T forget or choose o far get, tha. t as the 

President of the United t s tes said in his second Inaugural Address: 

"1/ of the American people re ill-fed, ill-housed and ill-clothed." 

hat is the statement of a responsibile he d of our overnment. Now 

it isn't because the United ctates is a poor land short of resorces, 

backward industrially, lacking the engineeri ca~acity. The~e is 

ealth, abundant ,ealth in our land. This i s a rich land largely and richly 

endo ed. It has ealth but the we 1th is un airly distributed and thi 

unequal distribution is to a large degree res onsibile for these 

periodic crices in our life, these depress i ons, the e panics which 

victimize the whole of merican life. 

Organized labor is tr ing to rectify the itu tion in its ay 

by achieving a fairer and more equitabl distribution of wealth ihich 

they help to produce. They c n achieve th t only if they become 

strongl or anized and s the achieve that the will enefit not only 
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themselves but they will benefit the totality of the meric,n life. 

It ought to be a truism b this time that this sy tern of 

fluctuation which· todaJ the found~tion of omestic econom 

cannot carry on unle s ith it there goes the caoacit) for mas 

consumption. It other words eople must be implemented ith the 

wherev·i thal to buy if we c..re to avoid the panic and disaster l hich 

we had recently. 

Tho ~e who believe in intelligence in our economic life, 

tho e who do not lo e themselves in little thingc , will direct their 

attention to the one basic issue involved in this co flic t nov, r agin 

in this community and in man) communities. The issue is the wisdom 

of thorough-going unionization of workers in industries into 

inde endent organi zations end their righ o collective bar aining . 

In m humble judgment sneaking not fr m artizanship on the 

one hand or on the other , .e feel that the best inter• sis of American 

will be served of both of thece in Am _rican labor 

life. People s a whole , emplo er and emplo e will ultimately be 

benefited~ the building of strongl organized , sociall controlled 

unions in our land. ',hether you agree with me or not on this 

que tion, you o ht to guard our elf ogain t the emptation of losing 

,- yourself in the subsidiar) issues because those issue are not binding 

and to take a position on those i sues will not help t o solve the 

central , the inescapable issue before the Am rican ~eople - shall the 

mass producing workers and industries be thoroughl organized or 

shall they not? On that one ·mportant issue take an honest and 

unequivocal position . 
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THE CRIMINAL'S TRUMP CARD 

W HEN a person is accused of a felony, 
he is tried in open court. Witnesses 

fo r the state and the defense testify under 
oath, and their testimony becomes a matter 
of public record. P ublic and press are in 
attendance. Details of the t rial are pub-

AFTER some three months of pulling 
and hauling and backbiting, the Pa­

cific Coast shipping strike which cost up­
wards of $700,000,000 in lost commerce, 
apparently is moving toward a compromise 
settlement that will leave an aftermath of 
dass bitterness and distrust. Meanwhile 
in Michigan as a state court considers a 
petition to evict sit-down strikers from 
two General Motors plants, a blood-spilling 
riot breaks out in a third plant, and no 
end is in sight for the wasteful automotive 
conflict. 

* * * JT is always difficult to get per pective 
on a situation that is developing rap­

idly right before your eyes. It is the old 
thing about not being able to see the forest 
for the trees. From the spot a daily edi­
torial writer occupies, perspective is esp 
cially difficult. Frequently we think we 
get more of it in a conversation or by letter 
than in the more formal editorial style; 
that we are less self-conscious. 

Anyway, we recently were asked by a 
friend for our comment on the whol:: labor 
question today. And we are going to give 
you the substance of our reply. M ore t han 
one "take" will be r equired if we are 
avoid undue len t 

creasing power-in its own interest as well 
as in that of the public and of capital. Much 
of the resistance on the part of industry 
against collective bargaining runs to that. 
O n • , some wise words were said many 
ye s ago by one who certainly classifies as 
a friend of Iabor~Justice Brandeis: 

".'This practical immunity of the unions 
from legal liability is deemed by many labor 
leaders a great advantage. To me it ap­
pears just the reverse. It tends to make of­
ficers and members reckless and lawless, 
and thereby to alienate public sympathy and 
bring failure upon their efforts. It creates 
on the part of the employers, also, a bitter 
antagonism, not so much on account of law­
less acts as from a deep-rooted sense of in­
justice, arising from the feeling that while 
the employer is subject to law, the union 
holds a position of legal irresponsibility.' 

* * * 
UT, despite alterations of a structural 

ture, the essence is the same as it 
was half a century ago. It is at bottom a 
human problem. And until some means is 
devised to get at the human element we 
won't progress very far, no matter what may 
be done by lawmaking to ward lim' • 

I 
' , 

l. 
• • • • 
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BUDGETS SLASHED LOBBY LABOR BILL 

IN SU BURB SCHOOLS · Clcvclander in Columbu to Urge 
---

East Cleveland Agree to Operate pprnval of Measure 
With Restricted Funds A delegation of 25 Cleveland labor 

w. M. councell. business man- leaders was in Columbus today in 
ager of the East Cleveland School the interest of the Huml bill limit­
Board. today said the board would ing the use of injunctions in labor 
be able to operate satisfactorily disputes. 
despite a budget cut of $151.110 Among the leaders are: Thomas 
in general operating funds. A. Lenehan, secretary of the Cleve-

I The new budget for general op- ' land _Federation of Labor; George A. 
er~ting purposes is 751.396. Change McKmnon, secretary, Metal Trades 
from the tentative budget made up Counc.il; Eric Peterson, inLernational 

a 1 n st last July was brought about because , organizer, Machinists· Union: George 
North- of a downward revision of $800,000 Haas, Molders' Union; E. A. Man­
at the in the tax duplicate. gan. Papermakers' Union; Ray 
oday. J. M. Main. clerk-treasurer of MuehlhofTcr, ~oli!-hers' Union; and 
Hudson lhc Shaker Heights School Board Ch~rles Madigan, Patternmakers' 
1t com- today also said that nursery school~ Umon. 
m per- in Boulevard and Lomond Schools ;;;;;;;;;;;~;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;; 

f school I will continue operating on a self- I 

I 
supporting basis. 

of the ------
''appar- t One tree disease prevention meth­
are just I od 1s the removal of fallen leaves 1 

nd arc and dead twigs around trees and 1 

school shrubs, thus removing fungi har­
nger to ,. bored in them. 

Domestic Goal Go. 
SEWELL POCAHONTAS 

$7.75 Ton 
LA. 0220 1951 W. 112th 

PAGE 7 
MAY TRY l\lOVIE AGAIN I the actress Sundav in Beverly Hills 

HOLLYWOOD, Cal., Feb. 2-Pos- and honeymoon in Mexico. 
sibility' that Parkyakarkus might 
try to re-enter the movies , . Bccau c cities have bet e· ~c!li-. • \\ as seen ties for fightmf;t fire, the chances or 
today in his scheduled wedding to lp!operty loss are about one in the 
Thelma Leeds, 22-year-old actress. city to 15 in the country when .fire 
The former newshawk will marry breaks out. 

WHO W 
HEAD-C L IEF? 
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