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The Jewish lobor movement arose in this country some geventy-flve
years ago as & movement of recent immigrants who found themselves alone, help=-
Tess snd bewildered in s new world, And yet, surprisingly, in this land of
great sarprises, before many decades had passed, this movement emerged as a
thoroughly Americen institutlon, a pioneer in modern indngtrial relations and
a powerful force in the Americanization of the scores of thousands of immigrant
Jeus who passed through its ranks. The Jewish labor moverent became one of
the most influential institutions in American Jewish life and a significant
factor in linking American Jews with the lerger community in which they found
themgelves.

As we look back upon 300 years of Jewigh life in this country, we
catch gomething of o glimpse of vhat the Jewigh labor movement has meant to
the Jewish working people of America, to the Americen labor movement and to
the American nation generally.

The Jowigh labor movement in the United States was a product of
the "new" immigration thet brought millions of Bast Turopean Jews to Amer-
tcen shores within a few decades after 1870. Jewsg had, of course, reached
the New World long before, md in the early part of the Nineteenth Century
they had begun to arrive in considersble numbers. But, although individvels
from the earlier immigration csme to play 2 distinguished role in i%, the
foundations of the Jewish labor movement were laid by the Bast Europeans
who come to this country during the last three decades of the Nineteenth
Century and the first two or three decades of the Twentieth Century,

These Jewish immigrants were predominantly town dwellers, a
big proportion having been employed as artlsans or laborers. Most of them
1anded at Wew York end either remained there or moved on to other large
cities. The great majority tended to gravitate toward occupations involved
in the production of consumer goods and services, They sought work in
fields where friends end fellow—countrymen were already employed, amnd before
long & number of "Jewish trades™ began to appear. Some of these were closely
connected with traditionsl Jewish religious observances and immigrant culture;
others beckoned the Jews by reason of their previous training and handicraft
Skills.

At any rate, as the Ninetesnth Century was drawing to a close,
the great mass of recent Jewish immigrants were to de found in various trades
in half a dozen large cities of the country. By 1890, over 13,000 Jews were
employed in the garment trades on the East Side of New York, and their num-
bers increased by leaps end bounds in the course of the next two decades.

The conditions under which the recent immigrants worked were in-
describably bad, Iow wages, long hours, protracted slack seasons, home
work, contracting and subcontracting, and absence of even the most elementary
gsafeguards of health and decency made the garment trades notoricus and added
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the term "gweatshop" to the common vecabulary. Attempts at orgenization
began aimost at once, ingpired in part by young intellectuals among the im-
migrant g,

The Jewigh workers, at the begimming, did not prove particularly
organizable; indeed, there were those who predicted that they would never
be organiged av all, They were easily aroused, quick to strike, emthusiastic
and determined, ready to Jjoin a union in the heat of struggle; but once the
strike was over, no matter what the outcome, very few retained any interest
in organization. It was & most discoureging time for those who sav farther
into the future and realized that without stable lalor orgenization nothing
could be accomplisghed,

But the young laboreminded agitabtors did not despair. Workers?
educational and cultural societies arose, and by 1885 a Jewigh Workers Union
was established, which definitely set about organizing the masses of Jewish
workery. The older German labor men played an important part in this pioneer
venture,

It was on the model of the United German Trades, one of a number
of "national" foreign-lsnguage labor federationg to spring up in the United
States in the second half of the Nineteenth Century, that the firgt of tne
really enduring Jewish labor organizations was formed. In October, 1888,
in Wew York City, the United Hebrew Trades came iuto being uander the leader-
ship of Bernard Weinstein, Jacob Magldoff, iorris Hillquit amd Henry Miller,
and with the direct assistance of Samuel Gompers. The new group declared
its mein purnose to be the organization of immigrant Jewish workers into
unions, The United Hebrew Trades had only three affiliates at the time of
its formation, but it grew rapidly and within four years had twenty-eight
member unions, mostly orgenized through its own efforts.

The establishment of the United Hebrew Trades brought to the fore
a problem thet gave some concern to American labor leaders, Jewish snd non-
Jewigh alike -~ the problem of whether it was right and poper to organize
"soparate! Jewish unions, Ssmuel Gompers, who in general did not believe in
organizing workers elong any tut trade lines, wisely saw that (as he put i)
"$o orgenize Hebrew trade unions was the first step in getting those immigrants
into the American labor movement." In the long run, Gompers proved right,
The Jewish unions were indeed the first step in bringing the immigrant Jewish
workers iate the American labor movement and into the larger American com-
munity,

It now becéme possible to set up national orgenizations in the
various trades., In 1891 the United Garment Workers Union was established
in the men's clothing industry., In 1900 the International Ladieg' Garment
Workers Union came into belmg, A year later the United Cloth Hat and Cap-
mekers Unlon held its founding national convention, aud by 1904 a nationsl
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furriers' union was in existence. These organizations, and the smaller
uniong that followed in their wake, led a precarioug life for a long time,
compelled to fight for survival year after year; but in the end they pre-
vailed and became esbablished institutions with wide influence in their ine
Gustries and beyond, '

It should be remembered tlnt these trade unlon organizations wers
not the flrst to be formed by Jewigh workers in America. In line with Fur-
opean traditions, the first organizations that came into being were radical
efucational and political groups, vwhich were then felt by many to be the
Ureal" labor movement, much guperior to the humdrum trade unions with theilr
limited goals and objectives.

The American labor movement, like the Britisgh, emerged as and re-
mained typicdly a trade union movement; moreover, it developed from the bot-
tom up, from the self-organization of groups of workers in thelr trades,
Jewigh trade unlonism in the United States, on the other hand, was built
from the top down, largely under the tutelage of ideological radicals who
undertook the hard task of organizing workers as part of their radical pro-
gram, But the realities of American life soon asserted themselves, The
Jewigh labor unions, whatever their origin, quickly adapted themselves to

the general American pattern and became trade unions in the full American
sense,

Before long they became the Jewish labor movement; indeed, of all
the other organizations that once overshadowed the trade uniong in the family
of Jewlsh labor, only the Workmen's Circle, a labor fraternal gociety formed
in 1892, has survived as a gignificant force, and tle Workmen's Circle has
always been closely connected with the Jewish unions,

The great advance in the Jewish lsgbor movement in America came
after 1905, in the wake of a sudden and sustained rige in immigration, All
sortg of Jewigh organizations flourished, btut for the Jewish unions it was
the period of spectacular achievement, QOreat strikeg punctuated the decade
that preceded the First World War, particularly after the economic recovery
of 1909. Indeed, the five years from 1909 to 1914 set off the greatest up-
surge of trade unionigm that Jewish labor in America was to experience until
the Mew Deal,

First came the "Uprising of the Twentw Thousand," the memorable
mass strilke of the g,ir]'.s in the shirtwaigt industry in Wew York in 1909:
following hard upon it, the great revelt, a carefully organized general
gbrike in the metropolitan ccat and guit industry in 1910, Similar move-
ments in other industries and other parte of the country followed,

All in all, these years proved decisive not only in establisghing
the Jewish unlons as a significaut force 1n thelr industries but also in
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transforming the Jewish labor movement into a thoroughly Smerican institue
tion, operating along essentially American lines,

The Jewisgh labor movement emerged into the 1920%s in many ways
strengthened but compelled to face the two greatest perils in its history -
the Communist onslaught throughout the decade and then the devasteting
gconomic criglis at the end of it,

Through the 1920%g the Jewigh uniong were the scene of the begt-.
planned and most nearly vicbtoriousg drive for control on the part of the Come
munists that dmerican labor history has to record. The Jewish labor organigza-
tions were, in the end, able to beat back the Communist offensive and save
themselves from Communist control, but only after a long and bitter struggle
that left them ghattered and at the Wwink of ruin. However, the unions that
escaped Communist entrapment have developed into some of the most respected
and powerful labor organizations in this country.

The desperate fight againgt communism meant a great deal for the
maturing of Jewish labor in thig country. It brought the Jewish unionsg
cloger to the American labor movement; it helped digsipate much of the
earlier ideologicel radicalism that had become irrelevant to Americen lifes
it encouraged a consolidation of loyal labor forces without regard to pol-
itical btackgromnd. 3But, above all, it made the Jewish labor leaders and
active unionists very much aware of the Communist peril and very effective
in fighting it.

The Americen labor movement and the American people generally
owe a great deal to those men and women who were the firgt to bear the
bront of Communist infiltration and attack, and were likewise the first to
alert the labor movement and the nation generally to the real mesning of
communism,

Hardly had the Jewigh labor movement emerged from the decade of
devastating civil war when it was overvhelmed by the great depression.
Even the strongest uniong were seriously affected; for the garment unions,
weak, demoralized amd impoverished as they wers, the depression proved dig-
agtrous, The Ladies! Garment Workers were reduced to a skeleton and other
unions in the Jewish labor movement were in little better shape., But they
resolutely refused to give up home.

) Efforts to regain lost ground began even before the Wew Deal, but
it was the New Deal tlat really made the historical Prebirth' of unionism pos-
sible. Despite sverything they had undergone, the Jewigh unions were not un-
prepared for the magnificent opportunities that the inauguration of the New
Deal and the passage of the NRA with its Section 7a (gnaranteeing the right
of seli-orgenization and collective bargaining) pregented to the labor
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movement, All unions in this country profited by the opporbtunity, but it

is a metter of record that the major gorment wrkers'! organizations made
most spectacular galns.

As important perheps in the long run as the frebirth!" of the
uniong was the entry of Jewigh labor into Americen politics under the New
Deal, In the middle 1930's, Jewish labor began o assume an active part in
the various orgenizations that the American labor movement wag setting up
to mobilize support for Franklin Delano Roosevelt and his New Deal admin-
igtration. Thisg venture into politics was something very different from
the radical agitation that hed been passing under that name among Jewish
workers, This was politics in the American sense, in and through the old
parties, The new departure proved 2 big success and met with an enthusias-
tic response omong the messes of Jewigh workers, It wes an experience that

virtually completed the long process of the Americanization of the Jewisgh
labor movement in this country.

The Jewish labor movement as it was 'reborn" under the New Deal
was something very different from what 1t had been a decade or two before,
The trangformation had been going on beneath the garface almost from the
very beginning, Wt it required the sensetional developments of the 1930'8 —=
the Roosevelt "revolution" on the one side end the Hitler terror on the
other —- to bring the hidden processes out into the open and reveal the new
face of the Jewish labor movement.

What was the Jewish labor movement in its older form? Basically,
it was a fairly compact group of unions of Jewigh membership end leadership,
vsing Yiddigh as a means of communication, surrounded by a congtellation of
Tiddi sh-langnage cultural, politicel and fraternal groups. Clearly, that
is not what the Jewigh labor movement is today. What has happened?

Almost at the beginning, a double process had set in., On the one
hand, the immigrant Jews and their children were becoming Americaniged, so
that Tiddish was fast giving way to English as a vehicle of communication
and expression, On the other hand, Jewish workers strained all their re-
sources to send their soms, and later their daughters, to school to equip
them for white-collar and professional occupations. In these respects the
immigreant Jews were falling in with vhat was already becoming the estab-
1ighed American pattern of cultural and social advance,

TFor the Jewish labor movement, this double process meant that,
particularly on its trade union side, it was becoming less and less Jewish
in composition and less and less Yiddish in language and culture, When
Jewisgh immigration was brought to an abrupt halt by the outbreak of world
war in 1914, and later greatly redvced by the quota legislation in the
1920t s, the trend emerged clearly enough.
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By the middle 1930's there was no longer a Jewish labor movement
in the older sense in this country. The great "Jewish unions" were no
longer overwnelmingly Jewigh in composition; they were "mixed" unions in
the general American sense, What Semuel Gompers had foregeen would hapnen
had sctually ocourred,

And yet in mmovher gense the Jewish labor movement was beconing
more "Jewish" than it had ever been before. The earlier Jewish labor move-
ment had felt itself allen to the general Jewigh community and had adopted
a rather hostile attitude to Jewish religion and tradition, With the in-
creasing integration of the Jewish workers into American life, this radical
tegativiem began to dissipate., On the other side, the demonic resurggeice
of onti-ZJemitien in FBurope under Hitler greatly stimulated a new senge of
Joawrigh identification and goliderity, The Jewish labor movement grew more
Jewigh in the breadth and intengity of it s Jewish concern as it became
legs Jewish in compcgition,

The old~tine Jewish unions drew closer to the general Jewigh
community and threw themselves vigorously into all sorts of Jewish causes
and activities, as they did into the causes and activities that interested
other sections of their membership, Thelr Jewish concern was primarily
directed toward aiding the vietims of war and political terrorism abread,
towerd supporting the newly establighed State of Israel and toward fight-
ing intolersnce at home,

Just as the United Hebrew Trades symbolized the Jewish labor
movemnent in it s older form, so agencies lilke the Jewigh Labor Commlittee
characterize Jewish labor in its newer phase, The "Jewisghress" of the
Jawish labor movement todey is primarily a matter not of composition, lan-
guage or culture but of identification, concern and interest.

Thig transformation in the character of the Jewish labor move-—
ment was already obvious in the years immediately preceding the Second
World War, but the war vears greatly stimulated the process. The Jewisgh
labor movement emerged from the Second World War more Jewish and yet more

American, more Jewish because more American, than anyone could conceivably
have foregeen at the time of itg birth.

What has been the enduring significance of the Jewich labor
movement on the larger American scens? What have bzen 1ltg basic contribu~
tions to American labor, to American democracy and to American Jewish life?

The Jewigh labor movement, next to the public school, has bheen
the primary factor in the Americanigzation of the immigrasnt Jews who ceme to
these shores in the decades of the great immigration, That the Jewigh im-
migrants did not fall into a state of demoralization in the fece of the dig-
appointments and difficulties of life in the sweatshops snd tenements, that
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they indeed soon came to appreciate the fundgmental wvalues of American democ—
racy and to feel themselves part of the larger America, was to an incalculable
degree the work of the Jewigh labor movement,

The Jewigh labor movement lifted the immigrants ocut of thelr material
micery and slowly improved the conditions of their life and work, But more, the
Jewish labor movement brought to the immigrants, strange and forlorn in a new
world, a real sense of belonging., Through the Jewish labor movement the immigrant
workers were brought irto contact with American labor men whom they felt they
could trust and even understand, degpite all differences of culture and language.
Through the Jewigh labur movament, the imulgrant workers were introducec to Amer-
lcan politics, not wvery realistically, perhaps, from the present-day stacdpoint,
but effectively nevertheless,

The unions, the Workmen's Circle, the various political and cultural
groups served as a labnratory end training ground in the practice of collective
self.government through the Cemocratic process. Union meetings, debates, con-
ventions and elections taught the politically inexperienced immigrants how pub.
lic affairs could be run by free discussion, the ballot and mutual tolerance,

The labor press, too, was a powerful ingtriment in the Americenization
of the immigrant workers, The earlier generations of Jewish workers learned
most of what they knew about the United States, Americen higtory and the American
the leading Jewigh labor newgpaper, This work was supplemented by the educational
activities that the Jewiéh unions and the Workmen's Circle set going as soon as
they could muster sufficient regsources. Loolring back now in the perspective of
more than half a century, we can gee that the Jewigh labor movement was, in a
very real gense, the making of the Jewigh immigrant worker as a trade uuionist
and ag an American,

Although Jewish labor came on the scene relatively late in the devel-
opment of the American labor movement, it has been a piloneer in industrial rela-
tiong in the past fow decedes, The Jewish unlons, of course, found a tradition.
of collective bargaining slready in existence when they emerged early in this
century., Bubt they did not merely follow in the wake of that tradition, They im-
mediately began to make labor history, and they have continued to do so to the
present day.

Unionism in the women's garment induatry, it will be remembered, was
established by two grest strikes conducted by the I.L.GW.U., the strike of the
waigtmakers in 1909 and that of the clceskmakers in 1910, both in New York, The
celebrated "protocol of peace! was regarded at the time ag a great "social in-
vention" of profound significance for the future of industrial relations. This
ig 8t11ll the verdict today.

"Protocolism" soon beceme dominant ag a principle of industrial re-
lations in the organized sector of both the women'g and the men's garment
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industries, Before long, a body of industrial usage and custom arose which, %o .
qote Professor T. D, Howard, Yilke Fnglish common law, grew into a codified sys-
trm, " a "nath of constitutionalism in the Jjungle of American industrial relationg.!

Ihe "important cheirvman® idea, which ceme out of protocolism," spread to other
industries and trades,

The Amalgamated Clothing Workers, too, served ag a trail-blazer for
tle labor movement, Unlon-managemewt coopsration, indastrial stabilizalilon, in-
clugion of {the health and welifare of the workers in ccilective agveemenis as the
concern of industry, arl other matters thad havs becoms gtandard eupecty of col-
lective borgeaining, were firsi brought forward by these unicus.

By and larges, indi:trial relations have proved most stable and endur-—
ing ani have achieved the greciest measuve of security in those flslds where _
unlong growlng out of the old Jewigh labor movemsnt have operated, Neithar the
L. L.GW.Us nor the A.C.W, hag known a real general strile for over two Genades,
and novhers i1s the systen of collective industrial relations, industrial democ—
cracy in the gemuine sunse, as extensive, efficient and securely e¢tablished as
in indugtries in which these two wnions and the third of the big %nree," the
Hat, Cap ond Millinery Workers, have jurisdiction. The vioneering of the Jewigh
unions in the field of collective bargaining and induastrial relatinag undeniably
consbitutes a great and erduring coantribulion to American democrec:

Sl

To the wider affairs of the labor movement, too, Jewish labor hag
made a unique contritution, From the earliest days Jewish unionsg felt themselves
cloge to the general Amsrican labor movement, dsgpite all cultural and ideol-
ogical differences, They felt that the Americzn labor movement wag their proper
home and made every effort to shrengthen their ties with it., TYet they algo felt
that they were somehow "different" and had something unique to contribute. And
they were right, JFor although their radicalism was largely unreal emd irrelevent
to American reality, it did glve them a perepective beyond the narrow horizong
of day-to-day union affairs, amnd this perspective they brought with them into the
councils of American labor, Samuel Gompers, who had 1ittle use For their ideology,
knew how to appreciate their spirit, and he was always their friend, ".With increas-
ing experience, and under the impact of historical events, they began to lose their
radical externals, but they did not lose their distinctive character,

To the American Jewish community, also, Jewish labor has made its
unique contribution, In its earlier days Jewish labor in fmerica had felt itself
outeide of Jewish community life, and in a sense hostile to it, Today Jewish
labvor has become an integral vpert of the American Jewigh community. dJewish labor
leaders are to be found in the leading councils of the mosat important Jewigh com-
munity Ingtitutions, and o number of special agencies have been established through
which Jewisgh labor makes 1ts influence directly felt in community affairsg,

Or-
gemized labor has become one of the blggest contributors to Jewish cauges,

The
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gchism that began in Furope, and that was trangplanted here with the early
Jowigh immigraticn, has now at last been overcome.

Americen Jews not long aso celebrated the 300th anniversary of their
first coming to these dhores, In Smerica they have found a home more secure and
an existence freer and more honorable than anywhere slse in the long history of
the Diaspora., Organized labor emerged late in American Jewigh 1ife; the Jewish
labor moverent in this country is hardly three-quarters of a century old, And
vet in this brief vperiod Jewish labor has proved itself not merely an organic
nart of American Jewigh 1life, but a pover gsecond only to the synagogue in its
influence on American Jews, and gsecond only to the public school as a force for
Anericanization and integration.

Of all aspects of Jewish life, moreover, it has proved itself perhaps
the most significant in its conbribution to the wider comcerns of American society.
Tt 4ig a contribtution which is still being made in the everyday activity of the
hundreds of thongssnds of men and women, leaders and rank-and-filers, who con-
stitute the Jewisgh labor movement in the United States.
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