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My focus today is on the ways in which innovations in union structure can
help contribute to the revitalization of today’s labor movement. Clearly, rethinking
union ingtitutional arrangements is only one element in any overal program that
aims to strengthen collective representation. A revitalized labor movement, for
example, will have at its core a powerful legitimizing ideology-a centra message
embraced to some degree by all classes and groups-that details how the labor
movement  not onIK advances the gods of workers but benefits business and society
as a whole. Such a program also would include many of the other admirable
initiatives now being debated and implemented by the new AFL-CIO: increasing
organizi ng1 expenditures, revamping public relations, and moving beyond contract
unionism.

Moreover, like David Brody and other historians, | would emphasize that
many of the crucia economic, political, and cultural forces that can prompt the
birth of a mass social movement are beyond the control of the labor movement as
an institution.2 It seems unlikely, for example, that we will see the kind of
insurgency from below that occurred in the 1930s without a more widespread sense
of economic crisis. Yet at the same time, from my reading of history, factors
internal to the labor movement itself-specificdly institutional flexibility and
structural innovation-have been and will remain necessary for the expansion of
unionism. In other words, if the labor movement is to lead (or even to ride) the next
wave of socia reform it must position itself structurally. It must have organiza-
tional and institutional vehicles appropriate to the transformed economic and
political context of the late 20th century. In short, structural flexibility by itsalf is
not sufficient to bring about a revitalized labor movement but it is an essentia
precondition.

| want to look today at the kinds of structural innovations the labor move-
ment relied upon in the past. In particular, | want to analyze two crucia eras of
union growth: one, the early decades of the AFL characterized by slow but steady
membership expansion, and two, the New Deal era characterized by the spectacu-
lar rise of the CIO.? These are both historic moments in which a new labor
movement was born and = which labor made significant progress. Both periods, |
will argue, were accompanied by wide-ranging experiments with union structure.

First, in both of the periods the labor movement rejected the one-size-fits-all
approach to unionism. Old modds of collective representation were not wholly
discarded but they existed side by side with new. Indeed, the Iabor movement
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dlowed multiple and competing models of union representation to co-exist. Second,
in both of these eras of union expandon, the Federation itself took on significant
responghilities for organizing. Rather than limit itsdf to asdding the orgenizing
efforts of various Internationas, both the AFL and the CIO initiated organizing
campaigns, chartered new International and local bodies, and helped expand the
labor movement by redefining the basis for union membership.

THE CIO ERA

Let me turn firgt to the CIO era Much of my research has centered on the
twentieth century labor movement and the ways in which the dominant form of
unionism in the pre-New Deal era-what | call occupational unionism-was
gradudly eclipsed By the newer industrid modd, a modd which fird became
widespread in the 1930s.* What is important to my argument today, however, is
that both models of unionism flourished sde by sde in the period from 1933 to
1953 during which union membership grew from less than 10 percent of the
workforce to nearly onethird. The newer indudrid modd wes relied upon in
organizing mass production workers in auto, sted, rubber, dectricd and other
manufacturing indudries as well as in factory-like settings like hotds and laer
hospitds and large government offices. The older modd of occupationd unionism
continued to be a viable form of representation outsde of large bureaucratic
enterprises, that is. among smal employers with a more mobile work force and a
less developed internd labor market.

Building tradesmen, garment workers, restaurant employees, performing art-
igs, and others recruited and gained recognition on an occupationd/local market
basis rather than by industry or individud job ste. I've cdled this occupationd
unionism because it was not necessarily exclusve or limited to skilled craftamen.
Rether, it flourished wherever workers identified more with their occupation (a
more horizontal crossfirm orientation), then with their individua worksite or firm
(a more verticd orientation).

By the 1950s, however, changes in labor lav made it increasngly difficult for
occupationa unionism to survive. The dominance and success of indugtrid union-
isn dso hdped margindize the older inditutiona practices of occupationd union-
ism. Many occupationa unions emphasized employment security through  traini
and “human capitd” development rather than firm-based job secunity throug
seniority provisons. They adso embraced “peer discipling’ or “sdf-management”
governance structures rather than the indudrid union modd in which maneage-
ment disciplines and the union grieves These and other occupationd union
devidtions from the industridl modd came to be seen as outside the church of labor.
A single modd, tha of indudrid unionism, was conflated with unionism per s

Yet, as I've detalled more fully elsewhere, many of the inditutional practices
associated with occupational unionism take on renewed apped as the workforce
and the economy shifts.> With the increase of a mobile, contingent workforce, the
decline of internad labor markets, and the rise of new crafts occupations and
professons in which worker identity is primarily horizonta rather than verticd, a
unionism emphasizing crossfirm gructures and  occupaiond  identity  appears
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vieble once again. Occupaiona unions, for example set up inditutiond Structures
on a regiona or locd labor market basis. offering .nor-table benefits for members
and adminigering multi-employer  hiring hdls and traning consortiums. They
sarved the “professond” or “occupationd” needs of ther members by setting
performance standards for the trade, offering training and up-grading services, and
monitoring job performance. They reected the rigid divisons between employee
and boss and claimed for themsdves many of the personnel matters that later were
ceded to management. Many of these approaches are particularly well-suited to
organizing women because of their predominance in service and contingent work.
As work continues to “feminiz¢’ and men increesingly are in the same structurd
position as women, they too will benefit from a labor movement that offers diverse
routes to representation.

THE AFL ERA

Now let me turn to the AFL era The AFL emerged in the late nineteenth
century as the firgt labor federation to edtablish itsdf permanently-not a amdl
achievement for a labor movement that for its first 100 years had to reinvent itsef
from ground zero time and time again. Its growth in its early decades may not
have been as dramaic as that enjoyed by the CIO; neverthdess given the
opposition of employers, the state, and the courts in this period, the AFL’s gradua
but steedy expansion from the late nineteenth century to the end of World War | is
impressive.”

But what gructurd innovations aided this growth? Ealier chroniclers of the
AFL have noted the rise to dominance of national union gtructures, the reection of
the community-based unionism of the Knights of Labor, and the centrd Federa-
tion's willingness to grant autonomy to its affiliates.® My own research suggests a
somewhat different story.? The AFL in the late ningteenth and early twentieth
century was characterized by multiple centers of power. The rise of the naiona
union and its dominance over subnational structures such as community-based
local unions and joint councils happened dowly. And, of equd importance, the
Federation defined its misson broadly: it took the initigtive not only in politics and
public relations but in organizing.

For example, for much of its history, the Federation coordinated a far-flung
network of AFL volunteer and paid organizers. These AFL organizers helped build
up the membership of existing Internationas. They aso were authorized to charter
new loca unions and directly filiate them with the Federation. Indeed, from its
founding in 1886 to the merger with the CIO in 1955, by my edimates the AFL
chatered some twenty thousand directly-affiliated loca unions.'©

The higory of this anomaous structure -an  AFL-affilisted locd union with-
out a paent Internationd-is both fascinating and indructive. The firs AFL
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Condtitution in 1886 provided for the formation of “a locd body, to be know as a
‘Federd Labor Union” " and authorized any group of “seven wage workers of good
character, and favorable to Trade Unions’ to petition the nationa Federation for a
local union charter.” And, as the AFL charter books reved, thousands did petition
for AFL membership and the vast mgority received chaters. Many groups of
workers smply sdf-organized; others had assstance from an AFL organizer or a
subnational body such as a centra labor council, state federation, or éffiliated local
union.

Why did the AFL initiste such a structure? Some saw federa labor unions as a
temporary home for workers until they could be divided up among the exigting
creft Internationals. Others saw federd locals as more permanent  structures,
dlowing workers to organize locdly on an industrid, community, or regiond bass,
or to provide the nucleus for new Internationds. Samud Gompers, AFL president
for most of the years between 1886 to 1924, hailed federa labor unions as the
“recruiting grounds for the trade unions, both of the skilled and unskilled workers’
and as a way to open up membership in the labor movement to those who fell
outsde the exiding jurisdiction of Internationd unions or who were refused
admission to certain Internationas on the basis of race, sex, or skill.12

The AFL relied upon the federd labor union dructure most heavily in its
ealy years as evidenced by the reaively large proportion of AFL members who
resded in federd labor unions!® But the federa labor union dructure adso
resurfaced in the 1930s in another period of expansion. The AFL needed a smple,
inexpensve way of afiliating vast numbers of sympahetic workers without having
fird to sort out dl the jurisdictiond disputes. The Federation under president
William Green dso chafed a the resstance of some craft Internationas to
organizing. The federad labor union dructure offered a way around this dilemma,
a least temporarily. From 1933 to 1945. the AFL chartered between 5,000 and
6,000 federd unions. Many of these federd locds fell apart relatively quickly, but
some merged into exiging or newly-established Internationals. Others survived the
1930s intact, becoming the nucleus of maor mass Production unions as was the
case in eectrica, auto, rubber, and other industries.!

THE MODERN RELEVANCE

But what rdevance is this AFL higtory to today? The direct &filiate structure
| think has much to offer a labor movement now committed to expanding its reach
beyond that minority of workers covered by contracts or eligible for coverage. The
federd locas of the past were sdf-condtituted communities; membership was not
dependent on securing employer recognition or qualifying as an “employeg’ under
the law. Rather, the ldbor movement itsdf determined who was €igible for
membership. The AFL issued charters not on the bass of bargaining unit stetus or
IePd classfication but because a group of workers pledged and demongtrated their
dlegiance to the principles and practices of the labor movement.
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One could say, then, that the federal locd mechaniam operated somewhat ik
the AFL-CIO's associate membership program does today, making union member
ship avalable to those not normdly digible Yet federd labor union membershil
differed from today's associate membership in two significant ways. First, member
ship was group-based rather than primarily individua, and second, membershil
was accompanied with an expectation that as affiliated bodies the federd locd,
would participate fully in supporting the economic and politicd agenda of organ
ized labor. Thus, reviving the federd labor union structure would offer a new kinc
of dfiligtion: one that is collective rather than individud and that recognizes tha
improvements in working conditions comes as much through workers own <df
activity as through access to AFL services and benefits.

Moreover, the direct affiliate structure would bolster the AFL-CIO'S curren
efforts to reinvigorate its loca and regiona bodies. Centrd labor councils and state
feds often organized federd bodies as a smple way of expanding ther dues-paying
ranks and increesing their economic and political clout & the locd and regiona
level. As decison meking is pushed to the loca and regiond levels in response t
economic  restructuring and  State  decentrdization, community-centered  unionisn
and community-based organizing efforts become increasingly important. The fed
eral labor union sructure could help foster this necessary resurgence of locaism.

Ladtly, this history reveds a Federation whose historic role in organizing wa:
not just to service Internationds but to initiate organizing directly and to offer
workers experimentd new forms of membership. The early AFL, like the CIO ir
the 1930s, depended on the crestivity and Initiaive of individud Internationd:
for its success. Yet just as criticd was the role of the Federation in initiating
organizing, in experimenting with organizationd structures, and in empowering it
loca and dtate bodies.

Cetanly, these kinds of sructurd innovations have the potentid to create
inditutional hesdaches, re-opening long-settled questions of jurisdiction and auton
omy. Yet the birth of something new is frequently panful. The question ¢
indudrid organizing in the 1930s, for example, was furioudy debated and resisted
The tenson then (in the 1930s) was between craft and industrid Internationas a
wdl as between the Federation and its affiliates.

Today, it's not clear how the lines would be drawn or even if a battle need be
fought. But what does appear true is that union expansion occurred in periods ir
which multiple models of unionism could thrive-industrial, occupational, o
community-based-and when every part of the union structure-International
local, centrdl body, and federation -was empowered to become a center of organiz
ing and innovation.
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