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COMMUNISTS IN THE C.I.O.

Max M. Kampleman

m The history of the Communist Party of the United States of
America (C.P.U.S.A.) provides another example of Communist
efforts to achieve by political activism goals which should have
been accomplished by the laws of capitalist development. Commu-
nist ideologies depict the U.S. as the prototype and bastion of
capitalism—the principal antagonist in a two-sided struggle be-
tween “capitalist” and “socialist” systems. And, in fact, the US.
has many of the defining characteristics of a highly developed
capitalist state. It is highly industrialized; its industry is privately
owned; it possesses a large industrial working class which “sells”
its labor to owners of the means of production; profit is not only
permitted but heavily relied upon to provide efficiency, initiative,
and energy in the economic sphere; a free market is the principal
mechanism for regulating the production and exchange of goods
and services; it has demonstrated tendency to alternating cycles
of prosperity and depression. As Marx and many predecessors pre-
dicted, the inequity of competition between individual workers
with nothing to scll but their labor, and industrialists who could
control the terms and conditions of employment, spurred the
workers to unite and organize. From the outset, however, Ameri-
can workers have declined to believe they had nothing to lose but
their chains. With the stubborn reformism which Lenin believed
typical of trade unions, the American industrial proletariat has
preferred to fight within the system rather than against it.

The consequences are well known: the American labor move-



344 : Old Tactics in the New World

ment has helped reshape the capitalist system in the United States,
it has achieved a uniquely high standard of living for American
workers, and it has become a political force of capital importance.
Its political power has been wielded to reinforce the American
political system rather than attack it. Why? Why has the capitalist
system in America failed to polarize owners and workers in class
warfare? Why have American workers respected the “rules of the
game” rather than demanding a new deck? Why have American
workers proved impervious to the appeals of revolutionary ideol-
ogies in general and to Communism in particular? Why, in short,
have American workers remained attached to the American social
system rather than become alienated from it? The answer to these
questions goes far toward explaining the failure of the Communist
party in the U.S. and provides important insight into the dynamics
of alienation.

Marx assumed that the psycho-social alienation which he ob-
served among continental workers was a function of capitalism,
Marx believed that the worker, having lost control over the con-
ditions and product of his labor, came to regard his Iabor as alien
to himself. The perception of his labor as a commodity to be sold
on the market, in turn, distorted his relations with others and with
himself. From regarding his labor as a commodity, the worker
moved quickly to regarding himself as a commodity and his rela-
tions to others as functional, economic relations, determined by
a “cash nexus.” Sensing that the morality and religion of the es-
tablished order were instruments of his repression, he trusted and
honored no aspect of the system. He would disdain the rules of
the democratic system, because he would have understood they
were rules designed to secure and maintain his slavery; he would
eschew constitutional limits because he would have understood
they were rigged to limit only his freedom. Depersonalized, de-
humanized by the processes of production, he would feel an in-
tense if inchoate rage against the society which deprived him of
himself. His rage was his honor; it was also, Marx asserted, the
energy which would propel the revolutionary movement.

History has confirmed Marx’s insights concerning the signifi-
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cance of alienation in the modern world and the relationship be-
tween alienation and revolution. History has refuted his assertion
that alienation is a function of capitalist modes of production and
a specific attribute of industrial workers in a capitalist system.
Again and again in this book we have seen that alienation and
susceptibility to revolutionary ideologies are not invariably associ-
ated with any specific economic class or role. We have seen also
that Communist parties outside the Soviet Union—themselves
made up of persons alienated from the established order—achieve
their greatest successes when they appeal to other groups who,
for whatever reasons, share alienation from the existing social
order. In the underdeveloped areas, Communist parties normally
seek support among groups alienated from traditional culture with-
out regard to economic factors. In the highly industrialized na-
tions, Communists not only attempt to identify and recruit all
groups who are dissatisfied or depressed, but they assume that the
industrial working class will be dissatisfied with and alienated from
the existing system. This assumption leads them to concentrate
a large portion of their time on the trade unions and Iabor move-
ments. Their success in recruiting members and workers among
industrial workers depends on the extent to which workers (a)
are satisfied with their share of available goods within the society,
and (b) are convinced that machinery exists within the existing
system for correcting inequities.

But if Communist success in forging union members into a
mass base for the Communist party depends largely on the extent
of workers’ alienation from or attachment to the existing social
order, their success in converting unions—and other democratic
organizations—into useful and relatively docile instruments of the
Communist party depends on other factors. The experience of the
British and American labor movements with Communism demon-
strates that control of a mass membership organization can be
gained where conversion cannot.

The middle-class leadership of the Communist party of the
United States carly decided to make American workers and the
American Negroes the special targets of its efforts. Neither group
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proved a happy hunting ground for large-scale recruitment. Both
groups confounded the hopes and expectations of Communist lead-
ers, because both demonstrated an indifference to revolutionary ap-
peals and a determination to work out their problems by legal proc-
esses. Both preferred to settle their grievances within the system.
The governing machinery of the trade unions, however, proved
more vulnerable to Communist tactics than did the membership to
Communist appeals. By boring from within key unions of the
C.1.0., a minuscule minority of Communists was able to gain
control over a substantial portion of the labor movement. The
American experience, however, not only demonstrates the vulner-
ability of democratic organizations to infiltration and colonization
by a disciplined minority, but it also demonstrates the capacity
of a democratic majority—operating within the context of a free
socicty—to reclaim control of its affairs.

In the following essay, Max M. Kampelman, a political scientist,
attorney, and long-time student of the American labor movement,
traces the rise and decline of Communist influence within the
C.I.O.; Mr. Kampelman is the author of The Communist Party
vs. the C.1.0., and has contributed articles to a number of scholarly
and political journals. =

The organized labor movement in the United States is probably
the largest and most active nongovernmental economic or political
body in America. Primarily dedicated to improving the working
conditions and raising the living standards of its members, its
political, social, and econcmic influence reached far beyond its
fifteen million members and their families.

The American labor movement has always had an attachment
to the spiritual and material roots of the existing order, having
been infused early with middle-class aspiration for self-employ-
ment. The mainstream of labor has not been “working-class con-
scious,” and has rejected the concept of class war. Unions have in
the main been “protectionist,” reluctant to interfere with the exist-
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ing economic and political system, anxious instead to share in the
material fruits of capitalism. Beginning earlier than Marxism,
American labor has always existed independently of the Marxist
movement.

There have, however, been constant efforts from within and
without to radicalize American labor. These influences and the
response to them have helped shape both labor and the American
society and are important for a full understanding of labor’s role
in the society. They help explain why trade unions have occasion-
ally produced politically militant leadership and why the Ameri-
can labor movement was labeled “red” and “dangerous” by irre-
sponsibles ever since the first group of Philadelphia shoemakers
organized themselves into a union in 1787. The most recent im-
portant effort to convert the organized labor movement into an
instrument for political revolution was made by the Communists.

The Communists have never been a significant numerical factor
in American life or within American trade unions. The largest
number of members which the Communist party has had in
recent years is probably 70,000. Assuming that of this number one-
half belonged to unions—and that would probably be an exag-
geration—they would have had a maximum numerical strength of
0024 of the fifteen million labor union members. Yet at the
height of their power, they dominated twelve to fifteen of the
forty international C.1.O. unions. :

For many years any charge, no matter how justified, that a trade-
union officer was a Communist was likely to be dismissed as red-
baiting. But there can be no doubt that the American labor move-
ment and the C.I.O. specifically did have a serious Communist
problem. The Communist problem began with the end of the
First World War, was insignificant at first but grew in importance
during the depression of the early 1930’s, and reached its zenith
with the formation and growth of the C.I.O. in the late thirties
and forties. In the United States as in Europe and elsewhere,
G.oSBc:WS were most active in the fields of transportation, ship-
ping, fuel, metal trades, and other industries vital to the nation’s
economy. The strength they eventually gained in these areas gave
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them an importance in American society which was entirely dis-
proportionate to their numbers. .

World War I had strengthened the conservative leadership of
the American labor movement partly of course because of war
time prosecutions by the government. Critical groups, such as the
LW.W.,, the Socialist Labor party, and the Socialist party found
themselves with little influence in the A.F.L. It was at this mo-
ment that the American Communist movement was born. Influ-
enced by Leninism and the success of the Bolshevik W?&mmom of
1917 in Russia, a small, dedicated band of militant radicals .m?
tempted to gain control of the Socialist party and began preparing
the country for rebellion. The deep inconsistencies between demo-
cratic socialism as expressed by the gradualist Socialist party ma-
jority, and Leninist elitism, was early apparent, and the Commu-
nists were expelled from the party. .

In September 1919, the Communist party of America came into
being, espousing a policy of “revolutionary unionism.” Hostile to
the American Federation of Labor and sympathetic to the Indus-
trial Workers of the World, the Communists looked upon unions
as “‘schools of communism.” At ordinary strikes, leaflets urging the
worker to overthrow the government and establish soviets were dis-
tributed. The revolution, however, did not come as quickly as ex-
pected and different tactics had to be used. With a more moderate
appeal, unions established and run by Communists gained some
following, particularly among foreign-born workers in the nmm&.m
trades, food, and metals and among laborers. These unions dupli-
cated and competed with existing AFL unions. .

In May 1920, Lenin, for reasons that had nothing to do with
America, published his pamphlet, Left Wing Communism: An ~ n-
fantile Disorder, in which he urged Communists to go into existing
unions and criticized the German Communists for not doing so.
Benjamin Gitlow, writing of this period, said: “The publication of
Lenin’s pamphlet turned the trade-union policy of our Party up-
side down.” Gitlow, at the time an important functionary of the
movement, described the new approach toward major Communist
activity in labor as follows:
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The Bolsheviks from the time of Lenin to the present have never
given up hope of capturing the trade union movement of the
United States. Our Party received more assistance, more advice,
more decisions on the trade union question than on almost any
other question. Lenin was particularly anxious to win over the
American trade unions. It was Lenin who conceived the idea that
it would be possible for the Communists in the United States, by
hiding their identity, to form an opposition bloc in the trade un-
ions, which would enable them to dislodge the reactionary forces
in control of the American Federation of Labor.

In December 1921, the Workers party was formed at a New York
convention. Four years had passed since the October Revolution,
and there was no indication that the mass of American workers
would accept Communist leadership. Led by William Z. Foster, a
prominent labor organizer in steel and meatpacking, the Commu-
nists began a policy of penetrating the AFL. Foster, a former
Socialist and member of the syndicalist IWW, had a reputation as
a successful labor organizer, having led the great Steel Strike of
1919. The Communists dropped the policy of overtly promoting
revolution and adopted the strategy of obtaining a place for them-
selves in ordinary trade-union activity. In 1922 they formed the
Trade Union Educational League (T.U.E.L.) intended as a rally-
ing center for all progressive groups and individuals within the
existing trade union movement. Foster became the head of the
T.U.E L., and the managing editor of its first publication, The La-
bor Herald, was Earl Browder. .

The T.U.E.L. hoped to act as a revolutionary wing of the AFL
and remain within it, but this strategy was difficult to maintain.
The Communist (Third) International continued to proclaim the
Lenin thesis of “permanent revolution” and the impossibility of
establishing lasting socialism in one country within a capitalist
world. The League and its leaders were thus from the outset ob-
liged to subordinate trade-union policies to political objectives.
"The Workers party, becoming increasingly aggressive as a left-wing
opposition, began to attempt to gain control of unions through
active participation in union elections, and nominated its own
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opposition candidates. This policy lost the party the mmwwuonw of
non-Communist progressives and left the %.G.m.b.. and its lea er,
Foster, in 1923, exposed as Communists and nothing more. ﬁ:m“
in turn, led to a great many expulsions from the AFL on the
round of dual unionism.
° The T.U.E.L. now spearheaded an attack upon the AFL. The
League’s program called for a Hmoammbmmmmom of the Euwm BO<M.
ment through a program of amalgamation H.Emwa which cra t
unions were to be merged into industrial groupings. %mﬁ reaction
to the new policy was immediate. Drastic Hu:E.EHm measures
against T.U.E.L. adherents were undertaken. Many unions Ewawmm
on loyalty pledges. T.U.E.L.. members were removed mh.oB union
offices and others were expelled. To meet these attacks, I wmwmﬂ ad-
vised his followers to sign membership pledges against the
T.U.E.L. so as to avoid expulsion. The Communists SBmem a
conspiratorial minority group and a policy of “boring from EEB
began. This program lasted until 1928 .«,\rm.u the Communists ap-
peared with another dual labor oﬂmmuﬁmﬂomw the Trade .dEou
Unity League, designed to follow a more independent w&w&r .
The T.U.U.L. began what came to be known as the “Third
Period” of the Communist party, which lasted until 1935. It was a
“revolutionary period,” characterized in the Gﬁwmm States by a m.mé
spectacular T.U.U.L.led strikes, but o?mﬁw,ﬁmm m.ummo scant im-
pression upon the labor scene. In following this wmﬁmB, the
American Communist movement was in harmony with Commu-
nist practice all over the world. Social Democrats were called
“social-fascists,” and new “red” trade unions were Eﬂﬁmm to com-
pete with existing organizations. Among the new unions so moﬁdwm
were the National Miners Union, the Building Trades Industrial
League, the National Textile Workers Union, and the Needle
Trades Workers Industrial Union. .
With the rise of the Nazis in Germany and the growing realiza-
tion that the Hitler regime was not an interregnum before ﬂwo
Communist revolution but rather a real threat to the Soviet Union
as well as to a free Europe, the Communist line €m<m.8a. The
1933-1935 period saw the first steps toward the creation of a
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United Front. In March 1933, for example, the Executive Com-
mittee of the Communist (Third) International addressed a man-
ifesto to all labor organizations and Social-Democratic parties ask-
ing them to unite. On March 30, the Communist party in the
United States followed suit and addressed a call for united action to
the AFL Executive Council, to the National Executive Commit-
tee of the Socialist party, and to other labor organizations. Some
joint activity with the Socialist party began in late 1934 with the
Joint Committee to Aid the Herndon Defense. Full acceptance
and support of liberal capitalism as expressed by the New Deal,
however, was slower to come and in fact did not arrive until 1935
and the Laval-Stalin Pact in May of that year. In the meantime,
vilification of the New Deal and the AFL continued.

In 1934, the New Deal was still a “fascist conspiracy” against
the workers and for war. Sidney Hillman, who was to become an
apparent hero of the Communists during World War II was now
repeatedly called an “NRA strikebreaker.” A resolution passed by

the Eighth Convention of the Communist party of the USA in
April 1934 declared:

The workers are rapidly learning the lessons of the strikebreaking
role of the NRA and the betrayals of the AF of 1. leadership. The
NRA, which promised without struggle better wages, shorter hours,
and the right to organize, is more and more being exposed as the

instrument of the capitalists for the greater, more intensive exploita-
tion and oppression of labor

This was a far cry from statements in the same publication two
years later in favor of “progressive New Dealers” and the plea to
“help re-elect President Roosevelt” because of his support of col-
lective bargaining, wages and hours, relief, social security, and
other measures vital to labor.

The change in the international scene, which now dictated
closer cooperation with “reformist” elements, led to the dissolu-
tion of the T.U.U.L. on March 16, 1935. Once again the Commu-
nists resorted to “boring from within.”

The most dramatic evidence of the change was provided at the
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Seventh World Congress of the Communist International in
August 1935, in Moscow, by Georgi Dimitrov, general secretary
and “hero of the Reichstag fire trial,” who defined “the immediate
and central task of the international proletarian movement: the
establishment of unity of action amongst all sections of the work-
ing class in the struggle against fascism.”

Anticipating this new policy which had been developing over
two years, the Central Committee of the American Communist
party in January 1935 declared itself against dual unionism. The
futility of “building an independent Federation of Labor” was ad-
mitted by the 1935 “plenum” of the Central Committee. The
April 1934 Convention of the party had resolved:

. . . The whole Party must be mobilized for work in the AF of L,
and a decisive turn towards winning the millions of workers organ-
ized in the AF of L unions and the Railroad Brotherhoods and

isolating the bureaucrats. . . .

Every Communist to carry on bolshevik work must establish and
maintain contact with the non-Party workers. The Eighth Congress
obliges every eligible Party member to become organized in a trade
union and imposes upon the C.C. (Central Committee) the task
of checking up on the fulfillment of this decision within three

months,

Now in January 1933, the party Central Committee demanded
concentrated work by its members in the AFL “. . . in view of
the changing conditions of trade union work.” Communists within
the independent unions were urged to “carry out . . . tactics of
struggle for trade union unity and affiliation to the American Feder-
ation of Labor.” The Communist press was also ordered to change
its tone with regard to the AFL.

Earl Browder, who had seen in the New Deal “the clearest exam-
ple of the tendencies toward fascism” and who had said that Roo-
sevelt’s labor policies were the “American brother to Mussolini’s
Corporate state with state-controlled labor unions closely tied up
and under the direction of the employers,” now led his party
members into the American Labor party in New York and de-
manded support of FDR, Many “fellow travelers” were freely re-
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cruited. A growing number of “front” organizations were created—
principally by infiltration—including the Scottsboro Defense Com-
mittee, the National Negro Congress, the American Student
Union, the Workers Alliance of America, and the American League
against War and Fascism. Tt was Communists following this “line”
who in 1937 moved on the CIO en masse.

Earlier in the new United Front period the Communist party
directed all of its attention to the AFL. This drive continued dur-
ing and after the CIO was breaking away from the AFL and be-
coming independent. For almost two years the Communists ig-
nored, chided, and opposed the efforts of the young CIO. In spite
of the fact that the CIO’s program for industiral unionism agreed
with the traditional Communist trade union policy. Unity within
the AFL had been the declared slogan of the CP Convention and
its Central Committee in 1935, and unity within the AFL it
would be, said the Communist trade-union leaders, regardless of
the CIO. This lasted until May 1937, by which time the CIO had
also become attractive bait.

.Ormzmmm “CIO” like three notes in a new litany, the Commu-
nists found a home in 1937. And even though they were fre-
quently to emphasize collective security rather than collective bar-
gaining, John L. Lewis, parading Henry of Navarre’s proverb, “In a
battle I make arrows from any wood,” asserted: “I'll work with
anyone who'll work with me.” :

With Lewis willing to accept them, it was not too difficult for
ﬁo Communists to become an integral part of the CIO organiza-
tion, particularly since most of them disguised themselves as liber-
als or as American radicals in the democratic tradition. The Com-
munist party itself encouraged disguise in the interests of building
a “democratic front.” In this effort, however, they never lost their
owrmm?oumww or their sense of internal organization. From the be-
ginning, they met as a caucus. Michael Quill, head of the Trans-
port Workers Union and a member of that caucus, stated that as
early as 1937 he and his associates met with a Communist party
representative who was “assigned to dish out the instructions.”

By 1938, Communists had obtained positions of trust, responsi-






