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3

The issue of American labor's participation in postwar for

eign policy has been often debated, in political terms, but not thorough

ly studied until a few years ago. Even now there are good works on the 

effects of such participation on the reconstruction of Italy, of West 

Germany, to a limited extent also of Greece, of Great Britain and of Ja

pan, but nothing substantial on France (which in the American perception 

was the most important country), and very little on the fundamental sub

ject of the interaction between domestic and international policies, and 

politics, of US labor organizations (1). Several studies deal rather nar

rowly with the American participation in international labor organiza

tions, and with their action to split the World Federation of Trade 

Unions in 1948-9 in order to set up the rival International Confedera

tion of Free Trade Unions at the end of 1949 (2). This was the most vis

ible symbol of the realignment of international labor brought about by 

the Cold War, but by no means the main field of action for U.S. labor, 

nor the most important dimension of postwar reconstruction policies in 

the labor field.

So far, the best conceptualization of the social and 

political implications of U.S. proposals for postwar reconstruction is 

the one provided by Charles S. Maier with the formula of "the politics 

of productivity" (3). Maier emphasizes the appeal on the moderate left 

of a proposal - basically embodied in the Marshall Plan - for economic 

growth as the main key to social stability and peace. A larger and incr

easing output will bring prosperity to all sections of society and this 

would avoid class conflict - which, in the American vision, arose from 

scarcity. Social conflict needed to be contained and channeled into a 

non-political pattern of consensual bargaining among organized interests^ 

Growth had then to be considered as: firstly, the common interest of both 

industry and labor, whose organizations ought to orient their mutual rel

ations toward the superior aim of an ever-increasing output; secondly,
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4

the prerequisite for the establishment and functioning of a contractual, 

non-political system of industrial relations, based on collective barga

ining, which would accomplish the essential function of sharing and spr

eading the benefits of increased productivity throughout society. In po

litical terms, this proposal amounted to a great divide, inside Western 

European labor, between a "constructive" part - primarily the Socialde- 

mocrats and Christians, who shared such a belief in the social value of 

growth - and a "destructive", anti-growth side: the Communists, who found 

themselves rather isolated as an effect of the Marshall Plan. Two other 

elements are quite relevant, in this context, in Maier's formula. First

ly, the historical origins of such an ideology of productivity were roo

ted in the American experience of consensus-building in the late 1930s, 

and of social cooperation during wartime. Prosperity appeared as having 

been able to bridge and minimize the conflicts which had torn America in 

the Depression's years; thus, it emerged at the end of the war as an all- 

-encompassing conception, an almost magic device, to solve all the ten

sions and troubles of industrialized societies. A global, universalistic 

proposal for social consensus through industrial peace. Secondly, since 

such a social philosophy was addressed not only to states and governments 

but to European societies at large - and particularly to industry and 

workers - American unions (both as actors of such experience in coopera

tion at home and as the most credible propagandists of its value abroad) 

could play a large and determinant role in spreading the message among 

Europeans. As they actually did.

Aside from the negative or positive political judgement att

ached to such a role of U.S. policy and of American unions abroad, these 

notions are generally and largely agreed upon by scholars. In fact they 

have the useful quality of explaining the global impact of the Marshall 

Plan on European politics: because the concept of "the politics of prod- 

uctivity"links together those various, diverse factors that were actual
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ly at work in the American proposal, and that gave it the peculiar cha

racter of being (or, at least, of pretending to be) nor only a political, 

financial or diplomatic initiative for reconstruction, but a broader view 

and promise of social regeneration, of peace, prosperity and democrati

zation along the lines of a modernized and, above all, richer capitalism. 

Thus, not only a government to government proposal, but something much 

more popular: the American people's,the American society's prescription 

and active help toward the realization of the basic, elementary aspira

tions of workers, farmers and people at large.

It is certainly debatable whether such a promise was an ef

fective and practical policy or, rather, just an instrumental vision, a 

dream rather than a feasible program; and I tend to believe that it amou

nted to a grand, idealistic vision rather than to a realistic policy. The 

fact remains, however, that this was the way it was conceived by many of 

its American architects and actors; more importantly, that such an ideo

logical, global vision had an important impact in Europe. Firstly, becau

se it gave strength and social legitimacy to the policies connected with 

American aid and, more broadly, to the U.S. role in Europe as such. Se

condly, because it gave political strength, economic credibility and ide

ological energy to the battle fought by center and moderate left forces 

against the Communists in most European countries between 1947 and 1949: 

thus determining, to a certain extent, the crucial choices of that moment 

in France, in Germany, in Italy. On the basis of such an American vision 

of a socially prosperous capitalism, governments, industrialists and mo

derate unionists gave life to Atlanticist, Marshall-Plan-coalitions which 

excluded the Communists as subversive and anti-growth, and contained so

cial conflict into the very restrictive boundaries shaped by Cold War a- 

lignments. Above all, European labor was pulled out of the pattern of an

tifascist unity which had prevailed so far, divided and realigned - na

tionally and internationally - through the various splits and the crea-

-  5 -
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6

tion of the Western-oriented International Confederation of Free Trade 

Unions (4).

Two factors were of crucial importance for the success of 

American proposals: the actual possibility of a sustained cycle of grow

th and the amount and quality of the social and political consensus, and 

even organized participation, that could be obtained in European nations. 

Here is where the role of labor organizations - American and European 

trade unions - was decisive. And here is also where the opinions of scho

lars diverge: on two sets of issues. The first one regards the effects, 

the actual results of labor participation in the Marshall Plan (a subject 

not thoroughly investigated, so far: we have only a few scattered studies 

on Italy and some work in progress on Germany, but no general assessment 

yet) (5). The second issue is about the origins, motives and aims of Ame

rican labor involvement in international activities and, to a large ex

tent, about its subordination to or indipendence from the U.S. government 

in devising and implementing reconstruction proposals for Europe. Most of 

American labor historiography is divided on this matter along ideologi

cal and political lines which reflect the orthodox versus revisionist ar

gument on the Cold War issue. Historians like R. Godson and P. Taft, qui

te sympathetically close to the American Federation of Labor, interpre

ted the foreign activities of U.S. labor along the typical Cold War set 

of values: it was freedom against totalitarianism and American unions si

mply contributed to the victory of democracy over Soviet Communism. They 

accordingly tend to stress the indipendent origins of U.S. labor inter

national policy and to dismiss any evidence of labor unions' subordina

tion to the Department of State or, even worse, to the C.I.A.'s covert 

activities (6). While, on the other hand, revisionist scholars point to 

the instrumental use made by the Truman administration of U.S. labor or

ganizations as agents to implement an hegemonic, imperialist policy over 

and against the European left (7).
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The issue is actually much more complex. The first element 

of interest concerns the origines and rationale for U.S. labor effort in 

the international field, especially since it amounted to something hist

orically new, at least on such a large and ambitious scale. A few reasons 

depended upon the specific, and thus different, outlooks and interests 

of each of the two federations of American trade unions: the American Fe

deration of Labor and the Congress of Industrial Organizations. A few o- 

thers, however, were common to both, and these are the ones to be exami

ned first. Firstly, by the end of the war there was a widespread, unque

stioned (almost obsessive) common attitude on economic matters: postwar

reconversion and reconstruction must not mean depression. A return of de

pression with the end of war production was the universal, deep fear of 

every American unionist and worker. With the war boom workers had achie

ved an unprecedented degree of prosperity and union organizations an un

precedented level of strength, large membership, organizational securi

ty. To avoid depression was then the first and foremost priority, which 

oriented, as a powerful driving concept, the whole outlook of labor to

ward postwar domestic and international problems. Since competition from 

foreign productions was, at that time, not worrysome at all (in fact an 

almost inconceivable prospect), American labor's attitude was then that 

European reconstruction had to be extensively helped. Because recovery 

of markets and output on the continent was seen as the necessary condi

tion for an international cycle of growth, for resumption of internatio

nal trade and also for the possibility of a feasible and lasting peace. 

This did not just imply a favourable attitude towards the extension of 

U.S. government's financial aid abroad. As an almost instinctive conse

quence of their strong nationalist streak of self-esteem, American unio

nists conceived of helping European recovery primarily as a matter of 

providing guidance and means for the setting up of growth-minded, a- 

-political unions modelled after the American experience. Secondly, the
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war experience had provided unions with a clear, even exaggerated, per

ception of U.S. power in the world, of the effectiveness of the American 

economy, and of themselves, of labor organizations, as the main agents 

of the productive performance which had made victory over fascism possi

ble and prosperity at home almost a reality. We cooperated to the war 

effort - they argued -,the organized effort of American workers made vi

ctory a reality and prosperity a close possibility. They felt then to 

have the key, both in social and economic terms, to a solution of world 

problems.

The U.S. as a nation, and specifically the American unions 

- as central factors of mass production, increasing wealth, democratic 

power and social justice - were then perceived, with great clarity and 

pride, as a model to be offered to all the other nations. The war produ

ctive effort had self-legitimized American unionists, for the first timet 

as winners. And they wanted to use such a new power they felt to 

have, both to acquire an international role which reflected such a new 

self-perception, and to further strengthen their position at home, in 

the U.S. economic and political process (8). Their persuasion was made 

even sharper and more determined, inside each federation, by the 

fierce competition which opposed the AFL and the CIO. Each one wanted to 

win in the international field the prestige and the leading role which 

they were fighting each other for at home. Finally, both federations had 

an in-built pressure to go abroad, a sort of cultural and political pro

pensity to intervene in European reconstruction: most unionized workers 

at that time were first or second generation Americans belonging to re

cently immigrated communities from Poland, Italy, Eastern Europe; they 

shared the idea that, for the first time they could materially and poli

tically help their people back in the mother-countries (9). Most impor

tantly, very large groups of union members - more extensively in the CIO, 

but in the AFL as well - were catholics, and thus strongly mobilized by
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the church against the Soviet Union domination on Eastern Europe. Ethni

cal and religious factors then pushed toward Europe, building up an in

creasing anti-Communist pressure and offering the leadership a passive 

but strong consensus to an active involvement in European affairs. Pro

bably no other portion of American society felt so clearly, in 1945, that 

it wanted and needed to help Europe, and that such a help to a certain 

extent also meant to directly oppose the Communists. This crucial factor 

of anti-Communism had a particular relevance because it was linked to 

the factional fight inside the unions themselves, as to the political 

debate in the whole country. International events, particularly given 

the anti-Soviet bias of most leaders and of a good deal of the members, 

came to play in the immediate postwar years a decisive role in the re

solution of the political ambiguities which still existed in the 

body of many American unions. Here, the differences between AFL and CIO 

need to be taken into consideration.

The AFL organized the most typical voluntary, non-political, 

business-union organizations (primarily in building trades, clothing in

dustry and services). Foreign policy was jealously and restrictively han

dled by a small group of national leaders, and hardly discussed through

out the organization. They had a half-century-long tradition of rough, 

hard Americanism, ever since at the beginning of the century they star

ted to be concerned with the setting up of non-political unions in Cent

ral and Latin America, in order to raise the manufacturing costs of the 

real and potential competitors of U.S. manufacturers. Participation in 

World War I mobilization strongly enhanced the nationalist, jingoist cul

ture of the federation and its commitment to the values of Americanism. 

In the interwar period they participated in the International Federation 

of Trade Unions (largely dominated by European social-democrats) with 

continuous arguments with their European sister-organizations on 

every issue which touched upon the idea of some kind of political commit
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ment by labor - a notion that the AFL leaders flatly rejected (10).

The leading group was composed of conservative men who felt 

deeply threatened by the rising popularity and militant aggressiveness 

of the industrial unionism grown in the late 1930s, in mass production 

industries, organized in the CIO and closely linked with the more pro

gressive New-Dealist wing of the Democratic party. They were tough anti- 

-Communists, some of them Irish catholics, who thought that by the end 

of the war the great popularity of the Soviet Union and socialism, cou

pled with the growing importance of the CIO (which contained a strong 

Communist left-wing), could represent a deadly threat to their kind of 

voluntary, a-political unionism, as well as to their conservative atti

tudes and values. At the same time, given their deep-seated nationalism, 

they quickly understood that the postwar era would represent a great op

portunity for America and for her institutions. Thus their attitude was 

somehow that of a cornered animal who feels to have good chances only if 

it is strongly determined to fight, to engage in an all-out struggle for 

its values and aims - ultimately, for its own very existence. To them, 

this meant the beginning of a long-term offensive against Communism at 

home and, above all, in the international field - primarily, in European 

reconstruction. Why ? Many of these men had gained their leading role 

and positions by defeating Socialist and Communist factions in their own 

unions during the 1920s and 1930s. They considered the Communists 

as their worse personal enemies and as the major threat to the concept 

(and existence) of business-unionism. Given also their Catholicism and 

their constituency's interest in Eastern European countries, they obvio

usly came to see the political power of the Soviet Union, by 1944, as 

the most dangerous and ominous feature of the coming postwar world. They 

had accepted the military alliance with the Soviets only as the lesser 

evil, and were convinced that partnership should as soon as possible be 

turned into competition and confrontation. As early as november 1944
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they started a public campaign, at times censored by the federal govern

ment, against the Soviet annexation of Eastern Europe and the use of sla

ve labor in concentration camps. Out of their nationalistic, conservati

ve Americanism, they were able to foresee (earlier than many others) the 

coming of the Cold War division, and to actively work for its rapid pre

cipitation. One more factor needs to be emphasized. In the late 1930s 

some of the AFL leaders, engaged in internal struggles against left

ist minorities,began to use the active services of former members of the 

Communist Party of the United States who had been expelled in the 

late 1920s as Bukharin's supporters. Among them, the former secretary of 

the CPUSA, Jay Lovestone, who had escaped from the Soviet Union just be

fore being imprisoned or shot by Stalin. Lovestone and his group of 

friends, among whom is important the name of Irving Brown, decided to 

oppose Stalinism by every means and helped several labor leaders to eli

minate the Communist factions from their unions. This odd alliance became 

very strict with David Dubinsky, a Jewish immigrant from Russian Poland, 

leader of an important AFL union: the International Ladies' Garment Wor

kers Union (ILGWU) which organized mostly Eastern European Jews and Ita

lians in New York City. David Dubinsky was in close contact with several 

European Social-Democrats and his union, during the war, extended an ef

ficient network of contacts and financial help with non-Communist anti- 

-Fascists all over Europe. Lovestone, Brown and Dubinsky then worked du

ring the war inside an organization which not only developed strong ties 

with many Social-Democrats, partisans and unionists, but collected also 

extensive informations on Communist activities all over Europe (11). Mo

re importantly, when the U.S. joined the war, part of the intelligence 

work organized by the O.S.S. was set up through the ILGWU and other la

bor's networks connected with the European resistance. Thus, by the end 

of the war, there was a strong linkage between these labor men, the in

telligence community and a few government departments, and they had a
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clear, informed awareness that the main political issue in postwar labor, 

and in European societies generally, was going to be the cooperation or 

confrontation between Social-Democrats and Communists. They presumed, out 

of their own experience, that labor unions would have been the main bat

tlefield for such a confrontation. Moreover, they felt that the fate of 

"free" trade unionism by and large depended upon the active support and 

help from American labor. (It must be noted, by the way, that the concept 

of "free" trade union, traditionally used to define a labor organization 

indipendent from either government control or party loyalty, was assuming 

in the AFL jargon of the mid-1940s the strictly political meaning of anti- 

-Soviet. In a few years it would become the typical Cold War definition 

attached to any labor union explicitely aligned with Western Atlanticism 

and actively opposed to Communist nations and parties). The AFL leaders 

felt - and to a certain extent they were correct - that they were more 

determined and better equipped than many other American institutions in 

facing the political problems of postwar Europe, where labor unions were 

going to be a central ground for the victory or defeat of any political 

program. In short, they approached the postwar period with the will to 

fight an ultimate struggle against "Communist totalitarianism"; with so

me experience and means to do it effectively; and with the awareness that 

their proposals(for "free", a-political and anti-Communist unionism) would 

have enjoyed the advantage of being backed by the immense force and pre

stige of the United States as the supreme international power. Thus, at 

the end of 1944, they started a vocal anti-Soviet campaign (which antici

pated all the anti-totalitarian themes of the Cold War) and set up a Free 

Trade Unions Committee (FTUC - headed by G. Meany, M. Woll, D. Dubinsky,

J. Lovestone) to help the reconstruction of unions with a strong anti-Co

mmunist bias all over Europe (and in Japan). As early as May 1945 Irving 

Brown was sent to Europe, firstly in connection with the military govern

ment in Germany, and then as AFL representative on the Continent. He very
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soon became the most knowledgeable and trusted consultan^f the State De

partment and other government agencies on all matters related to labor in 

Europe.

The FTUC, and AFL leaders in general, thus became something 

between a domestic pressure group for an early confrontation with the So

viet Union, an international propaganda organization in the labor field 

and a semi-private network of intelligence and covert-operations among 

European unions (particularly in France, Germany, Greece and, through the 

Italian-American leaders of the ILGWU, in Italy). I have often wondered 

why they chose such an unpopular (in 1945) course and what all this had 

to do with their interests as labor unionists. The only satisfying answer 

I have found is a strictly and totally political one, which focuses not 

on union motives but on a shrewd perception that American national inte

rests would have clashed with Soviet power in Europe. It was advanced by 

I. Brown himself (now AFL Director of International Affairs) who claimed 

that AFL leaders, and particularly the former CP members who served as 

their consultants, had a deep understanding of Soviet thinking. They knew, 

as few in the U.S. did at that time, how relevant had been for the Soviet 

Union the defeat of the German revolution after World War I. After the 

first postwar experience, economic and social stabilization of Europe was 

considered in Moscow as the main danger for the Soviet Union. Thus, labor 

unions were going to become the main object and instrument for the Soviet 

action to prevent the stabilization of the continent. AFL leadership then 

saw the whole issue of postwar reestablishment of labor unions in Europe 

as of central relevance both for the strategic balance of international 

power and for the fate of unionism all over the world. Assuming that the 

Soviet Union had an expansionist strategy based on the destabilization of 

Western and Central Europe, and that Communist control of labor unions 

was a decisive condition for the success of such program, the AFL began 

its fight for "free" labor unionism in Europe with the persuasion of being 

engaged in an ultimate struggle for the survival of democratic unionism
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on a global scale (12).

In 1945, when the British Trade Union Congress, the Soviet 

trade unions and the CIO organized a new international federation, the 

World Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU), which included, on the basis of 

the anti-fascist alliance unity, all the important labor centers of the 

world, the AFL kept itself off - on anti-Soviet ground - and started a 

powerful, long-lasting, violent campaign against the new federation, and 

especially against the CIO's participation in it (for obvious reasons of 

domestic competition). From then on the AFL increasingly acted as a pres

sure group for a tough line against the Soviet Union and its point of 

view became more and more influential inside the American government as 

the Cold War atmosphere grew intense. When, in 1947, the Truman Doctrine 

and the Marshall Plan were launched, the AFL leaders were best positioned 

and organized to fully join the Cold War offensive and to become the best 

instrument that the Truman administration had for waging such a fight a- 

mong European workers and labor organizations.At that moment, with the 

growing tendency of the U.S. government towards containment and Cold War 

toughness, the working alliance between the AFL and the administration 

became a reality, an actual strong connection that was going to be very 

influential in building up labor consensus to the Marshall Plan, in bre

aking the WFTU in 1949 and in favouring the split of Italian and 

French united labor bodies (13).

The postwar political outlook of the CIO was completely dif

ferent: by the end of the war the big industrial unions of the CIO had

grown large, powerful and solidly established. At the same time - for 

reasons due to the political history of the federation as well as to the 

fact that it organized those mass production sectors (automobile, steel, 

electrical equipment, airplane industry etc.) where choices of economic 

policy were more directly influential - their power depended to a large 

extent from a good, smooth working relationship with government. CIO 

unionists feared depression more than anybody else, and they were also
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the most enthusiast supporters of the social and economic accomplishments 

made possible by mass production when and if strong unions were able to 

negotiate and win large wage benefits for workers. The CIO was the most 

consistent supporter of New Deal keynesianism and certainly the most con

vinced advocate of mass production and mass consumption capitalism. For 

many aspects in 1945 it was the most modern and innovative organization 

among Western labor, and such feature was best exemplified by the leader 

of the United Automobile Workers (UAW), Walter Reuther (who would become 

CIO President in 1951). CIO's political outlook was typical of the center 

and left of the New Deal spectrum: a coalition of militant Communists, 

Social-Democrats and, as a majority and national leadership, strong Roos- 

eveltian democrats. They looked at the approaching postwar period with a 

clear expectation and a deep desire for the continuation of the antifa

scist alliance, domestically and internationally. That is why they parti

cipated in the establishment of the WFTU, with-.a convinced and optimistic 

effort, and why they remained loyal to the idea of world labor unity up 

to its very end in 1948. But much more important, for the CIO, was the 

domestic postwar agenda. Having grown large and influential thanks to the 

wartime tripartite cooperation with government and industry, CIO unions 

intended to extend and deepen well into the postwar era what we would now 

call a strong, top-level neo-corporatist arrangement in order to govern 

the wage-price relationship and to set up welfare state policies and in

stitutions. Thus CIO President Philip Murray proposed, in October 1945, 

an "Industry Council Plan" based on the idea of a permanent, nation-wide 

negotiation of collaborative character between industry and unions, with 

the direct supervision of a friendly government. All the main issues 

affecting economic policies were to be jointly discussed and agreed upon 

in order to stimulate and guide a controlled expansion of demand and of 

social expenditures. CIO's foremost aim was the achievement and mainte

nance of a full employment economy, and its inspiration relied quite ex- 

plicitely also on a sympathetic attention to the Beveridge Plan and to
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the postwar program of the British Labour Party. Such economic attitude 

was directly linked to a political approach which tended to retrieve the 

progressive, reformist energy of the early New Deal and to realize signi

ficant social modifications. The CIO was, for instance, campaigning for 

public national health and pension schemes; it also tried to start a lar

ge offensive against racial discrimination, mainly by an aborted attempt 

to unionize the southern states.

This was all very good progressive political thinking, but 

it was very soon confronted by an hostile reality. In fact, it run agai

nst the distinctively conservative tide of public opinion and politics 

in the immediate postwar period. Proposals for tripartite negotiations 

in the political sphere were rejected by industry (and also by the AFL); 

the crucial demand of maintaining wartime controls - particularly on pri

ces - was very quickly let drop by an administration where conservative 

influences were rapidly prevailing over the weak remnants of New Deal li

beralism. The huge wave of strikes started by the main CIO unions in win

ter 1945-6 achieved moderate wage victories but lost on the politically 

relevant demands to extend government controls into peacetime and to re

strict industry's freedom of action by means of tripartite cooperation 

and public guidance. By fall 1946 a strong conservative reaction, which 

gave the Republicans a large majority in Congress, defined the new trends 

of American politics along the lines of a return to normalcy, leaving be

hind, into the past, the wartime pattern of centralized bargaining in the 

political sphere, dropping the idea of radical reforms and, above all, 

aiming at a drastic curb of unions' influence and power in society. The 

CIO then went on the defensive, and its leaders thought that the best 

strategy to preserve the federation's position was to stick on the govern

ment's side. The Truman administration appeared to be the only possible 

strong protection against the growing anti-union offensive, which soon 

gave life to the quite restrictive Taft-Hartley Act of 1947. The new le
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gislation essentially confined unions' political and social influence in

to the limited boundaries it had reached so far. It actually terminated 

the progressive impulse of the New Deal years in the field of industrial 

relations, and it decisively helped in establishing the rather privati

zed, non-political framework of collective bargaining which has lasted 

so far in American industry (14).

While the CIO leaders were driving the federation into a ve

ry cautious, self-protective and rather peaceful attitude of siding with 

the government on almost any issue - for the sake of sheltering the fe

deration itself against the worse and rather realistic threat of a union- 

-busting assault by the conservative right - their international activi

ties went on, up to the end of 1947, with no apparent change. Still of

ficially praising and supporting the anti-fascist unity pattern of the 

WFTU, CIO unionists kept a rather low profile in foreign affairs, basi

cally limiting themselves to some propaganda on the value of labor

unity and to a self-serving campaign on the benefits which the American

system of mass production and collective bargaining had given to the wor

kers and to the survival of democracy. The productivity axioms were al

ready solidly in their mind, but they did not yet amount, until 1948, to

anything like a strong political campaign or model-proposing to Europe. 

The fact is that during the years 1945-7 the CIO was simply too busy on 

internal affairs. More importantly, that no change in its foreign policy 

attitude could take place as long as the political fight inside the CIO 

was still unresolved. And here comes into the picture the other crucial 

problem of that moment: the issue of Communism inside the American labor 

movement. Because, after all, one of the most striking aspects of the 

anti-Communist impact of the Marshall Plan on European labor is the fact 

that it went exactly parallel to an analogous political fight inside 

the American trade unions.

Communist left-wingers constituted a strong, influential mi
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nority inside the CIO. They had played a determinant role in the pioneer

ing years - in the late 1930s - of union building, and thus they were ac

cepted as perfectly legitimate unionists. Political peace - or, at least, 

truce - inside the CIO had been broken a first time during the brief Na

zi-Soviet alliance of 1939-1941, when the right-wing attempted to curb 

the left-wing. The Communists' position was quite uncomfortable but they 

were saved by the turning of international events and the emergence of 

the anti-fascist alliance between the United States and the Soviet Union. 

Wartime was a period of internal unity and conflicts were limited. Inter

nal peace was almost guaranteed as long as the national and internatio

nal political framework was defined by the anti-fascist coalition. And 

this is what allowed the CIO to easily and smoothly, almost obviously, 

decide in 1945 for world labor unity in the WFTU. The Communists, however, 

were so loyally and totally committed to the national effort for the sa

ke of victory over the Nazis that they often assumed over-productivist 

attitudes in the shop-floor. This relegated them into a difficult posi

tion when, during the last months of war, workers started to protest 

against the strict wage ceiling enforced by the government and approved 

by the unions' officials. Moderate but dynamic, imaginative leaders as 

Walter Reuther played very cleverly on that contraddiction. At the end 

of the war, while organizing the big strike against General Motors, Reu

ther attacked the left-wing as non-militant and too loyal to the politi

cal priorities set by the party line.(Workers' unrest notwithstanding, 

the Communist leadership was then advocating the extension of uninterrup

ted production pledges to the postwar years for the sake of helping the 

reconstruction of Europe and of the Soviet Union). Quite popular among 

workers and very able to exploit the growing anti-Soviet sentiments among 

Catholic and Eastern European immigrants, as among public opinion at lar

ge, Reuther in a couple of years defeated the left-wing, became president 

of the UAW and emerged as the most brilliant and prominent figure of Arne-
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rican labor. The Communists were quickly expelled from the UAW, which 

became the front-runner of a general anti-Communist crusade inside the 

whole CIO. In 1947-8, when the Cold War became the dominant force of A- 

merican politics, the CIO's internal equilibrium broke down. In the cli

mate of increasing bipolar hostility, international events grew up to di

rect factors of the internal confrontation. On the Truman Doctrine and, 

above all, on the Marshall Plan, conflict openly emerged. When the Taft- 

-Hartley Act required unionists to swear not to be Communist party mem

bers, Reuther and other right-wing leaders overtly used such a chance to 

discriminate and emarginate left-wing officials. The show-down, in the 

whole CIO, arrived in 1948, when the left-wing supported the third party 

candidacy of Henry A. Wallace for the presidential elections. This direc

tly threatened the already slight possibility of victory for Truman and 

the CIO leaders, who had opted for a close, strategic relationship with 

the administration, could not tolerate it. The right-wing then opened an 

ultimate and successful fight to kill the left-wing. By 1949 all the uni

ons ruled by the left-wing, including the powerful United Electrical Wor

kers (UE), were expelled, and the federation realigned along the nationa

listic and anti-Soviet priorities of the Cold War. In less than four ye

ars the drastic turn of American politics brought about by the interna

tional bipolarity had drastically changed the nature of the CIO. The li

beral-labor-left-wing coalition which had characterized the New Deal era 

was definitely destroyed and forgotten. Liberal and labor organizations 

purged themselves of any tie with the left and converged into the bipar

tisan mainstream of Cold War politics. Unions abandoned any pretense of 

playing a politically reformist role in welfare state building and in de

termining macro-economic policy. They stepped back into the safer realm 

of collective bargaining within industry. Productivity improvements thus 

became the driving criteria of labor's action, and unions turned into in

stitutions directly committed to the gospel of increased efficiency, sin
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ce all the gains they could accomplish for their own members (wage le

vels, private pension and health funds) were geared to the constant pro

gress of productivity standards in each industry (15).

All these elements had deep effects on the foreign policy of 

the CIO. The double ncessity of playing a propositive role in Europe and 

of keeping very closely on the side of government's policies drove the 

right-wing leadership into a prompt and convinced support of the Marshall 

Plan. Since by mid-1947 the internal argument with the left-wing was wi

dely open, the right-wing perceived the growing Cold War climate both as 

the best opportunity to crack down on the internal left and as the late

st chance to quickly re-enter into the safe harbour of Americanism and 

national unity before the federation itself could be directly attacked 

as an alien and "red" organization. The "prosperous capitalism" rhetoric 

on social modernization which surrounded the Marshall Plan offered to the 

CIO leaders the best, and probably the last, opportunity to join the bi

partisan Cold War alignment without completely sacrificing their own ide

als and identity as labor unionists. So they enthusiastically joined the 

Marshall Plan crusade and became the most vocal supporters - inside and 

around the Economic Cooperation Administration (ECA) - of the liberal 

view of economic growth as the highway to social progress in Europe. CIO 

leaders went to Europe, hand in hand with the State Department and with 

their colleagues of the AFL, with the persuasion of being representati

ves of a third way between reactionary capitalism and communism. Or, to 

use W. Reuther's famous sentence on the significance of the Marshall Plan: 

"Neither with Wall Street nor with Stalin" (16).

It was at this point that American unionists and the U.S. go

vernment formed a unified, compact bloc in their European activities. By 

this time, quite obviously the established AFL vision of an ultimate

struggle between "free" and "totalitarian" or "slave" unions had become
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the prevailing outlook of the whole American effort in th^iabor field 

abroad: the AFL's concept and style of labor politics shaped most of the 

activities of American institutions operating on the continent, CIO 

unionists included.

As soon as the Marshall Plan was proposed world labor unity 

was doomed. The WFTU was torn between pro-Soviet and pro-American align

ments, pro- and anti-Marshall Plan positions: the CIO and British TUC 

- with strong, pressing encouragement from the State Department - 

eventually broke off from the international federation in early 1949. 

Ten months later, together with the AFL and all the union bodies which 

had already gathered in the European Recovery Program - Trade Union Advi

sory Committee (ERP-TUAC) in support of the Marshall Plan, they set up 

the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU). Unified na

tional confederations such as the Italian CGIL and French CGT had already 

followed the same pattern as the WFTU: after a succession of splits pre

cipitated by the controversy on the Marshall Plan, they were now challen

ged by Social-Democratic and Christian competing federations. Communist 

labor in the West was thus effectively isolated; the Marshall Plan en

joyed a large support among union organizations, which amounted to a mo

re or less passive but certainly very important acceptance among Euro

pean organized workers. These were the main goals of the Truman admini

stration in the international labor field, and in this respect American 

labor's action (to advertise and legitimize among European workers the 

policies connected with American aid) was certainly successful. This was 

all very good for a group, such as the AFL, whose aims basically coinci

ded with the strategic goals and priorities of anti-Communist contain

ment. Their success was even more pronounced since, for a brief period, 

they undoubtedly had the effective leadership of Western labor and could 

present themselves as a new, prestigious, global model of democratic, 

"free" and growth-oriented unionism. In 1949-50 they conceived of them
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selves as winners of a final struggle against totalitarianism, and even 

now they retrospectively claim that they saved Europe from Soviet tyran

ny.
Also the CIO, at first, saw the Marshall Plan operation as 

its own great success. Mostly, I believe, because of its domestic re

flections: that is to say, because around the Marshall Plan the right- 

-wing had been able to avoid isolation at home, to accomplish a thorough 

control of the organization, and to keep alive the vital alliance with 

the federal government. CIO's retreat from the ambitious policies of 

1945 had been relatively harmless for the federation as such, and its 

leaders could still indulge with the hope that the Marshall Plan could 

foster in Europe those neo-corporatists and reformist arrangements that 

they had failed to win in the United States. In most European nations 

this was not the case, but during the first two years of ERP such disap

pointing outcome had not visibly emerged yet: CIO leaders could then ea

sily feel satisfied by the leading role they were playing in the ICFTU, 

and by the large share of ECA's labor activities devised and operated by 

their men inside the Agency (17).

A conclusive judgement on the effectiveness of the labor po

licies and activities connected with the ERP has to take into considera

tion two distinct sides. On the one hand, there is no doubt that U.S. 

labor effort in favour of the Marshall Plan - at home and above all with 

European unionists - was politically successful. The commitment of Ame

rican unionists gave to the Marshall Plan a flavour of social progressi- 

vism which was extremely important. If the driving and powerful message 

of the ERP was to be received in Europe in terms of more goods and more 

democracy for the masses, then the contribution of American labor in 

"selling" the plan was, as Truman himself acknowledged, more important 

than that of any other section or institution of American society. As 

long as the successful political impact of the Marshall Plan relied on
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its looking not just as a merely political or financial proposal, but as 

the exporting of a new and richer way of life, then the role of U.S. 

unions was crucial in actually achieving such socialization and popula

rization of American foreign policy. On the other hand, the effective 

results obtained in Europe by American labor should be evaluated accor

ding to its original economic and social aims. And this is much more dif

ficult to be done. Firstly, because those results varied from country to 

country, and we do not have specific, well-documented studies but for I- 

taly and, to a lesser extent, for Germany. Secondly, because it is quite 

hard to distinguish - among the social improvements that came with the 

postwar growth cycle - which was due to each country's specific politi

cal and economic dynamic and which came as an effect of American aid po

licies. Two elements, however, are very clear and certainly do not spell 

a visible success for the American idea of exporting a model of social 

conflicts' resolution together with financial aid. One is the fact that 

in several countries - and most noticeably in Italy, France, Greece; to 

a large extent also in Germany - the actual pattern followed by stabili

zation policies was very different from the one envisioned by American 

labor or by the more progressive liberal side of Marshall aid planners. 

ERP in those countries went together with a temporary but deep margina

lization of trade unions as sources and recipients of relevant political 

influence: in a broader sense, with a pronounced reduction of labor's

bargaining power (18). Under this respect the original intentions of US 

unions - to use the Marshall Plan as a means to foster a significant in

crease of the economic function of trade unions - were by and large chal

lenged and defeated by the political reality of European countries, by 

the conservative management of recovery policies, and also by the inter

nal mechanism of the plan itself. The United States could offer the sup

port of their power and the energy of their financial strength to poli

tical-economic élites of other countries. But they were not really capa
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ble to translate their position of supremacy into the projection of the 

main features of their social and political system abroad. The second 

and related factor is that the international framework of pro-Marshall 

Plan union organizations - the ICFTU and, above all, its real, original 

core, the ERP-TUAC - did not achieve the possibility, the power of in

fluencing or conditioning the actual implementation of Marshall Plan po

licies in any relevant way. Both choices of economic policy and patterns 

of industrial relations remained substantially determined by, and re

stricted into the national dimension. The internationalization of labor 

union politics played an important role in gathering political support 

to the Marshall Plan, but did not affect power-relationships between in

dustry and labor - nor between labor and government - in the participa

ting countries. Supranational coalitions could not substitute, for any 

union, for the lack of bargaining power and militant aggressiveness at 

home. By 1952-3 most of the American labor people who had joined the 

Marshall Plan were thinking about its realization as an experience of 

"frustration" and very often felt as having been neglected if not in- 

strumentally exploited (19).

All this points to the fact that throughout the postwar pe

riod - while economic and political interdipendence between Western in

dustrialized countries was growing larger and deeper - the fundamental 

conditions for labor unions' share of power in society remained by and 

large closely defined by, and rooted inside the nation-state framework. 

This was true for the European as well as for the American unions. And, 

in turn, this raises the question of what the American labor organiza

tions had hoped to achieve through their international initiatives, at 

the very moment when, as far as their global role in socie.ty was concer

ned, they were entering a phase of historical decline (in sharp contrast 

with the opposite trend of European societies, where unions kept growing 

more powerful, at least till the early 1970s). The most striking feature
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in this respect is not so much the hard reality of such a decline (that 

might be explained by several long-term trends in American history) as 

the contrasting perception held by most American unionists in the late 

1940s and early 1950s. The decline was beginning to take place while US 

labor and liberal forces were convinced (as they remained long thereaf

ter) that no such decline was in sight. To the contrary, in the Cold War 

years, they held an optimistic view, persuaded as they were that the le

gacy of the 1940s - and particularly of the war experience - spelled the 

success of, and promised a bright future for,a prosperous capitalism 

whose social imbalances could be effectively tempered by labor’s role in 

collective bargaining. Productivism plus industrial democracy appeared 

to them as the triumphant solution that would defeat stagnation and 

class-based conflicts. I believe that such a mistaken perception was ma

de possible only by the unique situation enjoyed by American industry on 

the international market in the postwar years. CIO leaders could 

believe in the successfulness of their second-best strategic choice af

ter the defeat of 1945-6 - the retreat on the traditional AFL's pattern 

of a-political unionism, bargaining only in a few industrial sectors to 

win economic benefits restricted to its own membership and not spread 

throughout the working class at large - only because of American indus

try's unchallenged domination of markets large enough to make mass pro

duction and high wages affordable, given the temporary absence of fore

ign competition. It becomes apparent, then, that the golden decades of 

union economic strength in America, the 1940s and 1950s, did not 

indicate a universally valid model of social betterment through collec

tive bargaining - which was labor's self-delusion during the Marshall 

Plan. To the contrary, they reflected a unique, unexportable and 

unrepeated historical situation of America's splendid isolation from the 

constraints of interdipendence. In other words, the international econo

mic dislocation brought by World War II had granted the United States
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the last two decades of a setting marked by conditions so utterly excep

tional as to nourish a short-sighted belief in American exceptionalism 

and even in the international, universal validity of its features.
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1) See Horst LADEMACHER (ed.), Gewerkschaften im Ost-West-Konflikt. Die 
Politik der American Federation of Labor im Europa der Nachkriegszeit, 
Melsungen, 1982; Michael FICHTER, Besatzungsmacht und Gewerkschaften, 
Opladen, 1982; Werner LINK, Deutsche und amerikanische Gewerkschaften 
und Geschaftsleute, 1945-1975. Eine Studie liber transnational Bezie- 
hungen, Diisseldorf, 1978; Federico ROMERO, Guerra fredda e stabiliz
zazione sociale. Le politiche americane sulla questione sindacale nel
la ricostruzione postbellica dell'Europa e dell'Italia (1944-1951), 
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