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A Local Phase of Labor Combination

\W/Y@ is my purpose, so far as practica-
4 },,jk.\y‘ v ble, considering the related aspects

of the subject, to confine myself in
this paper to a study of a corporate
body in the City of Chicago known
as the Building Trades Council,

I may say at the outset that I cannot expect to

bring to the consideration of this matter at all
times the dispassionate judgment of the social
economist. I shall not deny that my views will
reflect strong prejudices, but they will, T trust,
turn out to be not capitalistic prejudices, but will
arise rather from my natural and acquired antipa-
thies to everything in human conduct that counters
and mocks at organic law and constitutional right,

I shall not even pretend to be able to say the
Iast word upon a topic like the relations of capital
and labor, where everything is in the making; but
there is something sufliciently permanent in a cor-
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poration holding a charter from the State for a
long lease of corporate life to take it out of the
fluid mass of mere industrial incident whose laws
of ebb and flow so often baflle investigation. By
reason of permanency it belongs to that class of
final achievements to which every large human
movement points for justification, It is not push-
ing the situation too far to demand that the moral
forces back of organized labor shall be tested by
the ethics of the Building Trades Council. Its
political and economic ideals will be the ideals of
the men who give it power and support.

The Building Trades Council of Chicago was
incorporated under the general incorporation law
on March 14, 1892. The objects of the incor-
poration were, as dryly stated in the application
for license, ““to promote the interests and welfare
of all trade and labor organizations connected there«
with, and to extend a helping hand to such other
organizations as the said Council may direct.”

To be perfectly fair to those who thus formu-
lated the benevolent purposes of the Council, it
must be admitted that the statement is rather more
frank and ingenuous than most declarations of the
sort. Examine it more attentively and it will be
seen to contain the selfish principle out of which
has naturally developed a rule of tyranny and
oppression.




By implication, the forces of this new creation
will not be used to promote the interests and wel-
“fare of trade and labor organizations not connected
therewith ; and the helping hand extended to such
other organizations as the Council may direct,
means a clenched hand when the guiding intelli-
gence determines upon blows and suppression.

" QObserve again that we are dealing here only
with ofganizations. There is an ominous silence
as to the individual laborer and worker who is un-
connected with any organization. His interest and
welfare have been quite overlooked, and the organic
limitations of the new Council make it quite im-
possible that its helping hand shall ever be extended
to. him. The scheme does not propose to deal
with units; or if it does, the unit has become so
large as to make it certain that any further declara-
tion of principles must ignore the individual, and
Jeave out as obsolete the great fundamentals of
individual right upon which society in American
commonwealths must rest.

Again, the promotion of the interests of affili-
ated organizations, and the extending of the helping
hand to such organizations as the Council may
direct, .with the implications fairly embraced in
such a program, mean what in governmental phrase.
would be, first, federation and then alliance by treaty;
and if these shall be reached in perfection we are.
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well on the way to monopoly and the suppression
of competition. We shall reasonably expect to
find the Council standing for both these ends if
its development is Jogical.

Am I forcing my deductions, am I looking for-
ward to what has actually taken place in the devel-
opment of the powerful central body, and loosely
making the charter declaration the slender premise
upon which to hang my whole gloomy prophecy?
Post hoc reasoning is always seductive, and there
has been altogether too much of it in the discus-
sion of labor questions by labor leaders to allow
me willingly to employ it, I have dwelt some-
what at length upon the purposeful sentences of
the Council’s charter in order to make plain at the
outset what I conceive to be the conscious plan
of its original promoters. Let us not forget that
we are dealing with men, after all, though their per-
sonality is often obscured by the corporation. We
are not to think of the charter as given ready-made,
and the individuals fitting themselves to it and de-
veloping it. The facts are that the incorporators
of the Council in 1892 perceived that there was a
loss of power in the imperfect federation of build-
ing trades unions which had preceded, and that the
men who could weld that federation into a more per-
fect union would have the mastery of the situation,

so far as numbers and physical force could give it.
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The Council quickly announced its entrance
to the labor world by an elaboration of laws and
. i'guies, checks, counterchecks, licenses, privileges,
i,unishments, and penalties, which made it quite
- clear that it contemplated nothing less than a usur-
~pation of the entire field of building actiyity-, that
it proposed to legislate, adjudicate, and execute
the law governing trade relations in the city of
- “Chicago, and that the community over which it
ehaimed jurisdiction must surrender a large meas-
ure of personal liberty if the usurpation was to be
“tolerated.

It is not my purpose to quote at length from
the preamble, constitution, and by-laws of the
Council. They are before me as I write, and I
have before now carefully read and studied them,
not for literary entertainment, but in a purely pro-
fessional way. I am almost tempted to declare, as
did the generals in the Court of Cassation, that
upon my honor I have examined the documents
and the case is thus and so!

A sentence here and there, however, will suffice:
«The object of this Council is to construct a cen-
tral organization which shall subserve the interests
of all the labor organizations engaged in the erec-
tion or alteration of buildings, for the purpose of
assisting each other when necessary, thereby re-
moving all unjust or injurious competition, and to

9




secure unity of action for their mutual protection
and support.”

I have always been amused at the unconscious
humor in the turn given to this preamble by that
word “thereby.” It is a palpable non Sequitur to
the peaceable and benevolent language preceding.
To secure the logical connection we must interpret
this language precisely as the Council has inter-
preted it, and so that it will read: ¢« The object
of this Council is to perfect the boycott and the
sympathetic strike, thereby removing all competi-
tion.”  For, humanly speaking, it is certain that
where a monopoly is intended all competition will
be deemed unjust and injurious,

The scheme of representation of the several
affiliated unions in the Council is appropriately se-
cured upon the basis of numerical strength, and the
delegates so returned elect a full complement of
corporate officers, whose powers are defined in suf-
ficiently parliamentary language. Their duties are
largely routine, the real power being vested in the
standing committees and in a somewhat anomalous
body called the Board of Business Agents or Board
of Walking Delegates.

The standing committees are a Credential
Committee, an Organization Committee, a Griev-
ance Committee, and a Legislative Committee.

The important duty of the Organization Com-
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mittee is to ““seek out every branch of unorganized
' ‘industry in the building trades, and use every effort
o organize them into unions; to instruct and
enlighten them on all questions relating to their
advancement as workingmen, and render all assist-
ance possible to increase the membership of all the
different organizations affiliated.”

The Legislative Committee is “to determine
what legislation will be best for the interest of the
laboring man, draft bills for such legislation, pre-
sent them to the proper legislators, and report from
time to time the best methods of securing the pas-
sage of the same, providing that no bill shall be
presented to any legislative body without the sanc-
tion of this body.”

The Board of Business Agents or Walking
Delegates is the imperium in imperio. It is to con-
sist of all the properly elected walking delegates of
the various unions represented in the Council,
This board is to have its own president and vice-
president, and to adopt such rules for its own guid-
ance as it may see fit. It is to meet three times a
week for the purpose of rendering all assistance
necessary for the enforcement of the various trade
rules and working-cards of this Council.

It is provided that the revenue for the mainte-
nance of the Council shall be derived from the
subrenting of halls and the sale of working-cards
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" issued quarterly by the Council to the trades herein
represented. ‘The price,of the cards is to be regu-
lated from time to time by the Council. Each

trade applying for admission must pay an initiation
fee of twenty-five dollars.

It should be said in passing that this simple
device for revenue, namely, the sale of the work-
ing-card, is really a system of licensing outside the
law; for it is either by implication in the printed
rules of the Council, or in some of those secret
enactments of the Board of Walking Delegates,
that no man shall work at a building trade in the
city of Chicago unless he is in possession of such
a card,

Now let us consider a few of the trade rules:
¢ It shall be the special duty of this Council to use
the united strength of all the trades represented
herein to compel all non-union men to conform
to and obey the laws of the trade to which they
should properly belong. No member of any trade
affiliated with this Council shall be permitted to
work on any building or job under police protec-
tion, or be permitted-to handle any material that is
the product of convict labor.” The same restric-
tion is extended in practice to material that is the
product of non-union labor,

These are startling words, and clear away the
bewilderment that attends the perusal of this docu-
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ment almost throughout. The familiar jargon
about the law, or the laws, and obedience and pun-
i'shment, begets momentary impressions that the
faw of the land is meant, and that the Council is
in some dubious way enjoining good citizenship.
It needs some such bald pronouncement as these
trade rules to lay bare the whole deliberate con-

spiracy against private right and liberty of contract.
Demands for an advance in wages and all trade
grievances shall be presented to the Council in

*writing. < ‘When trouble occurs on any building

or job affecting any trade represented in this Coun-

" cil, it shall be the duty of the Business Agent to

immediately endeavor to settle the same with con-
tractor or owner in accordance with’’—what ?—
equity, good conscience and fair dealing? Here
would have been an opportunity for 2 little harm-
less rhetoric; but no, the settlement is to be
«in accordance with trade rules and to the satis-
faction of the trade involved’” Failing in this
Pickwickian arbitration, the ¢ Business Agent shall
have power to call a general strike, but before
doing so he shall lay the matter before the Council
or the Board of Business Agents at their next meet-
ing, and be governed by their action or decision,
which shall be equally binding on all trades in this
Council.”

It is needless to say there are fines and punish-
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