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Malfeasance of the American Labor Movement 

James F. Welles, Ph.D. 

In labor relations during the 1930's, what was regarded as a cure to one problem ran to excess and 

became a problem itself. Before the 1930's, the courts had been the major bulwark against the 

organization of workers. Property had been granted the right to organize up to a point: Corporations 

were legal but trusts were not. Still, this favoritism was enough to produce the "Corporate state" which, 

with the blessings of the federal government, assumed responsibility for the economic well-being of 

practically everyone1–especially those responsible for running the corporate state. The very nature of 

the American Republic changed as corporations took over and the characteristic of “Virtue” so essential 

to a functional republic disappeared:2 i.e., there is no such thing as a “Virtuous corporation” any more 

than there is “Corporate virtue” or a virtuous CEO, as Machiavelli would have noted. 

After the corporate-state debacle leading to the Depression, the New Deal encouraged unionization of 

workers and made big labor a counterpoise to big business, but all within the system: most emphatically, 

the typical America non-worker was not a Marxist revolutionary dedicated to overthrowing the estab-

lishment.3 Although this seemed sensible in so far as the National Labor Relations Act (1935) safe-

guarded the workers' right to collective bargaining, the labor movement proceeded to go to excess with 

absurdly high demands of more pay for less work.4 This became a classic case of a positive feedback 

system with increasingly inordinate union exactions rewarded,5 although they fueled national inflation.6 

This then reduced business and eventually led first to unemployment,7 then, in some cases, to the 

wholesale hiring of illegal aliens and eventually the inevitable loss of jobs with savvy businesses 

moving abroad in the guise of Free Trade. 

The reality of the post-war world economy was that American steel workers getting $26 per hour simply 

could not compete against cheap foreign labor and thus drove business overseas. In the 1960's, laborers 

struck, paraded and demonstrated for their right not to work; in the ’70's, they were equally emphatic 

about marching and demonstrating for their right to work.8 Of course, this idea of a right to work was a 

fiction embraced by workers trying to cope with the fact that they had priced themselves out of the 

international labor market. Only in the 1980's did union executive back off in their self-defeating 

demands and resumed their proper role of helping rather than harming the American worker.9 
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