
philippine studies
Ateneo de Manila University • Loyola Heights, Quezon City • 1108 Philippines

Sidney Hillman, Statesman of American Labor
by Matthew Josephson 

Review Author: Walter B. Hogan

Philippine Studies vol. 1, no. 2 (1953): 189–194

Copyright © Ateneo de Manila University

Philippine Studies is published by the Ateneo de Manila 
University. Contents may not be copied or sent via email 
or other  means to multiple sites and posted to a listserv 
without the copyright holder’s written permission. Users 
may download and print articles for individual, noncom-
mercial use only. However, unless prior permission has 
been obtained, you may not download an entire issue of a 
journal, or download multiple copies of articles.

Please contact the publisher for any further use of this 
work at philstudies@admu.edu.ph.

http://www.philippinestudies.net



BOOK REVIEWS 

~ e d i t y .  This d pdcm&an of the individual, chis W & m  h 
elctemr;ll uhings &mu.& the medium of labor-wh.ich ia at once a 
materid amnl s ap;ribuoJ acltivity--is the mipal metaphysid bask 
for ibhe right of private propenty. 

The author, in a note to his enlightening parper, maintains &at 
"in antiquity, little import was placed on labor as a title of 
possession." And the mason he gives for the "re-valuation of labor" 
in modern titimes, a re-valuation, which he considers "one of the 
greatest advances which only now can be said to have been attained", 
is precisely because labor is now being looked upon "not simply 
as a means of producing weala, but at  the same time as personal 
value." Having discussed the metaphysical foundations of the prop- 
erty right, the au4hor goes on to answer the intriguing question: 
"If the right to 'private property is a natu~al right, why, Yhen, do 
not all 'men have an equal share in ownership?' This paper on 
property complements another entitled : "Personality : Thomist 
Affirmation-Communist Negation." 

Two of the most thought provaking studies are Lattanzi's 
"The Best Argument Against Communism", and "The Psycho- 
logical Complex of Communism" by Fr. Morlion, O.P. Lattanzi's 
study whets our appetite to know more about the t w ~  "sacred 
Marxist text.", whose contents p r o d  so devastating to the Com- 
munist cause in Italy. We would like to toknow whether Palmin, 
Togliatti's translation of these books has been wtranslated into English. 
"Science in Soviet Culture" by Fr. Wetter, S.J. offers good factual 
argument again* s d l e d  Marxist intellectuals. A penetrating 
study of the criteriological problems involved is Magnino's "Com- 
munist Ideology and the Philosophical Problem of Truth." 

It is !to be regretted that lthe book contains no index. An index 
seems to ;be especially necessary in a work of this kind, in order 
that the \wader may make future reference to lines of argument 
that offer promise for further study. 

SIDNEY HILLMAN, STATESMAN OF AMERICAN LABOR. By Matthew 
Josephson. Doubleday and Co., Inc., Garden City, N.Y. pp. 670. 
$5.00 

Mr. Josepkon has given us a grand big book, 670 pages in 
all, but there is not a dull page in the lot. The teader will be 
rewarded richly, whether he seeks a warm human story, an 
excellent running history of major trends in industrial  elations 
in America through all the years from 1909 to 1945, or an object 
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lesson in how Capital and Labor must wark together here in the 
Philippines if we are to make our economic order work. 

As a human story &ere is more than enough to go around. I t  
is not surprising that Sidney Hillman could spend almost every 
waking minute of 'his adult life working in one way or another 
for the improvement of the living condidom of working people. 
Before be was twenty years of age this H&rew of Russian nationa- 
lity knew axrest and prism for the crime of protesting inhuman 
conditions under which his fellow townsmen were forced to wmk. 

Born in a Lithuanian village, March 23, 1887, Sidney Hill- 
man was guided by his parents into a school for future Rabbis. 
But it seems rhat the world of wages and hours, of sweating 
workers and a labor movement that had to operate as the dark- 
est End of conspiracy, in secret, for fear  of -gwernment agents, 
stole h i s  heart from the beginning. He left the rabbinical school 
and took a job as general cleanup man and errand boy to a 
uhemist. But he ran too fm the underground labor mwement, and 
art the age of seventeen was thrown into prison and tortured 
for ,leading a procession to voke the mker 's  complaints. Released 
after m e  f m ~  months of prison life, he resumed his activities 
directly for labor, and indiTectly for the Social Democrats and 
polidcal change. Prison aught up with him again and only the 
Czar's proclamation of amnesty in 1905 freed him. Twice im- 
pkned and now wanted again by the police, still only nineteen 
years of age, &is d n g  fellow bad to take a false passport 
and flee filst to Germany, then to England, and in 1907 he sailed 
for the U'nited States. On boa~d the steamship with him were 
thousands of inuaigmnts, most of whom would melt into the 
Ammican indusCrial machine scarcely to be heard of again. But 
Sidney Hillman never quite melted into any background. 

M n g  as just another non-English-speaking immigrant in the 
Clhioago clot'hiig industry for Sears Roebudk at $8.00 a week he was 
to be be llate years the recipient of a note: 

I camnat delay longer telling you how deeply I appreciate the 
splendid job you did fnrm start to finish. Hope to toe you soon. 
Affec~tio~lane r@, 

The signature was that of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and the 
"splendid job" Sidney Hillman did was the vigornus organization 
of the labor vote behind President Rwosevelt in the 1944 presi- 
dential elections. He was at that time chief figure in organized 
la'bds political d o n  committee. His importance as a national 
figure was recognized by the fact that the Republican Party made 
his influence on Roosevelt a campaign issue of the first magnitude. 
By that time he could look baak through thirty-five years which 
had seen his first effort to organize a few dozen fellow wonkem 
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in Clhicago, blossom into the powerful and wponsible Amalga- 
mated Clothing Wwkers of America. With Philip Mumy, J& 
Lewis and others he had organized the Congre~~ of Industrial Or- 
ganizations (CIO) and had nursed his own union through de- 
pression years, attacks from organized gangland, deaths on the 
picket line, into the highly wspected union of d a y ,  which in- 
cludes prackically all the workers in the men's clothing industry, Tuns 
its own Amalgamated Banks aind operam housing developments 
and other social services for its 350,000 members. His last great 
ef4ort to establish world-wide &or organization. was to come 
upon unhappy days. The World Federation of Trade Unions, 
which Hillman helped to establish, quickly became a political tool 
of Soviet Communism and has now been disowned by responsible 
trade-union leaders all over the world. But that was an unhappy 
ending never intended or foreseen by Sidney Hillman. Death m e  
to Sidney Hillman according to toe pattern of his life, all in a 
rush. He suffered a heart attack bmught on by years of unbeliev- 
ably intense activity, and died within a few hours at his Long 
Island home on July 10, 1946, only f i f t y h e  yem old but with 
a body worn through to complete exhaustion. 

The book contains so mu& rich material on the impact of Sid- 
ney Hillman upon tihe American l a b  movement that a few ob- 
semtions will have to suffice. m m g h  the yeaxs Hillrnan buik 
what is probably the nearest thing to a vocational group or indus- 
~ T Y  council (the organic structure of employer and w d e r  coopera- 
tion advocated in the Papal Encyclical Quadragesirno Anno of 
Pope Pius XI) in close cooperation with enlightened employers 
of the men's clothing indusgr. What is notable is $hat it was 
very often Sidney Hillman who enlightened the employers, even 
in (mpect to that which was good for the employers themselves. 
The men's clothing industry is now a highly integrated entity, self- 
disciplined in the in-t of owners, workers and the common good, 
by a regulating board made up of equal numbers of representa- 
tives of owners and workers wirh a neutral chainnan mutually 
chosen and mutually recompensed by ownen and workers. This 
h a r d  (and many similar smaller boards on plant and regional 
levels) sets standards of compensation for the many operations in- 
volved in the manufacture of men's suits and coats. It has, as 
always desired by Hillman himself, taken "the Iaboring man out of 
campetition" and put competition where it belongs, in styling, ef- 
ficient management, sdes efficiency and quality. There has not 
been a major strike in the men's clothing industry for the p t  
tkirty years. The w o r d  is all the m e  to 'be marvelled at when 
one recalls &at the Amalgamated Clothing Wmkers of America was 
b r n  in bitter strife after the turn of the century with year-long 
strikes, and violent qrrskion employed by e q l o y m  &mu& the 
police fully backed by court injunctions. 
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Perhaps the best symbol of @he solid progress that has been made 
am be found in this. In 1918 employer Jeremiah Hickey would 
not even stay in the same room with Hillman. Government war- 
time negotiaton trying to settle the labor dispute between &em had 
to dash (back and forth betweem the room occupied by Hillman as 
the representative of labor and that occupied by Hiokey and other 
employers. But in 1948 when the National Planning Association, 
a mm-@an, m-profit group, went in searoh of cases (to illus- 
trate the causes of industrial pace, *hey chose the relations be- 
tween Mr. Hiclkey's H i c k e y - F ~ a n  Company and Sidney Hillman's 
Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America as one of their models. 

The National Planning Association found that, 

The olass wadare aspect of unianism is missing at Hickey-Free- 
an=. The union idemtifies its fonttams wirh those of the Industry.. . 
The Company accepts the d o n  as naturally as it does  the lawyers 
of the Sinns with whom it does tbusiness. (Causes of Industrial Peace 
Under C o l l d v e  Bargaining-4aae Study 4, National Planning Asso- 
&tion, Waahimgton, D.C.) 

The events narrated in MT. Josephson's book explain why, and 
Sidney Hillman's absolute honesty and extraordinary genius for hu- 
man rela6ons make up a large papt of that why. Employers rhem- 
selves paid generous tribute to this man. Through all $he years of 
sometimes crictical discussions, no voice was ever raised even ta hint 
&at Sidney Hillman had any other interest but a fair deal for all. 

In a speech shortly after the settlement of the first Hickey-Free- 
man dispute, Sidney Hillman said: 

A gmat change hm come over this city.. . For >the f int  time in che 
history of ,the Rochester Clothing Industry the employen and the em- 
ployees are meeting an an equal !basis to discuss the grievances of the 
employees. Not so long ago the rule was autocracy, benevolent auto- 
oracy, to be sure, but it was autmacy just the same.. . The Amal- 
gamated Clothing Workers of America (ACWA) desires nothing but 
peace in h e  industry. But we want a peace that will be an hanorable 
peace. We don% want a Prussian peace in our shops.. . At this time 
when the whole world i bleeding so &at freedom and right may 
premii, the employer who fighhs to  prevent the organizstian of work- 
em C stabbing his country &n the back.. . No man o m  claim w be 
free m~lees he has a wage that permits him and his family to live 
im cornfont. (p. 175) 

nese excerpts give an insight into what Sidney Hillman be- 
lieved in and religiously adhered to. Workers must be free to or- 
ganize. Once organized the union must consider the good of @he 
whole industry and must seek peace wirh the employer. But there 
must be no "peace at any price" a~itude. There must be peace 
based on justice 'and mutual respect. For %hat theory of industrial 
peace, Sidney Hillman was prepred to fight and did, when neces- 
sary. 
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Along about 1919 Mr. H i l b n  pm@ to the leading clothing 
manufacturers that they organize all the clothing manufacturers 
into an employed union and that, being so organized, they set up 
with the ~.epresentatives of the Amalgamated "same sort of national 
joint council". Even some of his fellow labor-leaders had n misgivings 
and told him so. Mr. Potofsky, lifetime fiend and co-worker who 
later succeded Hillman as President of the Amalgamared, remem- 
bers protesting, "But, Sidney, you are strengthening our enemies. 
Loak what you are doing-why, you are building up a trust, 
a National Association of Manufacturers in our trade." But Mr. 
Hillman saw what so few industrialists all over the world seem to 
see, that it is the ta& of o r g m h d  labor and organized employem 
to meet and set standards for the whole industry, if wholly un- 
principled cornpedtian and ultimate disaster are to be avoided. He 
saw Ithat it is a question of voluntary regulation of industry by 
Capital and Labor for their own and the p m a l  good, the alternative 
being complete confusiron or some form of undesimble State dictadon. 

I t  is a tribute to the skill of the biographer that the reader is 
scarcely aware of him at all. It is Sidney Hillman not @he author 
whom the reader meets, comes to know and admires. That is a 
fine and too often missing quality in a biogmphy. Too often in 
biographical wmk the reader gets the disturbing impression that he 
is reading only what the biographer thinks of the subject ar what 
the biographer thinks the hero of the piece shousld have thought 
and done. Mr. Jwephson from stutart to finish tells us who Sidmey 
Hillman was and what he did. Quotations which are gems range 
throughout the m r k  and let Hillman speak authoritatively on his 
own views. The amount of research which the book must have 
involved stirs OUT admiration for Mr. Josephson. The style is clear 
and flowing and the reading is easy and pleasant throughout. 

In &inking of @he social problem as found in the Philippines 
one cannot help feel that &is book is a xi& treasure house of appli- 
cable ideas land techniques. 

Sidney Hillman was essentially a practical engineer of industrial 
relations. Nowhere in the book is there a clear summary of his 
social philosophy. That is probably not the author's fault. It is 
doubtful if Mr. Hi1~lma.n himself ever thought his way rhroug4.1 to 
an whitectonic view of life or of industrial relations as part of 
that life. He rather worked from day to day wieh centain sound 
pastulates, the dignity of the individual, rhe crying need for justice 
supparted by logical organization. He was impatient with &e S+ 
cialists who tried to fit every event into thek Utopian outloak. He 
fought h e  Communists in ,his own union to a standstill and to 
eventual mmplete defeat. The book brings the reader close enou& 
to Hillmm to make the wader sony that such a fine man never 
seems to have benefited by the warmth and inspiradon of religion. 
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His practical outloak seems to have been a fervent and unselfish 
love of his fellowman, a zealous energetic devotion to improving 
man's aondition on earth. One wishes ?hat there could have been 
meone ,  a first lieutenant perhaps, to bring Sidney Hillman into 
contact with the warm &rant teachings of the Papal Encyclicals, 
Rerum Novarum and Quadragesimo Anno. Hillman found by trial 
and error much that is advocated by the Popes. 6t would have 
been so much finer for him and for all his workers, if he had also 
the solid foundation of the dignity of man as a child of God. He 
would have been so mu& more comforted and supported in (rime 
of trial, if he knew that the solidarity which he so earnestly sought 
finds lthlilling justification in the doctrine that all men are sharers 
in the same brotherhood of Clhrist, that an understanding of the 
Mwical Body of Ohrist gives so much more meaning to labor unions 
and industry councils. But alas, Catholic leaders who could have 
supplied Sidney Hillman with these dynamic (realities, simply did 
not exist, not at +hat time in the clothing indusctry. Despite !the 
fact &at Rerum Novarum was sent to all the Catholic world in 
1891, sixteen years before Sidney Hillman landed in New York, 
its saving teachings remained unknown 'to most Catholics. One 
watdhes the great accomplishments with a certain sense of sadness. 
The things he $id were fine things, things which badly needed 
doing and he did them well. He could have done them with so 
much more inspiration if Catholics had been available in the labor 
movement ~ta show him that all the (things he was trying to 'do are 
dear 'to the heat of God and dear to the heart of Holy Mother 
Church. Had there been such, the very real gains which Mr. Hillman 
made for justice would also have brought the people nearer (to the 
Heart of Christ into the bargain. 

WALTER B. HOGAN 

BRAIN-WASHING IN I~ED CHINA: The Calculated Destruction of Men's 
Minds. By Edward Hunter. The Vanguard Press, New York. 
1951. pp. viii-311. $3.50. 

No SECRET IS SAFE : Behind the Bamboo Curtain. By Mark Temien 
of Maryknoll. Wi*h an Introduction by Cardinal Spellman. 
Farrar, Strauss and Young, New York. 1952. pp. 270. $3.50 

OUT OF RED CHINA. By Liu Shaw-Tung. Translated from the 
Chinese by Jack Chia and Henry Walfter. With an Inltroduc- 
tion by Dr. Hu Slhih, former Ohinese Ambassador 'to the United 
States. Duell, Sloan and Pearce-Little, Brown and Company, 
New Ymk. 1953. pp. xxvi - 269. $4.00 


