
The Making (and Unmaking) of a Militant Economist: 
Leo Wolman’s Reminiscences from the Columbia 
Oral History Collection
Part II: Columbia, the New Deal Years, and Beyond
Luca Fiorito, University of Palermo, luca.fiorito.1967@gmail.com
Fabio Fiduccia, University of Palermo, fabio.fiduccia@unipa.it

This paper investigates what may be termed the “Wolman problem”: the striking discontinuity in Leo 
Wolman’s attitude toward and relationship with American unionism. Drawing on Wolman’s recorded 
reminiscences from 1957–1960, we present a documentary account that foregrounds his own 
narrative of his career as both an academic economist and a public servant. Our aim is not only to 
recover the voice of one of the most prominent yet underexamined industrial relations economists of 
the early twentieth century, but also to situate his reflections within the methodological challenges 
of oral history. While Wolman’s memoirs provide invaluable insight into his intellectual trajectory and 
evolving stance toward organized labor, they must be read critically. As with all retrospective accounts, 
issues of memory, bias, and the shaping influence of historical context complicate their reliability. In 
Wolman’s case, his hardened disillusionment with unions by the late 1950s colors his recollection of 
earlier commitments, particularly his association with the Amalgamated Clothing Workers and Sidney 
Hillman. By bringing these tensions to light, the paper both makes accessible key documentary material 
and interrogates the interpretive limits of oral testimony in the study of labor history.

Review of the History of Economic Thought and Methodology is a peer-reviewed open access journal published by the Open 
Library of Humanities. © 2026 The Author(s). This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative 
Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC-BY 4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction 
in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited. See http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

 OPEN ACCESS

Fiorito, Luca, and Fabio Fiduccia. 2026. “The Making (and Unmaking) of a 
Militant Economist: Leo Wolman’s Reminiscences from the Columbia Oral 
History Collection Part II: Columbia, the New Deal Years, and Beyond.” 
Review of the History of Economic Thought and Methodology 3 (1): 1–45. 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.16995/rhetm.25434

mailto:luca.fiorito.1967@gmail.com
mailto:fabio.fiduccia@unipa.it
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.16995/rhetm.25434


2

But a President has so much to do that even when he has very definite opinions on 

lots of matters which to you look very important but to him are part of a great big 

operation with thousands of other things to do, he would be borne down by what 

his advisors really thought, you see. That’s the interesting thing about the office of 

President. (Wolman 1961, 161)

1. Introduction
This is the second installment of a two-part documentary work centered on the 
reminiscences of Leo Wolman. The first installment explored Wolman’s formative 
years and his tenure as director of research for the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of 
America (ACWA) from 1920 to 1931. This second part focuses on Wolman’s “mature” 
years, beginning with his appointment at Columbia University in 1931 and extending to 
his direct involvement with Franklin D. Roosevelt’s National Recovery Administration 
(NRA). Wolman’s active role during the New Deal has received relatively little attention 
from historians, particularly in comparison to other economists who served under 
the NRA.1 Somehow surprisingly, Wolman’s own account of his vicissitudes as a New 
Dealer contains significant gaps in its depiction of events, especially in connection to 
his turbulent involvement in the Labor Advisory Board. To address this, the following 
sections provide detailed contextual guidance to help readers navigate Wolman’s 
narrative more effectively. Given the limited literature on the subject, we have relied, 
where necessary, on primary sources from the period.2 In the concluding section, we 
outline Wolman’s career following his return to Columbia in 1935 and offer reflections 
on his later contributions to the study of American unionism.

1.1 From Columbia to the National Recovery Administration
Wolman joined Columbia in the 1931–1932 academic year, assuming responsibility for 
graduate labor courses. At the time, the labor field was heavily dominated by economists 
with a heavy institutionalist orientation, often with progressivist roots. Although 
the term labor economics had appeared in the scholarly literature by the mid-1920s 
(Blum 1925; Brissenden 1926), industrial relations remained the prevailing designation 
for the discipline. Indeed, nearly all leading universities had established courses on 
labor problems under this rubric, and Columbia was no exception. Upon his arrival, 
Wolman took over the “Economic Aspects of Industrial Relations” course (Economics 

	 1	 In this connection suffice it to say that the name of Wolman never appears in William J. Barber’s (1996) encyclopedic 
account of the role of economic advisors during the New Deal.

	 2	 References to newspaper articles are given in the footnotes.
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115–116), previously taught by Henry R. Seager, as well as two graduate seminars: 
“Unemployment” (Economics 321–322) and “Social Insurance” (Economics 301–302), 
the latter co-taught with Ralph H. Blanchard. Meanwhile, Paul F. Brissenden, another 
labor specialist at Columbia, taught at the Business School. Wolman’s tenure as a full-
time academic was destined to be short-lived. In June 1933, following in the footsteps 
of Columbia colleagues such as Rexford G. Tugwell, Raymond Moley, and Adolf A. Berle 
Jr., he joined the Roosevelt administration. His first role, effective June 15, was as a 
labor advisor to NRA Administrator General Hugh S. Johnson in the industrial section.3 
Only four days later, Labor Secretary Frances Perkins appointed him chair of the newly 
established NRA Labor Advisory Board (LAB). Wolman recounts a significant episode 
regarding this appointment. Perkins had sought his advice on a list of nominees for the 
LAB, which excluded Sidney Hillman. Perkins hesitated to include Hillman, fearing it 
would antagonize the American Federation of Labor (AFL), the dominant labor union 
federation in the U.S. At that time, the AFL did not recognize the Amalgamated, and 
Hillman, throughout his career as a trade unionist, often clashed with AFL leaders.4 
Nonetheless, Wolman insisted that Hillman’s name be added to the list. As Wolman 
later shared in the interview:

I looked over the list and I said to Frances Perkins: “Where is Hillman?”

You see, Hillman was at that time an outlaw. That is, his Union wasn’t in the AFL … 

They’d been fighting the AFL ever since 1915. The AFL had been fighting them.

“Well,” she said, “you know, there’d be a lot of objection to Hillman. This is all an 

AFL crowd, and you’re representing him.”

I said, “I don’t represent him.” I was out of the union by that time, you see, and I 

said, “Anyway, I don’t represent him, and he ought to be on the board.”

I knew it would break his heart if he wasn’t on. “Well,” she said, “I guess I can get 

him accepted,” and she did. So that was the board I had.

	 3	 Industry Act Staff Chosen by Johnson. New York Times, June 16, 1933.
	 4	 After years of largely adversarial relationships the ACWA was admitted to the AFL in 1933, and Hillman become a sup-

porter of Lewis at the 1934 and 1935 AFL conventions. In 1937, Hillman pulled ACWA out of the AFL, joining Lewis 
and others to found the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). Elected first vice president of the CIO in 1937, Hill-
man headed up its Textile Workers Organizing Committee and its Department Store Workers Organizing Committee. 
In 1939, the former gave birth to the Textile Workers Union of America, with more than 100,000 members, while the 
latter led directly to the creation of the Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Workers Union of America. Eventually, 
in 1955, the AFL and CIO merged.
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In addition to Hillman and Wolman, the NRA Labor Advisory Board (LAB) eventually 
included several notable figures: George Berry of the International Pressmen and 
Assistants’ Union of North America; John Frey of the Metal Trades Department, American 
Federation of Labor; Joseph Franklin, President of the International Boilermakers’ 
Union; William H. Green, President of the American Federation of Labor; Father 
Francis Haas of the Catholic Welfare Council; John L. Lewis, President of the United 
Mine Workers of America; and Rose Schneiderman, Secretary of the Women’s Trade 
Union League. The LAB was empowered to collaborate with the NRA Industry Advisory 
Board (IAB) and representatives from labor and industry to draft codes governing 
minimum wages, maximum work hours, and fair-trade practices. On August 1, 1933, 
Wolman was appointed—alongside NRA Administrator Hugh S. Johnson and Deputy 
NRA Administrator Nelson Slater—to a board tasked with mediating disputes under 
the newly approved cotton textile code.5 This code promised significant improvements 
for labor, including a 40-hour work week, a minimum weekly wage of $12 in the South 
and $13 in the North, and the prohibition of child labor. It also included a commitment 
to implement Section 7(a) of the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA), which 
guaranteed workers the right to unionize and engage in collective bargaining.6 In 
practice, however, these promises were undermined by what Wolman describes in his 
interview as the “unreasonable requests of the unions,” which demanded a 30-hour 
work week and higher minimum wages. Wolman recounts, “That was the first little 
storm, but it blew over, and then we went from that to others.”7

On August 5, 1933, Wolman and Walter C. Teagle, President of the Standard Oil 
Company of New Jersey and Chair of the NRA’s Industry Advisory Board, collaborated—
under President Roosevelt’s approval—to establish the National Labor Board (NLB). 
The NLB was created to resolve strikes and industrial disputes arising from NRA codes. 
Senator Robert F. Wagner was appointed chair of the NLB, with Wolman serving as one 
of six members appointed on August 5.8 Wolman also acted as chair during Senator 
Wagner’s absence overseas. The NLB’s most notable contribution was the development 

	 5	 Blue Eagle Drive Opens Officially. New York Times. August 2, 1933.
	 6	 Section 7(a) of the National Industrial Recovery Act specifically provided that “employees shall have the right to organ-

ize and bargain collectively through representatives of their own choosing, and shall be free from the interference, 
restraint, or coercion of employers of labor” (quoted in Morris 2004, 18).

	 7	 It should be noted that Wolman is silent on the widespread, and then amply documented, “code chiseling” by mill own-
ers, who fired union activists, reclassified workers as apprentices (therefore exempt from minimum wage protection), 
and doubled workloads to compensate for shorter hours. The situation precipitated in July 1935, two weeks before 
Wolman’s appointment, when twenty thousand textile workers went on strike to win a $12 minimum wage for a thirty-
hour week and recognition of the AFL’s United Textile Workers (Babson 1999, 82–83).

	 8	 In addition to Teagle, Wagner and Wolman, the NLB included Green, Lewis, Gerard Swope, president of the Western 
Electric Company, and Louis E. Kirstein, general manager of William Filene’s Sons Company of Boston.
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of what became known as the “Reading Formula” (Morris 2004). Interestingly, 
Wolman does not address this pivotal achievement in his interview. The Reading 
Formula introduced a systematic approach to resolving strikes. It required both parties 
to call a truce during the NLB’s investigation, mandated the reinstatement of all 
striking workers without discrimination, facilitated secret ballot elections for union 
representation conducted by the NLB, and ensured that a union winning majority 
support in a bargaining unit would serve as the exclusive representative for all workers 
in that unit, including those who had not voted for the union. The Reading Formula 
proved instrumental in resolving numerous labor disputes, including strikes at silk 
mills in Paterson, New Jersey; silk mills in Allentown, Pennsylvania; tool and dye 
factories in Detroit, Michigan; and coal mines in Illinois (Schlesinger 1958, 147).

At the same time, however, the principles of majority rule and representational 
exclusivity imposed by the Formula became a source of conflict with employers, 
particularly those whose (typically smaller) company unions were losing representation 
elections to worker-controlled unions (Vittoz 1987)9. The NLB quickly initiated 
mediation efforts. Wolman and Teagle negotiated an agreement to address industry 
concerns, but President Roosevelt rejected it on September 1510. By December, the 
situation had deteriorated to the point that major employers ceased bringing their labor 
disputes to the NLB (Irons 1982). Roosevelt intervened decisively, tipping the balance in 
favor of labor by issuing Executive Order 6580 on February 1, 1934. The order authorized 
the NLB to conduct union representation elections upon demonstration of substantial 
employee interest, explicitly stating that representatives chosen by a majority of those 
voting would “represent all the employees … for the purpose of collective bargaining” 
(quoted in Irons 1982, 211). Additionally, the Order empowered the Board to report 
non-compliant employers directly to the NRA.

Three days later, however, NRA Administrator Hugh Johnson and his general counsel 
Donald Richberg issued an official statement repudiating Roosevelt’s support for the 
majority rule principle. Their interpretation of Order 6580 asserted that the “selection 
of majority representatives does not restrict or qualify in any way the rights of minority 
groups of employees or of individual employees to deal with their employer.” The 
statement further concluded that collective bargaining “can be lawfully carried on by 
either majority or minority groups, organizing and selecting such representatives in 
such manner as they see fit” (quoted in Irons 1982, 211–212). This interpretation caused 
significant division within the NLB. Wolman viewed it as a vindication of his preference 

	 9	 A company union is a trade union created and/or controlled by the company itself. See Kaufman (2000) for an insightful 
and well-documented historical assessment of the role played by the company unions in the US.

	 10	 Roosevelt Bars Interpretation of Collective Bargaining Clause. New York Times. September 16, 1933.
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for minority rule and plurality representation, while Green and Lewis reacted angrily, 
perceiving it as a betrayal of labor.11 As Lewis later remarked, “I do not criticize Mr. 
Richberg for any personal reason, … [but] I am critical because in his interpretation he 
has driven a knife to the very heart of labor in this country” (National Labor Relations 
Board 1935, 195). Sensitive to these criticisms from labor leaders, Roosevelt responded 
on February 23 by amending the Executive Order. The amendment authorized the 
NLB to bypass the NRA in reporting violations directly to the Justice Department and 
stripped the NRA Compliance Division of its power to review Board findings. Buoyed 
by this presidential support, the Board swiftly implemented the majority rule principle 
(Irons 1982, 212). Frustrated by Roosevelt’s intervention and the increasingly regulatory 
approach to labor relations, Wolman attempted to resign from the NLB the following 
day but was persuaded to withdraw his resignation by Roosevelt himself, Johnson, and 
Wagner.12 Also as a consequence of these internal disagreements, the NLB ceased to 
exist in the summer of 1934, when it was replaced by the first National Labor Relations 
Board.

1.2 The interview: March 13, 1957; conducted by Donald Shaughnessy. (Wolman 1961, 
24–28)
So I went on to Columbia in ’31. You know what kind of a year ’31 was, and ’32 still worse. 
In ’33 came the N.R.A. in the course of my life already, I’d come to know a good many 
people—Frankfurter, Frances Perkins, whom I knew in New York. Frances Perkins was 
now secretary of labor. Frankfurter and others were advisers to General Hugh Johnson, 
who had been chosen or was contemplated as choice for director of the N.R.A.

I was called up one day and asked to meet Frankfurter for breakfast, at the apartment 
of a friend of his, a Dr. [Alfred E.] Cohn, an old friend of Frankfurter’s. I guess he’s dead 
now. He was a very well-known doctor, a famous doctor at Harvard. We had breakfast 
together.

After that breakfast, I went off with Frankfurter to Bernard Baruch’s house on upper 
Fifth Avenue where there was a great galaxy of people—General Johnson, Baruch, and 
others and we just chatted about the N.R.A. Somewhere along in there, I can’t remember 
the hour or the day, I got a call from Frances Perkins: would I become the chairman of 
the Labor Advisory Board of the N.R.A.?

Well, I had to think fast about that, and I said, “Yes.”

	 11	 Columbia Report Praises New Deal. New York Times. February 5, 1934.
	 12	 Dr. Wolman Quits Labor Board. Associated Press. February 25, 1934; Wolman Remains with Labor Board. New York 

Times. February 26, 1934.
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Then a few minutes later I got a call from General Johnson: would I become chairman 
of the Labor Advisory Board!

Well, I accepted and I went to Washington. We started, June 15th, just about the time 
the law was passed, and right away we had offices in the new Department of Commerce 
Building. I didn’t move then. I commuted from New York and I moved later. This is 
1933. The law was passed on the 15th of June and signed by the President.

My job was to organize the Labor Advisory Board—there were two advisory boards 
at that stage of the game, the Industry Advisory Board, of which [Walter C.] Teagle, 
then President of Standard Oil New Jersey, was chairman, and the Labor Advisory 
board, of which I was chairman. Frances Perkins gave me a list of people who were 
supposed to be on this Labor Advisory Board—William Green, John L. Lewis, George 
Berry of the International Pressmen and Assistants’ Union of North America, John 
Frey of the International Molders and Foundry Workers Union of North America, Rose 
Schneiderman representing the women, Father [Francis J.] Haas, later Bishop of Grand 
Rapids, ostensibly representing the non-union people. I looked over the list and I said 
to Frances Perkins: “Where is Hillman?”

You see, Hillman was at that time an outlaw. That is, his Union wasn’t in the 
AFL [American Federation of Labor], and there was no C.I.O. [Congress of Industrial 
Organizations]. They’d been fighting the AFL ever since 1915. The AFL had been 
fighting them. They’d tried to get in. I’d gone to see [Samuel] Gompers in the twenties 
about getting them off their limb. Gompers was favorable, but the old U.G.W. [United 
Garment Workers] was adamant and wouldn’t let them in.

“Well,” she said, “you know, there’d be a lot of objection to Hillman. This is all an 
AFL crowd, and you’re representing him.”

I said, “I don’t represent him.” I was out of the union by that time, you see, and I 
said, “Anyway, I don’t represent him, and he ought to be on the board.”

I knew it would break his heart if he wasn’t on. “Well,” she said, “I guess I can get 
him accepted,” and she did. So that was the board I had.

One upshot of that was that Hillman got into the AFL; I did that. He didn’t stay in 
long, because they formed the C.I.O., and he got out, together with Lewis and others. 
But I got the Amalgamated into the AFL.

Q: How’d you work that?

Wolman: Well, it was complicated. I’ll tell you about that. Let’s go on with the skeleton.

I went on, as I told you, in June, and I’d come up here (New York) and teach one day 
a week, and I saw things about the N.R.A. that I began not to like particularly, and I said, 
“I am going to get out.”
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I decided to get out towards Christmas of that year, the end of the year (’33). 
Meantime trouble, or threatened trouble, broke out in the automobile industry. Another 
thing happened before I started to get out. When the N.R.A. got under way, strikes 
broke out through the country, naturally, because one of the features of the N.R.A. was 
the famous section 7 of the National Industrial Recovery Act, which enunciated this 
freedom to organize free from coercion, and whatnot. That of course resulted in strikes 
for organizing purposes.

So, at the request of the Labor Advisory Board and the Industrial Advisory board, 
the President set up a National Labor board composed of representatives of the two 
boards—not through law—there wasn’t a law about this—this was an executive 
order, and it had the general mandate of trying to keep the peace. On that board, on 
the employer’s side, were Teagle, [Gerard] Swope of General Electric, Louis Kirstein of 
Filenes; and on the labor side John L. Lewis, William Green, and myself.

Now, when we met, Swope proposed Senator [Robert F.] Wagner as the chairman. 
I didn’t know him then. The others said, “All right,” and he was elected chairman, but 
he was in Europe. So I was designated acting chairman, and the task of organizing the 
board fell into my hands, until Wagner came back. So in the early stages of this, I very 
ran and, and organized that board.

1.3 The interview: June 2, 1960; conducted by Jerold Auerbach. (Wolman 1961, 167–175)
Q: I think your first appointment under President Roosevelt was as chairman of the 
Labor Advisory Board.

Wolman: Yes. It started with the textile code, because that was a depressed industry, 
standards in it were very low, and the industry wanted that treated early and so did the 
unions. The union had very little position in the textile industry at that time—it hasn’t 
very much now, for that matter. So that seemed to be an ideal industry to begin with, 
and we had a lot of sessions on it, about how long the work week should be, what the 
minimum wage should be, and so on. We discussed that back and forth, and I used to 
come home here during the weekend.

We discussed this so exhaustively that you wouldn’t have thought anything could 
possibly be left over. When I was home one weekend, I got a long telegram from General 
Johnson, did I approve the textile code, as chairman of the Labor Advisory Board? It 
had a 40-hour week maximum and a minimum wage commensurate with that, I’ve 
forgotten what it was, but it was higher than anybody there was getting as a minimum 
wage. It seemed to be the thing we’d talked about, and so I wired back, I did approve, 
there was no question in my mind.
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Then there was hell to pay. The members of the Labor Advisory Board were against 
the whole thing. They didn’t want a 40-hour week, they wanted a 30-hour week. This 
was all political monkey business, which is what you’ve to look for if you’re going to 
write labor history. And the minimum wage they wanted was much higher. They knew 
they weren’t going to get it, and the fact is that [Thomas] McMahon, the president 
of the United Textile Workers, would have been willing to settle for 50 hours a week, 
because they were working 60 and 70, when they had work.

Well, that was the first little storm, but it blew over, and then we went from that to 
others.

Now, when you begin to make these codes, and you have these two advisory 
boards, and you’re bringing in a third advisory board before long—though I don’t 
recall the date—you had to organize yourself so that the labor people, the labor part 
of the board, had representation for the terms of the code. Not only the labor people, 
but the others who were assumed to have an interest in it. So we began to set up 
labor advisors for each code, and this was interesting to me, because I’d been in the 
government service for a while on the Council of National Defense back in World War 
I and the War Industries Board and at the Peace Conference, and I used to go down 
occasionally to some unemployment conferences back when Hoover was Secretary of 
Commerce, so I had worked for the government for a long time in various ways. And 
I found that by September 15th—only three months after I came—I was employing 
about 500 people, not many of whom I really knew, and that a great establishment 
was built up. As I look back over it, I think it was damn nonsense; we didn’t need them 
all. And we didn’t.

Well, that’s the way government grows. That’s another side of this. Once it grows 
like that, you don’t reduce it very quickly.

Q: How were these codes hammered out? Would your board prepare a code, while the 
Industry Board prepared something?

Wolman: The administration would pretty well prepare the code. Then it would be 
discussed by representatives of industry for that code. Take the clothing code. There 
would be preparation of the code by the industry in conjunction with the administration 
and then that would go to the union and they’d discuss the matter back and forth and 
see if they finally couldn’t agree. That was what these labor advisory boards were for. So 
the city was studded with labor advisors, coming from all parts of the earth—you didn’t 
know who they were or what they’d done, and that’s where some of the trouble began. 
It wasn’t my trouble, because I didn’t stay there.
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Q: I notice in August you were appointed to the Cotton Textile Industry’s Planning and 
Supervisory Council, to remedy some of the wage and collective bargaining provisions.

Wolman: Yes – that being the first code, I was appointed to that.

Q: What kind of difficulties did you encounter?

Wolman: Violations of the code; charges of alleged violations; charges from the other 
side that the terms were too onerous. You try to deal with them as you do with any 
such episode, try to see some way of handling it, to say this is about what it ought to be 
anyhow, you have to bear with it—or try to make some modification.

Q: Do you think the code approach was an effective one?

Wolman: Well, that’s another question. I don’t think the whole thing was effective. 
You see, the whole purpose of this was to reduce the volume of the unemployment 
in the United States. Well, whatever I may have thought when I went into it, I didn’t 
continue to think it very long. I don’t think it had a damn thing to do with volume of 
unemployment in the United States. All of the objective historical evidence is that this 
was the longest period we ever had in the history of the United States with a very high 
rate of unemployment, reduced only by the Second World War. So I’m perfectly clear 
on the record, as I look at it in retrospect and after long experience with it, anyway long 
enough to see my way through it, this was not a cure for unemployment. I’m clear about 
that. There are people who still believe it was, however, and why they do, I don’t know. 
I don’t think it was any cure for unemployment.

Q: Was there any other cure for unemployment?

Wolman: Well, you know what unemployment is like. Take that period—and I don’t 
want to go into detail on this now because it will take far afield—but take that period. A 
relaxation of government regulation would have been much more fruitful in increasing 
the volume of employment than these methods. For example, the rate of wages went 
up from June ’33 to December ’33, 30 percent. That’s a bad thing to do, trying to get 
employment that way, whatever your theory might be. Now, I don’t mean to say that it 
wasn’t a good thing to do. Maybe it was just. But a just thing to do which leaves you with 
a 15, 16 percent unemployment over a long period of time isn’t very just to these people 
who are out of work, if you believe they could back get back to work otherwise, as I do.

Q: Was your Labor Advisory Board a difficult group to handle?

Wolman: Well, they were, at times. Not so much at first but afterwards they could be 
more difficult. You see, I had friends on it, and the difficulties changed over a period of 
time.
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Of course, when this board got started, Green was pretty hostile to Hillman. I 
don’t think he was, necessarily, personally, but his people were. They resented the 
fact that Hillman had any representation. So when it came to the clothing code, the 
president of the then AFL union (Hillman being out of the AFL) insisted on appearing 
at the code hearing as representing the clothing workers, and I wouldn’t permit it. We 
had a big row on that and Green threatened to resign, but he was dissuaded. Anyway, 
that gave the Amalgamated the strategic position there, because it was recognized as 
the representative of the clothing workers at that time. So the first row, difference of 
opinion, on that board was an old one, due to the fact that the Amalgamated was what 
the AFL called an outlaw union, and they didn’t like it—don’t like them now, for that 
matter, except their complexion has changed.

Well, we went along like that and that was all right. John Lewis was an old friend 
of mine. The board began to line up a little bit on this, and I was interested to see that 
Lewis and Berry became very friendly with Hillman which had very great effects later—
because when the CIO appeared in the picture later, they made the coalition, you see. 
Not Berry, though Berry was sympathetic with them, but Lewis and Hillman made a 
coalition which really carried on the organizing campaigns that led to the creation 
of the CIO, produced the foundations of the CIO. There wouldn’t have been a CIO. if it 
hadn’t been for those men—their ability and their experience and their money. They 
threw in a lot of money, it takes a lot of money to organize.

So, that’s the way it lined up. I can’t remember all the incidents, but there’s one that 
stuck in my mind. We came to the Copper code. That you wouldn’t remember, but in the 
annals of industry of that time, copper was just flat on its back. It had no business at all. 
Unemployment was terrible. One of the members of the board was John Frey, an awfully 
nice fellow. He was the literary man representing labor – the editor of the Molder’s 
Journal. He wrote some. He had a theory that the higher the unemployment rate in 
industry, the higher the minimum wage should be and the lower the maximum hours 
per week – so that if you had a 20 per cent unemployment rate you’d have hours per 
week of 30, and if you had a 30 per cent unemployment, you should have a maximum of 
20 hours. A perfectly cockeyed and ridiculous idea, and known to be that by these men, 
because they were fairly practical men – I know Hillman was.

Well, we got to the Copper Code, and we were doing with it what we were doing 
with all codes, 40 hours week, commensurate minimum wage, and so on. They told 
me, my members of the Board told me, they didn’t want a 40-hour week, they wanted 
a 30-hour week. So I said to them – we discussed the matter for a while in my office, all 
the members of the Board were there – I said, ”This is an industry which is in a pretty 
bad economic position. I think you ought to hear the industry before we decide what 
we’re going to do.”
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They agreed with that, and I communicated with the industry and told them to send 
a representative to the Labor Advisory Board to tell them what the state of affairs was. 
They did. Then the representative left, and I said, “What’s your will? What are your 
wishes about this?”

30-hour week and commensurate minimum wage.

I said, “Well, I am sorry, gentlemen, but I can’t get along with you on that. I think 
it’s unsound. I turned to John Frey and said, “You write the majority report, but I’m 
going to send in a minority report.” I polled the Board, because it was an important 
issue, and Hillman knew damn well that that wasn’t right, but nevertheless, playing 
politics, he went along with them. So they made their recommendation. I knew they 
weren’t going to get it anyway, because who’s going to give them a 30-hour week at 
such a time? That’s how we reached really our first break. I didn’t stay long after that, 
although I didn’t leave government service until the next year.

Otherwise our relations were fair. I don’t think John Lewis liked me very much and 
I no longer liked him.

1.4 Auto Labor Board
During the Roosevelt administration, Wolman also played a pivotal role in the early 
organization of the automotive manufacturing industry. The automobile companies 
had been among the most resistant anti-union employers since the passage of the 
NIRA. By early fall 1933, when Roosevelt signed the auto industry code, not a single 
union of automobile workers was affiliated with the AFL (Dubofsky 1994). In addition 
to provisions on wages, the code addressed other working conditions and specifically 
allowed employers to hire and fire based on “merit”—a clause that unions alleged was 
used by automobile companies to discharge union activists. William Green, president 
of the AFL and a member of the NLB, expressed his concerns about the merit clause 
to Roosevelt, who agreed that such a provision would not be included in any future 
codes. Meanwhile, largely due to the efforts of Francis J. Dillon, the General Organizer 
in charge of the AFL’s Detroit office, unionization gained momentum across the auto 
industry. However, dissatisfaction with general working conditions also increased. On 
March 4, 1934, auto workers at Buick, Fisher Body, and Hudson voted to strike unless 
employers recognized their unions, reinstated workers dismissed for union activities, 
and implemented a 20 percent wage increase. The situation was complex. On one hand, 
the auto manufacturers negotiated from a position of strength; their businesses did 
not depend on NRA support, and they were resolute in their opposition to bargaining 
with the AFL, virtually at any cost (Bernstein 1969, 95–96). On the other hand, William 
Collins, the AFL representative for the industry, had no real intention of allowing a 
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strike to proceed. Believing that the automobile workers were insufficiently organized 
to successfully challenge the industry giants, Collins used the strike threat as leverage 
to secure better employment conditions and build workers’ confidence (Fine 1963, 
213–214).

For the first time during his administration, Roosevelt intervened directly in the 
negotiations. On March 25, 1934, he announced his decision: the automobile companies 
would be removed from the jurisdiction of the NLB and placed under a newly established 
Automobile Labor Board (ALB), which would operate within the NRA administrative 
structure but remain “responsible to the President of the United States” (Bernstein 
1969, 184). The ALB comprised three members: the union representative, Richard 
Byrd, secretary of the AFL federal local at the GM Truck plant in Pontiac; the employer 
representative, Nicholas Kelley, counsel for the Chrysler Corporation; and the neutral 
chairman, Wolman, who accepted the appointment with considerable reluctance. 
According to Wolman, the new board was given a threefold mandate:

The agreement was a very simple agreement: 1) it created a board to administer the 

terms, and the board was composed of an impartial third person, a representative of 

the industry and a representative of the union. Then, it was authorized to deal with 

these questions, all growing out of alleged or real grievances these people had said 

they had in the automobile industry—that they’d been victimized, so the agreement 

provided that something be done about alleged discrimination; 2) that something be 

done about setting up a seniority system in the industry; and 3) that arrangements 

be made or something be done to see to it that there was a machinery that permit-

ted representatives of the employees who wanted to act through representatives to 

deal with representatives of the employer. It legalized representation of some kind 

or another, insofar as an agreement of this kind could legalize it, and it could.

On the closely related issues of discrimination and seniority, employers showed 
somewhat greater willingness to compromise. It was agreed that the ALB would have 
the authority to review charges of discrimination for union activity, provided that the 
labor organization filing the complaint submitted to the ALB a list of the employees it 
represented (Bernstein 1969, 184–185). However, in his interview, Wolman dismissed 
the issue of discrimination as largely baseless, claiming it was limited to a few isolated 
cases. This perspective is notable given that in May 1934, as Sidney Fine (1963, 152) 
documents, management voluntarily agreed to reemploy 1,129 workers. With regard to 
seniority, the settlement specified that in cases of workforce reductions or increases, 
“such human relationships as married men with families” should take precedence, 
followed by “seniority, individual skill and efficient service.” While management 
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had previously determined layoffs and rehiring at its sole discretion, this provision 
represented a clear victory for organized labor (Fine 1959, 193).

The issue of representation, however, proved far more contentious. On December 
7, 1934, the ALB announced an election plan intended to establish a bargaining agency 
for each plant under its jurisdiction.13 The ALB. plan diverged significantly from the 
election procedures utilized by other government labor boards, beyond its attempt 
to introduce proportional representation. While most other representation elections 
were initiated by a trade union’s complaint of being denied recognition, ALB elections 
were prearranged for the majority of plants covered by the auto code, regardless 
of whether an organized group had requested an election. Typically, such elections 
presented a direct choice between a trade union and a company union; however, in ALB 
elections, individuals could not vote for any organization. Furthermore, voters were 
not necessarily indicating their own union affiliation, even if they had one. Rather, they 
were expected to vote based on the affiliation of their chosen candidate—provided they 
knew what that affiliation was and wished to disclose it on the ballot.14 The AFL opposed 
these elections not only due to these procedural differences but also because they were 
conducted on company property and because the organization objected to the principle 
of proportional representation. As a result, the AFL advised its members to abstain from 
participating in the elections. The ALB conducted a total of sixty-three nominating 
elections and sixty-two final elections, with each round attracting participation from 
over 160,000 workers. In the primary elections, 68.6 percent of voters did not indicate 
any affiliation for their chosen candidate, while 13.3 percent identified their candidate 
as belonging to one of the employee associations, and only 8.6 percent indicated an 
affiliation with the AFL. Although bargaining agencies were established in the plants 
following these elections, they generally failed to operate effectively. Many workers 
viewed them as little more than company unions under a new guise (Fine 1959, 194–195).

The ALB’s rulings provoked significant backlash within the labor movement, with 
Wolman widely blamed for what many saw as blatant concessions to company unions. 
The ALB became so closely associated with Wolman that it was frequently referred to 
as the “Wolman board.” Speaking on behalf of the AFL’s newly established United Auto 
Workers, Green stated that employees in the auto industry who “believed that they 
might bargain collectively under the schema created by the Wolman Board” had come 
to realize that “the so-called ‘bargaining committees’ set up by the board are actually 

	 13	 Auto Labor Board Drafts Vote Plan. New York Times, December 8, 1934.
	 14	 According to Sidney Fine (1963, 317), Wolman publicly defended the ALB plan’s focus on voting for individuals rather 

than organizations, arguing that this approach allowed workers to choose their own representatives directly. In con-
trast, when workers voted for an organization, it was that organization that ultimately decided who would represent 
them.
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little more than committees controlled by the employer exactly as the company unions 
which he openly instituted” (National Labor Relations Board 1935, 205). Dillon, one of 
the most respected AFL leaders in Detroit, expressed even harsher criticism, accusing 
the ALB of betraying the workers. He specifically condemned Wolman for refusing to 
negotiate the plan with the unions. Dillon’s forceful critique of the ALB deserves to be 
quoted in full:

Dr. Wolman told me that they had decided to conduct elections immediately; and I 

asked him if he had consulted with the company. He said that he had. I asked him if 

the plan was agreeable to the company, and he said that it was.

This Board has, in my judgment, betrayed the people who were responsible for its 

establishment. They have failed dismally in carrying out either the spirit or the 

intent of the agreement. They have been unfair to the President of the United States. 

They have destroyed the faith of thousands of workers in governmental agencies, 

and diminished substantially the possibility of establishing a proper and legitim-

ate employer-employee relationship in the auto mobile industry without resort to 

industrial strife, with all of its attendant evils, sufferings, and sacrifices.

No governmental agency was ever launched or established under more auspicious 

circumstances than was this board. No board ever received a more hearty coopera-

tion from the American Federation of Labor than did this board. The resources of our 

entire organization were at their disposal. We insisted, over a long period of time, 

that our people conform to their decisions and cooperate with them in every effort to 

bring about the ideals and the purposes of the President of the United States.

I say to you now that no board has proved to be a greater failure than has this board. 

No governmental agency has ever made a more substantial contribution to the con-

tinuance of misery, to the perpetuation of industrial servitude, and the abolition of 

inherent rights long enjoyed by the citizens of our Republic than has the repudiated 

Wolman Automobile Labor Board. Its principles and its policies may be utilized as 

constituting useful material for magazine articles or college textbooks, where the-

ories predominate and dreams of master minds are expounded; but the working man 

who stands upon the production line in America’s greatest industry, working at an 

ever-increasing speed with the oncoming of each production season, cannot com-

prehend the value of complicated theories when bread and employment are involved 

(United States Congress 1935, 246).

Dillon (246–247) emphatically concluded that “The phrases and the ideas 
propounded by Dr. Wolman … mean nothing except the inculcation of contempt and 
hatred, which form a bitterness in the hearts of workers that constitutes an actual 
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menace, not only to this industry but likewise to the very foundation of our Government 
and its free institutions.”15

The ALB experience also marked the definitive rupture between Wolman and Hillman. 
Before the election plan was officially announced, Hillman made an unsuccessful 
appeal to his old friend, attempting to dissuade him from supporting proportional 
representation (Josephson 1952, 375). On November 9, 1934, Hillman succeeded 
in arranging a meeting with President Roosevelt at the White House to address the 
situation in automobile labor. The timing was critical, as the automobile code was 
set to expire that very day unless the President extended it. Major manufacturers had 
demanded the continuation of the existing agreement under Wolman’s leadership of 
the ALB. At the meeting, Hillman advocated for revising the existing automobile code, 
banning company unions, and explicitly called for Wolman’s removal from the ALB. He 
also proposed the creation of a special commission to investigate the causes of labor 
unrest in the auto industry. The result of this meeting was a presidential compromise. 
The next day, Roosevelt announced a three-month extension of the existing automobile 
code, as requested by the companies, while also committing to “institute a study which 
may contribute toward improvements in stabilizing the [automobile] industry” (Fine 
1963, 367), as urged by the unions. The study was assigned to Leon Henderson, a figure 
recommended by Hillman.16 Released in mid-February, the Henderson report was 
openly critical of the ALB’s management of employer representation. While collective 
bargaining was beyond the investigation’s scope, Henderson opined that many of the 
auto workers’ grievances could be resolved if collective bargaining facilities were “fully 
extended” (368). The AFL, led by Green, welcomed the report as a validation of its stance, 
further deepening tensions between Wolman and organized labor (Keeran 1975, 281). 
By late April 1935, leaders of the newly formed Officers Association of the Automobile 
Industrial Employees, representing sixteen bargaining agencies in Detroit, petitioned 
Roosevelt to remove Wolman from the ALB, citing his alleged “lack of cooperation” 
(Fine 1963, 342). Although Roosevelt declined this request, Wolman’s tenure as a public 
servant soon came to an end. The ALB was dissolved following the Supreme Court’s 

	 15	 The progressive press, closely aligned with the trade unions, did not hold back from delivering scathing criticism of 
Wolman. Writing in the Nation, Washington correspondent (and future Pulitzer Prize winner) Paul W. Ward (1935, 354), 
defined Wolman as a “classical economist” who has been “mistaken for a radical labor sympathizer.” Ward cast doubt 
also on Wolman’s past loyalty to the trade union: “the mistake was due to his cynical manner and to the fact that for a 
number of years he had served the Amalgamated Clothing Workers as an economist. The capital press corps had no way 
of knowing that, as such, Wolman was just the Amalgamated’s hired man, and that its high command more than once 
had occasion to say: ‘Thank God, Leo, you don’t make our settlements for us.’ For Leo, even then, had a way of seeing 
things from the employers’ side of the fence.”

	 16	 In drafting the report, Henderson benefitted from the assistance of Isador Lubin, a personal friend of Wolman.
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declaration of the NIRA’s unconstitutionality on May 27, 1935, and Wolman quietly left 
the tumultuous New Deal scene.

1.5 The interview: June 7, 1960; conducted by Jerold Auerbach. (Wolman 1961, 203–228)
Wolman: Now in 1934, and either late ’34 or early ’35, there were threats from Detroit 
that unless there was intervention from the government, there would be trouble in 
the automobile industry. Well, you see the whole purpose of the NLRA and the whole 
bundle of labor policies (labor and economic policies) was to bring on economic 
recovery, and anything that threatened to interrupt or stop this economic recovery 
was anathema to the administration, no matter who tried it. It didn’t mean that they’d 
treat it all exactly the same way, but they didn’t like it, and a strike in the automobile 
industry which was just on the point of recovering wasn’t anything that would please 
Washington at all.

So there came these protestations and telegrams and heaven knows what, out of 
Detroit, to Wagner and to the President and to General Johnson, that there was trouble 
brewing in Detroit unless the government intervened. That gives you another insight 
into the whole statement of [Arthur M.] Schlesinger’s, about being uncertain. There 
wasn’t a damn thing uncertain about it, except that nobody then was able to sit down, 
and know all the things Schlesinger knows in retrospect and say what would have been 
done in 1934.

So there was great activity going on at that time. Now, this is a digression, but it leads 
into the story. During this activity there were deep differences of opinion in the labor 
movement. There were all kinds of conflicting ambitions, and there was the old AFL 
craft crowd that wanted to do this their own way and decide if people were organized, 
whom they belonged to. There were among the AFL people some leaders who didn’t 
want to organize at all, and of course they said this was like wartime and they spent a 
lot of money to get the union but as soon as the war was over they’d get out—it wasn’t 
worth the effort and “we don’t want them anyhow.” It wasn’t just regular craft unions 
that said this—people like the Shoeworkers Union said, “What’s the use of having 
these fellows in?”

But there was that difference of opinion. You can’t wish it away now. The history is 
a very interesting history, how these things are done in the United States.

So then Wagner and Board said, “Let’s have a hearing on this. Wire to Bill Collins, 
he’s the chief organizer in this—the AFL and some local independent unions. Francis 
Dillon was his assistant. He said, “We’ll hold a hearing.” I don’t recall if this was early 
’35 or late ’34, but it was in there.
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They had the hearing in one of the assembly rooms of the new Department of 
Commerce building. The Board sat on the platform. I was on the board then. And there 
was this delegation of several hundred of the newly organized automobile workers, 
airing their grievances. I listened to that all day, I remember, as a member of the board. 
There was anything we could do about it in particular, but anyhow, we had this hearing.

What was the nature of the protest? It was this—that they were trying to organize 
and they were being victimized by the automobile companies, who wouldn’t let them 
organize. If a man showed any activity in organization, he’d be fired or demoted for a 
long time or fail to be taken back in the right order—the usual thing. You could guess 
what they were in advance if you knew anything about it. That’s what they kept saying, 
and I remember some of them made a very deep impression on me. You never know 
what goes on in these places, unless you get close to it. I didn’t know at the time that 
I’d ever see this more closely, so it was a very interesting thing for me. I remember 
particularly one woman who testified, and she had something like a cold—anyway, 
she was hard to hear. She worked at General Motors A.C. Spark Plug, and she’d been 
victimized if anybody had, I thought that was a sad performance on the part of the 
automobile industry.

Well, then the thing left the Board and went over into the President’s hands. When 
the President called the industry in and wanted them to deal with the union, they said 
they wouldn’t deal with the union but they’d deal with the President. So the union dealt 
with the President and the industry dealt with the President, and they finally knocked 
out an agreement, which created the Automobile Labor board.

The agreement was a very simple agreement: 1) it created a board to administer 
the terms, and the board was composed of an impartial third person, a representative 
of the industry and a representative of the union. Then, it was authorized to deal with 
these questions, all growing out of alleged or real grievances these people had said 
they had in the automobile industry—that they’d been victimized, so the agreement 
provided that something be done about alleged discrimination; 2) that something be 
done about setting up a seniority system in the industry; and 3) that arrangements 
be made or something be done to see to it that there was a machinery that permitted 
representatives of the employees who wanted to act through representatives to deal 
with representatives of the employer. It legalized representation of some kind or 
another, insofar as an agreement of this kind could legalize it, and it could.

The implementation of this agreement was put into the hands of the Board, and we 
assembled out there in March, 1935. It was a very interesting board, a very interesting 
history.
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Q: Who else was in this board with you?

Wolman: Well, Nicholas Kelley, who was the general counsel for Chrysler, was the 
employer member of the board, and Richard Byrd, one of the younger automobile 
workers, who worked in the Pontiac plant of General Motors and have been active out 
there, was the employee member from the union.

We assembled there in 1935. What we had was this mandate to enforce. If you follow 
this closely, you’ll see what the forces are that work in a situation of this kind. You have 
an opportunity to see this, to learn about these forces. You learn about a lot of different 
things that are otherwise pure abstractions—like it’s an abstraction with Schlesinger 
to say the whole thing was proportional representation. Well, we didn’t have any 
proportional representation at any time. What he calls proportional representation was 
not. It’s a term used inaccurately to describe something, but I’ll come to what it was we 
had and why we had it.

Anyway, the board got together, and with this mandate, the board had to decide 
what its priorities were and what it was going to do first. Now, you will recall that the 
board was charged with doing away with discrimination, with making arrangements 
for seniority, and with promoting machinery for representation. We met and talked 
this over in great detail, and reached a unanimous decision, to this effect: that since the 
feeling out there was exacerbated by the view of many people in the situation that your 
job was in jeopardy if you engaged in legitimate union activity, we decided to go after 
the question of discrimination first.

Then the Board called in Collins, or I did, speaking for the Board, and said to 
Collins: “Now, what I want is a list of the discrimination cases. We’ll start with General 
Motors”—that being the biggest firm there, having the biggest employment. “Take 
that list and try to get as many of those people as you can back to work right away. That 
will take the heat off this thing. Then, those that can get back, right or wrong—we’ll 
hold hearings and decide whether they should be ordered back or not.” That was the 
proposition. It seemed to us a very appropriate thing to do. If there were some people 
who’d lost their jobs, it certainly would relieve the situation if some of them went 
back on their jobs, and what remaining cases there were, we would hear. There might 
have been some question, could we order anybody back to work? We never raised that 
question, and I’m damn sure that if we’d ordered them back, they’d have gone back.

Well, anyway, much to my surprise, Collins said he didn’t want that. Here’s Collins, 
ha was the chief organizer and spokesman for the AFL and a veteran AFL man—later 
became organizer for AFL in New York. He didn’t want that, and I said, “Why don’t you 
want that? What’s the matter with that?”
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“We don’t want them sent back to work. We want them ordered back to work by 
you.”

I said, “How do you know I’m going to order them back to work? In the first place, in 
order to order them back to work I have to hold hearings, and that takes a long time, as 
you know. We have to set these cases, have to get the witnesses and so on. Then, it may 
turn out that they’re not to be sent back to work. I don’t know what the decision of the 
Board will be. I don’t know anything about these cases.

I said, “I can’t understand this.“ You see, this is strategy now. “It seems to me the 
appropriate policy for the Board is the one we’ve decided on, and that’s what we’re going 
to pursue. So you give me the list of people you claim were discharged or discriminated 
against, in all the General Motors plan, anywhere—Detroit, Michigan, Saginaw, St. 
Louis, wherever they are.”

Well, you know, I had some knowledge of this—I thought I had some knowledge 
of this, because of this hearing I’d just participated to, in Washington a few months 
before, I thought there were thousands of cases of discrimination—that the industry 
was a hotbed of discrimination. So we sat around and waited, and weeks passed, and I 
called Collins and said, “Where is your list?”

I finally got a list of 21 cases, and even at the bottom of the Depression General 
Motors employed a couple of hundred thousand people. I said, “Is this all?”

“Well, that’s all we have now.” They had to scrape them together. It just shows you 
what a lot of monkey business is in this game.

So we looked at the list, and I made an appointment with [William S.] Knudsen and 
went to him and said, “Here is a list we just got from the union; I wasn’t you to take this 
up with your people, and if there is no great grievance here on your records, then take 
the people back to work right away. And where you think you don’t want to take them 
back, let us know what the cases are, and we will set hearings.”

He said, “all right.” In a couple of days, I heard from him—he took back most of 
the people, put them back on their jobs. There were a few left over that we had to hold 
hearings for. I thought that was a great victory, of a kind. I called up Collins and told 
him that. He wasn’t at all pleased with the outcome of this first step of the thing, when 
I told him this. A day later, he called me up and said, “The whole thing is a fake.”

I said, “What do you mean, a fake?”

“Well, they’re not taking them back.”

I said, “Well, you tell me about this,” because by this time I figured the dignity of 
the Board was in question, and I wasn’t going to let anybody get away with that. “You 
tell me who’s not being taken back.”
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So he gave me the name of a woman, and it’s this woman whose case I’d heard in 
Washington, for whom my heart had bled. I was good and mad then. I called Knudsen 
and said, “Now, this won’t work unless it’s legitimate—here you tell me these people 
are being taken back to work, and now the union calls me up and says this person isn’t 
being taken back to work.”

Well, of course Knudsen didn’t know any more about it than I did. His people had 
told him. So he said, “Let me check it.” So he checked it and he said, “I understand she 
was taken back to work.”

I went back to my office and then and called up Collins and said, “I talked to Knudsen 
about this, at General Motors; they tell me that she’s back at work. Collins said, “Yes, 
she’s back at work—but not at her old job.” I said, “I didn’t promise her old job. She’s 
been out for a long time. Is she getting less money?”

“No, she’s not getting less money—but she wants her old job.”

I said, “I can’t promise her her old job.”

“But she’s being discriminated against. And she won’t take this job.” I said, “All 
right, I’ll put her in our list of cases to be heard.”

Well, this is the way it went. Let me go on with this woman’s case, because it’s rather 
typical. After a lapse of a little time, we’d seen some cases, not many, we held hearings 
up in Flint, where this woman was, and late at night we got around to her. That lasted 
three or four hours because to get the truth I something very difficult. And what did we 
find? Number one, at the time she was laid off, she wasn’t a member of the union at all; 
she only joined the union afterwards, so the alleged discrimination (because of union 
activities) didn’t exist in any case. Now, what happened? She’d worked there for AG 
Spark Plug a number of years. Through all this, her husband worked for Buick, and he 
kept working. Then her father got sick, and she took a leave of absence with no terminal 
date. Finally he died, and then she had to arrange her personal family affairs, so that 
she was away for a long time. Meanwhile, they’d filled her job. So when she came back, 
they gave her a job with the same pay, but not the same job. She refused that new job, 
you see, and that was the basis for her discrimination charge. We didn’t find this out 
until about 3 o’clock in the morning. She had no basis for a claim of discrimination at 
all.

This case ran on, you see, for well over a year, through the automobile board—no 
account of the turmoil, the argumentation that went on, the propaganda—the unions 
would use anything that was available. But the first thing we learned was that the 
charge of discrimination didn’t exist on paper, they had no record of it, they had to 
go and scrape it together. It was months before we got to the cases, and altogether I 
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don’t think we heard more than two or three hundred cases all the time we were there, 
and we were there a year and a half. That’s a record that people like Schlesinger don’t 
know anything about, much less understand. That, I think, is one of the problems about 
writing the history of this period.

Now then, we come to—I’ll come back to the discrimination later—we came to 
the related question of seniority, because you can discriminate if you violate seniority 
regulations at will, regularly. You might violate them occasionally for some good 
reason, but if regularly you violate them, that can be a basis for discrimination. Also, 
we had been authorized to put in seniority rules, a seniority system. It occurred to us 
to wonder, how could something like the automobile industry, or any industry, ever 
have operated without seniority? If you read some of the things that come out now, by 
pretty intelligent fellows, they read “one of the things the union did was to introduce 
seniority,” but it just isn’t true. They had had it all right. How would a business operate 
without seniority—just take men in at will, regardless of their services, let them off at 
will? You can’t do that. That’s an archaic way to run a plant, and wouldn’t serve their 
own purpose, selfish as that might be.

Well, anyhow, the evidence of that became clear when we went to the firms and said, 
“Now, we are ready to tackle this matter of seniority, and in order to do this, we have 
to have a record of the length of service of your people.” Why should they have such a 
record if they hadn’t observed it? Sure enough, all the companies, Chrysler, Packard, 
General Motors etc., gave us their records. We went into consultation both with the 
unions and the companies, and we reached a joint conclusion, namely, the seniority 
record would be used to determine what the seniority records of individual employees 
were and, by and large, men would be laid off in accord with their length of service—
those who had the longest service would be laid off last, those with the shortest service 
laid off first. In hiring the reverse would take place (those who’d served longest rehired 
first, shortest last), with one exception: where, at the end of a season or the beginning 
of a new season, when you had quite a few cars coming over the line and new models 
coming in and highly specialized operations, cutting off the cars of the previous season 
and beginning the run of the cars of the new season—everybody agreed that then we 
would allow a tolerance where seniority would not be observed, but that it would not 
exceed 5 percent of the total labor force. So that was the agreement, on seniority.

Well, we got some cases on violation of seniority, not very many; we have a record 
of them somewhere. It’s in a report of the Automobile Labor Board. There weren’t very 
many cases, considering the size of this thing. Some of them were spurious.

Well, I learned this later—I found out after I left that there was a great hullabaloo 
about the 5 percent rule, which you would expect, where the union, though they’d 
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agreed to it and said it was an appropriate thing to do, were saying it was being used to 
discriminate against union employees. After a while they were forced to drop this rule. 
That’s the history of the discrimination on seniority.

Just as in the charges of discrimination otherwise, you always run across interesting 
cases. These are human problems. They have nothing to do with unions and they would 
exist whether you had unions or not—where somebody feels something or other—for 
example, where a man has a way of satisfying his ego and thinking he can get redress 
for real or fancied grievances, he’ll do it. In an organizing period like this, you can find 
such things.

I’ve told you, we got some 20 or 21 people from the Union who worked for General 
Motors. We got one man who said he was a draftsman, a kind of an engineer, and he had 
been displaced. Well, we went into the case. He was a nice fellow. His eyesight had gone 
bad. He never was an engineer in the first place, but he did some drafting, one he just 
couldn’t do it anymore. Well, it was a great blow to his ego, but there was nothing we 
could do about it. We can’t tell a company to use a man who can’t do his work anymore. 
That kind of thing arises, with cripples, you see, on the periphery. I ran across that in 
my Amalgamated days—people who couldn’t make the grade working, who were in the 
union, and the union would sometimes try to do something about it, but there’s not 
much you can do.

Q: Was this the only list you got from the union?

Wolman: Later we got more, but as I told you before, when the thing finally ended—we 
were there a year and a quarter, 1934–35—there were I don’t think altogether more 
than two or three hundred cases we handled.

Q: There was some union opposition, to you particularly and Donald Richberg.

Wolman: Richberg had nothing to do with us.

Q: Well, you and he were bracketed together.

Wolman: Well. We may have been bracketed, but I hardly knew him. I mean, I didn’t 
know him in that way. I’d met him, but I didn’t know him well. I knew him better now. 
I was no crony of Richberg’s.

Q: Because in February, 1935, there was an article in the Time in which the AFL executive 
council saw in the automobile code “hostile influence.”17

	 17	 U.S.; National Affairs: Our Hope, Our Strength. Time Magazine, February 18, 1935.
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Wolman: I’ll tell you the whole story of that. I’m not talking about the code yet. We were 
operating, in a sense, under the code, and I’m telling you what we were required to do 
and what we did, with respect to the item in our mandate.

Now I’ll come to the third item: to make possible or promote usage of representation 
between employees and company. Let me give you an illustration. One day I was called 
up to Pontiac to see—these were federal unions, you see, I’ll tell you the history of 
them—they wanted to see me. Pontiac wasn’t very far, less than an hour’s drive. I went 
into their offices and said, “What do you want?”

“Well,” he said, “here we represent the people in this Pontiac plant, and we want to 
bargain with the management, and they won’t bargain with me.”

I said, “That’s funny. I don’t understand it, Let me call up the management.” I called 
up the manager and told him, “I’ve got delegates for the employees here who said that 
you won’t bargain with them.”

He said, “That’s not true. I’ve been meeting with them every day for a week.”

So I turned to them and said, “He says he’s been meeting with you every day for a 
week, what about this?”

“Oh yes,” they said, “he’s been meeting with us, but he won’t give us what we ask 
for.”

“Well,” I said, “I can’t force him to do that, that’s another matter. He’s meeting 
with you, he’s discussing the matter—that’s as far as we can ask him to go. We can’t 
ask him to do what you want, we are not authorized to do that.”

That was the notion of the time. All these things were stimulated, either locally or 
nationally.

Let me go back to the beginning, on this item, to show you what kinds of pressures 
you were under. Particularly I was under pressures of all kinds. When I took a job like 
this—I didn’t want to take it, as I told you before, but when I took it I decided I’d use my 
own judgment, exercise my independence and do what I thought was the proper thing 
to do, and I wasn’t going to be told by anybody what to do, else I wouldn’t have taken 
the job. There was nothing in it for me. I’d have had a better life if I’d gone back to my 
teaching at Columbia at the time.

Well, some of the first things we had to do, when we came, was to get people back to 
work at the Nash plants in Kenosha and Racine, Wisconsin. They’d been out of work for 
some time. So we called the union and called the Nash Company, and said we wanted 
to come out there and hold hearings and see if we couldn’t settle that. The three of 
us went off to Kenosha to see them, and met with the company and with the union. 
Nobody could speak to the union there. I had to address the mass meeting of the union 
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representatives in the auditorium, and finally got some kind of an agreement. There 
was trouble there, of course, but it was Depression trouble. When the Depression came, 
this firm was in trouble anyway and there just wasn’t any money to be made by anybody. 
They divided the work equally—because the governor of Wisconsin at that time, or the 
government of Wisconsin, had decided that all work was to be equally divided during 
the depression. That was one of their theories. Of course that meant that nobody made 
any money. That was a very difficult thing.

Anyway, we knocked down a settlement, and they agreed to it, and we took the 
midnight train back to Detroit. We were all there, Byrd and Kelley and myself, and when 
we got to Detroit, I found a great big telegram on my desk. I picked it up and looked at 
it—ok, a letter, a scribbled letter to my friend Byrd….

Well, to get back to Detroit. We found that they’d gone back on strike again. So we 
got together, and I wasn’t going to go back there. I told Byrd to go back and see that they 
went to work. He was a member of the union, supposed to represent them, and he said 
“All right,” he’d do it. We had dinner together, he and Kelley and I. He’d gone to see 
Collins, or Collins had got hold of him, and Collins had told him not to go. That’s what 
you call cooperation.

Then I find a telegram from [Edward F.] McGrady, a labor advisor to General Johnson. 
McGrady said he’d heard from Collins that things weren’t’ working well with the board. 
(We’d just started.) So the first thing I did was to pick up the telephone and call McGrady 
and tell him if he was going to run the board from Washington, I was through, he could 
take it over. I am running this Board, not Washington. I had that problem all the time. 
McGrady knew that before. He said, “Well, I’m making this protest. I sent this telegram, 
but you’re actually running it.”

Then I got hold of Byrd and sent him back to work. But that kind of sabotage is what 
we were dealing with.

Let me tell you another story. We had this discrimination thing, and we were 
beginning to deal with it. One day, I got a telephone call from a man named Homer 
Martin. You read about Homer Martin in labor history, where you’ll get a picture of 
Homer Martin as somebody who never existed. I didn’t know Martin from Adam. It 
turned out he was the leader of the union in the Kansas City plant plants of General 
Motors, president of the union down there, and he wanted to come and see me. I said, 
“All right, come see me.” He came the next morning.

Homer Martin. I learned that earlier he had been a Baptist minister, and his 
congregation had kind of petered out on him and he’d gone to work on an assembly 
line in a General Motors plant and worked up in the union later. He was a very agreeable 
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fellow, spoke well, looked nice and all that. He wanted to talk to me about discrimination 
cases on file in Kansas City, and would like to know how I’d handle them.

“Well,” I said, “this is very hard. Suppose a man was fired because the management 
said he was drunk on the job. It’s very hard for me to find out whether he was drunk 
or not. But if he was drunk on the job, he certainly should have been fired—he’s not 
only a menace to himself but a menace to his fellow workers. And if he hasn’t, he was 
obviously discriminated against. I’d have to call you, as head of the union, and ask you 
to tell me truthfully whether he was drunk or not. You would know, I wouldn’t.”

He thought that was very fair. So we chatted a while, and he went off to union 
headquarters. But the next morning I learned that while he was talking to me, he had 
pulled the Kansas City plants out on strike. This is all on the record.

I called the company and said, “Do you need the Kansas City output?” They damn 
well didn’t need it, you see, because, while they were recovering from the Depression, 
it’s no recovery like you have now, where you knock out seven million—so I said, “All 
right, let it alone. They’re on strike.”

At the end of the week, Martin calls up from Kansas City and says, “What are you 
going to do about this strike?”

I said, “What strike?”

He said, “This strike in Kansas City.” I said, “I’m not going to do anything about it. 
I didn’t call you, you called me. It’s your strike, you decide what to do with it.”

That made me sore as hell. These are episodes.

Now we come to the third mandate, which as you can see is difficult. It’s all right 
to say, “You bargain.” By the time we got around to this, I knew a fair amount about 
this industry and I’d seen lots of people in Detroit and around the company offices and 
so on. Also, in this process, I’d seen some Ford people. Now, Ford was not under our 
jurisdiction because Ford wasn’t a signatory to the code. When we got there, we found 
there were grievances among the Ford people, so we made an informal agreement 
with the Ford people whereby we would call those cases to the attention of the ford 
management and see if they couldn’t settle them informally. It worked pretty well, 
although of course we had no authority over them.

Well, then I got called up from Washington, by one of the lawyers of the National 
Labor Relations Board. I knew him. [Edwin S.] Smith or something. He said, “Do you 
have jurisdiction over Ford?” I said, “Listen” – it’s a long-distance telephone—“we’re 
not discussing things like this over the telephone, whether you have jurisdiction or I 
have jurisdiction. It’s up to you to make up your own mind. I’m not a lawyer, and I’m 
not representing the National Labor Relations Board.” There’s a big question about 
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that: what the hell he wanted to know for, I don’t know, because it didn’t make any 
difference. He couldn’t do anything with Ford and we at least did something for the 
Ford people, who claimed they were victimized, they were out of work and wanted to 
go back to work. My impression at the time was that these people who worked for Ford 
were very loyal and had worked there a very long time, which people don’t usually do 
with a company unless they like it, whatever the conditions may have been.

So that was that. Then these strikes broke out, the Kansas City strike and one in the 
Chevrolet plant, where there was no particular grievance. Well, these strikes broke out, 
which upset Washington a good deal, and one day I got a call from the mayor of Detroit, 
who was the son of Senator [James J.] Couzens, and he said he’d like to have lunch with 
me. I agreed, and we went to lunch.

He said, “You know, all these strikes and threats of strikes”—there weren’t many—
“what do you think about having a big mass meeting out in the ball park?”

I said, “What for?”

“Well, have General Johnson come down and talk to them.”

I said, “Have you asked anybody else about this?”

He said—“Well.”

“Well, in my estimation, it’s perfectly crazy. If you want to find a good way of 
starting new strikes, that’s just the way to do it. There’s no occasion for this and no 
reason for it.”

He said, “That’s what everybody has told me, I wanted to check.” He evidently had 
done this for his father in Washington. I went back to the office, and was quietly in the 
office when the telephone rang, and it was Robbie, the General’s secretary, a girl. “The 
General wants to talk to you.” She reflected any mood of the General’s. If the General 
was angry, she was angry, and so on. I said, “All right, put him on.”

She put him on, and he said, “What do you mean by keeping me out of Detroit?”

I said, “General, I’m not keeping you out of anywhere. You can go wherever you like. 
But this idea of a mass meeting is a crazy idea. I’m against it, I don’t believe in it.”

He was very mad, because he always regarded himself as a kind of a mass leader; if 
there was something nobody else could handle he could handle it, etc.

I’d go down to Washington every once in a while. I’d see Frances Perkins. I was 
still living in New York, and I’d go down every other weekend or so. Often I’d have an 
appointment to see her. She knew exactly what we were doing, and wanted us to do it. 
You know why? And this is what needs to be understood when people write about it. They 
wanted the peace kept, with fairness. They didn’t want any trouble. No administration 
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wants trouble. I told you about the time when Roosevelt saw Edwin S. Smith name on 
the list for the NLRB and said, “I don’t want him because he’s a troublemaker.”18 Well, 
that’s what a sensible administrator would do. He doesn’t want somebody out there 
who’s always going to stir them up. They’re stirred up enough by themselves.

So they knew what was being done and were in accord with it, as I’ll show you later 
when we come to a later stage.

Now, then, the question was, what to do. It was perfectly clear that the majority of 
people, for whatever their reasons, were not members of the union. Some were, but the 
overwhelming majority was not. And there were many reasons for it. For example, I 
talked to people in Detroit at some General Motors plants, and they told me they’d been 
members of the United Mine workers and they didn’t want a union. They’d been losing 
their jobs one after the other with Lewis and the union, and paying big assessments, 
and they just didn’t want it. They like it better this way.

We read about these things but it just doesn’t represent any canvas of the ideas of 
the rank and file. It does, of some of the leaders, yes, but that’s another matter.

One of the great problems is that the leaders want different things as compared to 
the rank and file. That’s the essence of the problem.

There was no union to which they claimed adherence and loyalty. We had to work 
out some orderly means of permitting representation to operate for the employees. We 
thought about that for a long time, and the three of us agreed that we would take a plant, 
like the Buick plant, and divide it into election districts—this is important—and have 
an election for nominees for representatives in that district; then hold an election and 
those elected in each one of these districts would come together in a central committee 
which would constitute the bargaining agency for that plant, and you’d have bargaining 
agencies by plant. Not an unusual thing. They called it proportionate representation, 
but strictly speaking it wasn’t.

Well, how do you do a thing like this? First, I’ll tell you about the procedure, and I’ll 
tell you what happened. We got the man who was professor of labor at the University of 
Michigan [Zenas Clark Dickinson], whom I knew well, and said, “Now it’s up to you to 
conduct this.” Then we, in conjunction with this man, went to the firms and the unions 
in order to work out the election districts, and the election districts were agreed upon. 

	 18	 Edwin S. Smith (1891–1976), who had been Commissioner of Labor and Industries in Massachusetts since 1931, was 
named to the national labor hoard by President Roosevelt in 1934, a year before it gained permanent status under the 
1935 Wagner Act. Appointed then to a one‐year term, he was named to a full five‐year term in 1936, but by 1941, 
when his term expired, he had become the focus of mounting‐controversy that marked the board’s first years and was 
not reappointed.



29

They were national districts—a group of machinists, a group of this and that—national 
divisions in the plants.

He set up the election machinery, and the elections were held. They could, if they 
wished, designate a man as a representative of the union, and some few did, but the 
majority didn’t. They just voted for their representatives, and this thing was set up.

Well, it became known that this is what we were going to do, and I was exposed to 
all kinds of threats that this would be the end of my career. If I agreed to this thing, I’d 
never teach at any respectable university after this. One man representing the AFL met 
me down here (at the Harvard club) in the morning, when I was getting the train in the 
afternoon, and there was only one man, and he went off by the window so nobody could 
hear what he had to say—he was a man I happened to know, too—and said that if I was 
going back to Detroit, I’d have to make the decision, and if I made the decision for these 
elections, then my career would be over.

I went back, and we held the election, and these instrumentalities were set up. The 
unions boycotted them. Some unions did, some didn’t. For example, in an area in which 
the machinists were the dominant craft, the representative of the Machinist Union 
was nominated and elected. It was perfectly possible for him to carry on his activity 
as a representative of that group as well as a member of the central committee, and it 
worked a hell of a lot better than what they did later, no question about that.

Q: What was the basis of the union hostility to your plan?

Wolman: Well, three bases. One, they didn’t want any elections because they didn’t have 
union members, not many. Two, they wanted to wait until they had enough members, 
and then make their demands for majority rule, voting for the union or against the 
union. Three, and the sit-down strikes proved this, they didn’t have the membership. 
They couldn’t have won an election. So they had to use sit-down strikes or use force.

Well, anyway, that was the history of what we did for representation. Now, this was 
a period of flux. It would have worked, if the employers had used it to greater effect than 
they did, something had to be done. But they didn’t play it fairly: neither did the union. 
Otherwise it might have worked. Anyway, that’s how things were in ’34 and ’35, and we 
might as well finish this episode…

Then came the question of the renewal of the Automobile Code. That was some time 
in ’35 or maybe late in ’34. We’d already held these elections, and the President knew 
about them. The administration was not critical. Frances Perkins may have been, but 
if she was she didn’t say anything about it. Anyhow, when the question came up of the 
renewal of the code, the AFL came out against it because the code was identified in their 
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minds with the Automobile Labor Board, which by that time had become anathema to 
them, for the reasons I’ve already told you.

Well, then, the President had to decide whether he was going to renew the code. 
Frances Perkins called me up and wanted to see me, so I came down to Washington and 
went to her house and had breakfast and talked with her for some time. Then she said, 
“I’m having lunch with the President, and you can come in and see the President right 
after lunch.”

I had seen him a number of times in Washington and talked with him. He was a 
reasonable man to talk to about these things, as I had talked to him when he called me 
and I told him I didn’t want this job. So I went over to his office, and he’d just finished 
his lunch and was very cordial. Frances Perkins was there, and she’s an old friend of 
mine.

He was cordial, and then he said, “Well, what about the automobile situation?”

I said, “Mr. President, you know as much as I do. This is a political situation. You 
know that as far as I am concerned”—I’d tried to get out a number of times, to quit—I 
said, “It’s a political situation. The AFL is trying to get more than it’s getting. If I were 
you I wouldn’t do it, I don’t think it’s there to be gotten. But as far as I’m personally 
concerned, I simply want to get out of this. I’d like to resign.”

I had my say. Frances Perkins was a friend of mine, but she started to argue with me 
anyway. Finally she left and he and I sat and chatted together about this in his office, 
before the fireplace, and he finally said, “Well, I’m going to call Bill Green in, and I am 
going to say to Bill: ‘Bill see that poker? That red hot poker? If I were you, I wouldn’t 
touch it.’”

That was the Automobile Code for the auto industry. So then we talked about other 
things. We talked about elections for the Senate, he was having some trouble with this 
or that one. Finally I said, “Mr. President, I’ve kept you for a long time, I’ve got to go 
along.”

He said, “Do you want to see the press?”

I said, “I’d rather not.”

So he let me out the back door, and I went back to New York. I knew the code was 
going to be renewed, and the code was renewed, much to the disgust of the AFL but they 
couldn’t do a damn thing about it.

2. Epilogue: After the New Deal
During his tenure at the NLB and ALB, Wolman occasionally exhibited impatience with 
the New Deal framework. However, his dissatisfaction escalated into open opposition 
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following the Supreme Court’s landmark Schechter decision on May 27, 1935, which 
declared the NRA unconstitutional.19 Wolman’s dissent became unmistakable on June 2, 
1936, when his name appeared alongside those of Newton D. Baker and Lewis W. Douglas 
as a cosigner of an open letter to the editor of the New York Times. Published the next day 
under the headline “Federal Bureaucracy is Condemned,” the letter directly challenged 
the foundational principles of New Deal economic policies.20 “It is the conviction of the 
signers of this letter,” the opening paragraph stated, “that the course of national policy 
followed by this administration is profoundly reactionary, however much its sponsors 
may imagine it to be enlightened and progressive, that it is jeopardizing the highest 
interests of the American people, that it has marked a departure from the enduring 
principles of American society.” Baker, Douglas, and Wolman criticized the New Deal’s 
industrial planning as a form of “regulated monopoly,” asserting that its approach 
aimed to stimulate economic recovery through planned shortages and by conferring 
a “whole array of privileges” on select groups. They argued that the rise of these 
influential private “vested interests,” coupled with the expansion of governmental 
power required to manage them, had led to the “inflexible and arbitrary behavior of 
bureaucracies,” which they believed inevitably resulted in “waste, confusion, the loss 
of personal liberty, and the decay of self-reliance.”

	 19	 When asked in the interview to comment on the Schechter decision, Wolman found it to be the “correct decision.” 
He describes the New Deal’s excessive reliance on expertise as a form of technocracy, where unelected specialists 
wield disproportionate power over public policy, thus undermining democratic processes and individual autonomy. In 
Wolman’s (1961, 124) words: “You see, in the NRA, one of the great problems was how far an administrative agency is 
allowed or should be allowed to go making rules and decisions. We’ve had that problem, you see, ever since we started 
with this proliferation of boards. Now, the idea behind the boards was that the boards would practice what they called 
administrative law, which is presumably different from other laws in these respects: 1) they could be administered only 
by experts …, so that the ordinary judges, the men who were judges in the courts of law, weren’t qualified, since they 
were not experts. It’s what Felix Frankfurter is credited with calling ‘expertise.’ That’s one thing about it. 2) Being then 
composed of experts, these administrative agencies would have a clear hand both in perpetrating and applying adminis-
trative law, more so than ordinary courts of justice would have. So the question very quickly arose as to just how much 
leeway administrative agencies should have, and investigations were made—even under the Roosevelt administration, 
attacks were made on the administrative agency. That was one of the great problems that grew out of the entrance of 
the government into the affairs of people in increasing degree. That was the point in judging the constitutionality of the 
National Recovery Act. Here was a new type of agency administering a new type of law, which had enormous potential 
and actual power, and it was perfectly proper for the judges of the courts to say, ‘This is power in excess of the American 
Constitution.’ I feel, today, many of these agencies have much too much power, for their own good and the good of the 
public.”

	 20	 Federal Bureaucracy is Condemned: Three Democrats, Messrs. Baker, Douglas, and Wolman Suggest Basic Points for 
a 1936 Platform. New York Times, June 3, 1936. The three authors explicitly admitted that their political sympathies 
belonged to the Democratic Party. Baker (1971–1937), who had played an important role in Woodrow Wilson’s nomin-
ation in the Democratic National Convention of 1912, served as Secretary of War by President Wilson and remained in 
the Cabinet to the end of Wilson’s term of office. A Democrat and a conservative businessman, Douglas (1894–1974) 
was President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Director of the Budget in the early days of the New Deal.



32

Against this backdrop, Baker, Douglas, and Wolman advocated abandoning New Deal 
financial and fiscal policies. They called for ending government-backed cartelization of 
industry and agriculture, returning relief responsibilities to state and local authorities, 
and significantly reducing the size of the federal bureaucracy. Their proposal rested 
on four fundamental principles, which they described as “not merely as basic but as 
indivisible”:

1.	 The withdrawal, step by step, of the immunities and privileges on which 
monopolistic practices depend with a view to the regulation of the economic 
order, not by the fiat of government, but by genuinely free bargains in an open 
market.

2.	 The withdrawal from appointed officials and the restoration to Congress of the 
power to make national laws governing the rights and duties of individuals; the 
withdrawal from the central government and the return to the States and to local 
communities of responsibility for the regulation and relief of individuals, the 
Federal Government intervening temporarily to assist the States only when there 
is exceptional need.

3.	 The restoration of responsible Government finance in the nation and in the States 
by reducing expenditures and by replacing taxes that are now largely indirect and 
invisible, with taxes that are direct, visible and levied as generally as possible in 
accordance with the capacity to pay.

4.	 The application of the principles that all officials, the government as a whole and 
private business are under and not above the law, and that the lawfulness of any 
act of government or business may be tested by citizen affected by them before 
independent tribunals.”

The authors concluded with an appeal to the classical values of American 
Republicanism, a recurring theme among critics of the New Deal: “We believe that 
these principles are no more than a reaffirmation of the tradition which comes down to 
us from the beginnings of the Republic and that in them are to be found the safeguards 
of our security and the guarantees of our freedom.”

The letter by Baker, Douglas, and Wolman, as noted by the New York Times 
columnist Arthur Krock the day after its publication, “was widely noted in Washington 
but not warmly received by any group.” With a hint of irony, Krock observed, “Neither 
the Democratic nor the Republican convention is likely to render more than lip-
service to even a scant part of the proposals, which perhaps will not surprise the 
signers in the least. They were writing against a long future and on the background 
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of an almost forgotten past.”21 The only notable response from Roosevelt’s camp 
came from Senator Robert Wagner, who had previously served with Wolman on the 
NLB.22 Wagner responded by noting that Wolman and his colleagues accused the 
government of favoring specific groups, arguing that their proposed solution was to 
prioritize economic equality by “withdrawing the privileges that have been granted to 
big business” rather than extending support to the weak and vulnerable. However, he 
objected, the only specific privilege mentioned in the letter was the tariff. “But even if 
every tariff wall were torn down overnight,” Wagner wrote, “the mighty corporation 
would continue to exist and practically all of our problems would remain in their full 
intensity.” Moreover, he insisted, “unemployment and business dislocation would be 
aggravated by an uncontrolled flood of foreign goods.” Wagner criticized the letter’s 
broader implications, asserting that what Baker, Douglas, and Wolman proposed 
amounted to the removal of “public protection of social welfare” while leaving “big 
business as free and untrimmed as it was during the high day of Republican rule.” In 
his concluding remarks, Wagner challenged the cosigners’ call for “genuinely free 
bargains in an open market,” contending that such freedom would only result in “the 
freedom of the single unorganized worker against the billion-dollar corporation, the 
freedom of the old worker turned into the streets after forty years of unremitting labor, 
the freedom of the landless and evicted farmer, the freedom of the bankrupt merchant.”

Wagner’s response holds additional significance in another context. Senator Robert 
F. Wagner, the principal architect of the National Labor Relations Act, played a pivotal 
role in shaping one of the most transformative legislative initiatives of the New Deal 
era. Commonly referred to as the “Wagner Act,” this landmark legislation, signed into 
law by President Franklin D. Roosevelt on July 5, 1935, established the National Labor 
Relations Board (NLRB), an independent federal agency consisting of three members 
appointed by the President and confirmed by the Senate. Unlike previous approaches 
focused on dispute mediation, the NLRB was tasked with enforcing employees’ rights. 
Under Section 7 of the Act, employees were granted the right to form and join labor 
unions, while employers were mandated to engage in collective bargaining with unions 
representing a majority of employees in an appropriate bargaining unit. The Act 
enshrined the principles of exclusive representation and majority rule, empowered the 
NLRB to enforce its rulings, and extended its coverage to most workers in industries 
affecting interstate commerce. It also prohibited company unions and various 

	 21	 In Washington: The Douglas-Baker-Wolman Letter Stirs No Response. By Arthur Krock. New York Times, Jun 4, 1936. 
Called the dean of Washington newsmen, Arthur Crock (1886–1974) had joined the New York Times in 1927, soon to 
become its Washington correspondent. Over 60-year career, Crock knew 11 presidents and won four Pulitzer Prizes.

	 22	 Wagner Defends New Deal Policy. New York Times, Jun 8, 1936.
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unfair labor practices, including blacklisting, strike-breaking, and discriminatory 
terminations. In his reminiscences, Wolman devotes several passages to highly critical 
reflections on the Wagner Act and its actual effects on labor relations. Allegedly conceived 
to democratize the American workplace by putting an end to “industrial tyranny,” he 
argues, the Act brought new problems in its wake. With its passage, Wolman states, the 
Act provided

a whole rationale for the view that collective bargaining was the great solution for 

society’s ills—that individual bargaining led to the depressing of labor standards, 

and the depressing of labor standards brought on a depression, industrial depres-

sion, and not only brought it but perpetuated it. Well, it’s only a piece of nonsense; 

there isn’t any evidence for it, any evidence that I would be willing to accept, or, I 

think, any good economist would accept. Or, let’s put it, that a large number would 

accept. But that’s a rationale, and you find it in the statement of policy of the Wagner 

Act. But of course, nobody thought of that in the beginning. When they start a draft, 

then they think of all kinds of things. They had this worked out, and it represented 

the emerging view of many people during that period. The position was developed 

that unequal distribution of income caused, brought on depression, made a large 

element of the population unable to purchase the output—anyway, one not gen-

erally accepted by professional economists. That then got worked into whole labor 

policy.

Wolman also expressed concern that the Wagner Act’s structure prioritized majority 
rule at the expense of minority representation within the workforce. The exclusive 
bargaining principle established by the Act stipulated that once a union secured 
majority support in a National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) election, it became the 
sole representative of all employees within the bargaining unit, including those who 
had not voted for the union or who favored alternative forms of representation. Wolman 
argued that this arrangement created a union monopoly, preventing the coexistence of 
multiple unions that could represent different factions within the workforce.23 Coercive 

	 23	 In his reflections, prompted by the interviewer, Wolman disputes historian Arthur Schlesinger’s (1958, 150) claim that 
Wagner was the central figure in incorporating the New Deal into national labor policy. Wolman recalls: “Wagner didn’t 
know anything about it at all. I knew Wagner during that period, and I was with him on the National Labor board, and 
saw him all the time, and talked to him at great length, Wagner wasn’t the man who did it. It was done by the administra-
tion primarily, and that’s a whole lot of different people. Heaven knows who they all were… I used to see Wagner a lot, 
and we talked a great deal, about things, and it was really a matter of detail. It was a matter of setting cases. That’s all it 
amounted to. I didn’t see any great insight of Wagner’s into what you’d call a great labor policy, different from what the 
administration’s was, or from what they did or were doing anyhow.” Regarding Wagner’s key influences, Wolman notes: 
“[Leon] Keyserling was very close to him, [Isador] Lubin was very close to him. Keyserling probably had more influence 
than Lubin, would know more about him. Some of these ideas had been in the air for a long time, all the way back to the 
Plum Plan, in railroads, 1920–21.”
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measures such as strikes, picketing, boycotting, the use of blacklists, physical violence, 
and threats against family members further restricted employees’ freedom to choose 
their representatives and participate voluntarily in collective activities. Moreover, 
many union members found themselves excluded from meaningful participation in 
the formulation and the administration of the union’s policies due to the prevalence of 
undemocratic practices.

Wolman developed this line of criticism through a series of scholarly works, beginning 
in 1936 with his major study, Ebb and Flow of American Unionism, published for the 
NBER. While grounded in empirical analysis, the work marked a departure from the 
Bureau’s traditional neutral attitude associated with Mitchell (Biddle 1998). Although 
he did not directly address New Deal labor policy—discussion of the Wagner Act is 
notably absent—Wolman advanced a sustained critique of the national union system. 
Examining “trade-union sentiment” in American industry through representation 
elections from 1933 to 1935, he found that trade unions received 46.9 percent of the 
vote, while alternative forms of representation, largely company unions, garnered 53.1 
percent. Wolman acknowledged that these figures were heavily influenced by the polls 
taken by the Automobile Labor Board. In all other boards, except the Bituminous Coal 
Labor, traditional unions generally secured a clear majority. He argued, however, that 
only the Automobile Board results were sufficiently representative of broader employee 
sentiment, given their high participation rate of roughly 80 percent, compared with 
less than three percent of the manufacturing workforce voting in elections under other 
boards. Nahum I. Stone, founder and then director of the NBER, was so dissatisfied with 
Wolman’s conclusion on this point that he appended, as a footnote, a “Director’s Note” 
explicitly challenging it.24 According to Stone,

The conduct of the balloting by the Automobile Labor Board, of which the author of 

this book was Chairman, was criticized not only by the labor unions involved and by 

the American Federation of Labor, but by economists specializing in labor problems, 

such as Dr. William Leiserson, Chairman of the National Mediation Board. It was the 

contention of the critics that the manner of taking the vote influenced the result 

adversely to the trade unions. Since the author himself indicates that the totals are 

“greatly affected” by the automobile vote, it would appear desirable to present a 

parallel distribution of the votes with the automobile vote eliminated. In that case, 

out of a total vote of 252,620 the votes for trade unions numbered 169,825 or 67.2 

	 24	 Nahum Isaac Stone (1873–1966) was an American economist and statistician who was also a committed socialist, par-
ticularly in his early career (Rockoff 2020). He wrote for publications like the Socialist Labor Party and the Intercollegiate 
Socialist magazine, and he published a pamphlet on The Attitude of the Socialists Toward the Trade Unions (1900).
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per cent and the votes for employee-representation other than trade union were 

74,240 or 29.4 per cent. (Wolman 1936, 78 Director’s Note)

Stone’s position was supported by James Thomas, who, in his unsympathetic review 
of Wolman’s book, argued that, in his reading of the data, “the author forfeits all claim 
to the role of student or interpreter and ascends to the position of special pleader for 
American Industry” (Thomas 1937, 439; see also Daugherty 1937 and Perlman 1937). 
Wolman’s partisanship became increasingly evident over the subsequent years, both 
in several academic contributions (Wolman 1937; 1939; 1940a; 1940b; 1945; 1947) 
and in public statements in the national press. For example, speaking to the New York 
Times in 1937, he remarked that the Wagner Act “goes far beyond the English law in 
the rights it confers to labor, individually and collectively, and in the degree of control 
it undertakes to exercise over the rights of employers and the procedure and outcome 
of negotiations between labor and industry.” He further suggested that “it condones 
force and intimidation when it happens to be used by organized labor.” Wolman 
concluded with a cautionary message to union leaders, urging them to exercise their 
new economic power with “wisdom and deep concern for the problems of industry and 
business.” He warned that if unions persisted in traditional practices, such as imposing 
monopolistic wage rates and restricting output, “they will defeat the ends they now 
strive to achieve and they will subject themselves and industry to far-reaching State 
control and the progressive monopolization of business enterprise.”25

Even after relinquishing his public role, Wolman continued to express his views on 
trade unions and labor relations. His reflections on the Labor Management Relations 
Act of 1947, passed by a Republican-controlled Congress over the veto of Democratic 
President Harry S. Truman, are particularly illuminating. Known as the Taft-Hartley 
Act, after its sponsors, the legislation significantly weakened the Wagner Act. It 
prohibited the closed shop, which required employees to join a union as a condition 
of employment, and empowered states to ban the agency shop, where non-union 
employees were required to pay fees to unions for collective bargaining services. The 
Act also refined the definition of unfair labor practices and specified prohibited union 
actions. In the interview, Wolman recalls that Senator Robert Taft and Congressman 
Fred A. Hartley invited him to testify before the Committee on Labor and Public 
Welfare. On that occasion, he recounts, he advocated for the dismantling of the New 
Deal framework in labor policy, arguing that the Wagner Act had granted unions a 
“free hand to do anything they liked, including the amassing of monopolistic power.”26 

	 25	 Labor and the Law. New York Times. September 26, 1937.
	 26	 For Wolman’s testimony see Labor Relations Program. 1947.



37

Shortly after the Act’s passage, Wolman publicly expressed his satisfaction with the 
new measures introduced. On October 24, 1947, the New York Times quoted him as 
asserting that the Taft-Hartley Act represented not only a reversal of the trend toward 
increased government intervention but also a reflection of public sentiment that “labor 
union excesses must be curbed.”27 He further observed that contemporary American 
labor policy diverged from “a powerful world trend in which labor policy involves the 
economic reorganization of society,” emphasizing that its success would largely depend 
on the American public’s ability to recognize its advantages over the “experiments now 
being tried in other countries.”

As Wolman’s animosity toward unions grew in both breadth and severity, his 
political alignment shifted increasingly to the right. By 1946, he was listed among the 
founders of the conservative Foundation for Economic Education (FEE), one of the 
earliest free-market think tanks in the United States. Guided by Leonard Read, the 
principal force behind the initiative, the FEE dedicated itself to advancing libertarian 
ideals, individual freedom, and minimal government—anchored in what was regarded 
as an “extreme” Austrian interpretation of classical liberal economics.28 It is no 
coincidence that Ludwig von Mises, the preeminent Austrian economist, was affiliated 
with the Foundation from its very beginnings until his death in 1973. As Mary Sennholz 
(1996, 353) emphatically observes, “Read and Mises formed a team of discovery, united 
in the love of liberty and truth, succeeding in all they undertook, and whose successes 
were never won by the sacrifice of a single principle.” Shortly after its inception, the 
Foundation commenced the publication of a series of works, primarily in the form of 
moderately sized pamphlets addressing pressing economic issues of the time. Among 
the earliest of these was Roofs or Ceilings? The Current Housing Problem (1947) by Milton  
Friedman and George J. Stigler of the University of Chicago, published in 1946. This 
was followed in 1947 by Mises’ Planned Chaos. In 1948, Wolman contributed to the 
series with a pamphlet titled Industry-wide Bargaining in which he challenged both 
the policy of allowing the workers of several firms, and even of an entire industry, to 
bargain as a unit and the corresponding policy of allowing all affected employers to 
bargain together in opposition.

Wolman (9) recognized that collective bargaining could enhance stability in labor 
relations but contested the assumption that “any policy that lays claim to promoting 
stability is assumed to be correct and good.” He contended that the advantages of 

	 27	 Taft-Hartley Act Held Sign of Shift. New York Times, October 24, 1947.
	 28	 In addition to Read, who served as president, and Wolman the FEE’s founding group included: Donaldson Brown (Gen-

eral Motors Corporation), Fred R. Fairchild (Yale University), Henry Hazlitt (New York Times), Claude Robinson (Opinion 
Research Corporation), and David Goodrich (Chairman of B.F. Goodrich Company).
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increased stability are outweighed by the negative effects on the national economy 
stemming from “taking labor out of competition” (25) and granting union leaders 
a legally sanctioned monopoly. Wolman argued that industry-wide bargaining, 
or bargaining guided by a national wage policy, has enabled national unions to 
circumvent labor market constraints, such as unemployment, in their wage demands. 
He presented evidence demonstrating that unions consistently raised wage rates 
substantially above those in comparable non-union environments. However, he 
emphasized that the costs of a labor monopoly extend beyond the wage bill itself. 
The indirect costs associated with collective bargaining are significant. These arise 
from restrictions on managerial rights, a consequence of “all highly developed 
systems of collective bargaining,” and from all “restrictive practices systematically 
introduced and fostered by union policy in nearly all established systems of 
organized labor relations” (32–33). To substantiate this claim, Wolman noted that 
implementing uniform wage rates through multiemployer agreements frequently 
limits intersectoral labor mobility, thereby increasing an industry’s susceptibility to 
external shocks. Moreover, he argued that industry-wide bargaining has heightened 
the risk of damaging strikes, encouraged “collusion” between labor and management, 
and hindered technological innovation. Wolman was thus led to the conclusion that 
the proper solution to the problem is to begin where the Taft-Hartley had left off: to 
cease protecting the right to organize and bargain collectively, and to deal with trade 
unions under the Sherman Act as conspiracies in restraint of trade. In this manner, 
he suggested, without explicitly referencing company unions, national organizations 
could be dismantled into smaller, independent units involving joint committees 
composed of both employee and employer representatives. As he noted (Wolman 
1948, 38), “had these independent unions received different and fairer treatment, the 
national unions would not have won the national control over many industries which 
they now have.”29

A decade later, Wolman revisited these topics in another publication, a report 
titled “Monopoly Power as Exercised by Labor Unions,” issued under the auspices of 
the National Association of Manufacturers (NAM), a prominent lobbying organization 
of the time. In this work, Wolman’s critique of trade unionism extended beyond 
economic concerns to include political anxieties about the perceived threat unions 
posed to the authority and legitimacy of liberal democracies. As chairman of the NAM’s 
Study Group on Union Monopoly Power, Wolman asserted that “unions now occupy 
a dominant position in the economic life of the United States and are reaching out for 

	 29	 Wolman’s FEE’s pamphlet did not go unnoticed. Both Edward Chamberlin (1958) and Friedrich von Hayek (1960), to 
name just two notable examples, cited it approvingly in their critical analyses of unionism.
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political dominance as well.” As a consequence, he continued, “It is the duty of every 
citizen to review the present status of organized labor and the power exercised by 
union leadership and to reflect where this growing accumulation of power will take 
us if it continues on its present course.” While Wolman acknowledged that “unions 
should have all freedoms which are consistent with the human rights and dignity of 
their members,” he drew a sharp distinction between voluntary and coercive forms 
of association, firmly categorizing modern trade unionism as coercive. Throughout 
his report, Wolman argued that organized labor compelled individuals to engage in 
collective actions without their personal consent, employing methods such as strikes, 
boycotts, and closed shops—tactics he described as coercive and occasionally violent. 
He further contended that unions were artificially supported in these activities by 
their exemptions from antitrust laws under provisions such as the Clayton Act and the 
Norris-LaGuardia Act. To protect the “interests of the public,” Wolman urged a series 
of “equalizing” amendments to the Wagner Act directed toward imposing reciprocal 
obligations on unions and employees:

Real bargaining at the local level and an end to the domination of bargaining by 

international unions;

An end to compulsory union membership in any form;

An end to organizational picketing to force people into unions;

A ban on boycotts and on clauses in contracts which provide for boycotts against 

other employers;

A ban on economic waste in the form of “featherbedding”, restrictions on output, 

unneeded employees, and refusal to allow new machines or processes to be used;

A modification of the doctrine of federal preemption so that state and local authorit-

ies can reassume their responsibilities in labor management-matters;

A prohibition against the use of union funds and union staff employees for partisan 

political purposes. (30)

These suggested amendments to the existing labor legislation, Wolman specified, 
do not “seek to benefit one group at the expense of another, but to make clear a 
situation which is harmful to all groups, including the unions themselves.”30 Unions, he 
concluded, can only maintain the trust and support of the American public, as well as the 
authority to represent millions of workers, only if they “recognize that responsibility 

	 30	 The Landrum-Griffin Act of 1959 banned secondary boycotts and limited the right to picket.
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goes hand in hand with authority and reverence for individual rights goes hand in hand 
with power. It cannot be otherwise in a free society.” Wolman’s NAM report represented 
his final significant contribution to the discussion on trade unions in the United States, 
but his insights remained influential in shaping the ongoing discourse. The Landrum-
Griffin Act of 1959, heavily sponsored by the NAM and other business organizations, 
limited picketing, further restricted secondary boycotts, required periodic financial 
reporting by unions, prohibited members of the Community Party from holding union 
office, and regulated union internal affairs—all measures consistent with the spirit and 
content of Wolman’s 1957 report. He died at Mount Sinai Hospital in New York City on 
October 2, 1961, after a long illness.31

3. Final Considerations
We have now reached the conclusion of this fascinating journey through the professional 
and personal vicissitudes of Leo Wolman. In the existing literature, Wolman is typically 
referenced in relation to his association with the trade union movement; however, 
little attention has been given to the evolution of his views on organized labor. Despite 
the inherent limitations of oral history, Wolman’s own recollections of his life and 
career have provided valuable insights into the development of his intellectual path—
from his early days as the ACWA’s research director to his troubled experiences with 
the Roosevelt Administration, and ultimately, his later open opposition to American 
unionism and its practices. Wolman’s trajectory was not unique. Other progressive and 
institutionalist economists, such as Sumner Slichter (1941), Richard Lester (1947), and 
Philip Taft (1954), similarly became more conservative over time and voiced concerns 
regarding the increasing monopolistic power of unions. Likewise, Wolman was not the 
only member of Roosevelt’s inner circle to later emerge as a critic. Even prominent 
figures from the “Brain Trust,” including Raymond Moley and Rexford Tugwell, 
eventually expressed reservations about the concentration of power that the New Deal 
had conferred upon the federal government and organized labor (Brinkley 1995). What 
makes Wolman’s case particularly compelling, however, is the extent and severity of 
his repudiation. His involvement with the Amalgamated was not confined to the role 
of an economic counselor alone. After his arrival, Wolman quickly became Hillman’s 
“most intimate adviser and almost his alter ego,” in the words of Josephson (1952, 
324), and it is no coincidence that the press of the time referred to the two men as the 

	 31	 Dr. Leo Woman, Economist, Dies. New York Times. October 3, 1961.
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joint leadership of the ACWA.32 In his recollections, Wolman tends, to some extent, to 
downplay his involvement with the Amalgamated and insists on situating the onset of 
his dissatisfaction with the union’s methods and policies in the mid-1920s. “I began 
to question the whole behavior of the trade union movement,” he says (1961, 57), and 
“that grew out of very intimate inside experience with them.” While this may indeed 
be accurate—Wolman provides extensive details to support this claim—contemporary 
sources do not indicate significant friction between Wolman and Hillman until Wolman 
assumed an active role in Roosevelt’s administration. His experiences with the 
National Recovery Administration signified a pivotal turning point in his relationship 
with organized labor. As a member of the Labor Advisory Board, Wolman supported 
Richberg and Johnson in their controversial interpretation of Section 7(a) of the 
National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA), which, as some observers from the Brookings 
Institution noted at the time, had the “practical effect of placing the NRA on the side 
of anti-union employers” (Lyon et al. 1935, 465). In his capacity as chairman of the 
Automobile Labor Board, Wolman was a principal advocate for a general union election 
in the industry—one that did not require majority rule and imposed no restrictions 
on company unions. While employers welcomed Wolman’s initiatives enthusiastically, 
organized labor leaders regarded them as a profound betrayal. In the years that 
followed, the divide between Wolman and the trade unions grew increasingly deep. His 
mounting discontent with the methods and policies of the New Deal gradually pushed 
him further to the right of the political spectrum, ultimately leading Wolman, from the 
late 1940s onward, to become a regular contributor to ultra-conservative think tanks 
such as the Foundation for Economic Education. During the 1950s, when a significant 
debate emerged among economists regarding the role of organized labor in market 
economies, Wolman was among those who argued that unions, by organizing workers 
and engaging in collective bargaining, functioned as monopolies in the labor market. 
The debate was also framed in the context of broader concerns about government 
intervention and the stability of the democratic state, and Wolman’s anti-union views 
became a standard reference in the libertarian press of the period (Doherty 2007). These, 
in the final analysis, are the essential outlines of Wolman’s intellectual biography, a 
biography deeply influenced by the experiences and events that accompanied the life 
of one of the most influential labor economists of the past century. “My opinions and 
views on trade unions and labor relations grew up over a long period of time, grew up 
from my personal experience,” he admits in the last sentence of his interview. “And,” 

	 32	 False Friends of the Jobless. Daily Worker, December 24, 1930.
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he concludes, “I might say this—there are many more people in the world and the 
United States who would agree with my point of view today than would have twenty 
years ago—probably for the same reasons as my own.” Leaving aside issues of broader 
intellectual history and reconstruction, however, in going through the interview one 
cannot help but perceive a sense of bitterness on Wolman’s part toward organized 
labor and its practices which transcends ideological antagonism—a form of unresolved 
resentment that spares not even men who were once his close friends and that, in 
several passages, appears to stem more from personal disappointment than from any 
genuine form of intellectual engagement.
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