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Resumo

Trabalhadores do setor financeiro dos EUA apresentam a menor taxa de sindicalizagdo em
comparacgdo aos trabalhadores de outras industrias, e estdo entre 0s menos organizados do
mundo. A luz da recente crise econdmica, 0 movimento operario dos EUA, junto com os
sindicatos internacionais, tem tido grande interesse em reverter as sombrias taxas de
sindicalizacdo, devido a importancia destes trabalhadores, que estdo dentro de um mercado
financeiro globalizado altamente dominado por empresas norte-americanas. O atual desafio
em organizar estes trabalhadores esta enraizado em uma histéria profunda de evasao,
ignorancia, desorientacédo, repressao, e derrotas para os interesses do sindicalismo dos
trabalhadores de escritérios. Este trabalho explora as primeiras raizes dos obstaculos atuais
gue os trabalhadores do setor financeiro enfrentam na tentativa de se sindicalizar,
examinando a resisténcia popular a formag¢do do Setor Financeiro dos EUA no século 19.
Uma viséo geral do desenvolvimento inicial do setor financeiro, de suas respostas politicas e
da organizacdo do trabalho é fornecida, incluindo informacbes especificas sobre os
trabalhadores do setor financeiro, quando disponiveis. O aumento da feminizacdo do
trabalho de colarinho branco apés a Guerra Civil dos EUA também é explorado. Os fatores
chave que contribuem para as baixas taxas de sindicalizag&o incluem o impacto da lideranca
sindical influenciada pelo populismo, 0 que contribuiu para as reformas que promovem uma
estrutura financeira descentralizada, a exclusdo dos trabalhadores de escritorio, a
feminizacdo da forca de trabalho de escritorios, as atitudes das liderangas sindicais em
relacdo as mulheres e trabalhadores de escritorio, e a falta de um partido trabalhista nos
EUA, tudo isso combinado com a repressdo do governo contra 0S comunistas que
pretendiam organizar o setor. Na concluséo, sdo apresentadas sugestdes para a continuacao
da pesquisa sobre o porqué de os EUA nado possuirem um sindicato dos trabalhadores do
setor financeiro.

Palavras-chaves

EUA Setor Financeiro Histéria — Movimento Trabalho dos EUA Histdria — Sindicatos Banco
trabalhador — sindicatos do setor financeiro — Escriturario Trabalhadores — Feminizagao






Abstract

Financial sector workers in the US suffer from the lowest rate of unionization of workers in
any of the industries in the US, and are among the least organized in the world. In light of the
recent economic crisis, and given the importance of US financial workers within a globalized
financial market highly dominated by US firms, the US labor movement, along with unions
internationally, has taken great interest in reversing these dismal unionization rates. The
current challenge to organizing these workers is rooted in a deep history of avoidance,
ignorance, misguidance, repression, and defeats for the interests of office worker unionism.
This work explores the early roots of the current obstacles these workers face in attempting to
unionize by examining the popular resistance to US Financial Sector formation in the 19"
century. An overview of early financial sector development, political responses, and labor
organization is provided, including specific information on financial sector workers when
available. The increase and feminization of white-collar work after the US Civil War is
explored, especially in the clerical industries of the financial sector. Key factors contributing to
low unionization rates include the impact of populist-influenced labor leadership that preferred
a decentralized financial structure and excluded clerical workers, the feminization of the
clerical labor force, the attitudes of trade union leaders towards women and clerical workers,
and the combination of a lack of a labor party in the US and government repression of
communists who had the vision to organize the sector. Suggestions for continued research on
why the US does not have a financial sector workers union are presented in the conclusion.

Keywords

US Financial Sector History — US Labor Movement History — Bank Worker Unions — Financial
Sector Unions — Clerical Workers — Feminization
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Chapter 1

Introduction

In Brazilian Portuguese, | quickly learned the difference between Banqueiro
and Bancario; Banqueiro was clear enough—the Banker is notorious in American
English—but Bancario, the bank worker? Prior to studying in Brazil it had been
perhaps twelve years since I'd interacted in person with a bank worker, so vocabulary
distinguishing the bank worker from the banker caught my attention.! In Brazil,
Bancario carries the respect won through a trade union with a long history and many
victories. These include national pattern bargaining and industry-wide bank strikes,
which | witnessed first-hand.? The Brazilian bank workers have achieved middle-
class status through their struggle. They have a visible presence in society because
of their social movement unionism model, and because consumer behavior still
facilitates contact with the bank worker despite the trend towards automation. Such
trends are well studied along with other issues affecting the bancario, creating an
abundance of published and unpublished scholarship on the sector from the

perspective of the workers’ interests.®> Many of these studies are available at the Sao

! Further distancing teller-client contact, to encourage online banking and ATM services, Bank of
America recently began charging $8.95 a month for customers who use a teller for any transaction,
and technological innovations in ATM’s continue to develop. www?2.bankofamerica.com
[efulfilment/documents/91-11-3000ED.20120227.htm, accessed March 2012.

> The Confederacdo Nacional dos Trabalhadores do Ramo Financeiro (CONTRAF) is influential in the
main union federation, the Central Unica dos Trabalhadores (CUT). When Lula, the PT candidate from
the Metalworkers, was elected president, he appointed several CONTRAF leaders to top government

ositions.

The Brazilian bank workers movement has four main periods. First, there was a period of
consolidation of the movement until the military dictatorship, which caused the bank workers union to
suffer from new fragmentation. They were then part of the new unionism movement that helped end
military dictatorship, reconsolidating power through social movement unionism. The current period
presents the challenges of automation, privatization, and international competition. In English see for
example: Maria Alejandra Caporale Madi, José Ricardo Barbosa Gongalves and José Dari Krein
“Financialization, Employability and their Impacts on the Bank Workers’ Union Movement in Brazil
(1994-2004)" in Frederic S. Lee and Jon Bekken (eds), Radical Economics and Labor: Essays inspired
by the IWW Centennial, New York: Routledge, 2009¢ and Sandoval, Salvador A. M. "Alternative
Forms of Working-Class Organization and the Mobilization of Informal-Sector Workers in Brazil in the
Era of Neoliberalism." International Labor and Working Class History 72, no. 1 (Fall, 2007): 63-89; and
in Portuguese, see for example: Canedo, Leticia Bicalho, Bancarios: Moviemento Sindical e
Participaao Politica, Campinas: UNICAMP, 1986; Colombi, Ana Paula Fregnani, Entre a fragmentagéo
e acao unificada: uma analise da atuacao do Sindicato dos Bancarios e Financiarios de Sao Paulo,



Paulo Bank Workers Union’s office, which has a library filling its entire basement to
provide primary and secondary resources documenting past and current struggles.
The union values its members access to this information enough to staff a full-time
librarian, and the library even contains a literature and poetry section in case the
member coming in for services, or visiting the union’s bar and restaurant, has other
cultural interests. Many Brazilians | met identified the bancéarios as one of the three
strongest unions in the country; this came as a surprise, since I, like many trade
unionists in the US, was only familiar with Lula and the autoworkers, perhaps an
unconscious reflection of what we privilege in our own labor movement in terms of
gender and industrial importance. It was therefore no surprise that professors
working within CESIT, the Brazilian wing of the Global Labor University, strongly
encouraged me to understand why there is no financial sector workers’ union in the
us.*

The financial worker in the US, in contrast to her counterpart in Brazil, has
perhaps one of the most neglected occupations with regards to academic literature

and the labor movement’s concern.” The US labor movement has organized only 1%

Osasco e Regido durante os anos 2000, Master’s Dissertation, Campinas, UNICAMP: 2014; Sanches,
Ana Tercia. Terceirizagdo e terceirizados no setor bancério: relacdes de emprego, condices de
trabalho e acéo sindical. Master'sthesis. S&o Paulo: PUC, 2005; Atunes, Ludmila Rodrigues.
Reestruturagdo produtiva e sistema bancéario: movimento sindical bancéario brasileiro nos anos 90.
DoctoralDissertation. Campinas: UNICAMP, 2001; Barreto, Eleonora Frenkel. Desemprego e (des)
mobilizagdo politica: a luta do sindicato dos bancarios de Campinas e regido. Master’s thesis.
Campinas: UNICAMP, 2004; Malbera, Paulo Eduardo Silva. As transformagfes do setor financeiro no
Brasil: os trabalhadores e a fragmentacdo da representacdo sindical. Master's Dissertation.
Campinas: UNICAMP, 2011;Goncalves, José Ricardo Barbosa; Krein, José Dari;Madi, Maria
Alejandra Caporale. “Condi¢des de trabalho e sindicalismo no setor bancéario no Brasil.” In: Krein,
José Dari et alii. (Org.). As transformag8es no mundo do trabalho e os direitos dos trabalhadores. 152
ed. Sdo Paulo: TRT, 2006, p. 99-120;Goncalves, José Ricardo Barbosa; Krein, José Dari; Madi, Maria
AlejandraCaporale. “Bancos, bancarios e representacdo sindical no Brasil contemporaneo.” In: Xl
Encontro Nacional da ABET, Campinas, 2009; Jinkings, Nise. “A reestruturacdo do trabalho nos
bancos.” In: Antunes, Ricardo (org.). Riqueza e Miséria do Trabalho no Brasil. Sdo Paulo: Boitempo,
2006, p. 189-205; Oliveira, Ana Lucia Valenca de Santa Cruz. Sindicalismo bancario: origens. Sao
Paulo, SP: Obore Editorial, 1990; Larangeria, Sbnia. Reestruturacdo produtiva no setor bancario: a
realidade dos anos 90. In: Educacdo e Sociedade. Ano XVIII, dez./1997, n°. 61/especial;Karpovs,
Dainis, A Historia dos bancérios: lutas e conquistas: 1923-1993. S&do Paulo, SP: Sindicato dos
Bancarios e Financiarios de Sao Paulo, 1994.

* CESIT: www.eco.unicamp.br/cesit; GLU: www.global-labour-university.org

®“Arno J. Mayer offers several reasons American and European scholars have paid less attention to
lower-level white-collar workers. He argues that academicians have little sympathy for this social
group. Mayer pointedly asks, ‘Could it be that social scientists are hesitant to expose the aspirations,
life-style, and world view of the social class in which so many of them originate and from which they


http://www.eco.unicamp.br/cesit
http://www.global-labour-university.org/

of the sector, a rate comparable only to the agricultural sector, which is excluded
from the National Labor Relations Act (NLRA).° Although they would ostensibly be
under the jurisdiction of the Office and Professional Employees International Union
(OPEIV), there are a variety of unions representing a few thousand financial sector
workers, but not a single union with a committed industrial strategy to organize
financial sector workers.” Hope was raised in CONTRAF, the federation of financial
workers unions in Brazil, when the US-based Service Employees International Union
(SEIU) agreed in 2010 to take on a campaign in the sector. Despite their
collaboration with CONTRAF, the effort quickly lost steam when internal differences
within SEIU and inter-union conflict deflected efforts to gain a foothold in the US’s

least-unionized industry.? Despite fifteen years of supposed reform and change within

seek to escape?’ He contends that study of powerful elites or the working class and poor-the poles of
Western social structure-has preoccupied scholars. They have neglected the middle. Most
convincingly, Mayer describes the lower middle class's structure as complex, unstable, constantly
changing, and thus difficult to study.” (Bjelopera 9) One exception is Mark McColloch who examines
the bank workers in White Collars in Transition: The Boom Years, 1940-1970.

® In the US in 2013, there were 7.2 million public sector union members, and 7.3 million private sector
union members. The union density for the public sector is 35.3%, while the private sector is only
6.7%. Local government has a union density of 40.8%, and includes teachers, librarians, police, and
firefighters, which are the most unionized occupations in the US. Utilities (25.6%), transportation and
warehousing (19.6%), telecommunications (14.4%), and construction (14.1 %) have the highest
unionization rates in the private sector. Agriculture(1.0 %), finance (1.0 %), and food services and
drinking places (1.3%) have the lowest rates. By occupation, farming, fishing, and forestry occupations
(2.1%) and sales and related occupations (2.9%) had the lowest unionization rates. BLS, “Union
Members- 2013,” BLS,www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/union2.pdf, accessed March 20, 2014. The
2012-2013 CPS survey shows 1.24% union density in US banking/insurance, and only 4.22 % union
density in NYC, the world’s financial capital. Real estate unionization is around a third of the workers in
New York, but drops to fewer than 5% nationally. See Appendix 1 for more details about the NLRA or
other questions related to US labor regulatory framework. CWA researchers estimated that in 2010,
there were over 5 million workers in banking and insurance, making it bigger than the retail sector, with
about 1.8 million workers that could be unionized in commercial banking (half in bank branches), and
another 1.6 million that could be unionized in the insurance industry. One in every four bank branch
workers in the US are employed by one of the six largest banks in the US (Bank of America, Wells
Fargo, JPMorgan Chase, Citibank, PNC and US bank), a reflection of a high industry consolidation.
This concentration of employment in major banks is even more pronounced in major cities, increasing
the number employed in the biggest banks to 30%, and to about 50% in top 5 banks in major urban
markets on the West coast. Large bank call centers can have over a thousand workers in one work
site. (Interview with CWA research staff, July 2011)

" The AFL-CIO Investments department, Change to Win researchers, and staff from SEIU, CWA,
AFSCME, and UNITE-HERE were willing and eager to meet with me about organizing financial sector
workers. The OPEIU, however, did not respond to my e-mails. When | showed up at their office, they
declined to meet with me, took my information, and never followed up with me. The union most
responsible for organizing this sector seemed the least enthusiastic about discussing it.

® CONTRAF: www.contrafcut.org.br; Sdo Paulo Bancarios: www.spbancarios.com.br. See Steve
Early, The Civil Wars in U.S. Labor: Birth of a New Workers’ Movement or Death Throes of the Old?


http://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/union2.pdf
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the US labor movement to organize the unorganized, to grow in the service sector, to
launch corporate campaigns with an industrial organizing strategy, to organize
previously neglected groups such as women, and to take on Wall Street and the
financial sector in the worst financial crisis of recent history—no sustained effort
currently exists to organize financial sector workers.’

There are almost a half million tellers in the US, 90% of them women, a third
of them part-time, and only 1.4% are union members.'® Along with many other
occupations within the financial sector, they receive next to no attention from the US
labor movement, including unions, academic institutions, and social movement
organizations such as worker centers. The history of the OPEIU, the union technically
responsible for organizing office workers, is rarely studied, while its current activities
are even less scrutinized.'* Therefore, it is not surprising that even SEIU’s limited
effort in the financial sector gained media attention.

SEIU’s mere mention of financial reform coming from labor brought much
hostility from sections of the media. Glenn Beck, a popular right-wing critic who
worked with the Fox network, helped bring down a national progressive community
organization (ACORN) through his show, and then set his sight on a new target. In
March 2011, he accused Stephen Lerner from SEIU of plotting what he called a

“clear case of economic terrorism,” stating:

® CONTRAF and Stephen Lerner, a former SEIU staffer, have facilitated renewed collaboration
through the Communication Workers of America (CWA) and SEIU supported community organizations
committed to financial reform in the US. The Committee for Better Banks is an alliance of the
Communications Workers of America, Alliance for a Greater New York, New York Communities for
Change, and Make the Road Action Fund that collaborates with UNI’'s Global Finance Campaign. See
their “US Bank Workers Report” (Feb. 2, 2014) for recent information on current conditions in the
industry: www.uniglobalunion.org; For more on recent developments in the US labor movement, see
Steve Early: Embedded With Organized Labor: Journalistic Reflections on the Class War at Home
(Monthly Review Press, 2009) and The Civil Wars in U.S. Labor: Birth of a New Workers’ Movement or
Death Throes of the Old?, and Save Our Unions: Dispatches from a Movement in Distress, MRP,
2014.

% The average median wages of tellers in 2012 were $12 per hour and $24,940 per year. BLS Outlook
Handbook, www.bls.gov/ooh/office-and-administrative-support/tellers.htm, accessed March 20, 2014.
CPS 2012-2013 data shows 1.5% unionization of tellers.

! See footnote seven above about the OPEIU’s lack of receptiveness to this study. The one book on
their history was commissioned by the union and written by a friend of the president in an almost
completely uncritical manner, and deceptively in regards to its part in destroying the United Office and
Professional Workers of America (UOPWA).



We listened to Americans describe how they were going to take down
a major U.S. bank in May and how they were going to collapse the
stock market and bring on a second economic collapse, how this
could not appear to be coordinated or union backed, how the unions
were dead and the only way to really restart the unions is to collapse
the system.*?

It is preposterous that any union in the US has such capacity when the union
membership and strike activity of the US working class has declined so significantly
over the last few decades. It is quite illogical unions could be “dead” and still manage
to bring down a bank and the stock market, especially when the US labor movement
has organized hardly any bank workers, and rarely even thinks about changing this.
Nevertheless, the mere possibility of labor law reform proposed in the Employee Free
Choice Act—nothing nearly as strong as the passage of the NLRA in the 1930s nor
as impactful as the repeal of the Taft-Hartley Act could be for workers—awoke fears
among the bankers and most of the employer class, who quickly and successfully
mobilized to defeat the bill. The American Banker, in its premature fears of a bank
employee’s union wrote:

Most banks are non-union, but if concentrations of bank employees
at, say, call centers or large urban branch offices take advantage of
these new rules to organize, there can be a substantial impact to not
only a bank's salary and wage structure, but to their capital standing
and merger prospects as well, experts say. Union organizers typically
set their sights on the likes of retailers and health care providers, but
the financial crisis has set the stage for some aggressive campaigns
against the financial-services sector.*®

Some of the alarmist calls from the right were indeed based on actual union
activity. SEIU had a short-lived effort to organize US bank workers with CONTRAF as

12 Beck, Glenn. “Clear Case of Economic Terrorism,” March 22, 2011. www.glennbeck.com/2011/03
122/beck-clear-case-of-economic-terrorism/ (Accessed February 22, 2012) The barrage of right wing
criticism included headlines such as “Eco-Terrorist Wannabe Steve Lerner Still Works for SEIU,”
“SEIU Plan to Destroy JP Morgan,” “Caught on Tape-The Lefts Economic Terrorism Playbook,”
“‘Revealed...The Chase Campaign by a Coalition of Unions, Community Groups, Lawmakers and
Students to Take Down US Capitalism and Redistribute Wealth & Power.” (www.glennbeck.com,
www.theblaze.com, www.businessinsider.com)

3 Fest, Glen. “Next up: Bank Employees Unions?” October 1, 2009. www.americanbanker.com/
magazine/119_10/next-up-bank-employee-unions-1002071-1.html, Accessed February 22, 2012. Anti-
union law firms also immediately started offering their services to banks for pre-emptive union
avoidance. See, for example, “Possible Unionization of the Banking Industry: The Employee Free
Choice Act and the Threat to Bank Valuations,” Griffin Financial Group LLC, March 13, 2009.


http://www.glennbeck.com/
http://www.theblaze.com/
http://www.businessinsider.com/

previously mentioned, and has continued a community-based campaign for financial
reform. While its bank organizing was ultimately an unfinished and unsuccessful
effort, there is increasing recognition within the US labor movement that the service
sector is extremely important to the future relevance of unions, and that the financial
sector is a significant part of the service sector that must be organized. Also notable,
as Stephen Lerner, a key strategist in the SEIU bank campaign commented, ‘it's
perhaps the first time in the history of the U.S. labor movement where foreign unions
have been the driving force behind launching an organizing drive of this nature in the
u.s.

UNI, a global labor federation, is increasingly uniting the strength of financial
sector unions throughout the world, and will hopefully continue to influence trade
unionists in the US to take seriously the question of financial sector workers’
organization. It is not only for the dignity and respect of US financial workers or the
strength of the US labor movement that the industry must be organized; with the US
financial industry’s significant capital penetration abroad, increased trade union
power in the US financial sector is essential to the global solidarity that could help
maintain and raise the standards of financial sector workers throughout the world.
Despite the lack of bank worker organizing, other efforts targeting the industry
continue.

When Occupy Wall Street began, hope was restored in new possibilities for
reining in the power of Wall Street and the 1% through instituting financial reform.
However, the question of financial sector workers—most of whom would be part of
the 99%—seemed to be left out of the discussion. Meanwhile, in other countries, UNI
Finance and many of its affiliate unions in the financial sector were approaching the
qguestion of regulating the financial industry concretely from the perspective of its
workers leading the industry to reform. Easing pressure on the front-line employees
who sell commission-based products, raising standards through providing necessary
services in an honest manner, and increasing their voice and job control could help

workers serve the needs of their customers and allow them to act as industry

1 Elk, Mike. “Too Big Not to Organize,” In These Times. July 29, 2010. www.inthesetimes.com/article/
6273/too_big_not_to_organize, Accessed February 22, 2012.



watchdogs.'® This approach involves uniting the working-class of the financial sector
with the rest of the working-class since both are exploited by the parasitic operations
of financial capitalists.'® Occupy Wall Street could have considered more serious
union involvement as a strategy towards workers’ control of the industry while raising
awareness about the potential benefits of nationalization, as occurred with Indian
bank workers in the 1970s, for example. Instead, the loudest message was “big is
bad,” and efforts were directed towards moving money from big banks to small
banks.!” Even labor organizations like Jobs with Justice took this populist anti-
corporate approach, calling for a “shareholder spring” to “confront corporate power.”®

The slogans from Occupy Wall Street, Jobs with Justice, and some labor
unions clearly had a populist, rather than a socialist, message that has been
unhelpful, if not harmful, to the interests of organizing financial sector workers
historically. Such slogans are against the corporation, the 1% and the financial elite,
but not necessarily against the capitalist, the capitalist class, or capitalism. They are
for uniting the people—the nation—against “big finance,” but often critical class
character distinctions within the targeted sector are lost. After investigating the history
of the labor movement approaches to the financial sector, it became apparent these
movements were replaying an approach quite common and deeply woven into the
fabric of US social history. At some level, the American dream, which was built on the
republican ideal going back to the American Revolution and resurrected repeatedly in
popular movements since, carries on today. Many workers ultimately want to start

their own business, believing they too can one day own their own business and be

!> See www.uniglobalunion.org, UNI Global Finance Union’s “Sales vs. Advice Campaign” documents

* On the parasitic function of financial capitalist, see Michael Hudson, Hudson, Michael, Super
Imperialism - New Edition: The Origin and Fundamentals of U.S. World Dominance, Pluto Press,
2003.

7| observed the outbreak of the movement from Brazil, and while home in NY participated in the Left
Forum and bank reform committee offshoots of the Occupy movement to test their reception to the
idea of financial sector unionization. Groups like 99 Rise and others inspired by the Occupy Movement
do actions in front of banks and against the banking industry, but usually don’t include the plight of
bank workers in their actions or propaganda. See for example, www.moveyourmoneyusa.com and
www.99rise.org.

'8 «Joint Effort Launched to Confront Corporate Power,” www.jwj.org/2012/01/joint-effort-launched-to-
confront-corporate-power, Accessed February 22, 2012. Jobs with Justice is student, labor,
community coalition that advances social movement unionism in the US. See also www.
confrontcorporatepower.org


http://www.uniglobalunion.org/
http://www.jwj.org/2012/01/joint-effort-launched-to-confront-corporate-power
http://www.jwj.org/2012/01/joint-effort-launched-to-confront-corporate-power

their own boss. Therefore, it is those who control credit that are seen to be blocking
their aspirations; the banker becomes the preferred enemy within the capitalist class.

The hostility towards the banker in the US is perhaps greater than such
hostility in other countries, and has manifested in the cultural phenomenon of the
bank robber as hero.'® For example, many movies have been made about legendary
19" century bank and train robber Jesse James. His Robin Hood-like status helped
him maintain support despite his use of violence. Another famous bank robber, Pretty
Boy Floyd, had thousands of mourners attend his funeral, and has been featured in
many movies since. He is immortalized in the Woodie Guthrie song, “The Ballad of
Pretty Boy Floyd,” which Joan Baez, Bob Dylan, Bruce Springsteen and other
musicians have covered. The song expresses sympathy for Pretty Boy Floyd
knocking out a disrespectful sheriff, suggesting it is banks, not bank robbers, that
truly rob people:

Yes, as through this world I've wandered / I've seen lots of funny men
/ Some will rob you with a six-gun / And some with a fountain pen /
And as through your life you travel / Yes, as through your life you
roam / You won't never see an outlaw / Drive a family from their
home.?

The 2009 movie Public Enemies captures Depression-era discontent with
banks, and popular fascination with, if not support for, John Dillinger, who robbed
banks and police stations after being unemployed and receiving a ten- to twenty-year
prison sentence for stealing fifty dollars from a grocery store.?* Another bank robber,
Willie Sutton, supposedly halted mid-robbery if a woman screamed or a baby cried,
and also somehow maintained a Robin Hood image despite keeping his loot. Bonnie
and Clyde are another famous cultural phenomenon of bank robbers as heroes, as

historian ER Milner explained:

¥ On using cultural representations for understanding historical questions: “Evidence from such
sources must be used carefully, being the product of the writer's imagination and possibly designed to
serve artistic ends rather than to depict real life accurately. Nevertheless, no writer is totally divorced
from his or her social context, and fictional accounts of offices and clerical workers do reflect actual
experiences to some extent. Although it would be a mistake to allow the burden of proof to rest on
these stories, they are social artifacts and can be used to fill in the picture.” (Davies 7)

20 www.springsteenlyrics.com/lyrics/p/prettyboyfloyd.php (Accessed February 22, 2012)

L For example, see chapter ten of the DVD, entitled “The People’s Hero”



The country’s money simply declined...Gaunt, dazed men roamed
the city streets seeking jobs...Breadlines and soup kitchens became
jammed...foreclosures forced more than 38 percent of farmers from
their lands... a catastrophic drought struck the Great Plains...By the
time Bonnie and Clyde became well known, many had felt the
capitalistic system had been abused by big business and government
officials... Now here were Bonnie and Clyde striking back.?*

The villain in the Christmas film classic /t's a Wonderful Life (1946) is a banker,
and a long-time Republican Party member that tries to make citizens into renters
rather than owners, while constantly trying to find ways to profit off others. Although
the film is slightly anti-capitalist, the solution to the corrupting influence of wealth is
the community, family, and love rather than socialist expropriation of the bankers.
Nevertheless, the critique was enough for the FBI to investigate and report that the
movie “represented a rather obvious attempt to discredit bankers by casting Lionel
Barrymore [Mr. Potter, the villain] as a 'scrooge-type' so that he would be the most
hated man in the picture. ...a common trick used by communists.”* Similar themes
permeate the 1964 classic Mary Poppins, where the bankers are also portrayed as
robbers, and there is a run on the bank in response.?*

Unlike these popular bank robbers, financial worker organizing has a lost
history not found in expressions of popular culture. The book There Comes a Time, a
fictional account of a bank worker forming a union and changing his life, is largely

unknown and out of print.”® The documentary The Willmar 8 and the TV movie A

2 Milner 3-4; Homer Van Meter and John Hamilton were other depression era bank robbers whose
stories have shown up in film.

8 Fuller, Graham. “Happy Birthday, George Bailey” The Guardian, 24 December 2007. Mr. Potter is
considered the sixth greatest villain in 100 years of film history by the American Film Institute. See
www.afi.com/100years/handv.aspx, accessed April 5, 2014. The FBI, who Ayn Rand helped in the
investigation of the film’s directors and writers, stated that “the scene wouldn’t have ‘suffered at all’ in
portraying the banker as a man who was protecting funds put in his care by private individuals and
adhering to the rules governing the loan of that money rather than portraying the part as it was
shown.” See p. 14 of the FBI report, ho. 100-HQ-138754,"Communist Infiltration of the Motion Picture
Industry" (COMPIC).

** See the scenes/songs “A British Bank,” “Fidelity Fiduciary Bank,” and the ensuing bank run.

% See also, The Cashier, a fictional account of the doldrums of a Montreal bank worker. The Bank
Dick or The Bank Detective, is a film about a bank security guard and a teller from 1940, around the
same period as these books. There are other novels about office workers in general, such as Sinclair
Lewis’s The Job, Christopher Morley’s Kitty Foyle, Booth Tarklington’s Alice Adams, JB Priestly’s
Angel Pavement, George Orwell’s Coming Up for Air, F Scott Fitzgerald’s The Last Tycoon, Arthur
Miller's The Death of a Salesman, and Hans Fallada’s Little Man, what now?. Fallada was influenced
by Siegfried Kraucer's The Salaried Masses, whose work was only recently translated to English, but



Matter of Sex, are about bank workers who went on strike in 1977 for two years to
fight against sexual discrimination. The strike, the first and longest for US bank
workers, met fierce employer, political, and community opposition, yet their struggle
is known by few today given the unavailability of the documentary and movie.?® Even
the slew of documentaries about the last recession neglected the workers in the
financial industries.?” In the US social fabric, contrary to Brazil's, the banker is
notorious, a source of popular scorn countered by the idolized bank robber hero. The
bank worker, on the other hand, is at worst equated with the banker, and at best,

invisible.

Figure 1
Willmar 8: The US’s First Bank Worker Strike, 1977

impacted C Wrights Mills through his mentor Hans Gerth, and Emil Ledner who wrote The New Middle
Class in 1926. (Russell Jacoby afterword in Mills 367-369)

6 "The Willmar 8." IMDB. May 3, 2003. Accessed April 8, 2014. Clip from A Matter of Sex,
www.youtube.com/watch?v=W-099s35hY8. MGM produced the TV movie in 1984, and the PBS first
aired the documentary in 1981, showing it again when the TV movie aired. Both are directed by Lee
Grant. The workers won union recognition through the UAW in October 1983, but faced constant
management efforts to decertify their organization. See for example, “Bank workers in Minnesota
retain union in 22-to-18 vote,” (1986, Apr 28), New York Times. By 1987, through the bank’s strategy
of managers hiring their friends as part-time employees to flood the bargaining unit with anti-union
voters, the union was destroyed: Hage, D., & Writer, S. “Willmar bank workers to drop union,” (1987,
Sep 26), Star Tribune.

" See for example, "The Ascent of Money: A financial History of the world,” "The Warning,"
"Collapse," and "Inside a Meltdown." Others include "Inside Job," "Enron,” and "Margin Call."
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Methodology

The primary method used in this study to understand why there is no financial
workers union in the US is historical analysis. A narrative is constructed about the
labor movement’s approach to the financial sector at various highpoints of union
strength, considering specific developments towards the labor organization of the
financial workers. Limited comparative descriptions are sometimes employed to
understand similarities and differences between the financial sectors of the US and
other countries, and the labor organizations within.?® In addition to secondary sources
mainly from the fields of economic and labor history, | examined primary sources in
archives, and secondary data on the financial sector and its workers. The study is
aided by conjectural understanding and instincts gained through my trade union
experience as a worker who spent several years organizing my own workplace, and
working as a staff union organizer.

Areas studied include industrial relations, gender, economic development,
economic crisis, the financial sector and crisis, international union solidarity
campaigns, the organization and strategies of the US labor movement, and
comparative financial and labor histories. For understanding some recent activity
related to the topic, | informally interviewed the capital strategies and research staff in
several trade unions, many of whom had some financial workers as members. | also
spent time with CONTRAF members, staff and leaders to get a direct feel of what a
strong bank workers union looks and feels like. In the last few years, simply living in
Brazil, | spent more time in banks than | may have in my entire life prior in the US.
Thus, | had human interactions with tellers in the course of transactions enough to
learn workers’ names, and even run into them going out in my local community. This
experience has helped me consider how a Brazilian may think of the bank worker

guestion coming to the US, and indeed | did think about this as part of my reverse

%8 Time and sources created difficulty in doing more comparative research. See Appendix 8 Notes on
books comparing white collar unionism.
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culture shock every visit back to the US. In addition to reviewing historical literature
on the question, | have gathered demographic data, reviewed union strategy
literature, and examined recent campaigns that will be of direct use to US and
international trade union leaders exploring the possibility of organizing US financial
sector workers. Above all, this study is an attempt to synthesize relevant literature to
labor in the financial sector, and provoke further research on the question of financial
workers in the US. For the purpose of this master’s dissertation, the primary focus is
on the 19™ century roots of the problem related to the early financial sector and labor
movement formation, with subsequent developments reviewed and a proposal to
encourage continued research in the interest of Finance, Insurance, and Real Estate
(FIRE) workers and their unionization.

Since there is no direct research or analysis on record specifically asking my
initial research question, “why is there no financial sector workers’ union in the US,” |
examined an extensive array of sources that peripherally provide insight to the
question, allowing the construction of a narrative worthy of further development
through new research. In the process, | discovered more and more sources that are
relevant to constructing an argument for why there is no financial sector union in the
US and what might be done to create one. This dissertation attempts to synthesize
these findings from a variety of secondary and primary sources that only peripherally
touch on the question in an attempt to create the first argument for why no financial
sector union exists in the US.

The fact that we are taking on this topic is not a product of individual
significance or haphazard occurrence. Rather, it is a concrete development arising
from the re-organization of the labor movement and its academic partners to combat
new and unresolved problems arising from neoliberalism and the globalization of
capital. The response of CONTRAF to US capital's entrance into the Brazilian
financial sector has been to directly challenge the US labor movement's failure to
organize financial sector workers, and to bring its struggle in Brazil directly to
financial capital's most luxurious and comfortable home. Multiple labor studies
programs, union centers, national unions, and the ILO patrticipated in the formation of

the GLU program, enabling us to do this study. My entrance into the program was
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dependent on a recommendation from a local hotel workers union in Los Angeles of
which | was a member, and the partial funding from Germany's Friedrich Ebert
Foundation. These new and diverse partnerships represent a changing worldview
and a “Polanyi-esque” counter-movement to financial capital's dominance, thus

creating the conditions for the development of this master's dissertation.

Background: from the Present to the early 20" Century

The financial sector has significant economic weight within the service sector
and the economy as a whole in the US, and has received much attention since the
recent crisis. Unionization rates, membership and strike activity are quite low
compared to Brazil, and most other countries in the world. US financial service
workers’ demographics for non-managerial jobs are comparable to the population at
large in terms of race and ethnicity as a result of civil rights movements’
achievements, but highly skewed towards women in service positions such as tellers.
Despite the failure of the SEIU campaign mentioned above, CWA, UNI, and
CONTRAF are still working together to find innovative ways to organize financial
workers through international campaigns and framework agreements. In conjunction
with advocacy for larger financial reforms, some staff in the AFL-CIO and Change to
Win union centers occasionally discuss the idea of organizing the sector, viewing
capital strategies campaigns, such as mobilizing the leverage of labor’s capital in
pension funds, as the best foothold into the financial sector workforce. Efforts
towards public sector banking in the US and other alternatives are being pursued in
some community- and state-based movements, but nothing at a scale that could lead
to significant nationalization of the financial sector.?® Overall, however, there are few
academics or activists within the labor movement that see financial sector workers as
an important point of leverage within the US economy to building working class
power. Therefore, there is little investment in the research or organization that would
be required to organize the sector. Furthermore, CONTRAF from Brazil and UNI are

the only unions outside the US pushing and aiding the US labor movement through

¥ See Appendix 2 State Development Banks In the US.
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their international solidarity despite the fact that many more countries have stronger
financial sector worker unions than the US, and potential interests in seeing them
organized.

The last forty years have seen a revolution in the Information, Communication,
and Technology (ICT) sector. These innovations have had a radical effect on labor
productivity, and deregulation has contributed to an explosive growth of the financial
services industry, making the workers of the industry a crucial part of the labor force
and therefore instrumental to any discussion about building a strong labor movement.
Unfortunately, these changes over the last forty years occurred during a period after
the communist led union, the United Office and Professional Workers of America
(UOPWA), formerly affiliated to the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), was
destroyed by anti-communist hysteria and the opportunistic maneuvering of the
American Federation of Labor (AFL) affiliated Office and Professional Employees
International Union (OPEIU), which has failed to build union density in the financial
sector since. The feminist movements of the 1970s made some noteworthy efforts in
supporting financial sector worker organization to fill the void the OPEIU and the
AFL-CIO left, but these were on an ad hoc, small-scale basis. As a result, many
financial sector workers’ wages, conditions, and power within the economy suffers
from a lack of union organization.

The first efforts towards organization of bank workers occurred in the early 20™
century. This organization began in AFL locals: primarily those with significant
socialist and communist political influence. Left-wing labor activists of the period were
the first to recognize the need to organize the growing white-collar category of
workers, and pushed ahead with the organization of office workers despite
impediments from the AFL officialdom. Differences culminated with the separation of
over a dozen of these AFL locals, who formed the UOPWA, which is discussed in
chapter four of this work. Led by communists with a vision to build industrial unionism
in the financial sector, this period was perhaps the most hopeful moment for the
creation of financial sector unionism. The UOPWA made significant inroads into the
insurance industry, but its nascent bank worker organizing fell with the rest of the

union, which was destroyed by the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947 and the ensuing
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McCarthyist witch hunt to persecute communists; liberals in the unions happily
assisted with self-policing to push their opponents out of the labor movement. The
communists’ failure to build a labor party at a time when it seemed more possible
than at any other point in US history, as well as the adoption of policies such as the
no-strike pledge which contributed to the union’s downfall, impeded efforts toward
financial sector worker organization.*® The OEIU (OPEIU’s predecessor) built its
organization primarily around the principle of being anti-communist and opposing the
UOPWA, and exploited ethnic rivalry during the period to advance its aim of
eliminating the UOPWA. The OEIU, along with several other unions, took over what
was left of the UOPWA in the aftermath of the communist purges, and is the main
union responsible for financial worker organizing today despite its lack of success or

sense of urgency to organize.

19" Century Origins of Obstacles to Financial Sector Worker Organization

This work primarily explores the financial sector and the labor movement
formation from the American Revolution to approximately 1930, around the eve of the
Great Depression and the rise of the CIO. In its early crescendos, the labor
movement focused political action in the interest of monetary reform, easing access
to credit in two major periods, and appealing to the yeoman farmer and skilled
workers who viewed themselves as the producer class. In this context, the bank
worker perhaps seemed to be the least likely ally to the workers in the labor
movements, or to the farmers in the populist movements. The impact of Jeffersonian
republicanism and Jacksonian populism on the labor movement, including the
National Labor Union and Knights of Labor, is assessed in the second chapter. It is in
the 19™ century that we also find the first craft unions of clerks and a bank clerk
association; significant literature exists about clerical workers from the period of 1870
to 1930, which is explored in the third chapter. Crucial to this period is the
exponential growth of all industries, but especially the clerical industries (FIRE

sector), which benefitted from changes in gender attitudes and innovations in

% See Art Preis, Labor’s Giant Step and Bert Cochran, Labor and Communism
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scientific management applied to the office. The 1890s was a crucial period where
the labor movement failed to build a labor party. Having done so could have altered
the labor regulatory framework to facilitate financial sector organizing and created
more public institutions within the financial sector, both of which are elements of other
societies, including Brazil, that have stronger financial sector unions.*! The failure to
build a financial sector workers union or general clerks union in the period of 1890 to
1930 is also explored in the fourth chapter.

This master’s dissertation sought answers to the following questions: What, if
anything, in the history of the nascent US labor movement of the 18" and 19"
century’s approach to financial reform and financial workers enables us to
understand why no financial workers union formed then, and why none exists today?
Are there factors specific to the peculiarities of the development of capitalism and the
financial sector in the US, or are there specific political factors and shortcomings of
the labor leadership during this period? Are there examples in other countries of bank
worker unions forming in the 19" century that could give us a comparative basis to
isolate variables that would most explain the lack of financial worker organization in
the US? While the complete answers to these questions exceed the scope of this
work, | have nevertheless provided an introductory exploration to encourage other
researchers to develop more significant work on the rise and fall of the UOPWA, the
union which made the most inroads into organizing the US financial sector, and had
the biggest chance of creating industrial unionism in the financial sector.

In this study of resistance to US Financial Sector formation in the late 18" and
19" Century, | discovered many roots of 20" century phenomena that help explain
the failure to build a financial workers union in the US. These include the banker-
bank clerk proximity and mobility, approaches to financial sector reform and
perspectives of labor leadership that may have alienated bank workers, the

exclusiveness of trade unions and negative attitudes towards specific sectors of the

%! See Robin Archer, Why is there no Labor Party in the US?, Eric Thomas Chester, True Mission:
Socialists and the Labor Party Question in the U.S, Art Preis’s Labor’s Giant Step, Eric Foner, “Why is
there no Socialist Party in the US?” and Mike Davis, “The Barren Marriage of American Labour and
the Democratic Party,” New Left Review, 124 (Nov.-Dec. 1980), 43-84. See Appendix 1 on the US’s
labor regulatory framework, and Appendix 2 on public banking.
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working class, republican idealism rather than socialism’s influence over the working
class, feminization of the clerical labor force, craft rather than industrial unionism
strength, the limits of Jeffersonian reform to influence capitalist development, and
finally, the weakness of Marxist influences in the US, which contributed to the failure
to build a labor party that could create the political power necessary for a labor
regulatory environment that facilitated union organizing in social democratic

countries.
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Chapter 2

Labor, Populism, and the Developing Financial Sector

One possible starting point for understanding the lack of a national financial
sector workers union in the US would be to examine why the development of a national
banking industry, the base of financial sector unionism in most countries, was delayed.
The question of national banking mainly gained support in the financing of war and its
aftermath in early US history. For example, there was the Morris Bank (Bank of North
America) to finance the revolutionary war,? the First National Bank to deal with the
aftermath of that war (backed by Hamilton while Jefferson opposed), and the Second
US Bank to deal with the war of 1812 debts.** Each of these did not last, however,
because of the popular distrust of power concentrated in a few hands, which resembled
British tyranny and control from a distance to the citizens of the new independent nation
in the Americas according to historian Jerry Markham. Jackson let the charter of the
Second US Bank expire, bringing in the free banking period, which only allowed charters
for state based banks. The War of 1812 convinced the US that it needed to protect and
develop its own manufacturing sector, but once the war ended, it could not compete with
the surge of British goods, whose manufacturers had access to more capital. Southern
plantation owners resisted the implementation of tariffs to protect US industry,
concentrated in the North, since southern planters benefited primarily from exporting to
England. However, the US did benefit from a rapid population growth and transportation
improvements which expanded domestic markets beyond what European exports could
fulfill, stimulating domestic industry.** So with Jackson ending national banking, bankers
continued to build state based power in spite of popular resistance, and the

%2 Markham argues that revolutionaries nearly facing defeat needed a banking system to finance the war,
and the creation of a securities market was essential to dealing with war debt. This reflects the view of
Alexander Hamilton, who said victory was only possible through “introducing order into our finances, by
restoring public credit, not by gaining battles.” (Hamilton quoted by Markham in “Inflation,” 1.5
Revolutionary Finance) Robert Morris was a merchant and Financier for the Continental Congress who
also was one of the many speculators who profited from the war, but he also had ideas for financing the
war that were essential to victory, such as creating the Bank of North America, which was 5/8 government
owned. (xxi, “Robert Morris” and “The Morris Bank”)

* These banks were mostly public, but relied on significant private investment also.

% Nicholson 51 and Foner 1:51-52
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development of industry towards a national scale continued to produce powerful national
financial interests.

Again, the expenses of war, which were significant during the American Civil War
(1861-1865), raised new financing issues that led to the National Banking act, which
paved the way for a national currency and national bank charters to meet the needs of
powerful national industrial interests. Just prior to the Civil War, the US was fourth in the
world for industrial production when Karl Marx predicted the rise of the factory system
and industry concentration would cause the US to overtake Europe. The Civil War, with
its lucrative government contracts for the biggest owners of capital involved in the war
effort, freed the industrialists from the political control of the slave-holding plantation
class, with the US achieving Karl Marx’s prediction by 1894.% It was not until after the
Civil War when financial and industrial interests fully coalesced and had the political
power to overcome popular opposition to monopolies that national universal banking
began to develop. The power of concentrated financial interests expanded until new
regulation was imposed during the Great Depression of the 1930s as a result of the
economic crisis and powerful new forces of industrial unionism.

Popular movements dealing with questions of the financial sector were mainly
expressed politically by supporting Jeffersonian democracy against Hamilton’s
federalism, and through Jacksonian populism against the practical federalism of James
Madison and Nicholas Biddle, the financier president of the second national bank. Labor
and their organizations were a critical part of this opposition to the rise of a financial elite
and the organization of financial capital at the national level, with expressions of this
opposition sometimes more radical than those expressed by elected political leaders.
Labor organizations began to form as early as banking developed. Thus, this section
examines the positions labor organizations, including unions and political organizations,
took towards the financial sector at various points important to the development of the
labor movement and the financial sector.

We examine the impact of Jeffersonian democracy and Jacksonian populism on

how reformers dealt with financial crisis, which occurred in the following years of the 19"

% Foner 1: 58
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century: 1819, 1837, 1854, 1857, 1860, and 1873. The history of these early populist
movements must be understood to examine why labor and social movements capable of
organizing bank workers instead started the tradition of advocating for either the
abolishment of banks or decentralizing approaches to financial reform. It is during this
period specific questions concerning craft unionism’s development may have impeded
the development of an industrial or craft unionism capable of organizing workers in the
banking industry. Although the first “white collar workers,” clerks, formed craft unions
during this period, bank workers and their associations must also be examined
independently since they were not part of such movements in the 19" century, perhaps
a fault of the major labor organizations, but also due to factors peculiar to the industry.

In the 19" century, there were two distinct working class formations, one
“‘dominated by native Yankee men and women and British immigrants,” prior to 1848,
and another after primarily “of Irish and German immigrants (and their children) and free
blacks,” demonstrating

from the beginning... American labor history involved not a linear
progression of class formation and development but an unceasing
construction and reconstruction of the working class, drawn from new
groups of rural people in this country and immigrants from around the

globe.*®
Despite these and other “discontinuities” in class formation, fighting under the
framework of preventing “the decline of democratic republicanism” as the essential
element of the American Dream, has been articulated by popular movements throughout
US history, often limiting the analysis of capitalist development in the US while
instigating reforms that encouraged a decentralized development of the financial
sector.®” It is important to consider these peculiarities of US political, labor, and financial

sector history, as they are at the root of understanding why, at the moment of most

% Wwilentz 133, with credit to Herbert Gutman Work, Culture and Society Chapter one and “Class
Composition”

%" Wilentz 133. Wilentz also quotes that Walt Whitman, who lived through both periods of working class
formations, as saying “If the US, like the countries of the Old World, is able to grow vast crops of poor,
desperate, dissatisfied, nomadic, miserably-waged populations, such as we see looming upon us of late
years--...then our republican experiment, notwithstanding all its surface successes, is at heart an
unhealthy failure.” (134)
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potential to build a financial sector workers union—during the heights of CIO power in
the 1940s—such efforts failed.

When farmers and artisans marched together in Massachusetts to demand the
creation of a land bank to issue paper money, mercantile aristocrats, “the hated creditors
who were sending Colonial silver to Europe and refusing to accept payments of debts in
paper money,” appealed to the British King and Parliament. Although the Colonial
Assembly approved of a Land Bank, the “usurers” did not want the workers and poor “to
control the public life of the colony,” succeeding in getting the British government to
prevent the Land Bank.*® The example of Massachusetts in 1740 was generalized to all
the colonies through the Currency Act of 1764, which in the interest of “British
manufacturers, merchants, and landlords...deprived [colonists] of the right to use legal
tender paper money and to establish colonial mints and land banks.”® Urban workers
and artisans, along with farmers and pro-revolutionary merchants and planters, would
unite to drive the British out of the American colonies, but the experience with British
financial control would leave many of them suspicious of concentrated financial
interests.

This suspicion first emerged in the form of Jeffersonian democracy, a movement
which grew from the farmer and worker soldiers of the revolutionary war who took
political action. Since voting was restricted to property owners, they also relied on direct
action against the wealthy merchants and landed elites who had assumed leadership
after the revolutionary defeat of the British.*® The mechanics, laborers, and farmers who
made up the Democratic-Republican clubs led by Thomas Jefferson emphasized the
value of the laboring society, the producers, and welcomed the news of the French
Revolution. Alexander Hamilton and the Federalists who based their power on landed
and merchant capitalist interests, however, feared Jacobinism. Many of the members of
these clubs would go on to form the base of the Democratic-Republican Party while also
holding membership in journeymen associations, the precursors to trade unions.

Through political action at the local level, they helped get Jefferson elected as president

%8 Foner 1:31
% Foner 1:32
% Foner 1:81 and McCoy for Jeffersonians vs Hamiltons in the era of the First Bank of the US
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even though they lacked the right to vote. Jefferson in turn helped expand voting rights
for the property-less white working population. In 1803, Jefferson, who along with
Madison did not renew the charter of the First Bank of the US, called it “an institution of
the ‘most deadly hostility existing, against the principles and form of our Constitution.”*
Federalists feared the spread of democracy; so much so that some of them even
considered organizing an armed coup to separate New England from the US to unite
with Britain, or to divide eastern and western states.*

Federalists therefore supported Britain’s attempt to control trade with Europe,
including a European embargo that resulted in the seizure of US ships. Federalists tried
to sabotage President James Madison’s (a Jeffersonian) efforts to prepare for war, with

"43 Meanwhile,

“federalist merchants and bankers refusing to lend money to their country.
Black workers and union workers fought in the War of 1812 to defend US democracy
and sovereignty against the collusion of British and New England merchant capitalist
interests. After their victory over Britain in the War of 1812, Jeffersonians continued
growing in power until all property qualifications for voting were lifted for non-slave
males, creating the tradition of fighting for universal suffrage, as women, African-
Americans and immigrants have struggled for full citizen rights since.** Responding to
the Federalists’ fears of enfranchisement, Jefferson wrote in 1816, “I am not among
those who fear the people...they and not the rich are our dependence for continued
freedom.”®

Ironically, through the necessity of the war efforts, despite being a Jeffersonian,
James Madison was forced to support the creation of a national bank just as his
predecessors required such measures during the revolutionary war. Therefore, one of
Alexander Hamilton’s lifelong ambitions was only possible through the circumstances of

war and the popular leadership of a Jeffersonian. Meanwhile, labor organizations faced

1 Jefferson guoted and paraphrased by Foner in 1:145

*2 Foner 1:85-91

3 Foner 1:93

* White male suffrage was achieved by 1840, and the first court decision in favor of a striking union was
in Commonwealth v Hunt, 1842 although strikes continued to be broken by court injunctions (Nicholson 48
& 75) Nicholson says “most workers were on the margins of the debates” on the War of 1812, with
Baltimore workers most in favor (51), and Boston workers most against according to Foner. The war also
offered increased opportunities for slave rebellions. (Nicholson 51-52)

4 Jefferson quoted in Foner 1:96
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a major setback with a depression lasting from 1819-1822. It created a new basis for the
fomentation of labor organizations and political action, again reviving Jeffersonian
traditions, while workers fought for better wages and a shorter working day in the
growing factories and textile mills of the Northeast.*®

In the 1830s workers began to take political action through the Working Men’s
Party, advocating the end of convict labor, compulsory militias, and poll or sales taxes
that unfairly burdened the poor. They fought for public education as a source of
democracy and a means to resist the “crafty and wicked...deceitful machination...of a
monopolized and monied aristocracy.”*’ Imprisonment of debtors, sometimes for as little
as five dollars, was another major source of resentment towards growing monopoly, of
which banks and bankers were the most feared and despised. Wealthy merchants were
also bank directors, enabling them to control who received credit, and often limiting the
access of small businessmen and journeymen. The distrust of banks perhaps was
further cemented through the failure of early cooperative efforts of journeymen and
master organizations, whose power was severely limited by 1835 as the rising
merchant-capitalist class controlled new markets in the South and West. In addition to
new forms of transport, “the banking system had expanded, enabling the capitalist to
convert customers’ credits into bank credits and to stock up a surplus of goods in

% See Foner Chapter seven “Trade Unionism and Labor struggles, 1819-1837” for more details. | did not
have the time or resources to find primary sources that might indicate bank worker activity during this
period of general growth of unions and the creation of the first city based central labor bodies and national
labor federations. Secondary sources on the period do not mention financial workers or even clerks
organizing. However, it seems plausible that some of the movements for a ten hour work day, such as the
Philadelphia general strike of 1835, were broad enough in drawing participation of non-union members
and even those outside the working class that bank workers could have participated. Plus, “mechanics”
was a broad category of workingmen that could include “some clerical and sub-professional occupations,”
and while there was some debate in the Working Men’s Party, it was generally agreed to include clerks
within the concept of the “producing classes.” (Hugins 52-53) The party had clerks and insurance officers
registered as candidates. (Hugins 107-108) However, bank clerks may have been close to bankers,
therefore shunning worker organizations often deemed illegal. Labor unions were severely restricted
during this period because of precarious legality. Anti-conspiracy & combination laws were often used
against them, and later, laws preventing injury to trade. The workers and trade unions of the US, unlike
European counterparts, were at the complete mercy of court decisions made by unaccountable state
judges. (Nicholson 47) Nevertheless, female mill workers led over a dozen major strikes from 1824 to
1837 (the famous Lowell struggles for example), sometimes facing intervention by the state militia and
mass firings. (Nicholson 64 & 71) So it is possible that bank workers saw themselves in a privileged
position compared to the union mill workers, or canal workers in the 1830s whose strikes faced federal
intervention.

*" Foner 1:123, quoting workers’ press
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advance of actual orders,” part of a process that helped the merchant-capitalist “to
compel masters and journeymen to compete severely against each other.”*® Small
producers and manufacturers tried to join together to raise their own capital and
provided loans, but their efforts were futile since merchant capitalists had much more
capital and access to credit abroad.*® The disadvantaged needed other means, such as
trade unions and political action, to resist the merchant capitalists. The gains in voting
rights, and the growing trade unionism of the 1820s and 1830s, facilitated interest in
new efforts for worker political action as the Federalists had triumphed politically in this
period, often with workers’ votes.

Farmers, mechanics, and journeymen parties united in Working Men’s parties in
Philadelphia, New York, and Boston as well as in small towns and villages. Thomas
Skidmore, a leader of the NY Working Men’s Party, proposed equal distribution of
property to create a society based on the self-employed; a society with “no lenders, no
borrowers, no landlords, no tenants; no masters, no journeymen; no Wealth, no Want.”°
An advocate of land redistribution, he was eventually removed from the party for being
too radical since moderate proponents of the republican ideal focused their opposition
on the “array of government-conferred monopolies that propped up the system of
merchants’ capital—the corporate charters regularly granted to private companies
engaged in banking, insurance, transportation, communication, and certain fields of
manufacturing.” °* These parties specifically wanted “to limit or outlaw corporate
monopolies, of which chartered banks were deemed the most powerful and insidious.”?
Their calls for protections for small producers, cheap land for urban and rural wage
laborers rather than speculators, and the end of paper money and debtors prisons,
“enjoyed wide popular support [in the 1830s and 1840s], addressing the concerns not

only of wage-earners but also of poor small masters and other petty proprietors.”

8 Commons 243, and Hugins 55-62 on the breakdown of master-journeyman unity against the merchant
capitalist, when journeymen associations increasingly acting like trade unions, and masters as bosses.
49 .
Foner 1:68
* Gutman 327 and Nicholson 54-55
51+
ibid
°2 Gutman 329
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Workers resented wages being paid in bank notes, which often fluctuated
depending on the solvency of the issuing bank. Merchants could discount the value to
account for fluctuations, while workers were stuck with the face value, severely affecting
their purchasing power. Workers saw banks as “part of a gigantic monopolistic
conspiracy to stifle competition, reduce employment, and raise prices,”* leading them to
resist the chartering of new banks, and calling for payment in specie rather than bank
notes. Others called for the repeal of bank charters and other laws that regulated banks,
and some advocated that “the government should take over control of banking and
issuing of currency, thereby providing a stabilized currency system which would check
inflation and at the same time prevent any domination of political life by banking
monopolists.”> Still others advocated that they “destroy banks altogether.”®

James Madison’s Second National Bank was a product of rising federalism even
though Madison claimed he was a Jeffersonian. This resulted in the re-birth of the
Jeffersonian tradition in opposition to federalism through the election of Andrew
Jackson. Jackson’s populist victory resulted in the end of the Second National Bank.
Just as Jeffersonians saw Federalists as traitors in their collaborations with the British
prior to the War of 1812, the early labor party advocates saw their goals as a product of
patriotism, and the completion “of the glorious work of the Revolution” that “Jefferson, if

he yet lived would receive and recognize as his own” because he believed “the cause of

> Foner 1:125

*% ibid, which he references to the Working Men’s Party’s press, the Working Advocate. It should be noted
one Working Men’s Party leader, Stephen Simpson, was in favor of the Second Bank of the US, while
maintaining “hostility to banking in general.” (Pessen 169) The Working Men’s Party resolution of 1834
stated “If Banking is necessary, it ought not to be carried on in a republic but by the whole
people...Although we believe that Banking should be carried on by the Government, if at all, we believe
that Government Banking would be attended with danger to our republican institutions; and we think that
Banking would be rendered totally unnecessary...by the establishment of an institution with a branch or
branches in each state, to receive specie on deposit, and to issue notes therefor, thereby to facilitate the
exchange of property by the citizens of distant parts, and accomplish the only useful object now
accomplished by Banking institutions.” (Hugins 199) This was the predecessor idea of separating bank
and state that the Loco Focos adopted and that President Martin Van Buren implemented.

% Hugins 172 citing multiple Working Men’s Party Sources. He also notes in “The Banking Question,” an
excellent source on the Working Men’s Party and the Bank War, that the party was generally for
institutions with deposit and transfer functions, but against speculation, loans and interests built on
fictitious capital. Some thought this would be possible through approving all charters to open banking to
free competition rather than state granted monopolies. There were many views on paper money, but
coinage was generally favored, or at least only bank notes backed by gold or silver.
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the workingmen is the cause of the country.”’ Labor parties were not strong enough to
take power on their own. As a result, independent ideas such as total bank and currency
nationalization were not sufficiently widespread. This enabled Jackson to control the
reform efforts, which only resulted in short-lived solutions to the workers grievances.
Jackson’s militarism and oppression of Native Americans also made him inferior to
Jefferson from the viewpoint of the Working Men’s Party.*®

Nevertheless, these reform efforts led to the expansion of voting rights and the
popular movement to elect Andrew Jackson, who despite defending inequality, was
against the specific privileges of a federally chartered corporation. These reform efforts
also propelled Jackson’s decision to abolish the second Bank of the US.* As result of
this popular measure, the Whigs split from the Democrats in support of the bank, and
the Democrats gained much of the Working Men’s base. Many of the activists were
involved in the General Trades Union and National Trade Union, the first unions to
organize unskilled workers, women, and clerks.®® Farmers in the west and workers in
the east gave much support to Jackson. They saw the Whigs as the defenders of the
bank, as the aristocrats who restricted their voting rights, the traitors who opposed the
War of 1812, and the candidate of their employers who had opposed their strikes and
union organizing. From their perspective, the (second) National bank was an
unaccountable organization of concentrated wealth aided by deposits from the
government that ran contrary to the aspirations of Jeffersonian democracy. The idea of
the national bank also resembled the Bank of England, which belonged to a country with
a monarch, not the free American people. To make matters worse, a Congressional
Investigating Committee found foreigners held nine million dollars in bank stock. The
committee discovered the “nobility of Europe” held ownership as well, threatening the
independence of the new nation. Some of the trade unionists drew support from English
trade unionists and chartists, who backed Jackson’s efforts to boost their own movement

to end “the cursed Banks in England.”® Despite the intense resistance from Biddle and

" Foner 1:127, directly quoting Mechanics Free Press and Working Men’s Advocate
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the business community, workers defended Jackson’s decision, still believing their
action to limit the banking system would prevent making a “large number of men
dependent upon a few employers.”®?

A society of independent producers still seemed possible in the early 19™ century,
but the anti-corporate, anti-monopoly tradition continued to affect reform movements
even when such a society became highly unlikely after the consolidation of industrial
and financial power during the Civil War. The appeal of the Jeffersonian and Jacksonian
republican ideal of “a society offering all Americans the chance to obtain or enhance
their personal independence by accumulating wealth and ascending the social ladder,”®
had already profoundly impacted the way popular movements approached the financial
sector. The sentimental appeal of this republican ideal continues to the present day,
visible in how labor and popular reform movements advocate curbing financial capital’s
power, while failing to build a labor party that could truly confront it, never mind a
revolutionary party that could overthrow it.®*

It is difficult to know exactly what the attitude of bank workers may have been
towards trade unions and the Working Men’s Party in the Jacksonian era, but it is
probable that the limited access to credit, and the role of the clerk as the gatekeeper
working in close proximity with the merchant kept them separate from these movements.
For example, one author found evidence of complaints of “rudeness of bank employees,
even at the savings banks, towards members of “the laboring classes” and small

businessmen:

%2 Foner 1:148, qguoting NY Working Men’s Party. Foner 144-149 on Bank controversy. It was European
merchants that lead the settlement of the US, created innovations in banking and finance in Europe
starting in the 12" century, and created the Bank of England in 1694. Because of their control over the
colonies, the using of financial tools to advance their interests, and failures of policies like price controls
and set gold-silver exchange ratios, there was a history of distrust towards the merchant class (Markham
11)

® Gutman 331

o4 Although it had some victories in New York, Foner attributes the failure to form a labor party in this
period to: the attacks and lies in the press against the Working Men’s Party; insufficient funding; their
“failure to unite the separate political associations into a statewide party;” (Foner 1:129) and the stage of
capitalist development, where skilled workers could still start their own shops and insufficient linkages
between the trade unions and the party. (Foner 1:129, 129-141) Not until 1880, despite the US being
mostly rural, were most of the employed wage earners. (Moody J 83) See also Nicholson 60-62. Walter
Hugins argues leaders of the party and its constituents were aspiring capitalists, whose interests were
contrary to the old capitalists who had interests in the National Bank and state-chartered banks. (219-224)
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...and apply to one of the banks...for a loan to that amount on the
security of his next coming week’s wages, he will have a refusal from
the principals, and be quizzed...by the clerks, because he is poor. If a
full-pursed, well-dressed, white-handed monopolizer applies at the
bank for the loan of 1000 dollars for six months, and offers his
promissory note, he will be “accommodated,” because he is rich.%®

Perhaps the abolishment of the Second Bank of the US and ushering in of the
“free banking period” was a victory in providing increased access to credit and possibly
expanding the number of banks and employees in the sector. The period, however, was
also prone to crises that damaged the working-class since the reformists did not realize
“an unrestricted monetary system contained evils which were detrimental to the pursuit
of sound business.”®® These reformists contributed to the increase in crises by focusing
only on the problem of bank note issuing through eliminating restrictions on state banks,
not realizing there