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LABOR RACKETEERING IN HOFFA’S TEAMSTERS: 

The IBT, the McClellan Committee, and the Labor Movement

Introduction 

In 1957, the International Brotherhood of Teamsters (IBT) stood
to be the most powerful union in the United States. In the same
year, the U.S. Senate Select Committee on Improper Activities
in Labor and Management (known as the McClellan committee,
after its chairman Senator John L. McClellan) was launched to
investigate, for the most part, corruption in the union
leadership, leading to the expulsion of the IBT from the AFL-
CIO and the retirement of Dave Beck as president of the IBT.
Jimmy Hoffa, a man whose name would become a byword for
union corruption, labor racketeering, and tyrannical union
power, would testify in front of the committee in August 1957.

Research Questions  

First, this study aims to investigate how the mafia infiltrated the
Teamsters Union in the first place. Was it necessitated by the
labor-management relation at the time? The circumstances
under which the mafia’s presence was acquiesced, sometimes
courted, by union officials are of great interest to this study.

The McClellan committee itself is the main area of interest for
this study. What was the impetus for the committee? What did
the senators hope to achieve with the sensationalized,
televised hearings? How did the mainstream media shape
public perception of the IBT and the labor movement following
the hearings? What were the implications of the passage of the
Landrum-Griffin Act, arguably an offspring of the Committee,
for labor unions and the labor movement at large? What do the
provisions in the Landrum-Griffin tell us about the intents of
many sitting members on the McClellan Committee?

Another area where there are lingering questions is the factors
propelling Jimmy Hoffa to the presidency and shielding him
from an embarrassing defeat for reelection in 1961.
Notwithstanding his notoriety for corruption and colluding with
mobsters, many rank-and-file members of the IBT continued to
back him as their leader. What did the members see in Hoffa
that they judged him to be indispensable? Did the members
feel besieged by the government-management’s assault on
labor, especially after the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947? How did the
rank-and-file members view the McClellan Committee?

Conclusions

This study argues that the McClellan committee did little in
tackling the problem of labor racketeering. Instead, it became
a vehicle for pro-business politicians to reshape public opinion
towards unions, facilitating further restrictions on labor power
like banning secondary boycotts and organizational picketing,
as was achieved during the passage of the Taft-Hartley Act.

Thanks to the press’s extensive coverage of the hearings,
Hoffa’s intransigence and evasiveness with the questioning
were engraved of the committee with help from the press. into
the minds of millions of Americans the image of a corrupt
union leader. In the years that followed his first appearance on
the committee, the impression of Hoffa as an amoral, cynical,
power-hungry union leader who would do whatever it took
would continue to be pounded into public consciousness by the
members

This study aims to supply a history of the McClellan hearings that
is situated within the broader political currents of the late 1940s
and 1950s, through the lens of the Hoffa hearings in August 1957.
In the main, this study argues that the issue of labor racketeering
had been weaponized by anti-labor politicians and commenters
who wished to see the New Deal’s undoing. In the broad
historiography of studies pertaining to anti-labor politics in
America, this study provides an account of the ideological
weapon and tactic used against labor right after McCarthyism
died.

Objective

James Riddle Hoffa, the prospective president of the International Brotherhood of 
Teamsters, testifying in front of U.S. Senate Select Committee on Improper 
Activities in Labor and Management.
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