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pers, but he worked by instinct. He knew
who Ryan was, but I can’t imagine Roosevelt ever sat down and read one of
Ryan’s books from cover to cover.
The one famous incident in their
relationship, was when Father Charles
Coughlin started after Roosevelt. Msgr.
Ryan, I think on a program paid for by
the Democratic National Committee,
went on national radio to defend Roosevelt. That was a big incident at the
time, when radio was still the popular
medium. If it happened today on television, it would be a national scandal,
because the Democratic National Committee paid for it. But Ryan had great
influence. We haven’t had anybody like
Ryan before or since. He was the most
original thinker we have had in the
American Church.
Fidelio: Could you say something about
his contribution?
Msgr. Higgins: He wrote an enormous
amount, so it would be hard to summarize it. I would think that the influence
he had on the Roosevelt era probably was
his insistence on the right and the need
for government activity in the economic
field. He was very strongly in favor of
government intervention, the minimum
wage. He wrote the first minimum wage
law in Minnesota, and so his name
became associated with that. He was a
strong supporter, of course, of social security, a strong supporter of unions.
Fidelio: In your thirty-six years in the
Catholic Conference, what was the role
that the Church played to expand the
capability of labor?
Msgr. Higgins: We had a very small
staff, only two or three of us on the staff.
My own interest was just keeping in
touch with the labor movement. I used
to go to labor conventions and got to
know everybody and gave an occasional
talk. I would say that during that period, because that was the thing that needed to be done, the major emphasis was
on the right of workers to organize.
That was still being strongly opposed.
And especially in the period when the
industrial unions were being organized.
Father McGowan, who was the
deputy to Msgr. Ryan, and who was my
boss, organized regional meetings all
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over the country. We used to have five
or six a year on the Catholic Conference
and Industrial Problems, which would
bring together in a public forum, for
two or three days, businessmen, labor
leaders, church people, social workers,
etc., to discuss Catholic social teaching.
Those were very helpful meetings and
that is how a number of the priests got
involved. They attended those regional
meetings. I used to attend all of those.
But then the times changed, of course.
Nobody needs to go to Detroit and tell
the auto workers that they have a right to
organize. They don’t need the Church
standing around. At that time they did,
in the early days, because they were being
accused of being communist-controlled,
etc. But we then went on to another
phase. I would say that after the farmworkers got organized, there was a
major shift of emphasis to that kind of
work, not only on our part, but on the
part of many clergy around the country
of all faiths. But again, that subsided.
Now it is coming back with the strawberry workers. I was out to California
about two months ago for a meeting of
the committee working on the strawberry
campaign, and there were a great number
of clergy there. So it goes in cycles. Farmworkers seem to be on the move again.
Artie Rodriguez, the new president, the
son-in-law of Chavez, is doing very well.
He very wisely doesn’t think of himself as
being another Chavez. He is his own
man, doing his own thing in his own way,
a very orderly way. And he has got strong
support from the AFL-CIO.
Fidelio: Now, everyone is talking about
how good things are, but because of this
emphasis on labor recycyling and downsizing—
Msgr. Higgins: Well, I thought that is
what caught public opinion. Again, to
my surprise, I think there was something out there in the public mood that
they had not counted on. People said,
wait a minute, maybe there is a problem
with downsizing. If such a large percentage of the workers in UPS are parttime, where is this going to stop?
Fidelio: Over the last thirty years there
has been a real, negative shift into speculative investment, away from investment

in the real economy. This is coming to a
head. We have seen financial turmoil
not only in the U.S., but all over Southeast Asia and into Eastern Europe.
Msgr. Higgins: That is why I am cautious about these cosmic predictions about
the future, because UPS doesn’t fit into
that problem. UPS can’t move to Asia.
But textile firms, automobile firms, can.
That is why there is going to be a terrible fight over the extension of
NAFTA. Obviously [Teamster president Ron] Carey is going to make that

The neo-conservatives,
Novak and Weigel, and
probably Neuhaus also, think
that they have more influence
in the Vatican, than they
really have. It is an easy thing
to say, ‘I had lunch with the
Pope.’ That doesn’t prove a
thing. There is a lot of
name-dropping going on.
Msgr. Higgins with Pope Paul VI, whose
encyclical ‘Populorum Progressio’ stated,
‘Development is the new name for peace.’
his number one issue. He may lose it.
But I am glad he is going to make a
fight. That is the main reason why I am
cautious about these cosmic predictions,
because it was not a typical strike in that
sense. There was nothing UPS could do
to move. They had to get those packages
delivered within the continental United
States. But manufacturers don’t. And
other service industries don’t.
Walter Reuther at one time was a
complete free-trader. There was no
competition. There were no other cars
coming in. I remember Doug Fraser,
who succeeded Walter, the second time
around, he laughed about it—he had a
good sense of humor—and said, “I can
remember the magnificent speeches I
gave in favor of free trade, unlimited
free trade. But I wouldn’t be elected
today if I said that.”
It is going to be a long uphill battle. That is why I repeat, that I don’t
subscribe to these easy predictions.

They get this shock therapy. So, we are
trying to create a situation in which,
despite the limitations of Clinton, the
U.S. Presidency, which is still the most
powerful office in the world, can be used
for the good at such a moment.
Msgr. Higgins: Well, I hope so. Clinton is
a man I don’t see emerging as a great
leader. There is something very superficial
about the man. I have heard him speak
five or six times at labor conventions, and
I never heard him mention unions. He
talks about training, about workers. The
same thing was true about Bob Reich for
the first two years. He talked about training. But, training for what? And all of a
sudden Bob began to speak out. I think he
became disappointed in Clinton, as he
proved in that silly book.
Fidelio: Obviously, he is disappointed
in Clinton, in terms of Clinton’s tendency to compromise, which led him to
work with Dick Morris. He says, that if
there is no crisis Clinton will be
mediocre, but he also identified within
Clinton, the potential to act like F.D.R.
under conditions of crisis. We are hoping that he will, because we think the
crisis is upon us.
Msgr. Higgins: What got into him
[Reich], to manufacture so many conversations? It was ridiculous. He must
be an actor at heart.

I think increasingly
the labor movement
will direct its attention
to banks. But, the labor
movement is quite
limited. They live in a
very mixed economy.
The government has
so much control.
There is not going to
be any effective labor
legislation for the next
decade, unless there is
a revolution in the
political scene.

Fidelio: You were very active in supporting the Solidarity movement in
Poland. What do you think about the
situation there now?
Msgr. Higgins: I haven’t been back there
in two or three years, so I really don’t
know what is going on there now. I read
about it. But Solidarity is finished. It
doesn’t amount to much, any more. Poor
Walesa is floundering around. I think
Walesa is one of those men, who didn’t
know that he should have quit when he
was ahead. He never should have become
president. It would be like Cesar Chavez,
going from the farmworkers, to become
President of the U.S. He didn’t have the
qualities for it. From that point of view,
it’s a human tragedy.
I think the most significant role in
building Solidarity, was the AFL-CIO.
That is why Quitley [in his new book on
Pope John Paul II] is driving people
crazy, when he demonstrates that Reagan did nothing to help Solidarity. The
Administration did nothing. Most of the
money and typewriters and printing
presses came from the AFL-CIO and
the international labor movement. So, I
can’t wait to see the reviews by the neoconservatives, because he takes up Centesimus Annus, and proves to my satisfaction that they badly misrepresented it by
selective quotes. I feel sorry for Weigel,
because Weigel is a bright fellow, but he

is not an investigative journalist. He will
try to write a book [on the Pope], which
will be highly philosophical, proving
that the Pope is the greatest Pope in the
last thousand years. But, he doesn’t have
the ability or the experience to do the
digging that a man like Quitley has
done.
I would guess that, for all practical
purposes, Weigel’s book is already written, the conclusion certainly. He got a
two-year grant. The Bernstein thesis
about the Holy Alliance [between the
Vatican and the Reagan Administration]—I don’t think we will ever hear
much about that, after Quitley’s book.
Fidelio: Novak is an adviser to the Pontifical Council on the Family, as is Gary
Becker, the follower of Milton Friedman at the University of Chicago. They
use the excuse of family values, to argue
for free trade.
Msgr. Higgins: I think that Novak and
Weigel, and probably Neuhaus also,
think that they have more influence in
the Vatican, than they really have. It is
an easy thing to say, “I had lunch with
the Pope.” Lots of people have lunch
with the Pope. Maybe once. That doesn’t prove a thing. There is a lot of that
name-dropping going on. Novak is not
above suggesting that, maybe, the Pope
wrote Centesimus Annus only after he
had read Novak’s book. I’ve
been around too
long: whether it
was a good encyclical or not, it
wasn’t written on
the basis of that.
Fidelio: Thank
you, Msgr. Higgins.

Labor Secretary
Robert Reich and
Sen. Edward
Kennedy (seated
right and center)
appreciate Msgr.
Higgins’ remarks
to a Labor Department gathering.
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