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As the result of a labor dispute between petitioner employer and respond-
ent union, petitioner filed an unfair labor practice charge against the 
union, alleging that it had violated the secondary boycott and jurisdic-
tional picketing prohibitions of § 8(b)(4) of the National Labor Rela-
tions Act (NLRA). The National Labor Relations Board (Board) found 
against the union, and the Board's order was judicially enforced. Peti-
tioner filed this action in Federal District Court pursuant to § 303 of the 
Labor Management Relations Act (LMRA), seeking damages resulting 
from the union's illegal activity in an amount that included both business 
losses and attorney's fees incurred during the Board proceedings. Sec-
tion 303(a) makes it unlawful for a union to engage in conduct defined as 
an unfair labor practice under § 8(b)(4) of the NLRA, and § 303(b) pro-
vides that whoever is injured in his business or property because of a 
violation of § 303(a) may sue in a federal district court "and shall recover 
the damages by him sustained and the cost of the suit." The District 
Court entered judgment for petitioner, awarding it an amount that rep-
resented its business losses, but concluded that petitioner was not enti-
tled to recover attorney's fees as part of its damages. The Court of Ap-
peals affirmed. 

Held: Attorney's fees incurred during Board proceedings are not a proper 
element of damages under§ 303(b) of the LMRA. Pp. 721-727. 

(a) Neither the language nor the legislative history of§ 303 supports 
petitioner's contention that § 303 provides statutory authorization for 
such attorney's fees for purposes of the American Rule that attorney's 
fees are not ordinarily recoverable in the absence of a statute or enforce-
able contract providing therefor. The legislative history instead shows 
that Congress did not intend to expand the ordinary meaning of the term 
"damages" in§ 303(b) to include attorney's fees. Cf. Teamsters v. Mor-
ton, 377 U. S. 252. Pp. 721-724. 

(b) Nor can allowance of attorney's fees incurred during Board pro-
ceedings be justified on the asserted ground that it would further Con-
gress' intent to protect employers from the adverse effects of a union's 
illegal secondary activity. This interest is adequately protected by the 
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award of compensatory damages for the business losses resulting from 
the union's prohibited conduct. Even assuming that attorney's fees are 
necessary to "fully" compensate the victimized employer, this justifica-
tion alone is not sufficient to create an exception to the American Rule in 
the absence of express congressional authority. Cf. F. D. Rich Co. 
v. United States ex rel. Industrial Lumber Co., 417 U.S. 116, 128-
129. To adopt petitioner's analysis would authorize the recovery of 
attorney's fees in every case where the plaintiff has prevailed against the 
defendant in prior litigation involving the same issues. Such a result 
is clearly barred by this Court's prior decisions and by the American 
Rule. Pp. 724-726. 

652 F. 2d 65, affirmed. 

MARSHALL, J., delivered the opinion for a unanimous Court. 

Donald C. Robinson argued the cause and filed briefs for 
petitioner. 

David S. Paull argued the cause for respondent. With 
him on the brief was Paul T. Bailey.* 

JUSTICE MARSHALL delivered the opinion of the Court. 
We granted certiorari to decide whether § 303 of the La-

bor Management Relations Act (LMRA), 61 Stat. 158, as 
amended, 29 U. S. C. § 187, authorizes the recovery of attor-
ney's fees incurred in prior proceedings before the National 
Labor Relations Board (Board). 454 U. S. 1079 (1981). 
The Courts of Appeals have divided on this issue. 1 In this 

*J. Albert Woll, Laurence Gold, and George Kaufmann filed a brief for 
the American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organiza-
tions as amicus curiae urging affirmance. 

1 The Fifth, Sixth, and Eighth Circuits have held that attorney's fees 
may be recovered. See Texas Distributors, Inc. v. Local Union No. 100, 
598 F. 2d 393 (CA51979); Local Union No. 984, International Brotherhood 
of Teamsters v. Humko Co., 287 F. 2d 231 (CA6), cert. denied, 366 U. S. 
962 (1961); Associated General Contractors of Minnesota v. Construction 
and General Laborers Local No. 563, 612 F. 2d 1060 (CA8 1979). The 
First Circuit has expressed approval of this rule in dicta. See F. F. In-
strument Corp. v. Union de Tronquistas de Puerto Rico, 558 F. 2d 607, 
611 (1977). The Ninth Circuit alone has reached a contrary conclusion. 
See Mead v. Retail Clerks International Assn., 523 F. 2d 1371 (1975). 
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case, the Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit held that at-
torney's fees may not be recovered. We affirm. 

I 
Petitioner Summit Valley Industries, Inc. (Summit Val-

ley), manufactures prefabricated modular homes. These 
homes are completed at petitioner's plant and sold directly to 
home buyers. The buyer then independently obtains the 
services of a local contractor to install the completed home 
and to attach ancillary structures. In June 1972, Summit 
Valley opened a plant in the Butte, Mont., area. Rather 
than utilizing skilled union carpenters at this plant, petitioner 
hired unskilled workers. These workers were represented 
by Butte Teamsters Union, Local No. 2 (Teamsters), under a 
collective-bargaining agreement between the Teamsters and 
Summit Valley. 

Upon learning that Summit Valley employed no skilled car-
penters, respondent Local 112 of the United Brotherhood of 
Carpenters and Joiners of America (Union) filed unfair labor 
practice charges against Summit Valley. The Union claimed 
that Summit Valley had violated a valid work-preservation 
agreement between the Union and area contractor associa-
tions. Although the Union withdrew these charges when it 
realized that Summit Valley was not a signatory to the agree-
ment, it ordered its members not to work on the installation 
of petitioner's homes. On at least two occasions, Summit 
Valley sent its own employees to complete the installation 
work that would otherwise have been done by the Union. 
As a result, respondent began picketing petitioner's plant. 

Summit Valley filed an unfair labor practice charge against 
the Union, alleging that respondent's work stoppage and 
picketing violated the secondary boycott and jurisdictional 
picketing prohibitions of the National Labor Relations Act 
(NLRA). §§ 8(b)(4)(B) and (D) of the NLRA, 29 U. S. C. 
§§ 158(b)(4)(B) and (D). The Regional Director of the Board 
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initiated a § lO(l) proceeding, 29 U. S. C. § 160(l), in the 
United States District Court for the District of Montana. 
The District Court imposed a temporary restraining order 
pending the outcome of the proceeding before the Board. 
Henderson v. United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners 
of America, Local 112, Civ. Nos. 2235 & 2239 (1972). The 
Union ceased picketing in November 1972, and its members 
resumed the installation of Summit Valley's homes. 

Summit Valley then initiated a § l0(k) proceeding, 29 
U. S. C. § 160(k), seeking resolution of its claim that the 
Union had engaged in illegal jurisdictional picketing, prohib-
ited by§ 8(b)(4)(D). After a 2-day hearing, the Board found 
against the Union, holding that Summit Valley had validly 
assigned the work in question to the Teamsters. Carpen-
ters, Local 112 (Summit Valley Industries), 202 N. L. R. B. 
974, 83 LRRM 1013 (1973). The Union agreed not to pres-
sure Summit Valley to reassign work in violation of its collec-
tive-bargaining agreement with the Teamsters. However, 
the Union maintained that it had the right to truthfully ad-
vise the public that petitioner did not employ its members in 
the construction of modular homes. 

After the§ lO(k) proceeding, an Administrative Law Judge 
(ALJ) conducted 15 days of hearings on the unfair labor prac-
tice charges. The ALJ concluded that the Union had vio-
lated §§ 8(b)(4)(B) and (D), but that the Union had sought to 
enforce the work-preservation clause on the good-faith belief 
that its actions were lawful. The Board adopted the findings 
of the ALJ, and it ordered the Union to cease and desist from 
these unfair labor practices, and to fully comply with the 
Board's order obtained as a result of the § lO(k) proceeding. 
Carpenters, Local 112 (Summit Valley Industries), 217 
N. L. R. B. 902, 89 LRRM 1799 (1975). The Court of 
Appeals for the Ninth Circuit enforced the Board's order. 
Chamber of Commerce of United States v. NLRB, 574 F. 2d 
457 (1978). 

This action was filed pursuant to § 303 of the LMRA in the 
United States District Court for the District of Montana. 



SUMMIT VALLEY INDUSTRIES, INC. v. CARPENTERS 721 

717 Opinion of the Court 

Summit Valley sought damages resulting from the Union's il-
legal secondary and jurisdictional activity in the amount of 
$17,279.33: $3,675.00 in business losses, and $13,604.33 in at-
torney's fees incurred during the Board proceedings. The 
District Court found that the Board's decision that the Union 
had committed unfair labor practices collaterally estopped 
the Union from relitigating this issue in the § 303 action. 
Relying on Mead v. Retail Clerks International Assn., 523 
F. 2d 1371 (CA9 1975), the District Court concluded that 
Summit Valley was not entitled to recover attorney's fees as 
part of its damages. The court entered judgment for Sum-
mit Valley, awarding it an amount that represented its busi-
ness losses. 475 F. Supp. 665 (1979). The Court of Appeals 
affirmed in an unpublished per curiam. Civ. No. 79-4663 
(CA9 1981); 652 F. 2d 65 (1981) (affirmance order). 

II 
Under the American Rule it is well established that at-

torney's fees "are not ordinarily recoverable in the absence 
of a statute or enforceable contract providing therefor." 
Fleischmann Distilling Corp. v. Maier Brewing Co., 386 
U. S. 714, 717 (1967). This Court has endorsed certain ex-
ceptions to this rule where necessary to further the interests 
of justice. See, e. g., Vaughan v. Atkinson, 369 U. S. 527 
(1962) (bad faith); Toledo Scale Co. v. Computing Scale Co., 
261 U. S. 399 (1923) (willful disobedience of a court order); 
Central Railroad & Banking Co. v. Pettus, 113 U. S. 116 
(1885) (common fund). In the absence of one of these equita-
ble exceptions, however, the rule has been consistently fol-
lowed for almost 200 years. See Alyeska Pipeline Co. v. 
Wilderness Society, 421 U. S. 240, 249-250 (1975); Arcambel 
v. Wiseman, 3 Dall. 306 (1796). Recognizing this consistent 
adherence to the American Rule, petitioner contends that 
§ 303 provides express statutory authorization for the recov-
ery of attorney's fees incurred in prior Board proceedings. 
We find this contention unsupported by either the language 
or the legislative history of § 303. 



722 OCTOBER TERM, 1981 

Opinion of the Court 456 u. s. 
Section 303 authorizes a private damages action for an 

employer who has been injured by a union's unfair labor prac-
tice. Section 303(a), 29 U. S. C. § 187(a), makes it unlawful 
for a labor organization to engage in conduct defined as an 
unfair labor practice under§ 8(b)(4) of the NLRA. As a rem-
edy for this conduct § 303(b) provides that "[ w ]hoever shall be 
injured in his business or property by reason of any violation 
of subsection (a) of this section may sue therefor in any dis-
trict court of the United States ... and shall recover the 
damages by him sustained and the cost of the suit." 29 
U. S. C. § 187(b). 

Section 303 does not expressly provide for the recovery of 
attorney's fees, so we are not presented with a situation 
where Congress has made "specific and explicit provisions for 
the allowance of" such fees. Alyeska Pipeline Co. v. Wil-
derness Society, supra, at 260, and n. 33 (collecting statutes). 
Nonetheless, Summit Valley argues that § 303 does specifi-
cally authorize a district court to award attorney's fees in-
curred for the purpose of terminating the Union's illegal sec-
ondary activity by providing for the recovery of "damages" 
resulting from this activity. Because attorney's fees ex-
pended to compel " 'resumption of work in effect take the 
place of other compensable damages which would continue to 
be suffered if work were not resumed,'" petitioner asserts 
that such fees are part of the damages caused by the Union's 
illegal activity. Brief for Petitioner 13, quoting Associated 
General Contractors v. Construction and General Laborers 
Local 563, 612 F. 2d 1060, 1064 (CA8 1979). 

In assessing petitioner's interpretation of the word "dam-
ages" in § 303(b), we begin with the "fundamental canon of 
statutory construction . . . that, unless otherwise defined, 
words will be interpreted as taking their ordinary, contempo-
rary, common meaning." Perrin v. United States, 444 U. S. 
37, 42 (1979); Burns v. Alcala, 420 U. S. 575, 580-581 (1975). 
Ordinarily a statutory right to "damages" does not include an 
implicit authorization to award attorney's fees. Indeed, the 
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American Rule presumes that the word "damages" means 
damages exclusive of fees. See, e. g., Arcambel v. Wise-
man, supra; Day v. Woodworth, 13 How. 363 (1852); cf. 
Teamsters v. Morton, 377 U. S. 252, 260, n. 15 (1964). 
Thus, petitioner's claim can succeed only if an examination of 
the relevant legislative history demonstrates that Congress 
intended to give a broader than normal scope to the term 
"damages." 

Our review of the legislative history of § 303 reveals no 
such intention. To the contrary, the little discussion per-
taining to the scope of an employer's recovery under§ 303(b) 
indicates that Congress did not intend to expand the term 
"damages" to include attorney's fees. The following colloquy 
between Senator Taft and Senator Morse is particularly in-
structive. In response to Senator Morse's suggestion that 
§ 303(b) would impose virtually unlimited liability on unions, 
Senator Taft stated: "Under the Sherman Act the same ques-
tion of boycott damage is subject to a suit for damages and 
attorneys' fees. In this case we simply provide for the 
amount of the actual damages." 93 Cong. Rec. 4872-4873 
(1947) (emphasis added). We find these remarks persuasive 
evidence that Congress did not intend attorney's fees which 
were expended to stop a union from engaging in illegal activ-
ity to be recovered as "damages" under § 303(b). 2 

In this respect, petitioner's claim is analogous to that 
presented in Teamsters v. Morton, supra. In Teamsters, 
this Court reviewed the history and policies underlying § 303 
in order to determine whether that provision author-
ized an award of punitive damages. Relying on the same 
colloquy quoted above, we concluded that "recovery for 

2 Of course, these remarks are not conclusive. It is possible that Sena-
tor Taft's remarks may have been confined to a rejection of the recovery of 
attorney's fees expended during the § 303 proceeding itself. See Mead v. 
Retail Clerks International Assn., 523 F. 2d, at 1380. 
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an employer's business losses caused by a union's peaceful 
secondary activity proscribed by § 303 should be limited to ac-
tual, compensatory damages." / d., at 260. As we have 
often noted, one of the primary justifications for the Ameri-
can Rule is that "one should not be penalized for merely de-
fending or prosecuting a lawsuit." Fleischmann Distilling 
Corp. v. Maier Brewing Co., 386 U. S., at 718 (emphasis 
added). See also, F. D. Rich Co. v. United States ex rel. In-
dustrial Lumber Co., 417 U. S. 116, 129 (1974); Farmer v. 
Arabian American Oil Co., 379 U. S. 227, 235 (1964). The 
congressional intention discerned in Teamsters to limit recov-
ery to actual, compensatory damages, counsels against read-
ing the word "damages" to include attorney's fees incurred 
during prior Board proceedings. 

Nevertheless Summit Valley contends that allowing it to 
recover reasonable attorney's fees incurred during Board 
proceedings furthers the statutory intent to protect employ-
ers from the adverse effects of a union's illegal secondary 
activity. We agree that Congress was concerned about 
protecting employers from injury arising out of this type of 
activity when it enacted § 303. See generally S. Rep. No. 
105, 80th Cong., 1st Sess., 54-55 (1947), 1 Legislative His-
tory of the LMRA 460-461 (1974) (Leg. Hist.); 93 Cong. 
Rec. 5060 (1947), 2 Leg. Hist. 1371 (remarks of Sen. Taft). 
However, we fail to see why this interest cannot be ade-
quately protected by the award of compensatory damages 
for the business losses resulting from the Union's prohibited 
conduct. 

Ultimately, petitioner's argument rests on the assumption 
that "Congress plainly intended Section 303 to be fully reme-
dial and to restore to the victimized employer all . . . losses 
caused by the illegal activity." Brief for Petitioner 23 (em-
phasis added). Even assuming that attorney's fees are nec-
essary to achieve full compensation, this justification alone is 
not sufficient to create an exception to the American Rule in 
the absence of express congressional authority. See F. D. 
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Rich Co. v. United States ex rel. Industrial Lumber Co., 
supra, at 128-129. In F. D. Rich, this Court rejected the 
argument that attorney's fees should be awarded under the 
Miller Act, 49 Stat. 793, as amended, 80 Stat. 1139, 40 
U. S. C. § 270a et seq., because the Act provided for recovery 
of "sums justly due," 40 U. S. C. § 270b(a), and, unless fees 
were awarded, the legislative intent in favor of full com-
pensation would be frustrated. 417 U. S., at 128. 

In squarely rejecting this claim, we found it to be nothing 
more than a "restate[ment] of one of the oft-repeated criti-
cisms of the American Rule." Ibid. Although this Court 
acknowledged that "there is some force to the argument that 
a party who must bear the cost of his attorneys' fees out of 
his recovery is not made whole," we concluded that the coun-
tervailing considerations which support the American Rule 
argue against placing exclusive reliance on the need to pro-
vide full compensation. Id., at 129. These considerations 
include the possible deterrent effect that fee shifting would 
have on poor litigants with meritorious claims, the time, ex-
pense, and difficulty of litigating the fee question, and the 
possibility that the principle of independent advocacy might 
be threatened by having "the earnings of the attorney flow 
from the pen of the judge before whom he argues." Ibid. 
These same considerations persuade us not to infer that Con-
gress intended to authorize fee shifting in § 303 actions in 
order to fully compensate an employer for the "damages sus-
tained by him" as a result of a union's illegal activity. 

Furthermore, petitioner's analysis would authorize the re-
covery of attorney's fees in every case where the plaintiff has 
prevailed against the defendant in prior litigation involving 
the same issues. See Mead v. Retail Clerks International 
Assn., 523 F. 2d, at 1380. 3 Quite simply, anytime a plaintiff 

3 The rationale of petitioner's position would seem to require that fees be 
awarded whenever a defendant's wrongful conduct requires a plaintiff to 
incur more litigation expenses, even if those expenses are incurred in 
the same action. Furthermore, because the District Court gave the 
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must resort to litigation to enjoin the defendant from engag-
ing in illegal conduct, arguably the plaintiff has been injured 
in the amount of its attorney's fees spent to obtain the injunc-
tion. Under petitioner's analysis, each plaintiff could re-
cover the costs of this prior litigation as part of its damages in 
any subsequent action involving the same conduct. Such a 
result, however, is clearly barred by our prior decisions. 
The American Rule precludes courts from awarding attor-
ney's fees incurred during prior proceedings in the same 
case. See Fleischmann Distilling Corp. v. Maier Brewing 
Co., supra. Similarly, courts have uniformly concluded that 
"where an action based on the same wrongful act has been 
prosecuted by the plaintiff against the defendant to a success-
ful issue, he can not in a subsequent action recover, as dam-
ages, his costs and expenses in the former action." Ritter v. 
Ritter, 381 Ill. 549, 555, 46 N. E. 2d 41, 44 (1943). See also 
Flanders v. Tweed, 15 Wall. 450 (1873); Mead v. Retail 
Clerks International Assn., supra, at 1380-1381; Ritter v. 
Ritter, 381 Ill., at 557, 46 N. E. 2d, at 45 (collecting cases). 

This rule is universally followed in order to avoid the end-
less stream of litigation that might ensue if successful liti-
gants could recover their attorney's fees in subsequent ac-
tions: "immediately upon the entry of judgment the plaintiff 
would start another action against the defendant for his at-
torney fees and expenses incurred in obtaining the preceding 
judgment." Id., at 555, 46 N. E. 2d, at 44. Under peti-
tioner's construction of § 303(b) the word "damages" would 
always encompass attorney's fees expended in prior litiga-
tion. In the absence of clear support for this construction in 
the language or the legislative history of § 303 we decline to 
adopt such a broad exception to the American Rule. 

Board's findings collateral-estoppel effect in the § 303 action, petitioner did 
not have to relitigate the question whether the Union had committed an 
unfair labor practice. In effect, Summit Valley is therefore asking for fees 
that it would have incurred in the § 303 action had it not first litigated the 
issues before the Board. 
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III 
Attorney's fees incurred during prior Board proceedings 

are not a proper element of damages under § 303(b) of the 
LMRA. Accordingly, the judgment of the Court of Appeals 
for the Ninth Circuit is 

Affirmed. 
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