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Scholarship on American labor politics has been dominated by the
view that the American Federation of Labor, the leading labor organi-
zation in the early twentieth century, rejected political action in favor
of economic strategies. Based on extensive research into labor and
political party records, this study demonstrates that, in fact the AFL
devoted great attention to political activity. The organization’s main
strategy, however, which Julie Greene calls “pure and simple pol-
itics,” dictated that trade unionists alone should shape American labor
politics. Exploring the period from 1881 to 1917, Pure and Simple
Politics focuses on the quandaries this approach generated for Amer-
ican trade unionists. Politics for AFL members became a highly con-
tested terrain, as leaders attempted to implement a strategy that many
rank-and-file workers rejected. Furthermore, its drive to achieve polit-
ical efficacy increasingly exposed the AFL to forces beyond its control,
as party politicians and other individuals began seeking to influence
labor’s political strategy and tactics.
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Introduction

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the American Federation
of Labor (AFL) developed a distinctive and influential approach to political
action. Rather than creating an independent party of American workers, akin to
the British Labour Party or the German Social Democratic Party, AFL. members
and leaders struggled to find another route to political effectiveness. Along the
way, they experimented with diverse political strategies, committing vast re-
sources and generating passionate debates.

AFL President Samuel Gompers first articulated the political approach that
would come to dominate the American labor movement. In the 1890s he argued
forcefully, and ultimately successfully, that “party slavery” constituted a major
source of tyranny in American life. Seeking to reject partisan commitments,
the AFL turned to lobbying. In the early twentieth century, when an expanding
federal bureaucracy and a growing anti-union movement among American
employers together defeated AFL lobbying efforts, Gompers and other leaders
reluctantly embarked on a more strenuous strategy. They ambitiously entered
electoral politics, urging some two million AFL members across the nation to
support pro-union candidates. Ultimately, they hoped to encourage class con-
sciousness through a “strike at the ballot box.” The AFL leaders would soon
learn, however, that achieving their political goals remained elusive.

At the heart of labor’s political effort stood several conundrums. In a polit-
ical system dominated by the two major parties, should the Federation remain
independent and eschew partisan alliances? Or should it ally with one of the
major parties or even with an alternative like the Socialists? Could AFL leaders
possibly engage in electoral politics without dividing their ranks or, equally fear-
some, facing embarrassment if trade unionists refused to join the effort? And
could AFL leaders encourage limited engagement in electoral politics without
losing control over the political future of the labor movement? Rank-and-file trade
unionists had their own ideas about the shape American labor politics should
take. Many of them favored Socialist or Labor Party activities, whereas others
simply wanted their local labor councils and state federations of labor, rather
than the national leadership, to stand at the heart of any political movement.
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2 INTRODUCTION

But how could rank-and-file unionists shape the political direction of their move-
ment, lacking as they did the resources and influence possessed by national
leaders? Such questions weighed heavily on the minds of trade unionists dur-
ing the early twentieth century; answers would not come easily.

These political quandaries belie some of our common assumptions about the
character and activities of the American Federation of Labor in its early decades.
Since the early twentieth century, when John Commons and his colleagues wrote
their classic studies, scholarship on American labor politics has been dominated
by the view that the AFL rejected political action and pursued instead economic-
and union-centered strategies. The AFL may have occasionally lobbied the gov-
ernment but beyond that, it is said, the Federation stayed out of politics."

But did it? With this question, I began researching the American Federation
of Labor’s activities during its early decades, from the origins of its predeces-
sor, the Federation of Trades and Labor Unions, through the election of 1916.
Much to my surprise, I found that the American Federation of Labor devoted a
great deal of attention to political activity during its early decades, and this activ-
ity helped shape both American politics as well as the character of the AFL
itself. Accordingly, this book explores the AFL’s evolution during its early
decades as a way to understand the origins, character, and significance of trade
union—centered political action that so dramatically distinguishes the case of the
United States from labor movements in other countries. It will trace the AFL’s
approach to electoral politics, its relationship to the party system, and its strat-
egies of mobilization. Two key arenas will require a close focus: the relation-
ships within the AFL, in which members and leaders debated political strategies
and exposed their own differences along the way; and the relationship between
the AFL and other groups, such as Democratic Party politicians, state bureau-
crats, open-shop employers, and workers not invited to join what was, after all,
a highly exclusivist trade union federation. I call the strategy developed by the
AFL “pure and simple politics,” and with this phrase I hope to suggest a num-
ber of things.

Samuel Gompers coined the phrase “pure and simple” in 1893, at a time
when, as president of the young AFL, he was already battling against Socialists
for control over the institution. During this fight, he portrayed Socialists as
“outsiders,” regardless of their trade unionist credentials. “I cannot and will not
prove false to my convictions,” he proclaimed on one occasion, “that the trade
unions pure and simple are the natural organizations of the wage workers
to secure their present and practical improvement and to achieve their final

! Michael Rogin, “Voluntarism: The Political Functions of an Antipolitical Doctrine,” Industrial
and Labor Relations Review, 15 (4), July 1962, 521-35; David J. Saposs, “Voluntarism in
the American Labor Movement,” Monthly Labor Review, 77 (9), September 1954, 967—71;
Ruth L. Horowitz, Political Ideologies of Organized Labor (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction
Books, 1978); Marc Karson, American Labor Unions and Politics, 1900—-1918 (Carbondale:
Southern Illinois University Press, 1958); Philip Taft, Labor Politics American Style: The
California State Federation of Labor (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1968).



INTRODUCTION 3

emancipation.”? In the years since Gompers made this statement, “pure and
simple” has become a common phrase for his brand of conservative unionism.
For decades, the phrase was used mainly by radical critics of the AFL, who dis-
dained what they perceived as the narrow and conservative outlook of Gompers
and his allies. Today, the term remains pervasive in histories of the AFL, though
ironically its meaning has grown less clear over time. It can refer generally to
conservatism within the trade union movement, or to anti statism,’ or perhaps
most commonly to a wholesale rejection of politics. Bruce Laurie writes in his
insightful book on nineteenth-century labor, for example, that “Pure and simple
unionism scorned social reform for the here and now, and sought to better con-
ditions in the workplace within the framework of the existing order.” Norman
Ware, on the other hand, an early historian of the AFL, equated pure and simple
unionism with a complete rejection of politics and political ambitions.*

With the phrase “pure and simple politics,” I hope to suggest that any assump-
tion like Ware’s is inaccurate. “Pure and simple” unionism should not be equated
with nonpolitical unionism, nor should we perceive the AFL as the archetypal
nonpolitical or antipolitical labor institution. In linking this study of a politically
active organization with the concept of pure and simple, I hope to return us
closer to Samuel Gompers’s original intention. The early AFL was a political
organization, but quite distinctly in its own way. Pure and simple politics meant,
first of all, that only trade union members and leaders should determine the
shape of American labor politics. It entailed, secondly, a highly independent
approach to political activity. Formally, AFL policy was strictly nonpartisan; in
practice, it involved a close but contingent partnership with the Democratic Party
that hinged on the party’s responsiveness. Thirdly, as scholars before me have
demonstrated, AFL political policy remained resolutely antistatist during this
period. Rather than seeking ambitious social reforms, AFL leaders sought to
achieve their very modest goals within the existing political system.’

Exploring the evolution of American labor politics with a spotlight on the
AFL requires that we situate ourselves in a particular context of working-class
history. This project will examine the national level of American politics, for
during this period, power moved upward from local and state levels and many
working-class institutions began trying to influence national policymaking and

)

Samuel Gompers, Seventy Years of Life and Labor (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1925), 1:385.
By using the term antistatism, I mean an approach to politics that opposes most forms of
state intervention and perceives government as a negative influence that should remain as
limited as possible. Antipolitics, on the other hand, refers to trade unionist strategies that
reject activities in the political sphere as a means to achieve labor’s goals, preferring instead
strictly economic action.

Bruce Laurie, Artisans into Workers: Labor in 19th Century America (Toronto: Hill and
Wang, 1989), 177; Norman Ware, The Labor Movement in the U.S., 1860-1890 (New York:
Appleton, 1929), 42, 350.

See, for example, Louis Reed, The Labor Philosophy of Samuel Gompers (Port Washington,
NY: Kennikat Press, 1966); and Fred Greenbaum, “The Social Ideas of Samuel Gompers,”
Labor History, 7 (1), Winter 1966, 35-61.

w
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4 INTRODUCTION

politics. It will concentrate not on radical parties, but on America’s trade union
movement and particularly the AFL, for the latter dominated the labor move-
ment by 1900 both politically and economically. Likewise, this project will high-
light not the legislative arena, but rather the relationships between organized
labor and the mainstream political parties. Workers achieved relatively little in
shaping national legislation during this period, primarily because the antistatism
of major leaders such as Samuel Gompers precluded a powerful role in that
sphere. Instead, organized labor made its power felt more through its energetic
political mobilization and nervous negotiations with the major parties. The
American Federation of Labor trailblazed in these areas during the Progressive
era, articulating organized labor’s voice on political questions at the national
level, forming an alliance with the Democratic Party, and attempting to offer
political guidance to the mass of American workers.

The Historians and American Labor Politics

Scholars have long been interested in the political potential of American workers.
In 1906, Werner Sombart cast a long shadow over our understanding of U.S.
labor politics by framing the issue negatively in his essay titled “Why Is There
No Socialism in America?” He answered his question by arguing that in the
United States, class consciousness was wrecked on the shoals of material pros-
perity.® Since that time, historians have directed their attention more to explain-
ing the political incapacity of the working class and their unions than to exploring
their actual political practices. Particularly in recent decades, diverse arguments
have been offered to explain why class has played so small a role in American
politics, why workers eschewed socialism, and why labor failed to exercise
significant influence. In the 1960s and 1970s, for example, the dominant school
of political historiography argued that ethnic, cultural, and religious factors deter-
mined citizens’ voting behavior in the years between 1870 and 1910, and thus
that class was not a significant factor.” More recently, legal historians have

® Werner Sombart, Why Is There No Socialism in America?, trans Patricia M. Hocking and
C. T. Husbands (White Plains, NY: International Arts and Sciences Press, 1976; originally
1906).

" See, for example, Richard Jensen, The Winning of the Midwest: Social and Political Conflict,
1888-1896 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971); Paul Kleppner, The Cross of
Culture: A Social Analysis of Midwestern Politics (New York: The Free Press, 1970); idem,
Continuity and Change in Electoral Politics, 1893—1928 (New York: Greenwood Press, 1987);
Robert Cherny, Populism, Progressivism, and the Transformation of Nebraska Politics,
1885-1915 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1981). For criticisms that this school
neglected class as an influence on political behavior, see Allan Lichtman, “Critical Election
Theory and the Reality of American Presidential Politics, 1916—-1940,” American Historical
Review, 81 (1976), 317—5T1; idem, “Political Realignment and ‘Ethnocultural’ Voting in Late
Nineteenth Century America,” Journal of Social History, 16 (3), Spring 1983, 55—82. Richard
L. McCormick, “Ethnocultural Interpretations of Nineteenth Century American Voting
Behavior,” Political Science Quarterly, 89 (2), June 1974, 351-77.
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argued that judicial hostility turned workers away from the political sphere:
Because hard-won labor reforms could always be ruled unconstitutional by a
judge, workers decided not to waste time on political mobilization.® Now within
women’s history, an important new school is looking at white middle- and upper-
class women’s contributions to early twentieth-century state formation and par-
ticularly the origins of social welfare policies. As Kathryn Kish Sklar has written
in a widely read article, between 1880 and 1915, “prodigious political mobiliza-
tion by middle-class women formed the largest coalitions that broke through the
malaise and restructured American social and political priorities at the municipal,
state, and federal levels.” Sklar builds her argument on a premise of working-class
political failure. Seeking to highlight the remarkable role played by American
women, she argues that gender acted as a “surrogate” for class in American
politics.’

In each of the previous arguments, a presumed absence looms far larger
than any working-class political presence. These and other studies have indeed
helped us understand why workers failed to accomplish more politically in the
decades from 1880 to 1930. Workers were divided by craft, skill, region, gen-
der, ethnicity, and race. Working people also divided along political grounds.
Disfranchisement excluded female, African-American, and recent immigrant
workers from electoral politics. White male workers themselves divided their
loyalties among the Democratic, Republican, or Socialist parties, or rejected pol-
itics altogether. Until the 1930s, this prevented them from uniting in sufficiently
large numbers to exert a major influence on the course of American politics.
Yet even if working people did not unite at the ballot box in the decades before
the Great Depression, and even if they failed to build a Socialist or Labor Party
capable of dominating working-class political culture, it does not follow that
they engaged in no political activity or that their efforts had no impact at all.

During an earlier period in American labor historiography, scholars lavished
more attention on the political activity of working-class institutions like the AFL.
John R. Commons, Philip Taft, Selig Perlman, and other scholars linked to the
Wisconsin school of labor scholarship documented the significant political pres-
ence maintained by AFL leaders. Yet they celebrated the AFL’s emphasis on
economic action and stressed the limits on its political action. This assessment
shaped future decades of labor historiography. As Selig Perlman described the
evolution of the AFL, its leaders rejected the political panaceas pursued by the

8 William Forbath, Law and the Shaping of the American Labor Movement (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1991); Victoria Hattam, Labor Visions and State Power (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1991).

° Kathryn Kish Sklar, “The Historical Foundations of Women’s Power in the Creation of the
American Welfare State, 1830—-1930,” in Seth Koven and Sonya Michel, eds., Mothers of
a New World: Maternalist Politics and the Origins of Welfare States (New York: Routledge,
1993), 45; Theda Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers: The Political Origins of Social
Policy in the United States (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992), rejects Sklar’s
surrogate argument, yet she agrees with Sklar in seeing working-class politics as an arena
of failure and missed opportunity.
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Knights of Labor for a path to economic success paved by conservative busi-
ness unionism.'® Although early trades unionists such as Gompers and Adolph
Strasser began as Marxists, they soon discovered that class consciousness in
America was and could only be limited. This new species of labor organization
“grasped the idea, supremely correct for American conditions, that the economic
front was the only front on which the labor army could stay united,” in the
words of Selig Perlman, and this appraisal underpinned their successful, eco-
nomistic, trade unionism.!

Historians influenced by the Wisconsin school elaborated these ideas into a
larger claim that the AFL’s character derived from a consensus among its mem-
bers and leaders that an antipolitical and especially antisocialist approach would
best serve their interests. That consensus in turn derived primarily from the
middle-class psychology of American workers. According to Marc Karson, “The
American worker feels middle-class and behaves middle-class. To understand
his politics, one must recognize his psychology, a large part of which is
middle-class derived.” Their middle-class psychology led workers to support
both American capitalism and individualism. “When Socialists criticize the self-
interest and acquisitive spirit of capitalism, the worker feels under attack for
within himself, he knows, burns the capitalistic spirit.”"?

With the emergence of the “new labor history” in the 1960s, historians shifted
their attention away from institutions, politics, and the state. Labor historians
began examining community and workplace relationships at the expense of insti-
tutions. The impressive work published on politics by scholars such as Melvyn
Dubofsky, John Laslett, Leon Fink, Mari Jo Buhle, and Nick Salvatore tended
to explore moments of militancy and radicalism. As a result, the political activ-
ities of the Knights of Labor, the Socialist Party, or the Industrial Workers of
the World have many students, whereas the politics of conservative or moder-
ate workers for many years awaited their historians."?

19 Selig Perlman, A Theory of the Labor Movement (Philadelphia: Porcupine Press, 1928),
198—9. See also John Commons et al., History of Labour in the United States (New York:
Macmillan, 1918, 2 vols.). For other discussions of the AFL that indicate the influence of
the Wisconsin school, see Gerald Grob, Workers and Utopia: A Study of Ideological Conflict
in the American Labor Movement, 1865—-1890 (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1961); Marc
Karson, American Labor Unions and Politics, 1900-1918 (Carbondale: Southern Illinois
University Press, 1958); and Selig Perlman, History of Trade Unionism in the United States
(New York: Macmillan, 1922).

Perlman, A Theory of the Labor Movement, 197-8.

Karson, American Labor Unions and Politics, 290—6. For other “psychological” arguments
about American workers, see Perlman, A Theory of the Labor Movement; and Marc Karson,
“The Psychology of Trade Union Membership,” Mental Hygiene, 41, January 1957, 87-93.
Examples of works in labor history focusing on politics include Nick Salvatore, Eugene V.
Debs: Citizen and Socialist (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1982); David Montgomery,
Beyond Equality: Labor and the Radical Republicans, 1862—1872 (New York: Alfred Knopf,
1967); Leon Fink, Workingmen’s Democracy: The Knights of Labor and American Politics
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1983); Alan Dawley, Class and Community: The Indus-
trial Revolution in Lynn (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1976); Melvyn Dubofsky,
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Several studies provide important exceptions to these trends in labor his-
toriography by shifting our focus from the national to the state level of labor
politics. In 1962, Michael Rogin employed the term “voluntarism™ to describe
an AFL “pragmatic philosophy” that urged workers to rely on “their own vol-
untary associations” and opposed alliances with a political party or state inter-
vention. Rogin stressed the political consequences of voluntarism: It was an
“antipolitical doctrine” that denied unions “the right to act politically.” According
to Rogin, local and state labor movements broke with the antipolitical orienta-
tion of the national AFL leadership. They lobbied actively and pursued a broader
spectrum of social legislation.'* Gary Fink’s excellent study of the Missouri State
Federation of Labor, published in 1973, expanded on Rogin’s ideas. Like Rogin,
Fink found that local labor leaders “placed a much greater emphasis upon the
exercise of [their] potential political power and influence than did the national
leadership.” He also argued that critical differences existed between the national
and local levels of organized labor. Local workers rejected the antistatism of the
national AFL, and they moved close to rejecting its emphasis on nonpartisan
campaign strategies."

In 1968, Philip Taft’s study of the California State Federation of Labor, which
looked at the period after World War I, presented a very different interpreta-
tion. He argued that the California federation pursued a pragmatic and moder-
ate political vision, one closer to the political vision of the AFL national leaders.
Presenting labor politics as a sphere remarkably free from internal conflict, Taft
proposed that national AFL leaders allowed local and state leaders to make their

We Shall Be All: A History of the Industrial Workers of the World (New York: Quadrangle
Books, 1969); Mari Jo Buhle, Women and American Socialism, 1870—1920 (Urbana: Uni-
versity of Illinois Press, 1981); Richard Oestreicher, Solidarity and Fragmentation: Working
People and Class Consciousness in Detroit, 1875-1900 (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 1986); Henry F. Bedford, Socialism and the Workers in Massachusetts, 1886—-1912
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1966); William Dick, Labor and Socialism
in America: The Gompers Era (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat Press, 1972); Chester
McArthur Destler, American Radicalism: 1865—1901 (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1966);
James R. Green, Grassroots Socialism: Radical Movements in the Southwest, 1895-1943
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1978); John H. M. Laslett, Labor and the
Left: A Study of Socialist and Radical Influences in the American Labor Movement, 1881—
1924 (New York: Basic Books, 1970); Richard Schneirov, “The Knights of Labor in the
Chicago Labor Movement and in Municipal Politics, 1877-1887,” Ph.D. diss., Northern
Illinois University, 1984.

Michael Rogin, “Voluntarism: The Political Functions of an Antipolitical Doctrine,”
Industrial and Labor Relations Review, 15 (4), July 1962, 523, 531. Voluntarism is a pro-
foundly slippery term, meaning different things to different people. It seems derived from
the language and concepts of AFL leaders like Samuel Gompers, but in fact he discussed
voluntary relationships only in the last months of his life. Because of such problems, this
study will not rely on the term or the concept of voluntarism. For more on the concept’s
history, see Julia Greene, “The Strike at the Ballot Box: Politics and Partisanship in the
American Federation of Labor, 1881 to 1917,” Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 1990.

'3 Gary Fink, Labor’s Search for Political Order: The Political Behavior of the Missouri Labor

Movement, 1890—1940 (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1973).
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own political decisions and the latter in turn sought simply to carry out the
wishes of their rank-and-file members. The absence of a labor party in the United
States, he concluded, derived from the lack of interest in such an effort exhib-
ited by ordinary American workers.'s

By the 1980s, labor historians had begun to rediscover politics and the state
as an important sphere of working-class experience, so much so that the work
carried out by Rogin, Taft, and Fink no longer seemed unusual. The movement
began among political scientists as a small group of “new institutionalists”
responded to the influence achieved by social historians.” Soon the movement
took shape in the rallying cry first articulated by Theda Skocpol in her essay
“Bringing the State Back In.” Challenging social historians’ “society-centered”
analysis of historical change, and their emphasis on social forces and phenom-
ena, Skocpol proposed instead a “state-centered” methodology that envisions the
state as autonomous and hence as a central causal agent in American society,
economics, and politics.'®

Skocpol’s influential work has encouraged labor historians to explore new
aspects of workers’ relationship with politics and the state. David Montgomery’s
1987 synthesis of labor history, The Fall of the House of Labor, signaled this
growing interest. Historians with diverse approaches, from Melvyn Dubofsky to
Shelton Stromquist and Cecelia Bucki, as well as political scientists such as Amy
Bridges, Karen Orren, and Martin Shefter, have all shed new light on working
people’s politics. Unlike many earlier studies, these have not focused on radical-
ism, but on more moderate and widespread political approaches.' Such work

' Philip Taft, Labor Politics American Style: The California State Federation of Labor
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1968), 4—7.

17 James G. March and Johan P. Olsen, “The New Institutionalism: Organizational Factors in
Political Life,” American Political Science Review, 78 (3), September 1984, 734—49; Rogers
M. Smith, “Political Jurisprudence, the ‘New Institutionalism,” and the Future of Public
Law,” American Political Science Review, 82 (1), March 1988, 89—108.

" Theda Skocpol, “Bringing the State Back In: Strategies of Analysis in Current Research,”
in Peter B. Evans, Dietrich Rueschmeyer, and Theda Skocpol, eds., Bringing the State Back
In (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 3—37; Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and
Mothers; Stephen Skowronek, Building a New American State: The Expansion of National
Administrative Capacities, 1877—-1920 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982).

' David Montgomery, The Fall of the House of Labor: Workplace, the State, and American
Labor Activism, 1865-1925 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987); Melvyn
Dubofsky, The State and Labor in Modern America (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1994); Shelton H. Stromquist, “The Crucible of Class: Cleveland Politics
and the Origins of Municipal Reform in the Progressive Era,” Journal of Urban History,
23 (2), January 1997, 192—220; Cecelia F. Bucki, “The Pursuit of Political Power: Class,
Ethnicity, and Municipal Politics in Interwar Bridgeport, 1915-1936,” Ph.D. diss., University
of Pittsburgh, 1991; Joseph McCartin, “Labor’s Great War: American Workers, Unions,
and the State, 1916—1920,” Ph.D. diss., State University of New York at Binghamton, 1990;
Alan Dawley, “Workers, Capital, and the State in the Twentieth Century,” in J. Carroll
Moody and Alice Kessler-Harris, eds., Perspectives on American Labor History: The
Problem of Synthesis (De Kalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1989), 152—200; Colin
Davis, “Bitter Storm: The 1922 National Railroad Shopmen’s Strike,” Ph.D. diss., State



INTRODUCTION 9

as Michael Kazin’s fine Barons of Labor have rekindled interest not only in
politics, but also in the AFL. Exploring labor politics in San Francisco during
the Progressive era, and following a line of argument pursued decades earlier
by Gary Fink and Michael Rogin, Kazin demonstrated that workers there were
politically and socially active and engaged.*

Two recent studies, each coincidentally stressing a single factor of causation,
bear with special relevance on the political history of the AFL. William Forbath,
in Law and the Shaping of the American Labor Movement, and Gwendolyn
Mink, in Old Labor and New Immigrants, both argued that historians need a
new explanation for the exceptionalism of the American working class. How
should we explain the triumph of conservative craft unionism that rejected broad
visions of social and political change? Forbath and Mink found their explanations,
respectively, in the courts and in immigration. According to Forbath, “judge-
made law and legal violence limited, demeaned, and demoralized workers’ capa-
cities for class-based social and political action.” Judicial hostility and repression
made inclusive unionism and broad reform efforts seem costly, encouraging
Samuel Gompers and his allies to stress economic action and only very narrow
and limited political concerns.?"

Pure and Simple Politics will complement Forbath’s study by focusing on
the major parties and the ways that turn-of-the-century partisan culture shaped
the political environment in which the AFL operated. It differs in seeing the
evolution of American labor politics as caused by many factors rather than simply
the judiciary. Furthermore, I will argue, Forbath’s approach does not help us
explain the trade unionists’ aggressive political activism around the injunction
and other issues. Judicial hostility helped push trade unionists into more, rather
than less, political engagement.

For her part, Gwendolyn Mink holds that immigration “played the decisive
role in formulating an American version of labor politics.” Exploring immigra-
tion’s influence with an emphasis on demographic change, the split labor mar-
ket, segmentation of the American working class, and nativism among white
native-born workers, Mink demonstrates how waves of immigration from Europe

University of New York at Binghamton, 1989; Amy Bridges, A City in the Republic:
Antebellum New York and the Origins of Machine Politics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 1987); Martin Shefter, “Trade Unions and Political Machines,” in Ira Katznelson and
Aristide Zolberg, eds., Working-Class Formation: Nineteenth Century Patterns in Western
Europe and the United States (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986), 197—278. A
fine example and summary of the growing literature on labor politics is David Brody’s
essay “The Course of American Labor Politics,” in idem, In Labor’s Cause: Main Themes
on the History of the American Worker (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 43-80.
See also David Brody, “The American Worker in the Progressive Era,” in his Workers in
Industrial America: Essays on the 20th Century Struggle, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1993), 3—47.

Michael Kazin, Barons of Labor: The San Francisco Building Trades and Union Power in
the Progressive Era (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1987), 3—7, 277-90.

2l Forbath, Law and the Shaping of the American Labor Movement, 3, 25, 168.
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and Asia reinforced occupational and ethnic divisions within the working class.
Ultimately, in Mink’s view, these forces gave rise both to the craft exclusion-
ism of the AFL and its conservative political orientation: “racial nativism be-
came a driving force behind union politics” and AFL voluntarism became its
ideological formulation. Mink’s argument on the demographic and segmenting
impact of immigration is useful, but the interpretation of the relationship between
immigration and AFL politics in Pure and Simple Politics will diverge signi-
ficantly from hers. Although the AFL leaders clustered around Samuel Gompers
certainly cared deeply about immigration restriction, it never became a central
force or a litmus test for determining their political alliances, nor can it explain
why the Federation entered politics so energetically after 1903. Other issues
like judicial hostility and even the eight-hour day for government workers
ranked much higher in the hierarchy of political issues on which AFL leaders
concentrated.*

Unlike studies proposing a single-factor explanation, this project interprets
the political evolution of organized labor in the United States as deriving from
a variety of factors, influences, and contingencies. The unusual nature and char-
acter of the American state, with the courts and political parties exercising such
a powerful role, greatly shaped the labor movement. Far from a static force
during these years, the federal government underwent a transformation as the
executive branch expanded its powers and intervened more directly both in
domestic and international affairs. In addition, anti-union employers’ organiza-
tions aggressively mobilized in the years after 1900, contesting labor’s power
on shop floors across the country and, increasingly, through skilled use of the
courts, the parties, and the U.S. Congress. These forces not only helped push
politics to the center of labor’s agenda, they also shaped the specific political
strategies labor activists developed for combatting their enemies and achieving
their visions.

Yet the working class and its institutions stand at the heart of this story.
Working people in the United States by the turn of the twentieth century were
profoundly divided amongst and against themselves. Immigration and the grad-
val entrance of women, children, and African Americans into the work force
reshaped the gender and racial characteristics of the class. By 1900, one could

* For an example of immigration’s subordinate position in the AFL’s political universe, one
might consult “Labor’s Protest to Congress,” American Federationist (hereafter cited as AF),
15 (4), April 1908, 261-6, the document generated by the AFL to list its main demands
during the critical campaign year of 1908. Immigration is not mentioned in the document.
Similarly, after the 1912 election, Gompers visited President-elect Woodrow Wilson to dis-
cuss labor’s political goals, and again immigration was not on the list (see Chapter Eight).
I am not arguing that immigration never mattered to AFL members and leaders, but rather
that it played a less central role than various other issues. Gwendolyn Mink, Old Labor
and New Immigrants in American Political Development: Union, Party, and State,
1875-1920 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1986), 67 and 53. See also Julia Greene’s
review of Old Labor and New Immigrants by Gwendolyn Mink, International Labor and
Working-Class History, 34, Fall 1988, 122-6.
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see in the United States a bifurcated working class, dominated by a minority of
skilled workers, predominantly white native-born men, who made higher wages
and exercised more power on the shop floor than did other workers. These skilled
craftsmen were also far more likely to enjoy full political rights, exercising the
franchise and participating enthusiastically in the era’s partisan political culture.
The labor organization they created, the AFL, not only stood at the center of
the labor movement by the end of the nineteenth century, it also excluded the
vast majority of workers. Semiskilled and unskilled workers, those most likely
to be female, new immigrants, or workers of color, seldom found the AFL a
welcoming place. Yet they continued to exert a tremendous influence on labor’s
strategies. Their labor militancy, especially in the years after 1909, and their
involvement in more radical political and economic organizations, issued a con-
stant warning to AFL leaders and members — one that did not always go unheard
— of the dangers and risks of conservative craft unionism.

Although the AFL represented only a privileged segment of the working
class, it nonetheless emerges as central to understanding the evolution of Amer-
ican labor politics. As the most powerful institution representing any part of the
working class, the AFL’s project to develop a national political policy was a
formidable one. Furthermore, this effort held significance for every working per-
son in America, including those whom the AFL excluded. Understanding the
AFL’s political evolution thus requires an exploration of the different and rival-
ing voices within the Federation. Power relations within the AFL were complex
and political decisions highly contested. Scholars long ago demonstrated the
AFL’s vulnerability and its dependence on powerful affiliated unions such as
the carpenters and the miners. Federation leaders like Samuel Gompers always
had to be sure their policies enjoyed support among a critical mass of affiliated
international unions, which thus exerted a significant influence. Yet for all the
careful attention national leaders gave to the wishes of international affiliates,
when it came to their relations with more politically oriented affiliates, the cen-
tral labor unions and the state federations of labor, a different approach domi-
nated. The national leaders of the AFL possessed a great deal of power and they
frequently employed it aggressively in an attempt to keep local affiliates under
control.

Yet the trade unionists who belonged to the AFL defied many efforts to
control their activities. Geography, ethnicity, religion, and partisan loyalties all
served to give AFL members strikingly different approaches to politics. At no
time during the period explored by this book did AFL members easily unite
behind a single approach to politics. It was partly this diversity and division
along political lines that made the AFL’s nonpartisan politics so appropriate.
But other divisions also separated AFL members and leaders besides the ques-
tion of which political party to support. Local- and state-level unionists wished
to choose their own political strategies and alliances, and they disapproved of
national leaders’ efforts to steer them in one direction or another. Thus, the
AFL’s effort to mobilize trade unionists behind a political program in 1906 and
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1908 would generate powerful tensions within the Federation. Furthermore, when
it came to the tactics of mobilization, as we will see, local-level trade unionists
made very different choices than their counterparts at the national level.

This study is therefore most interested in the relationship between AFL
workers and the larger political culture in America at the turn of the century.
As such, voting behavior itself will not be central to the story. A meticulous
calculation of voting statistics at the ward and precinct levels would enhance
our understanding of workers’ voting behavior. My main concerns, however, lie
instead in the complex processes through which the AFL decided its political
strategies and experimented with mobilization tactics and political alliances.
Thus, I focus on the activities and beliefs that created labor’s political culture
in the weeks and months before election day. I seek to examine who controls
the political decisions made by organized labor, how demands and pressures
from below influence their formulation, and the consequences of political strat-
egies as diverse as mass mobilization and elite lobbying tactics.

This, then, is a book about the political possibilities faced by different groups
within the American Federation of Labor, and the political choices they made.
It will explore diverse political strategies and styles, and the debates those polit-
ical decisions generated. It will weigh the AFL’s decision to embark on a cam-
paign of mass mobilization, as well as its retreat into a more narrow and less
popular version of labor politics in the years after 1909. All these factors came
together to create one very important part of labor’s political culture in the
decades before World War 1. They shaped both the way the “labor question”
would be treated in the public and political spheres, and relations within the
AFL itself.

State and Society in Progressive America

The larger environment in which trade unionists experienced and acted on pol-
itics changed rapidly at the turn of the century. Because this transformation so
profoundly shaped the context in which AFL members and leaders made their
political decisions, it requires a brief exploration. What relationship existed
between state and society during these years, and how does an organization like
the AFL fit into the equation?

Before the Progressive era, the federal government possessed only limited
powers relative to individual states. Amidst such a radical decentralization of
power, two key players provided a source of unity: the major parties and the
judiciary. In the phrase coined by Stephen Skowronek, this was “a state of courts
and parties.” As early as the 1830s, party organizations developed extensive
mechanisms for establishing discipline, and thus became the most effective
public instruments for wielding power in nineteenth-century America. Amidst a
fervid partisan culture based on rock-solid loyalties, the two parties competed
fiercely against one another. The courts, as Forbath has explored, played a
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central role by defining the relationships between federal and state governments
and the proper functions of each.?

After 1896, the hegemony of the major parties grew fragile as they faced
challenges from many quarters. Meanwhile, state bureaucracies expanded and
grew more interventionist, as described most eloquently in Stephen Skowronek’s
Building a New American State. Skowronek presents a “state-centered” anal-
ysis of turn-of-the-century American politics, one that emphasizes the activities
of state managers and the influence exerted by preexisting state institutions.
Along with scholars such as Theda Skocpol, Skowronek recommends that we
reject “society-centered” approaches that would reduce complex political trans-
formations to the effects of broader socioeconomic changes.”* Although this
project has been profoundly influenced by the work of Skowronek, it takes a
different approach. The work and conceptualizations of social historians who
see ordinary people exercising agency in American history remains extremely
useful. Following their lead but interested in the political sphere, my work
focuses on the relationships between state and society. How and when do soci-
ety and state interpenetrate each other? How does their relationship change over
time? How do social groups articulate demands and pressure the state to respond?
How do they create institutions that, in ways not always pleasing to the social
groups from which they sprang, negotiate with the state? Although seeing both
state and society as influential players in their own right, this project is most
interested in the interactions between the two.”

A careful examination of the relationship between state and society is espe-
cially important in the case of the United States, with its tradition of weak govern-
ment. Arguments for “state autonomy” seem least useful conceptually in the case
of the United States, where even Skowronek claims that the parties, instruments
of mass democracy, possessed far more power than did the state bureaucracy.
The parties’ central role suggests a need to look closely at organizations that
exercise power, as well as the relationship between them and those they seek to
represent. Even during the Progressive era, when state managers began to emerge
as independent and powerful players, the structure and culture of the party sys-
tem remained strong and enduring. Even the most powerful federal bureau-
cracies were embryonic at this stage. As a result, whichever party won the
presidency continued to exert a major influence on the government’s character.

2 The term “party state” comes from Stephen Skowronek, Building a New American State:
The Expansion of National Administrative Capacities, 1877-1920 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1982), 24-35.

# On the decline of the parties, see Walter Dean Burnham, “The System of 1896: An Ana-
lysis.” in Paul Kleppner et al., The Evolution of American Electoral Systems (Westport, CT:
Greenwood Press, 1981), 147—-202. On the state’s expansion, consult Skowronek, Building a
New American State; Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers; and Evans, Rueschemeyer,
and Skocpol, Bringing the State Back In.

» For a view close to my own, see Charles Bright and Susan Harding, “Processes of State-
making and Popular Protest: An Introduction,” in their edited collection Statemaking and Social
Movements: Essays in History and Theory (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1984).
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Thus, in the Progressive era, one sees an expanding but still weak state
bureaucracy, deteriorating discipline among the parties’ rank and file, and wide-
spread attacks on the power of the judiciary. Amidst this reformulation and re-
creation of the state, new organizations sprang up across the nation to offer
citizens innovative ways of influencing the state and participating in political
decision making. Potentially, they represented a further flowering of American
democracy: Although the structure of American politics made it exceptionally
difficult for independent or radical party politics to succeed, the organizations
that represented employers, doctors, farmers, and workers, along with many other
groups, provided a new if imperfect way for specific social groups to shape their
government. Their potential was especially important given the remarkable “sub-
stanceless” character of American parties: As broad coalitions, the parties were
often found wanting by any specific social group.

Yet even at their best, the new organizations and institutions represented a
double-edged sword. Although they gave a distinct voice to farmers, employers,
workers, and other social groups, they were themselves part of a larger con-
centration of power occurring within the state bureaucracies, in the parties, and
across American society. The “organizational revolution” was one key part of
a shifting of power from the local communities, to the state, and upward to the
national level. As Samuel Hays described many years ago, there emerged an
upward shifting of power both in public and private affairs during this period.?
For example, the economy was transformed at the turn of the century as con-
solidation — commonly referred to as the great merger movement — restructured
corporate America. The expansion of state bureaucracies so ably described by
Skowronek forms one part of this centralization of power. Another part involved
a shifting of responsibilities from municipal governments upward to the state
level, and from state legislatures upward to the federal level. But it also emerged
throughout American society, as groups struggled to develop their voices at the
national level. As the boundaries between different levels of government shifted
and the federal government assumed an expanded range of powers and re-
sponsibilities, social groups scrambled to exert influence at the national level of
American politics. Thus, the small and rapidly growing organizations that rep-
resented different constituencies themselves underwent a dramatic transforma-
tion during these watershed years. Headquarters were established in Washington,
D.C.; lobbying activities took up a greater part of their time. In the process,
many of these organizations grew less democratic and less representative of the
social group from which they had sprung.

In sum, understanding the relation between state and society at the turn of the
century requires that we focus on two overlapping but contradictory processes.
On the one hand, the ability of social groups to influence their government in

% Hays, “Political Parties and the Community-Society Continuum.” See also idem, The
Response to Industrialism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957); and Robert Wiebe,
The Search for Order, 1877-1920 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1967).
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some ways increased during this period, as the state underwent a thorough recon-
struction and its main pillar, the political parties, began to deteriorate while
the new state bureaucracies had not yet consolidated their power. Within this
vacuum of power, new organizations pressed the demands of various social
groups, and a diverse range of activities — strikes, protests, riots — less directly
placed pressure on the state. While these developments pointed to a more porous
interaction between state and society, a second process simultaneously began to
insulate the state from societal pressures: a broad concentration of power that
took place within and outside of the state in the economic, political, and social
realms. Both these processes can be seen at work in the players that dominate
this study: the political parties and the union movement. As the parties declined
they struggled, often successfully, to hold onto their powers and protect them-
selves from other pressures. Meanwhile as the AFL developed a national voice,
it simultaneously grew less democratic and more exclusivist as the conservative
leaders allied around Samuel Gompers consolidated their control over the entire
labor movement. The tensions and debates generated as trade unionists shaped
and reacted to all these changes will be a central concern of this book.

The chapters that follow are organized in a rough chronological order, and
they fall into three major parts. Part One explores the rise of the AFL. Chapter
One traces the social and economic roots of the AFL and its evolution into a
conservative and exclusivist organization representing the interests and outlook
of skilled workers, most of them white, native-born, and male, by the end of
the 1890s. Chapter Two looks at the AFL’s political evolution during the Gilded
Age, tracing the triumph of a political strategy favored by Samuel Gompers,
one that rejected “party tyranny” and relied instead on nonpartisan tactics like
lobbying to win specific labor demands. Chapter Three analyzes the forces that
encouraged Federation leaders, by 1904, to reach beyond their limited lobbying
tactics and experiment with electoral politics. In particular, the chapter explores
the impact of a more interventionist state and an increasingly aggressive anti-
union movement led by the National Association of Manufacturers.

Part Two examines the AFL’s “strike at the ballot box,” that is, its aggres-
sive move into electoral politics in 1906 and 1908, in which leaders exhorted
trade unionists to support and mobilize behind prolabor candidates. Chapter Four
focuses on the AFL’s campaign strategy in 1906, which stressed congressional
campaigns, looking in particular at the different decisions made by national- and
local-level trade unionists. The next two chapters analyze the AFL’s mobiliza-
tion campaign during 1908, when a presidential election significantly altered the
terrain of American labor politics. Chapter Five depicts the Federation’s support
for Democratic Party candidate William Jennings Bryan and the origins and
nature of its unprecedented alliance with the Democratic Party. Chapter Six
assesses the impact this alliance exercised on the AFL. The Democratic-AFL
partnership that year put the labor movement at the heart of American politics,
yet the consequences proved surprising. To the chagrin of AFL leaders, they
became an object of criticism and their institution, a center of disaffection.
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Defeated in most of their goals in 1908, Federation leaders retreated from
their dramatic mobilization campaigns in the years that followed, but refused to
disengage from politics altogether. Meanwhile, trade unionists at the local level
intensified their participation in Socialist and Labor Party activities. These activ-
ities formed one part of a larger shift in American political culture, as progres-
sive reform activities reached their height and the role of the state became a
dominant issue. Part Three examines the AFL’s political goals and strategies
amidst these changing circumstances. Chapter Seven explores the AFL’s re-
evaluation of political strategy that followed on its 1908 defeat, as well as the
new emphasis on lobbying and discrete alliances with Democrats that resulted.
Finally, Chapter Eight focuses on AFL politics after the election of Democrat
Woodrow Wilson to the presidency in 1912. A Democratic presidency seemed
to bring the AFL closer to the pinnacles of political power, yet the politics of
reform in these years marginalized Federation leaders even as new actors proved
increasingly influential.



PART ONE

The Rise of Pure and
Simple Politics

I am willing to subordinate my opinions to the well being, har-
mony, and success of the labor movement; I am willing to sacrifice
myself upon the altar of any phase or action it may take for its
advancement; I am willing to step aside if that will promote our
cause; but I cannot and will not prove false to my convictions that
the trade unions pure and simple are the natural organizations of
the wage workers to secure their present and practical improve-
ment and to achieve their final emancipation.

Samuel Gompers, Seventy Years of Life and Labor,
vol. 1, p. 385






CHAPTER ONE

Building the Federation

In early December of 1886, thirty-eight trade unionists converged on Druids’
Hall in Columbus, Ohio, hoping to create a new nationwide labor federa-
tion. They represented young unions like the Tailors, Bakers, Iron Molders,
Bricklayers, and Printers. At the movement’s head stood three unions: the
Cigar Makers, famed for their effective institution-building tactics and repre-
sented by Adolph Strasser and Samuel Gompers; the Federation of Miners
and Mine Laborers, led by John McBride and Christopher Evans; and the
Carpenters and Joiners, headed by Peter McGuire, “one of the coolest and
shrewdest men in the labor movement.” Most delegates had roots both in social-
ist organizations and in the Knights of Labor. Now, however, they wanted an
organization that would place national trade unions at the movement’s center,
displacing politics and social reform and guaranteeing autonomy to the various
trades.'

The organization these men created, the American Federation of Labor, soon
eclipsed the dying Knights of Labor. Although the AFL represented a diverse
group of unions, by 1900 it would be dominated by the business unionism of
conservative affiliates like the cigarmakers and the carpenters. Although indus-
trial unions like the miners played an important role in the AFL, craft union-
ism would triumph over broader strategies for reaching out to the American
working class. And even though the AFL was born amidst a complex mixture
of radical and independent politics, it achieved fame for eschewing these in favor
of a limited and nonpartisan lobbying program. During its early decades, then,
the AFL underwent a complex transformation, one which can be understood
only by investigating who it represented, what relationship its leaders and mem-
bers possessed to the larger working class, and how internal power struggles
influenced its evolution during the critical early decades.

! “Federation of Trades,” New York Tribune, Dec. 9, 1886, in Stuart Kaufman, et al., eds.,
The Samuel Gompers Papers, Vol. 1, The Making of a Union Leader, 1850—1886 (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1986).
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The Social Roots of the AFL

The trade unionists who united in the American Federation of Labor formed a
select group: They were predominantly skilled workers and typically male; eth-
nically, their roots most often lay in England, Ireland, Germany, or Scandinavia.
Possessing significant power on the shop floor and earning relatively high wages,
America’s own “labor aristocracy” grew more distant from other workers during
the late nineteenth century as its members struggled to maintain their enviable
position amidst complex challenges.

The hothouse conditions characterizing Gilded Age industrialization brought
rich rewards to some Americans, but penalties awaited others. Employers, for
example, felt squeezed by a tumultuous economy. Intense competition among
manufacturers, the long deflationary crisis of 1873 to 1897, declining profit mar-
gins, and record bankruptcy rates together made for an explosive business cli-
mate. A period bracketed by major depressions (1873—8 and 1893—7), the Gilded
Age experienced industrial growth overall but of an increasingly unstable nature.
After the 1870s, the periods of expansion grew shorter and the rate of growth
in the Gross National Product dropped by nearly half.?

Businesspeople explored two main avenues to overcome such economic mis-
eries. They joined together in alliances to prevent the cutthroat competition that
led prices to spiral downward. With time, this approach would grow more com-
plex and give birth to the merger movement of 1895 to 1904, in which some
1800 firms disappeared to reemerge as combinations like American Tobacco and
Standard Oil.* Until then, however, employers stuck to less formal but typically
unsuccessful attempts to restrict output.

Employers also responded to declining profit margins by cutting production
costs, thereby generating the ceaseless industrial conflict that marked the Gilded
Age. Both skilled workers’ power in the workplace and their relatively high
wages hampered efforts to reduce costs. Thus, employers sought not only to cut
wages — undoubtedly the most common strategy — they also struggled to dimin-
ish unions’ strength and where possible to eliminate skilled workers through
mechanization or division of labor. In the long run, such tactics diluted skill and
exercised a homogenizing effect on American workers, but during the Gilded
Age, the effects varied significantly from one industry to the next.

The iron and steel industry, for example, suggested how mechanization and
employer intransigence could devastate a work force. Beginning in the 1870s,
new technology gradually made skilled puddlers and rollers less essential to
production. In the Homestead strike of 1892, Carnegie and Frick exploited the
new circumstances to break the Amalgamated Association of Iron, Steel, and Tin

% In the 1870s, the rate of growth in the GNP, in constant prices, was an annual average of
6.5 percent; it dropped to 3.6 percent by the mid-189os. See David M. Gordon, Richard
Edwards, and Michael Reich, Segmented Work, Divided Workers: The Historical Transforma-
tion of Labor in the United States (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 100—2.

* Naomi R. Lamoreaux, The Great Merger Movement in American Business, 1895-1904 (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 2.



BUILDING THE FEDERATION 21

Workers, one of the most powerful unions in the country at that time. Following
this defeat, wages fell while the union’s work rules disappeared. As David
Montgomery argues, skilled workers continued to play a central role in the mills,
but one that intensified their isolation from other workers. After the strike, Frick
reorganized the job structure to make skilled blowers, melters, and rollers into
supervisors of other men. Although the number of skilled steelworkers decreased
during this period, their distance from those they supervised increased dramat-
ically after 1892 as the steel industry expanded.*

Workers in many other industries, notably cigarmaking, tailoring, and furni-
ture making, similarly confronted skill dilution and new machinery during the
nineteenth century. Printers, however, differed: Although employers introduced
linotype, workers successfully controlled access to the machine-tending positions
this created. Carpenters and metalworkers provided yet another response to
industrialization. Although carpenters faced a range of woodworking inventions
after 1871, their skills remained essential to the trade throughout the twentieth
century. Meanwhile, industrialization created a range of new construction skills,
as electricians and structural ironworkers joined the carpenters’ ranks. In metal-
working, too, industrialization created new skills, especially the tending of
sophisticated machines, keeping the machinists’ trade a skilled craft beyond the
nineteenth century.’

In short, although the threat of skill dilution loomed over Gilded Age crafts-
people and occasionally became a reality, industrialization had a more complex
and less even impact than one might assume.® In fact, skilled workers’ numbers
overall did not significantly decline. Assessing their numerical strength between
1870 and 1910, Andrew Dawson found little change: In 1870, skilled workers
constituted 20.5 percent of the nonagricultural working class; in 1880, 17.6 per-
cent; in 1890, 19 percent; in 1900, 17 percent; and in 1910, 18.5 percent.7 Rather

* David Montgomery, The Fall of the House of Labor: The Workplace, the State, and American
Labor Activism, 1865-1925 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 41-2; David
Brody, Steelworkers in America: The Nonunion Era (New York: Harper & Row, 1960).
Andrew Dawson, “The Paradox of Dynamic Technological Change and the Labor Aristo-
cracy in the U.S., 1880-1914,” Labor History, 20 (3), Summer 1979, 325-51; Robert Christie,
Empire in Wood: A History of the Carpenters’ Union (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
1956), 26, 108; and John Jentz, “Skilled Workers and Industrialization: Chicago’s German
Cabinetmakers and Machinists, 1880—-1900,” in Hartmut Keil and John Jentz, eds., German
Workers in Industrial Chicago, 1850—1910: A Comparative Perspective (DeKalb: Northern
Illinois University Press, 1983), 73-85.

For this point made from the perspective of English history, see Raphael Samuel, “Workshop
of the World: Steam Power and Hand Technology in Mid-Victorian Britain,” History Work-
shop Journal, 2 (3), Spring 1977, 6—72.

I have rounded off Dawson’s figures, which are based on the following trades: enginemen,
firemen, and conductors; carpenters and joiners; masons (brick and stone); painters, glaziers,
and varnishers; paper hangers; plasterers; plumbers and gas and steam fitters; mechanics; glass-
workers; blacksmiths; machinists; steamboiler makers; wheelwrights; cabinetmakers; coopers;
gold- and silverworkers; bookbinders; engravers; printers; lithographers and pressmen; and
model makers and patternmakers. See Dawson, “The Paradox of Dynamic Technological
Change,” 330-1I.
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than facing elimination, America’s labor aristocracy enjoyed greater prestige and
better economic rewards than most workers during this period. Skilled workers
saw their wages increase much more dramatically than those of other workers
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Peter Shergold argues
that the gap between skilled and unskilled workers’ earnings was much greater
in the United States than in Great Britain, particularly after the 1890s’ depres-
sion ended. Similarly, Andrew Dawson has demonstrated that between 1890 and
1914, a period when all manufacturing workers saw their wages rise on average
by 54 percent, skilled workers’ wages rose by 74 percent and unskilled workers’
wages increased by only 31 percent.®

Broader changes during these decades heightened skilled workers’ isolation.
Most dramatic, perhaps, was the social re-creation of the American working class.
Between the 1870s and 1890s, the working class was ethnically rather homo-
geneous. Most workers came from northern and western Europe and ethnicity
did not separate skilled and unskilled workers: Though Germans dominated
skilled occupations to the disadvantage of Irish workers, both ethnic groups were
well represented across skill levels. According to JoEllen Vinyard’s study of
Detroit, for example, 39 percent of German men in 1880 held skilled jobs and
36 percent worked at unskilled labor; by contrast, 28 percent of Irish men pos-
sessed skilled occupations and 42 percent were unskilled laborers.’

During the 1890s, and especially when recovery from the depression set
in, these older immigration patterns gave way as large numbers of immigrants
entered the United States from central, southern, and eastern Europe. In 1896,
for the first time “new” immigrants outnumbered the “old” (191,545 new vs.
137,552 old immigrants entered the country), and in the following years, until
1915, their numbers rose dramatically (320,981 new immigrants entered the
United States in 1900; 610,818 in 1903; 971,715 in 1907; and 894,258 in 1914).'°
Usually lacking in industrial skills, these Italian and Slavic immigrants formed
a new unskilled working class. Working as laborers on railroads and in mines,
as operatives in textile mills, or as homeworkers in the clothing industry, they
typically performed the heaviest, most tedious, and worst paid work in America
after the 1890s. The “new” immigrants’ seemingly exotic customs and dress,
their Catholic or Jewish religion, and their lower standard of living separated
them from more privileged workers. But the fundamental difference between old

8 Peter R. Shergold, Working-Class Life: The “American Standard” in Comparative Perspec-
tive, 1899—1913 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1982), 45—57; Dawson, “Paradox
of Dynamic Technological Change,” 332—4.

° JoEllen Vinyard, The Irish on the Urban Frontier: Nineteenth Century Detroit, 1850—1880
(New York: Arno Press, 1976), 144, cited in Nora Faires, “Occupational Patterns of German-
Americans in Nineteenth-Century Cities,” in Hartmut Keil and John B. Jentz, eds., German
Workers in Industrial Chicago, 1850—1910: A Comparative Perspective (DeKalb: Northern
Ilinois Press, 1983), 37—51.

10 Bureau of the Census, Department of Commerce, Historical Statistics of the United States,
Colonial Times to 1970 (Washington, DC, 1975), 1:105-6.
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and new immigrants remained skill: As immigration from northwestern Europe
dried up, as their children and grandchildren became craftspeople, and as new
immigrants flooded into unskilled and semiskilled positions, the skilled trades
included fewer and fewer foreign-born workers."!

Not all of the new immigration came from Europe. Mexican and Asian im-
migrants also entered the United States in greater numbers by the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. Though their numbers were small compared to the
influx of southern and eastern Europeans, they reconstructed the work force of
certain industries in the western states by the early twentieth century. Like Euro-
pean immigrants, Asian and Mexican workers both found their wage-earning
opportunities limited almost exclusively to unskilled tasks. Both groups could be
found working predominantly in agriculture. Mexicans, for example, constituted
40 percent of the beet farming work force in Colorado’s South Platte Valley
and 100 percent of the same industry in California’s Imperial Valley. Mexicans
also found jobs throughout the West in construction, mining, and railroad main-
tenance labor. Chinese, Japanese, and Filipinos centered their work in California
agriculture, but gradually employment became more possible in laundries, cigar-
making, menial restaurant work, and lumber and railroad industries.'?

More gradual changes also transformed the working class’s social character
during this period. Women, children, and African-Americans all increased their
labor force participation, and in each case, they worked primarily in low-paid,
unskilled jobs. The number of working women rose significantly between 1890
and 1910, from 3.7 million women workers in 1890 (18.2 percent of the work-
ing class) to nearly 5 million in 1900 (20 percent of all workers)."* The most
common job held by women remained domestic service well into the twentieth
century: In 1900, approximately one-third of all women wage earners worked
as household servants. African-American women chose domestic service or laun-
dry work when they could, preferring it to agricultural labor. For native-born
white women, vocations like teaching and nursing grew increasingly important
at the turn of the twentieth century, as did clerical, sales, and other service jobs.
Almost 40 percent of women worked at manual jobs, but nearly always in
unskilled or semiskilled positions that proved difficult to organize. The classic
female industrial job involved tending a machine in a New England textile fac-
tory. Meanwhile, by 1900, more than 250,000 children under the age of fifteen

1

Shelton Stromquist, “Looking Both Ways: Ideological Crisis and Working-Class Recom-
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Emigration to the US,” Perspectives in American History, 12, 1979, 409; and Ronald Takaki,
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worked for a wage in American mines and factories, typically in highly tedious
and unskilled jobs.**

The vast majority of African-Americans lived and worked in the rural South
until well into the twentieth century. As late as 1910, 80 percent of blacks
worked either in southern agriculture or as household servants. When the Civil
War ended, the number of African-Americans holding skilled industrial jobs
actually decreased as whites determined to control well-paying positions. Over
the next two decades across the South, the rise of craft unionism and the appren-
tice system aided white workers’ efforts to win control over jobs, especially in
the building trades and on the railroads. Yet significant numbers of African-
American men continued to work at industrial jobs in the South, retaining some
jobs in the building trades and increasing their numbers in extractive industries
like lumber and mining. They also worked occasionally in northern industries
like mining. Beginning around 1900, the number of African-American men in
industrial jobs began steadily to increase. In an era of increasing Jim Crow
segregation, this created great animosity among white workers toward their
black counterparts, and the number of strikes by white workers protesting the
employment of black workers more than doubled during the decade from 1890
to 1900. In addition, blacks seeking industrial employment often faced violence
and death threats from white workers. African-American women also worked in
large numbers: In 1870, 49.5 percent of them were in the labor force, and that
figure remained relatively constant throughout the late nineteenth century. Like
white wage-earning women, African-American women typically worked as
domestic servants or at related tasks like laundering or cooking.'

By the late nineteenth century, then, skilled workers emerged as a distinct
social group, isolated and different from other workers, due to a dramatic social
and economic remaking of the working class. On a daily basis, their wage labor
differentiated them from other workers because they possessed a skill that
brought both higher wages and power to affect their immediate environment.
After 1890, this fundamental difference became overlaid with ethnic, gender,
and racial distinctions. Increasingly, most unskilled workers were female, south-
ern or eastern European, and/or African-American, and most skilled workers
were native-born or northwestern European whites as well as being almost

%" Alice Kessler Harris, Out to Work: A History of Wage-Earning Women in the United States
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), esp. 108—41; Tera Hunter, To "Joy My Free-
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Gender and Job Choice in the 1890s,” in Ava Baron, ed., Work Engendered: Toward A
New History of American Labor (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1991). American
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exclusively male. As historian Shelton Stromquist notes, these differences be-
came reinforced by changes in urban structure: The rise of streetcar suburbs
removed craftspeople and their families from older working-class neighborhoods
and added a spatial component to the growing social gulf separating skilled and
unskilled workers.'®

Skilled workers inhabited a culture that reflected and reinforced their increas-
ing separation from other workers. As David Montgomery has noted, a mutu-
alism rooted in working-class solidarities formed the dominant element in their
culture. Thus, George E. McNeill would write in 1899, “The Organization of
laborers in Trades Unions recognizes the fact that mutualism is preferable to
individualism.” On the shop floor, this translated into the “stint,” or output quota,
because workers saw unlimited production as leading to lower piece rates and
unemployment. Closely joined to the mutualism, in the craftsmen’s world view,
stood the principle of “manliness.” According to David Montgomery, who first
described manliness as an important aspect of skilled workers’ culture, possess-
ing a “manly bearing” provided shorthand slang for the dignified posture workers
should hold both toward the boss and toward one another. The concept suggested
a proud worker unwilling to placate or beg his employer. More recent work on
working-class manliness has expanded on its nature and functions: It connoted
competency, physical prowess, assertiveness, and independence. Furthermore,
the culture of manliness not only united workingmen against their employers,
as Montgomery described it, but also united them against those perceived as
outsiders: women, girls, and boys. Ava Baron, for example, has shown how work-
ingmen intertwined notions of manliness with efforts to control apprenticeship
procedures. Mary Blewett has described a craft workers’ version of manliness in
Fall River, one closely tied to the family wage (a wage that allowed the hus-
band to be the only support of his family) and male control over the union."’

'® My argument in these pages has been greatly influenced by Shelton H. Stromquist, “Looking
Both Ways: Ideological Crisis and Working-Class Recomposition in the 1890s.” Also very
useful on these questions is Andrew Dawson, “The Parameters of Craft Consciousness; The
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American Labor (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1991), 47-69; Mary Blewett, “Man-
hood and the Market: The Politics of Gender and Class among the Textile Workers of Fall
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Manliness and Civilization: A Cultural History of Gender and Race in the United States,
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Bare-Knuckle Prizefighting in America (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1986); Anthony
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Often, too, manliness became closely intertwined with a racial consciousness.
In a remarkable reformulation of American labor history, David Roediger has
suggested that a racial consciousness of their own whiteness helped unite white
workingmen during the nineteenth century. Roediger’s work has focused thus
far on the antebellum period, and more work is needed to comprehend the subtle
dynamics of whiteness and its transformation during the post—Civil War period.
Yet it seems clear that as the “age of emancipation” gave way to the triumph
of Jim Crow segregation, white working-class culture, too, became pervaded by
notions of racial supremacy. In the labor journals and periodicals of the late nine-
teenth century, one regularly sees craftsmen proclaiming their identity as not mere
men, but free, white men. Even in moments of celebration, skilled white workers
often demonstrated that their identification as “union men” meshed closely with
a white racial consciousness. A poem written by Michael McGovern during this
period described iron puddlers’ festivities after the signing of a new scale:

There were no men invited such as Slavs and “Tally Annes,”
Hungarians and Chinamen with pigtail cues and fans.

No, every man who got the “pass” a union man should be;
No blacksheep were admitted to the Puddlers’ Jubilee.

By the late nineteenth century, as social dynamics such as mass immigration
and the entry of more women and children into wage work transformed the
working class, such racial and gender identifications as these began to play a
different function, reinforcing the sealed character of a distinct social group con-
stituted by skilled workers.'®

Craftsmen’s recreation also reflected the male world in which they worked.
No institution occupied a more central position in working-class leisure than the
saloon, which served as a place to talk with friends or workmates, to gossip or
learn about job possibilities, to celebrate a wedding or to pick up mail. In saloon
culture, the common ritual of “treating” one’s friends provided a way, as Roy
Rosenzweig has suggested, for workers to reinforce through non-economic
means the mutuality pervading their lives. Jack London described the custom in
his novel John Barleycorn, for example, commenting that “I had achieved a
concept. Money no longer counted. It was comradeship that counted.” Yet
saloons also reflected the gender segregation that prevailed in working-class
America. Although women and men both enjoyed alcohol in the nineteenth cen-
tury, the former almost always drank at home. When women did appear in the
local saloon, they apparently were exempt from “treating” rituals: In this case,
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as in others, male workers’ mutualism had become an exclusive preserve. Other
activities popular with working-class audiences, such as theater and sporting
events, likewise catered primarily to white male audiences."

In the late nineteenth century, in short, skilled workers’ relationship to other
workingpeople grew more complex and troubled. Although in many cases their
skills remained viable, they faced innumerable threats to their privileged posi-
tion and could look around to see less fortunate craftsmen who had lost their
autonomy, their monopoly over craft knowledge, their high wages, and much
of their prestige. At the same time, skilled workers evolved into a separate social
grouping because the unskilled and semiskilled working class became composed
of immigrants, women, African-Americans, and children. As the chasm widened,
unskilled and semiskilled workers seemed, to craftsmen, poised to exploit any
opening for new jobs at the expense of those with skills. This social distancing
of the skilled workers, combined with the threats they faced as a result of indus-
trialization, would play an important role in the labor movement’s evolution at
the turn of the twentieth century.

Preserving the Trade Unions

Beginning in 1852, workers in diverse trades began creating national unions to
represent their interests. As industrialization created a new national market, stan-
dardized products, and stronger businesses in closer touch with one another,
more workers found they needed institutions capable of reaching beyond the
local or state level.

In seeking to create national unions, workers confronted formidable obstacles
in the form of uncompromising employers, an unstable economy, and harass-
ment from the judiciary and the police. These pressures and workers’ responses
to them influenced the shape of the young labor movement and encouraged a
dramatic change of direction during the Gilded Age. In the 1860s, the organized
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labor movement rested largely on local unions, felt profoundly the influence of
socialism, and devoted itself to political agitation. By 1900, the labor movement
had become nationwide, its leaders had centralized their power and reinforced
it with business unionist strategies, and although socialism remained important,
it had been pushed to the margins of the movement and no longer served as a
central inspiration. Furthermore, as efforts to unionize unskilled workers faded,
craft consciousness increasingly dominated the movement.

The young cigarmaker named Samuel Gompers typified many of these trends.
Born in England in 1850, Gompers emigrated to the United States with his
Dutch Jewish parents in 1863. Living in New York, Gompers joined his cigar-
making father at the trade, and both joined the Cigar Makers’ National Union
in 1864. The boy’s interests remained distant from the labor movement, how-
ever, until 1873 when a new job introduced him to socialism and trade union-
ism in one fell swoop. Working in a shop owned by the German socialist David
Hirsch, Gompers entered a fascinating milieu of politically active cigarmakers.
Among others, he met Ferdinand Laurrell, a Swedish socialist and a leader in
the International Workingmen’s Association. Introduced by Laurrell to socialist
philosophy, Gompers set about learning German so he could read works by
Marx, Engels, and Lassalle in the original.”

Laurrell also stressed to Gompers the importance of economic organization
and the benefits of trade unionism. Radicals like Adolph Strasser, Peter McGuire,
and John Swinton, on the other hand, favored the Lassallean approach based
on political agitation. As Stuart Kaufman has shown, political versus economic
activity emerged as a central division in the International during the depression
of the 1870s. Seeing economic organization as the key to working-class eman-
cipation, Gompers and Laurrell joined forces with activists like J. P. McDonnell,
David Kronburg, and Friedrich Bolte.2! Within this environment, Sam Gompers
first articulated the principles that would motivate his life.

An influential pamphlet by German socialist Carl Hillman, written in 1873
and entitled “Practical Suggestions for Emancipation,” provides insight into the
trade union—centered approach Gompers was then discovering. According to
Hillman, trade unions provided workers with the tool needed to end class rule.
Because workers naturally distrusted political parties and showed more interest
in immediate concerns like wages and hours, Hillman argued, “it is a fatal error
to subordinate the trade union movement directly to the purely political party
movement.” Workers should focus instead on building strong union organizations,
with health and death benefits, and thereby maintain their members’ loyalty.
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And at the heart of such unions must be democratic organization. Rather than
giving senior craftsmen dictatorial control, unions must follow the principle of
equal rights and equal duties: “Even the chairman must not have any privileges.
He must be considered an executive only and not a policymaker.” Hillman’s
pamphlet did not exclude politics from labor’s future. Once the movement matured
sufficiently to create a national federation of unions, he stressed, politics would
become more important as workers recognized that they and the Social Demo-
crats shared common interests.*

Gompers and his comrade Adolph Strasser would become well known to
American labor activists for initiating strategies of business unionism in the
Cigar Makers’ International Union (CMIU). Ironically, before that, the two men
achieved a name by fighting exclusivist union practices. In 1872, Strasser organ-
ized a new union for New York City cigarmakers, one open to anyone in the
trade, regardless of method or place of work, sex, or nationality. This union, the
United Cigarmakers, constituted Strasser’s response to CMIU regulations that
prohibited “bunchmakers” (workers who used a mechanical mold to press
tobacco into shape) from membership; most Bohemian cigarmakers were bunch-
makers, so they could not join the union. The United Cigarmakers also initiated
key changes in union organization, including collection of regular dues by shop
stewards, creation of a central board of administration with delegates repre-
senting the various shops, and a system of unemployment and strike benefits. In
1875, the CMIU changed its regulations to admit new members without regard
to sex or method of work, and chartered Strasser’s union as local 144.%

Members of the new local elected Gompers as their first president and Strasser
as financial secretary. The two began working to extend their policies of inclu-
sive membership, high dues, centralized administration, and benefits throughout
the CMIU. In 1877, the CMIU convention elected Strasser president, and in the
following years, with assistance from Gompers, Laurrell, and others, he reor-
ganized the union. As Strasser explained to union members in the pages of the
new CMIU journal, both American and English experiences proved the need for
a more efficient and more protective structure. Thus, he acted to make the CMIU
more centralized (e.g., giving the executive board control over a strike fund and
the power to shift funds from richer to poorer locals), more benevolent (adding
sick and death benefits), and more wealthy (establishing uniform dues and an
initiation fee). By the early 1880s, Strasser and his allies had transformed the CMIU
into a model of business unionism based on centralized control, membership
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benefits, and financial efficiency. In following years, the new approach proved
advantageous: Through the 1880s, Strasser happily reported on the union’s grow-
ing number of locals and its greatly improved strike record.?*

Amidst this reconstruction of the CMIU, Strasser had somehow lost his ori-
ginal instinct for broad solidarities. He had apparently learned one key lesson
from the 1877 cigarmakers’ strike and the depression of the same decade: The
union should focus on protecting its core of skilled, white, and male workers.
After 1877, Gompers and Strasser attempted to outlaw tenement cigar produc-
tion rather than organize its mainly female and immigrant work force. This deci-
sion, along with the centralized structure they imposed and their mainstream
political tactics, gave rise to pervasive criticism from union members. In 1882,
a nationwide secessionist movement developed after Strasser voided the results
of an election won by Socialists in New York City. The group of Germans
and Bohemians, many of them Socialists, pulled out of the CMIU and formed
the Cigar Makers’ Progressive Union. As Patricia Cooper noted in her study of
the cigarmaking trade, this was not simply an ideological battle between social-
ists and conservative unionists. The cigarmakers’ Progressive movement seems
instead to have been motivated by a wide range of criticism: Some workers,
usually Socialists, criticized the “bourgeois” political tactics or the business-
like strategies of the CMIU; immigrants complained about English-speaking
workers’ domination over union affairs; yet other workers attacked the CMIU as
undemocratic, and demanded more local autonomy and better organizing efforts
among tenement house and team workers. All these criticisms reflected internal
tensions the CMIU, like other trade unions, would contend with well into the
twentieth century.”

Amidst these complex alliances, the CMIU leadership began simultaneously
to define itself in opposition to socialism. As early as 1883, Adolph Strasser
testified to the U.S. Senate on relations between labor and capital and observed
that “socialistic feeling” did not belong in the CMIU: “We have no ultimate
ends. We are going on from day to day. We are fighting only for immediate
objects — objects that can be realized in a few years.””

The business unionism pioneered by Strasser and Gompers competed with
other trends in the American labor movement during the late nineteenth century.
Only slowly did their tactics of centralization, protection, and financial efficiency
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in Kaufman, Gompers Papers, 1:141-51 and 1:71—72; Patricia Cooper, Once a Cigar Maker:
Men, Women, and Work Culture in American Cigar Factories, 1900-1919 (Urbana: Uni-
versity of Illinois Press, 1987), 19—22.

» Cooper, Once a Cigar Maker, 23—5; see also Eileen Boris, “‘A Man’s Dwelling House Is
His Castle’: Tenement House Cigarmaking and the Judicial Imperative,” in Baron, Work
Engendered, 114—41.

% United States Congress, Senate Committee on Education and Labor, Report of the Committee
of the Senate upon the Relations between Labor and Capital . . ., 48th Congress, 4 vols.
(Washington, DC, 1885), 1:460.
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emerge as the dominant model for union organization. During the 1880s and
1890s, many unions, like the United Mine Workers, the Brewery Workers, the
Bakery Workers, the Boot and Shoe Workers, the International Association of
Machinists, and the Furniture Workers, to list only the most important cases,
experimented in varying degrees with socialism and populism and with the inclu-
sive structure of industrial unionism (i.e., unions structured to organize all workers
in a trade). The Cigarmakers’ approach did quickly influence unions like the
Typographers, Iron Molders, and the Carpenters. During the 189os, many other
unions would embrace business unionism as the economic depression and defeats
confronted by socialism persuaded many activists of the advantages of more
pragmatic strategies. But in the short run, Strasser’s and Gompers’s innovations
in the CMIU remained largely limited to that organization — until, that is, they
ascended to prominent positions in the movement to create a nationwide fed-
eration of trade unions.”

To comprehend the origins of that national federation, the role played by the
Noble and Holy Order of the Knights of Labor (KOL) requires attention. Formed
in 1869 by Philadelphia garment cutters, the Knights functioned as a secret but
otherwise fairly typical craft union for several years. Its founder, Uriah Stephens,
modeled the Order on fraternal organizations like the Masons and the Knights
of Pythias. The Knights remained a loose gathering of local assemblies until
1878 when it first elected national officers. Only in 1882 did the Knights com-
pletely relinquish their code of secrecy, allowing their name to be spoken in
public. By this time, the Knights had acquired characteristics quite different from
the craft unions. The Order aspired to lofty ideals: Its principles stressed that
people, like nations, should be measured by their moral worth rather than by
their material wealth. The movement’s leaders emphasized social reform as much
as traditional unionism, eschewed strikes, and rejected political action as a way
to achieve change. Despite this, rank-and-file Knights embraced both strikes and
politics, with some success, as means to realizing their goals.”

%" John H. M. Laslett, Labor and the Left: A Study of Socialist and Radical Influences in the
American Labor Movement, 1881-1924 (New York: Basic Books, 1970); Stuart Kaufman,
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the American Worker, 1865-1920 (Arlington Heights, IL: Harlan Davidson, 1985), 64—7;
Andrew Roy, A History of the Coal Miners of the U.S.: From the Development of the Mines
to the Close of the Anthracite Strike of 1902 (Columbus, OH: J. L. Trauger Printing Co.,
1907); Robert Christie, Empire in Wood: A History of the Carpenters’ Union (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1956).

Richard Oestreicher, “Terence Powderly, the Knights of Labor, and Artisanal Republican-
ism,” in Melvyn Dubofsky and Warren Van Tine, eds., Labor Leaders in America (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1987), 30—61; Bruce Laurie, Artisans into Workers: Labor in
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The Order’s divergence from craft unionism could be seen in its structure.
Knights encouraged mixed assemblies of workers from different trades as a way
to overcome craft divisions. They also admitted any producers who accepted the
Order’s principles, as long as they were not parasites on the body politic: Land-
lords, lawyers, and liquor dealers could not join, but honorable manufacturers and
employers were welcomed. The Knights’ inclusiveness also made membership
possible for women (their numbers, which included housewives as well as wage-
earning women, reached 10 percent of the total Knights’ membership at their
height), for African-Americans (though typically in segregated assemblies, their
numbers, too, reached an estimated 10 percent, or approximately 60,000), for im-
migrants, and more generally for unskilled workers. Yet the racism of some Knights
became apparent in their response to Chinese workers: By the mid-1880s, anti-
Chinese sentiment in California led to a boycott of Chinese-made cigars. As one
speaker summarized the conflict at a Knights rally, “This is the old irrepressible
conflict between slave and white labor. God grant there may be survival of the
fittest.” Determined to assist God’s plans, the Knights promoted a “white” union
label to help employers and consumers discriminate against Chinese workers.”

The Knights proved the most influential labor organization of the late nine-
teenth century, and long after it had faded, the labor movement would be led
by people who received schooling under its umbrella. As union pioneer Andrew
Roy wrote in 1907, many United Mine Workers’ leaders “took their first lessons
in public speaking in the local assembly room of the Knights of Labor.” Shelton
Stromquist has demonstrated how many Gilded Age unionists shared a commit-
ment both to craft unions and to the Knights.*® Yet, gradually, a tension emerged
between the Order and the trade unions. The trade unionists’ disagreement with
the Knights centered on three problems, which in turn would influence the nature
of the young AFL. Trade unionists criticized the Knights of Labor because of
its preoccupation with social reform (it supported cooperatives more generously
than strikes, for example) and willingness to include nonworkers; its centralized
structure and the dominant role played by Terence Powderly; and its jurisdic-
tional encroachments on territory trade unionists believed belonged to them.*

The carpenter Peter McGuire perhaps best represented the many Knights whose
loyalties shifted away to the craft union movement. Born in 1852, McGuire grew
up in New York City and became active in various radical causes from his teens

¥ Or as a writer in the San Francisco Truth complained, “The Chinese restriction bill is a
weak and sickly invention designed to lull us into security while this silent invasion pro-
ceeds. Let us all, men and women, unite for the common purpose of race and national
preservation.” Saxton, The Indispensable Enemy, 180, 218. See also Susan Levine, Labor’s
True Women: Carpet Weavers, Industrialization, and Labor Reform in the Gilded Age
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1984); and Rachleff, Black Labor in the South.
Stromquist, “Looking Both Ways.”

The best source on the relationship between the trade unions and the Knights is Norman
Ware, The Labor Movement in the United States, 1860—-1890 (New York: Vintage Press,
1964; originally 1929). See also Stuart Kaufman, “The KOL, the Trade Unions, and the
Founding of the FOTLU,” in Kaufman, Gompers Papers, 1:159—0T.

Wt



BUILDING THE FEDERATION 33

onwards. By the mid-1870s, McGuire was deeply influenced by Ferdinand
Lassalle, who stressed that workers should employ political rather than economic
tactics in order to capture the capitalist system. McGuire agitated on behalf of
both the Knights of Labor and the Socialist Labor Party. Between 1876 and
1881, McGuire’s views shifted dramatically and he began to see trade union-
ism as central to the workers’ struggle. It could discipline and educate workers,
and by introducing them to practical reforms, trade unionism would ultimately
bring workers to socialism. Hoping to promote trade unionism, McGuire returned
to his trade in 1880. In 1881, he created the Brotherhood of Carpenters and
Joiners, soon to become one of the most successful American unions. Still a
committed Socialist, McGuire advocated an activist-centered trade unionism, one
based on his admonition to “organize, agitate, and educate.”

McGuire belonged to a growing group of Knights members who opposed
their organization’s leadership and saw it as unsupportive of trade unionism. In
1879, the KOL General Assembly passed a resolution declaring that “locals
formed . . . exclusively in the interest of any one trade are contrary to the spirit
and genius of the Order as founded....” It required that any such locals
must be subordinated to the District Assembly and must admit workmen of all
trades.® As a result of these disagreements, several unhappy Knights convened
in August 1881, in hopes of creating a rival organization of trade unionists.
Their meeting led to the creation, in November 1881, of the Federation of Trades
and Labor Unions (FOTLU, the immediate predecessor to the AFL). A KOL
Executive Board member described this gathering to Powderly and noted the
role played by dissident Knights: “I tell you these men dreaded the K. of L.
and nearly in every instance these men were K. of Labor.”**

Despite the presence of KOL members at the founding meeting of the
FOTLU, delegates chose a plan of representation that privileged national and
international unions. The latter would be represented by a graduated number of
delegates depending on their size, but local assemblies or councils were granted
only one delegate each, regardless of their size. The 1882 FOTLU convention
changed this plan to allow more equal representation for KOL district assem-
blies and local labor bodies, but by then the Knights had decided the FOTLU
did not warmly embrace them. Knights of Labor members gradually ceased par-
ticipating in the new federation.®

The Federation of Trades and Labor Unions modeled itself explicitly on the
British Trades Union Congress. It was intended as an annual congress of unions
32 Christie, Empire in Wood, 29—45; Mark Erlich, “Peter J. McGuire: Socialism of a Trades
Union Kind?” Labor History, 24 (2), Spring 1983, 165-97.
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that would exist both to encourage the formation of labor organizations and to
represent labor’s legislative and political interests.*® In fact, the FOTLU faced
a critical shortage of funds and quickly became a moribund organization. Yet
its emergence quickly intensified competition between the trade unions and the
Knights of Labor. As early as 1882, this competition prompted P. J. McGuire
to assess the role the FOTLU should play for American workers. He stressed
that organization by trades would be necessary and beneficial as long as indus-
try prevailed. Likewise, a federation of trade unions organized along industrial
rather than political lines would serve as the “most natural and assimilative”
way to bring workers in different trades together while maintaining the auto-
nomy of each. According to McGuire, the labor movement needed both a pub-
lic and a secret side: FOTLU would dominate the former, while the KOL could
rule in labor’s secret world. The two sides could work together harmoniously if
not for “overzealous” men in the Order “who busy themselves in attempting the
destruction of existing unions to serve their own whims and mad iconoclasm.”
In denouncing both the KOL and politically based labor movements, McGuire
sharpened the conflict between the rival organizations and set new priorities for
the FOTLU.”

In the next years, jurisdictional conflicts reinforced these programmatic ones,
as the KOL fought trade unions for control in the building and printing trades,
iron molding, granite cutting, and other industries. Squabbling broke out over
issues such as KOL failure to honor trade union strikes or boycotts.38 In 1882,
the Knights’ General Assembly reversed its position on organization by trades
and voted to encourage the formation of trades assemblies. This decision led
the Order to compete more aggressively with trade unions for workers’ loyal-
ties. In 1885, for example, the General Assembly decided to create a national
assembly of miners, which then began competing directly with the recently
founded National Federation of Miners.” Meanwhile, bitter conflict broke out
between the two institutions in the cigarmaking industry as the Knights began
aggressively to organize workers believed by the CMIU to be within its province.
In 1886, KOL leaders ordered cigarmakers to choose between membership in
the Order or in the CMIU, an action that shocked trade unionists and stoked
higher the fires of anti-KOL militancy.*

% “The Labor Congress,” news account in the Pittsburgh Commercial Gazette, November 18,
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By this time, the FOTLU had become virtually useless as an organization
and could provide little assistance to trade union leaders in their battle with the
KOL. In this context, trade union activists needed either to reach an agreement
with the KOL or create an alternative federation capable of protecting their
interests. They first tried the former solution, meeting in May 1886 with KOL
leaders in hopes of a reconciliation. This effort failed, and the KOL’s demand
in October that cigarmakers choose between it and the CMIU extinguished hopes
of a peace agreement.*’ In November 1886, the presidents of the Steelworkers,
Iron Molders, Cigarmakers, Miners, and Carpenters called for creation of a
nationwide trade union federation.*

This led thirty-eight trade unionists to convene at Druids’ Hall in Columbus,
Ohio, in December and create the new American Federation of Labor. In the
deliberations that founded the AFL, one could see the impact of the war between
the KOL and the unions. In the eyes of trade unionists, their conflict with the
Knights had centered on the latter’s determination to suppress trade unions in
preference for broader social reform priorities. Hence the new federation cen-
tered around trade unions and sought to unite the various trades in a beneficial
alliance while giving to each one complete independence and autonomy. Sim-
ilarly, the delegates wanted their new federation to be pragmatic and to focus on
economic action. As president, unionists chose thirty-six-year-old Sam Gompers,
the street-smart vice-president of the CMIU known for his antagonism toward
the KOL. The AFL’s constitution provided for federal trade unions that could
recognize workers of diverse trades when no single trade dominated. This deci-
sion undercut the need for flexible KOL structures like the mixed assembly. By
providing for unified action on strikes and boycotts, the delegates sought to give
each union the resources of a national organization, providing another way to
obviate the need for the KOL.*

Although the founding of the AFL helped push the U.S. labor movement into
a new era, many years had yet to pass before the AFL would be synonymous
with antisocialism, centralized union bureaucracy, craft consciousness, and the
tactics of business unionism. The early AFL included many unions that orga-
nized on industrial rather than craft lines, that eschewed the centralized structure
and high dues advocated by the CMIU, and that followed socialist or populist
philosophies: unions like the miners, bakers, and furniture workers. The lines
were drawn differently in 1886. Gompersism did not yet dominate the Federation,
and officials like miner John McBride, who disagreed with Gompers on so much,
noticed instead the key area of agreement. Rejoicing at the accomplishments of
the AFL’s founding convention, McBride proclaimed: “we have preserved the
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trades unions.”* To understand the triumph of Gompersism that would shortly
come, we shift our attention to the 1890s and the transformation of America’s
labor movement.

Gompers and the Triumph of Conservative Unionism

During the next decades, the American Federation of Labor emerged as the
dominant labor federation in the United States. As economic depression, mass
immigration, internal migration, and a new white racial consciousness in the dawn-
ing era of Jim Crow together transformed the working class, so also did they
influence the labor movement’s direction. Through the AFL, skilled workers’
increasing isolation from other workers became institutionalized. By 1900, des-
pite important exceptions, the AFL stood for craft consciousness, conservative
business unionism, national trade unions’ dominance over local labor, nonpar-
tisan political strategies, and membership practices that excluded most women,
nonwhites, and unskilled workers from the organization.

When he began leading the AFL, Samuel Gompers was already known as a
militant defender of trade unionism. A brilliant strategist and an energetic orga-
nizer, Gompers seemed highly promising as the new federation’s first chief. He
was also known as a carousing man, one who appreciated good fun, decent
cigars, and plenty of barroom drinking. Gompers’s rotund physique — he stood
five feet four inches tall with nearly two hundred pounds of bulk — was made
more imposing by his “coal black hair worn almost long enough to sweep his
coat collar,” “his fierce black mustache and goatee, and something of a bull dog
look of determination about his jaws and mouth. .. .”*%

During the AFL’s first decade, Gompers focused on building the institution.
He quit the cigarmaking trade for a full-time salary of $1,000 per year. Four
years later, his salary had been raised only to $1,500, still less than he could
earn at cigarmaking. In these early years, Gompers ran the AFL from a series
of small rooms — a tenement donated by the CMIU initially, then a front room
of his own apartment. Normally an errand boy assisted him, and sometimes a
clerk. By 1896, the AFL began to acquire the trappings of a viable institution:
Frank Morrison of the Typographers worked alongside Gompers as full-time
secretary, aided by two stenographers and an office boy. They now worked in
a permanent three-room office in Washington, D.C.%
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Gompers worked relentlessly at his new endeavor, singlehandedly building
the Federation into an influential unifying force for the labor movement. He
edited the AFL journal, first called the Union Advocate and, after 1894, the
American Federationist. He carried on a voluminous correspondence with labor
activists across the United States and abroad. In 1889, he undertook his first
speaking tour throughout the United States, visiting fifty cities in three months
to expound on the merits of trade unionism. Beginning in 1887, Gompers also
worked to build a corps of volunteer organizers. These activists received no pay
from the AFL, although often local unions found a way to reimburse them for
their costs. Volunteer organizers established local unions in varying trades and
emerged as important factors in the union movement’s expansion.

The AFL confronted three great challenges during its first decades. Com-
petition from the Knights of Labor posed the first challenge, and although that
continued to be a problem after the AFL’s founding in 1886, the Order rapidly
disintegrated under the pressures of internal rivalries, employers’ aggressive
opposition, and the backlash against radicals and labor after the Haymarket
incident of 1886. The second great challenge emerged in the AFL’s ideological
split, as Socialists grew better organized and conservatives like Gompers and
Strasser grew more vocal in their antisocialism (we will explore this in Chapter
Two). The third challenge, the most threatening of all, was the great economic
depression of 1893 to 1897.

The depression began with a financial panic in the spring of 1893. By the
end of the year, approximately 15,000 businesses and 400 banks had declared
bankruptcy. Five years later, when the depression ended, thousands of others
had joined them. Businesses lucky enough to survive tolerated low profit mar-
gins, and sought to recover lost ground by cutting wages or laying off workers.
For workers, this meant widespread unemployment, part-time work, and reduced
wages. The AFL estimated in 1893 that more than three million workers were
unemployed. Most unions watched as their numbers — and their revenues —
declined dramatically. Economic recession during the mid-1880s had hurt the
young union movement, whereas the 1870s depression had virtually eliminated
it. Surviving the 1890s depression became the AFL’s first major achievement.”

Yet the labor movement did not emerge unscathed from the crisis. The depres-
sion made broad solidarities among workers more difficult to achieve, while it
bolstered business unionists. Industrial unionism formed an important part of the
labor movement — both inside and outside of the AFL — at the beginning of the
1890s. The American Railway Union, formed in 1893 and led by Eugene Debs,
provided the most dramatic example of industrial unionism. Government inter-
vention into the fateful Pullman Boycott shattered the union, threw many of its
members permanently out of their jobs, and imprisoned its famous leader. Within

47 Philip Taft, The A.F. of L. in the Time of Gompers (New York: Harper, 1957), 123—4; Gilbert
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the AFL, a number of industrial unions, most of which had resisted the busi-
nesslike tactics pioneered by the CMIU, found the depression difficult to weather.
Examining the fate of industrial unions during the depression, Shelton Stromquist
has demonstrated that by 1900, they had retreated from or abandoned many of
their principles of broad solidarity. Although the United Mine Workers (UMW)
remained progressive and organized along industrial lines, for example, social-
ists grew less powerful and leaders like Michael Ratchford and John Mitchell
moved the UMW closer to Gompers’s vision of business unionism. The Boot
and Shoe Workers’ union, another influential industrial union, shifted policy in
1898 and established higher dues and benefit features after years of opposing
such tactics.®®

As industrial unionism retreated, the policies of conservative craft union-
ism grew more pervasive. The United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners
(UBCIJA) typified this transformation. As Robert Christie documented in Empire
of Wood, during the 1890s the Brotherhood split between two groups. One group,
headed by founder P. C. McGuire, emphasized unionism as activism and as agita-
tion. McGuire himself established high dues and benefits in the union and had
long praised their advantages in creating a stable and wealthy union. But the
other group, headed by “professional organizers” (as Christie called them), often
business agents, fought to wrest control away from McGuire and intensify the
union’s reliance on practical businesslike tactics. This meant, for them, a cen-
tralization of the union bureaucracy, provisions for full-time organizers, a con-
ciliatory approach toward relations with employers, and an aggressive position
in jurisdictional conflicts. It took a decade, but by 1902, the professional orga-
nizers had defeated McGuire and the UBCJA was rapidly emerging as a model
of business unionism.*’

Other unions, like the Bakers, joined the UBCJA’s march toward craft con-
sciousness and business unionism during this same period.*® Some advocates of
industrial unionism remained in the AFL, but now they seemed besieged. At a
time when skilled workers felt threatened by immigrants, African-Americans, and
women entering the work force in large numbers, one consequence of business
unionism and craft consciousness became more apparent: a strong trend toward
exclusivist membership policies among the national unions belonging to the AFL.

Like other indicators of conservative craft consciousness, the exclusivism of
AFL unions grew more pronounced as the nineteenth century drew to a close.

*8 Another indication of the fortunes of broad solidarities: For years, many members of indus-
trial unions maintained membership in both their union and in the Knights of Labor. After
1895, Gompers found himself and his Federation sufficiently strong to halt dual member-
ships. Stromquist, “Looking Both Ways,” 22—, 51—4.
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A relative openness toward women and African-American workers in the 1880s
had virtually disappeared by 1900, as skilled craftsmen’s social relationship to
other workers grew more contentious and more distant. Several reasons exist for
this. The craft structure of AFL unions marginalized semiskilled or unskilled
workers, which included most female, African-American, and immigrant workers.”!
The tactics of business unionism further discriminated against unskilled workers,
because high dues and initiation fees could not be afforded by any but relatively
prosperous craftspeople.

The AFL never came close to matching the commitment of the Knights
of Labor to recruiting women and blacks. Yet during the 1880s, both groups
could be found on union rosters. Gompers was alert to the need to organize
both female and African-American workers, if only to protect his white male
members. Speaking in Mobile, Alabama, in 1895, for example, he stressed that
improving (white) workers’ conditions required organizing African-Americans.
“If the negro laborers are allowed to continue to receive these low wages they
will inevitably drag you down to their level. . . . Help him to organize. I do not
want you to dance with him, or sleep with him, or kiss him, but I do want you
to organize with him.”*

Yet Gompers’s commitment to organizing other than white male workers
remained limited. Unions with exclusionary “whites only” clauses in their con-
stitutions posed a problem for AFL leaders, who disliked the clauses but hesi-
tated to confront powerful affiliates over the issue. In 1890, the AFL convention
refused to issue a charter to the National Association of Machinists because of
such a clause. But by 1895, Gompers had found a solution. The machinists
struck the clause from their constitution but continued to restrict membership to
whites through their initiation rituals. Gompers urged the Locomotive Firemen
to join the AFL two years later, by following the same route. Gompers denied
that the AFL compelled its affiliated union to admit African-Americans, arguing
only that an organization should not “declare against accepting the colored man
because he is colored.” On the other hand, it would be appropriate to exclude
individuals from membership, whatever their race or nationality, if they allied
themselves with the employer against the union members. Therefore, according
to Gompers, the Firemen’s union should eliminate the whites-only clause in its
constitution and then refuse admission to African-Americans because they assist
employers during strikes, not because of the color of their skins. The Firemen

> It is important to note that although many “craft” unions did not limit their membership to
the most highly skilled craftspeople, they not only preferred skilled workers as members,
they also privileged skill in a number of ways. See Christie’s Empire of Wood on the
UBCJA for an example of how one influential union attempted to distinguish between
the most highly skilled and the less skilled workers, showing little interest in organizing
the latter.

32 Mobile Daily Register, May 18, 1895, “Organized Labor,” Gompers Papers, 4:26. Similarly,
Gompers emphasized the importance of organization for women. See New Orleans Times
Democrat, May 23, 1895, “Women Wage Earners,” in Kaufman, Gompers Papers, 4:30-3.
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refused to affiliate with the AFL, declaring that its members “do not care to
belong to an organization that is not honest enough to make public its qualifica-
tion of membership.”*

By the early twentieth century, as Jim Crow segregation swept the South,
AFL leaders grew more indifferent to racism within the institution. The AFL
began allowing unions to affiliate even if they had whites-only clauses in their
constitution, and when the Federation agreed to organize black workers, it placed
them in segregated locals. In 1902, W. E. B. Du Bois released a study of union
racial practices that found that forty-seven unions had not a single black mem-
bers, and another twenty-seven included only a handful of African-Americans.
Only one union, the United Mine Workers, followed nondiscriminatory policies
in regard to African-American workers. Twenty thousand black workers belonged
to the UMW, more than half the total black membership of the entire AFL in
1902. When Du Bois communicated his findings to Gompers, the latter denied
their accuracy and then refused any further discussions.*

The AFL leaders’ attitude toward eastern and southern European immigrants
followed a similar, though less extreme, pattern. In the 1880s, official AFL pro-
nouncements regularly declared a willingness to unite old and new immigrants
regardless of ethnicity. Through the mid-1890s, AFL leaders typically granted
requests for organizers fluent in Bohemian or Italian. But even as prejudice
toward African-Americans grew more pronounced within the AFL, and as the
flow of immigrants from eastern and southern Europe intensified, the latter began
to be seen as a similar threat to the (white) American way of life. By the first
years of the twentieth century, AFL leaders had begun fighting aggressively for
literacy tests and other means of restricting immigration.”

Workers of Asian descent failed to receive even the gestures toward inclu-
sion that Gompers granted to African-Americans in his early years. Like many
white workers, Gompers articulated a racist rage toward Chinese, Japanese,
Korean, and Filipino workers. When discussing Asian workers, Gompers made
clear his belief in the superiority of whites. His clearest statement in this regard
came in the infamous pamphlet he co-wrote, titled Some Reasons for Chinese
Exclusion: Meat Vs. Rice, American Manhood Against Coolieism — Which Shall
Survive? in which Gompers argued that the Chinese were by nature immoral:
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“The Yellow Man found it natural to lie, cheat and murder and ninety-nine out
of every one hundered Chinese are gamblers.”*® Regularly, Gompers argued that
Asian workers as a group could not be assimilated into American society because
they were “semicivilized,” that is, “docile and menial, their wants most prim-
itive.” Though Gompers saved his most virulent racism for Asians, in his eyes
they shared important characteristics with other immigrants and with African-
Americans: White skilled workers feared the low wages, the poor living con-
ditions, and the limited diet with which these groups contended. In an age of
tumultuous change, skilled workers of the AFL feared they might end up living
the same way. As Gompers put it, “the caucasians are not going to let their
standard of living be destroyed by negroes, Chinamen, Japs, or any others.””’

The AFL similarly grew less interested in organizing women of any race be-
tween 1890 and the early 1900s. In 1892, Gompers convinced the AFL Executive
Council to appoint a National Organizer for Women, but by 1895, the federa-
tion included no female organizers on its roster. Although the nature of women’s
job participation helps explain the AFL’s reluctance to organize them (their often
short-term employment, their concentration in sectors difficult to organize along
the lines developed by craft unions, such as domestic service, and the young
age of most women workers), other factors also played a critical role. As Alice
Kessler-Harris has documented, AFL unionists commonly believed that women
belonged in the home and this influenced their leaders’ decision to attempt elim-
inating women from the work force rather than encouraging them to organize.
As a trade unionist wrote in 1897, “The demand for female labor . . . is an insidi-
ous assault upon the home . . . it is the knife of the assassin, aimed at the family
circle.” Even when a union admitted women, it discouraged their full participa-
tion by holding meetings in saloons or scheduling them at late hours.*®

Broad solidarities, then, met with a miserable fate in the labor movement
between 1886 and 1900. The Knights of Labor disintegrated, industrial union-
ism declined, and the AFL grew less open to women and African-Americans.
One last source of inclusiveness in the American labor movement during this
period could be found in the central labor unions and trade assemblies that dom-
inated working-class institutions at the local level. Local federations organized
on a geographic basis, embracing workers within a given region regardless of
craft divisions. Hence, they provided a forum for more inclusive solidarities.
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During the late nineteenth century, the AFL worked to suppress the central labor
unions, seeking to bring local workers under the control of the national trade
unions.

The founding of the AFL elevated the national trade unions to a dominant
position in the labor movement. Reacting against the Knights, the trade union-
ists who created the AFL sought to base it on the singular principle of trade
autonomy. They intended their Federation to be weak and subordinate to the
trade unions, so the latter’s autonomy would never be in question. This prin-
ciple defined the options available to Gompers and other AFL leaders. The
AFL could not specify unions’ disciplinary activities, audit their membership or
finance records, establish economic standards for collective bargaining, or assess
and distribute a strike fund. What limited powers the AFL possessed Samuel
Gompers and the Executive Council were often reluctant to use. In 1899, for
example, the AFL acquired the power to assess a limited “defense fund,” a per
capita tax of one cent per week, which was limited to ten weeks of any year.
The AFL rarely made use of this power. It more often raised money by appeal-
ing to the generosity of its affiliates than by mandatory assessment.*

Yet however weak the AFL might be, its presiding officer was an unusually
strong leader. President of the AFL for all but one of its first thirty-eight years,
Gompers developed a comprehensive and effective power base within the AFL.
Extremely sensitive to the needs and interests of AFL affiliates (particularly pow-
erful ones like the Carpenters and the Miners), Gompers effectively wielded his
own power, in alliance with like-minded leaders, to steer the AFL in a conser-
vative direction.
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Gompers’s extensive travels allowed him to create a wide network of allies,
based in large part on the chain of volunteer organizers across the country. In
the public mind, the AFL was largely synonymous with the person of Gompers.
By the mid-189o0s his role as editor of the American Federationist gave Gompers
another way to shape opinion. Because of all this, it could be very advantageous
to know Gompers and to be well-liked by him. He could help a union by sup-
porting its boycott or label drive, by deciding a jurisdictional dispute in its favor,
or by assessing a tax for strike support. Gompers could also assist individuals
by giving them a prestigious job with an affiliated trade union, a labor news-
paper, or a local or state federation.

The volunteer and salaried organizers played an important role in Gompers’s
power base. They provided the AFL president with a network of loyal lieu-
tenants who could supply information and help implement the national leader’s
decisions at the local level. By 1900, nearly 700 trade unionists held commis-
sions as volunteer organizers for the AFL, and this number would reach 1,300
by 1908. The AFL also began to hire permanent paid organizers in 1899. Within
a decade, the Federation was spending more than $59,000 to hire fifty organizers,
and at least one leader, AFL Secretary Frank Morrison, saw salaried organizers
as the key to organized labor’s future expansion.®' Delegates to the annual AFL
convention did not elect the paid organizers as they did other AFL officials;
instead, Gompers handpicked them. The organizers answered only to Gompers
or to close allies such as Frank Morrison.”

Gompers’s power within the labor movement became most visible at the annual
AFL conventions. As president, Gompers could manipulate the proceedings of
the convention to assist himself and his allies, but much more importantly, he
appointed the members of all committees. These committees were the first to
consider all delegates’ proposals. If the committee did not support the proposal,
delegates would have a difficult time passing it. Occasionally, when his allies
could not afford the cost of their AFL dues, Gompers arranged to pay for them
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so they would be allowed to attend the annual convention. In addition to this,
many of Gompers’s top organizers attended the conventions and mobilized
energetically to build support among delegates for the issues favored by the
AFL.%

Gompers and his allies at the helm of the country’s unions agreed on one
essential principle: The national and international trade unions should dominate
the labor movement. Indeed, one of the AFL’s most important services to the
trade unions lay in stripping the central labor unions of their most essential
powers. This transformed the labor movement’s structure and influenced both
its political and economic future.

The central labor unions were structurally and functionally analogous to the
AFL itself. They carried out many of the duties on a local level that the AFL
shouldered nationwide: They looked after legislation, coordinated organizing
efforts, and reconciled divisions within the labor movement.** At the same time,
they functioned very differently from the national trade unions. A national union
covered an expansive region but included among its affiliates locals for only
one trade. City federations covered only a limited geographic area, but locals
of many different trades affiliated with them. This gave local federations the
same potential for uniting workers across different crafts, and thus for encour-
aging broader solidarities, that industrial unions possessed. Last, although local
federations carried out important economic tasks, they also engaged more often
in political activity than did the national unions.

The reasons for the local federations’ political orientation are varied. By their
nature, local federations represented workers’ class (rather than trade or craft)
interests, because they consisted of locals from many different trades. In addi-
tion, local federations’ work was largely carried out by volunteers — and thus
by the most committed, and often most class conscious, of the local activists.
Gary Fink notes in his study of Missouri labor politics that local unions and
federations were closer to the political and economic problems of working-class
people, and therefore they developed a more pragmatic and practical approach.
Furthermore, local bodies were not only more responsive to their constituencies,
but also potentially more democratic. If an issue appealed to local workers, the
central labor union could quickly act on it; within a national union, on the other
hand, by the time an issue had traveled up to the highest levels of the union
bureaucracy, it could easily be squashed. Of course, a local federation could be
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no more democratic than its constituent local unions. In practice, the character
of local federations varied considerably.®

During the late nineteenth century, central labor unions often led battles for
shorter work days or founded political parties. In 1886, for example, a move-
ment for political reform spread quickly across the country, and in many cities
it was led by central labor unions. New York’s Central Labor Union provided
the most famous case of this when it nominated, and almost elected, the single-
tax agitator Henry George for mayor. This focus on politics continued well into
the twentieth century, even as local federations lost most of their powers, and
provided a source of tension throughout the Progressive era.®®

The labor movement, of course, had originated at the local level. Local unions
came first, but by 1827, the first citywide federation emerged in Philadelphia.
Such local federations continued to dominate the labor movement at least through
the Civil War. Even after the 1860s, local federations became influential at times
of crisis. During the depression of the 1870s, many of the national unions dis-
appeared and local federations took over, providing the labor movement with
direction and stability.®’

By the 1880s, central labor unions and local unions across the country waned
in influence as national unions rose to power. As a national union established
control over beneficiary features, strike funding, and negotiations with employers,
it undercut the economic power of local unions.®® Dominance over local federa-
tions emerged more gradually, but at each stage, the AFL served the national
unions as an invaluable ally. AFL leaders helped limit the power of local federa-
tions at AFL conventions, and worked to eliminate many of the local federations’
€conomic powers.

The first constitution of the Federation of Organized Trades and Labor Unions
gave most voting power to the national unions. Voting was on a proportional
basis, allowing unions with fewer than 400 members to have 1 delegate; fewer
than 4,000 members, 2 delegates; 8,000 members, 3 delegates; 16,000 members,
4 delegates; and so on. Local federations received only one delegate, regardless
of their size.” The AFL maintained this structure and convention delegates
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passed more sweeping changes in 1887. A notable resolution provided that if a
roll-call vote was requested, each delegate, except those representing local or
state federations, would cast one vote for every hundred members represented.
Thus on any critical question, the local and state federations could be rendered
insignificant. Delegates even discussed one proposal to exclude local federations
from the AFL altogether. But this was unnecessary, because the new voting
structure solidified the national unions’ control over AFL conventions. In 1900,
local federations attempted unsuccessfully to overturn these changes.”

Meanwhile, between 1886 and 1902, the AFL eliminated local federations’
major economic powers. In successive years, central labor unions lost the right
to call strikes, to begin boycotts, to intervene in collective bargaining, or to
negotiate jurisdictional disputes between unions. Central labor unions’ powers
regarding strikes and boycotts particularly threatened the national unions, in part
because sympathetic strikes often could be run most effectively by a local fed-
eration. Central labor unions also lost the right to determine who could or could
not affiliate with them. By the early twentieth century, they could not exclude
any local union that wanted to affiliate, except for those hostile to the AFL —
which they were required to exclude.”

A local federation that refused to obey these regulations could lose its char-
ter. Local unions typically withdrew from any local federation lacking a char-
ter, either on their own initiative or at the urging of their national unions. The
AFL then normally sent organizers out to build a new local federation. Thus,
by 1912, only two independent central labor unions still existed in sizeable cities,
in contrast to more than 630 local organizations affiliated with the AFL.”

In practice, the AFL limited but did not destroy the power base of local labor
movements. Particularly between 1910 and 1922, more militant central labor
unions would reemerge. As David Montgomery has documented, citywide strikes
during and after World War I in Seattle, Kansas City, and other cities resulted
in tense negotiations between the national AFL and local bodies across the coun-
try. But even here, the exceptions suggest the significance of the rule. Seattle,
for example, became atypical because the local federation had almost unlimited
support from the region’s trade unionists (and the latter included approximately
50 percent of the city’s wage earners). Only strong local backing made it pos-
sible for central labor unions to exercise an independent will, because Gompers
and the AFL would likely oppose such actions from the start.”
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By reining in the local labor movements, the AFL exercised new control over
bodies that constituted the political heart of the AFL bureaucracy.” Simul-
taneously, AFL leaders had reduced the paths available for building an inclusive and
progressive labor movement. Its founders created the AFL to be a weak federa-
tion, one that upheld the principle of autonomy for its affiliates. Yet the AFL did
not extend that principle to local federations. Although they retained some abil-
ity to act on their own, particularly on political matters, by the beginning of the
twentieth century, local federations had lost most of their economic functions.
Thus, the United States, unlike many European countries, possessed no institu-
tional basis after 1900 for a labor movement independent of the national unions.”

Skilled craftsmen created the American Federation of Labor at a time when they
were fast becoming isolated from other workers, jealous of those workers’ efforts
to win craftsmen’s jobs, angry at their willingness to work for low wages or to
live in conditions of squalor, and scared that they themselves might descend to
a life of meanness. Those poor wages and miserable tenement homes gave
unskilled workers a great need for protection and assistance from a nationwide
movement of unions. But increasingly, America’s leading labor organization
excluded most workers through a variety of prohibitions, from the indirect effects
of high dues and initiation fees, to the more explicit rituals that admitted only
workers of a certain race.

Conservative craft unionism was not born but built, step by step, as poten-
tial paths to inclusive strategies gradually disappeared over the course of the late
nineteenth century. The decline of industrial unionism, the waning of the Knights
of Labor, the dominance over local labor organizations exercised by the AFL —
together these events narrowed the outlook of skilled workers already facing
great pressures from mass immigration, economic upheaval, and employer assert-
iveness. With skilled craftsmen facing options and conditions so different from
other workers, only an inclusive labor movement could unite the working class.
Instead, labor’s dominant institutions reinforced and heightened the divisions
within the working class, representing one privileged segment to the disadvant-
age of other workers.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Revolt Against
Party Slavery

Some Gilded Age workers lived amidst a heady swirl of political opportu-
nities. Whether they chose soldierlike loyalty in the ranks of the major parties or
alternatives like socialism, greenbackism, populism, or anarchism, workingmen
regularly asserted their wish to influence the future of American society and gov-
ernment. Yet as a group, workers also faced severe limitations on their political
influence. The conservative nature of the major parties, institutional discrim-
ination against third parties, and ethnic divisions that made some workingmen
Democrats and others Republicans, all placed obstacles in front of even those
most empowered workers, the white men possessing citizenship. Far more strik-
ing was the way America’s political system victimized female, Asian, and (in
most cases) Native American and African-American workers through disfran-
chisement. European immigrants lacked the franchise until they became citizens,
and for many of them, voting continued to seem unattractive even after that.
These barriers extinguished any possibility that American workers could become
a united political force during the Gilded Age.

Like the working class from which it sprang, the American Federation of
Labor was pervaded by political debate during its early decades. Many among
the AFL’s skilled craftsmen agitated as part of the single-tax, socialist, or popu-
list movements. Others supported the Democratic or Republican parties. By
the 1890s, though, a bitter fight had erupted among AFL members over which
political strategy the labor movement should pursue. Should trade unionists
emphasize economic or political activity? And if the latter, should they ally with
a political party or remain independent? Socialists pushed the AFL to adopt a
political program that reflected their goals, populists advocated an alliance with
the People’s Party, whereas those unionists known as “philosophical Anarchists”
rejected political tactics and championed economic struggle instead. Amidst the
maelstrom of these political divisions, Samuel Gompers and other trade union-
ists began articulating a distinctive political vision, one that would ultimately
attract a large and diverse group of AFL members to its support. This political
vision emphasized that the trade unions stood at the heart of the labor move-
ment, and it allowed no interference by either mainstream or radical political

48
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parties. Indeed, union leaders like Gompers skillfully employed antiparty rhetoric
to win unionists over to his position, charging that political parties enslaved
workers and stole their freedom. Instead of party politics, Gompers relied on
limited and nonpartisan political tactics to further the interests of the trade union
movement. By the end of the nineteenth century, Gompers’s political vision had
won a narrow triumph and rose to dominance in the AFL. Along the way, this
“pure and simple” approach channeled workers’ tumultuous political passions
into the service of conservative trade unionism.

The Problem of Working-Class Politics

Scholars commonly stress the American political system’s openness to working-
class participation. In fact, a close look at suffrage requirements suggests dra-
matically diverse conditions depending on one’s gender, race, and citizenship
status. By 1900 the political system was closed to the working class as a whole,
although a minority segment of that class — native-born white men — enjoyed
a remarkable degree of political equality. Thus the American working class
increasingly experienced a political as well as an economic and occupational
bifurcation: Native-born white men not only commanded the better-paying skilled
jobs available to workers, but they also were most likely to enjoy full suffrage
rights.'

White women watched their franchise gradually expand between 1880 and
1920, as states or cities granted them suffrage rights. Yet they did not achieve
political equality nationwide until passage of the nineteenth amendment in
1920. Historians such as Paula Baker and Estelle Freedman have described how
middle-class white women inhabited a distinct political culture during the Gilded
Age, one founded on voluntary social reform activities and interest group tac-
tics.” African-Americans experienced very different conditions. After emancipa-
tion, black men enjoyed relatively unrestricted political freedom for several
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years. During the 1870s and 1880s, as Neil McMillen has shown in Mississippi,
campaigns of organized violence intimidated black men into relinquishing their
political rights before legal disfranchisement occurred. Then, between 1889 and
1903, measures such as poll taxes and literacy tests swept through the South
and severely limited African-American men’s ability to vote. J. Morgan Kousser
has demonstrated that such restrictions produced a dramatic decline in political
participation: Throughout the South, voting among African-American men de-
creased between 1888 and 1904 by an average of 62 percent.’

Similarly, as immigrant workers flooded into the country during the nine-
teenth century, helping to make and remake the American working class, their
alien status damaged workers’ political capacity. Until they lived in the United
States for seven years and achieved citizenship, European immigrants did not
enjoy full political rights. Many immigrants returned home after a brief stay in
the United States. Others became globetrotters, entering the United States and
returning to their home on a seasonal basis, and hence delaying or rejecting U. S.
citizenship. Because the dream of returning home remained with some im-
migrants long after they had established roots in the United States, citizenship
was not always a part of their plans.

These factors limited full political rights to a minority of American workers.
In America’s industrial cities, where 30 to 50 percent of workers might be
foreign-born, the added impact of female and black disfranchisement could
exclude as many as two-thirds of the working class from electoral politics.
Women, blacks, and immigrants often participated in oppositional or mainstream
politics, but rarely could they cast a ballot. This helped create a working-class
political culture in which antistatism, syndicalism, and a distrust of the political
system all flourished. With many workers disfranchised and thus limited in their
ability to influence the government’s character, their political abilities focused
defensively on preventing the state from invading their homes, communities,
and private lives. These same factors similarly shaped the culture of electoral
politics. Because elections involved only white and native-born men as either
candidates or voters, party rhetoric and tactics focused on appealing to them and
ignored other social groups. Partisan culture united enfranchised workers with
men of other classes in a masculine culture during political campaigns. Though
more research is needed on the ways and degree to which women played a role
in party politics before winning the vote, it seems clear that a celebration of “man-
liness,” and closely linked qualities such as pride, independence, and equality
were central to the sphere of electoral politics. Not coincidentally, these latter
values also formed part of the legacy of republicanism, which continued to exert
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a profound influence on American political culture at the turn of the twentieth
century.*

Even enfranchised workers, meanwhile, found their political influence splin-
tered by ethnocultural ties to different parties, local-level alliances with urban
machines, and regional divisions (the urban industrial Northeast versus the less
developed, more rural South and West). American politics, as numerous scholars
have documented, simply did not rotate on the axis of class during the late
nineteenth century. Ethnicity, religion, and geography predicted an individual’s
political affiliation and voting preference more reliably than did class. These
dynamics gave the Democratic Party a slight edge among workers (its emphasis
on personal liberty attracted Irish- and German-American workingmen), but other
workers, including German Protestants, Scandinavians, and many Britons (espe-
cially, in each case, if they resided in northeastern cities), leaned toward the
Republican Party with its focus on the tariff as the key to prosperity and its
record in the Civil War.” Equally important, many workingmen found them-
selves touched most directly not by national parties at all, but by local machines.
Whether Republican or Democratic, political machines could provide minimal
welfare protection and politicians more responsive to labor’s demands than those
at the state or federal level.®

Yet urban machines did not seek out workers as potential partners. Their
leaders intended instead a paternalistic relationship, with workers serving as
grateful recipients of gifts from a generous protector. When workingmen returned
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their gaze to the national level, the parties offered little more. Having exercised
full suffrage rights since Andrew Jackson’s reforms, many white workingmen
felt deeply loyal to one or the other political party. The mass campaigns and
torchlight parades so characteristic of Gilded Age partisan culture engaged
working-class as well as middle-class Americans. Issues the parties stressed, like
the tariff, prohibition, or states’ rights, could appeal mightily to workingmen.
But in fact, with issues like these, the parties could not become vehicles for
significant social transformation in workers’ interests. Both the Republicans and
Democrats were fundamentally probusiness parties and they shared the anti-
labor bias of American employers. The candidates each party put forward, their
platforms, and the legislation they sponsored all demonstrated an unwillingness
to appeal to workers as workers.

These barriers to mainstream political power encouraged workers’ participa-
tion in oppositional politics. At the local, state, and national levels, workers
experimented with a wide variety of alternative political movements. Especially
at times when labor conflict erupted, workers pressed their demands through
political activity. During the depression of the 1870s, especially after the great
railroad strike of 1877, the cause of greenbacks, inflated currency, and (espe-
cially in California) opposition to Chinese immigration fueled workers’ political
activity. Amidst the Great Upheaval of the mid-1880s, another period of eco-
nomic recession, workers employed the Knights of Labor and Henry George’s
single-tax theories to fight for reform. Then, as the nation fell again into eco-
nomic depression between 1893 and 1897, political solutions suggested by
socialists and populists grew popular among workingpeople.’

The most dramatic period of working-class political mobilization undoubt-
edly came between 1885 and 1888, when KOL local and district assemblies
made their bids for power. Leon Fink has analyzed the political movements that
sprang up in 189 towns and in all but four of the thirty-eight states and terri-
tories. Scores of workingmen achieved electoral victories: The winners included
sheriffs, mayors, and reportedly one dozen congressmen (most of them on fusion
tickets). These movements pursued a broad spectrum of goals, according to Fink,
from increased control over local police, to minimum wage and maximum hours
laws, more money for amenities like street lights and children’s education, and
punitive taxation of unoccupied land. Meanwhile, outside the sphere of electoral
politics, female Knights members articulated a gendered vision of social reform,
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one that focused on supporting suffrage and equal pay for women while fight-
ing against liquor and the saloon.®

The Gilded Age also saw ambitious efforts to unite workers and farmers
and thereby achieve a progressive program of social and political reform. In the
1870s, the Greenback movement remained limited and marginal until workers,
incensed by events during the labor conflict of 1877, joined its ranks. Never
completely agreeing with the stress placed on currency inflation, labor activists
won the addition of several labor-related planks to the Greenback platform in
1878. These included standard labor demands such as legal reductions in the
hours of work, creation of a Bureau of Labor Statistics, and an end to both
prison labor and Chinese immigration. This new unity between workers and
farmers produced the party’s most successful year, as it polled more than one
million votes in 1878 and elected fifteen congressmen (though most were elected
on fusion tickets). Weakest in the South, the party grew stronger in the central
and western United States and made its biggest gains, thanks to working-class
supporters, in the East. But after the 1878 elections, the party’s internal divi-
sions, especially between western agrarians and eastern labor activists, pulled it
apart. As Paul Kleppner has argued, once the depression ended, the potential
for common ground between workers and farmers diminished. Workers grew
less tolerant of a political movement built on currency reform or demands for
lower railroad rates, and rapidly disappeared from the party.’

Almost twenty years later, the next battle to unite farmers and workers
emerged. This time the Populists, again stressing the evils of a corrupt financial
system, turned to workers for support. In much of the South and West and in
mining areas in Illinois and Ohio, workingpeople joined the Populist crusade.
Wage earners actually dominated the movement in states like Montana and
Colorado and wooed farmers to join them. The leaders of the Knights of Labor,
a wilting organization by the early 1890s, threw their fortunes together with the
People’s Party, founded in 1892. But in the East, the Populist Party had little
influence and industrial workers there remained unmoved by the farmers’ cru-
sade. As in the 1870s, workingpeople found that the silver issue (and generally
the Populists’ focus on financial and distributive mechanisms) did not sufficiently
address their problems and needs.

Workers’ suspicions became even more evident in the 1896 election, when
William Jennings Bryan attempted unsuccessfully to ride farmer-worker unity
to the White House. Workingmen divided between the two parties, motivated
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more by traditional loyalties for either party and by the Republican promise of
economic prosperity, than by Bryan’s silver rhetoric. Nonetheless, the dream
of uniting progressive farmers and workers would continue to inspire political
activity for the next two decades. Bryan emerged from the 1896 campaign con-
vinced that farmer-worker unity held the key to Democratic electoral victory.
This made labor central to his and the Democracy’s calculations until at least
World War 1"

Socialist organizations competed with the major parties for workers’ loyal-
ties during the Gilded Age. Its major institutional representative during the late
nineteenth century was the Socialist Labor party (SLP), but the ideological
appeal of socialism reached far beyond that organization. The SLP’s leaders and
members were largely Germans (only 10 percent of its members were native-
born), and its meetings were conducted in German. A rather sectarian approach
accompanied the SLP’s narrow ethnic base. Thus, as Morris Hillquit noted in
his history of socialism, throughout the SLP’s career its leaders’ main goal con-
sisted of “Americanizing” their organization.'!

“Americanization” seemed closer to the SLP’s grasp when an imposing intel-
lectual, Daniel DeLeon, became active in the party’s affairs in 1890. A year
later, he rose to the editorship of the SLP newspaper, the People, a post he
would hold until his death in 1914. Quickly Del.eon assumed control over the
SLP — he offered the party not only a leader with command over the English
language (born in Venezuela, DeLeon had been in the United States since 1872),
but a brilliant speaker, writer, and polemicist.'”” DeLeon entered a party very
much in the doldrums: Its influence had declined over the 1880s, first because
of competition from the anarchists’ International Working People’s Associ-
ation, and second due to the same post-Haymarket repression that helped kill
the anarchists’ movement in the United States. Yet DeLeon’s rise did not solve
the SLP’s problems, and in the following years, its membership never rose
above 5,000. Although he provided the party with an articulate leader, DeLeon
also intensified its doctrinaire rigidity, allowing no questioning of his authority
and expelling from the SLP anyone who disagreed with his pronouncements.
According to Mari Jo Buhle, by the mid-1890s, most prominent women had
left the party in response to DeLeon’s attacks. The character of DeLeon’s
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leadership particularly damaged SLP efforts to work harmoniously with groups
like the AFL."

Socialism during the Gilded Age transcended the SLP’s boundaries and
pervaded the labor movement in a subtle and immeasurable way. We saw in
the last chapter that many labor leaders, like Gompers, McGuire, and Strasser,
received their introduction to socialism and labor activism at the same time. It
was the idea and the culture of socialism, not its institutional expression, that
persuaded so many." The Knights of Labor, the Greenback movement, and
Populism all attracted socialists; some of them affiliated with the SLP but many
did not. In the AFL during the 1890s, an important role would be played by
activists like P. J. McGuire or William Mahon of Detroit, men who identified
themselves as socialists but who disliked the SLP and opposed it on important
questions.

Even this brief overview of workers’ political activity during the Gilded Age
suggests two clear themes. First, workingpeople energetically explored a wide
range of political solutions and panaceas in response to the pressures of indus-
trialization. Political activism and a sense of political urgency infused the labor
movement from the first days of its postbellum rebirth in the 1870s. But sec-
ondly, the plethora of activities workers engaged in suggested also the limita-
tions of labor politics. No single political solution to industrialization suggested
itself to workers, who divided their energies among an increasingly splintered
group of options. The fragmented oppositional culture confronted a political sys-
tem that discriminated against third parties, and a working class that possessed
strong ties already to the two major parties. Thus, although Gilded Age condi-
tions encouraged radical labor politics, they also made success extremely diffi-
cult to achieve. In the late nineteenth century these two sides of American labor
politics deeply influenced trade unionists struggling to determine the AFL’s
political direction.

The Birth of ‘“Pure and Simple” Politics

Although the early AFL emerged out of a politically charged labor movement
and its members engaged energetically in the populist and socialist movements,
ironically the AFL’s founding represented the advance of economic over polit-
ical action. The conservative trade unionists clustered around Samuel Gompers
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gradually developed a distinctive approach that, without rejecting politics
altogether, nonetheless emphasized the trade union as the central institution in
working-class life and opposed interference from political parties. By the 1890s
these divergent tendencies, combined with pressures generated by economic
depression, gave rise to a tense and highly significant battle within the Federation
over labor’s political future.

More than anyone else, Samuel Gompers served as the architect of AFL polit-
ical strategy during its early decades. We saw in Chapter One that Gompers
received his initiation to trade unionism by socialists like David Hirsch and
Ferdinand Laurrell. However, the socialism that engaged Gompers stressed the
trade union and its economic activity as the key to a maturing labor movement.
He adhered to the “Marxist,” rather than the Lassallean, socialist tradition.

Gompers also inhabited a larger world, the urban environment of New York
City, during nearly thirty formative years of his life. He arrived in New York
from Britain during the Civil War, shortly after the 1863 race riots against the
draft had been suppressed by regiments ordered away from Gettysburg. Standing
with his relatives, young Sam watched as his father shook hands with an African-
American man who had aided him during the journey. Noticing their encounter,
“A crowd gathered round and threatened to hang both father and the Negro to
the lamp-post.”"*

New York City, Iver Bernstein has shown, pulsed with working-class polit-
ical experimentation during the mid-nineteenth century. As early as the Industrial
Congress of the 1850s, workers struggled over the nature of their relation-
ship with Tammany Hall. After the Civil War ended, William M. Tweed rose
to lead Tammany with a machine that reconciled the demands of wage earners
and elites. As Bernstein demonstrates, the white working class helped Tweed
Democracy gain power and later contributed to its demise. Beginning in 1869,
working-class resentment of Tammany intensified. Labor’s reform movement
that year united members of the German Arbeiter Union with the English-
speaking Workingmen’s Union. Together they vowed to sever ties with the major
parties, declaring that “both of the existing parties are corrupt, serving capital
instead of labor.” Within this milieu of antipartyism, Sam Gompers received
an early education in political strategy.'

Working in the CMIU a decade later, Gompers first deveolped his own
double-fisted political style. First, use lobbying tactics to win legislation. Second,
prohibit direct ties between the union and political parties. Gompers and Strasser
won approval for exactly these two propositions at the CMIU’s 1879 conven-
tion. Then they employed the approach in an ambitious campaign against tene-
ment house production of cigars. Focusing on the New York state legislature,
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in 1881, the CMIU leaders attempted to elect senators and assemblymen who
would help them pass their legislation. This was an early effort to “elect friends
and punish enemies,” the approach that would become so familiar in the early
twentieth-century AFL. The project taught Gompers to exploit limited nonpar-
tisan tactics like petitions, appearances before legislative committees, and letters
to political representatives. Both in 1883 and 1884, the legislature passed a bill
prohibiting tenement house production, but each time employers successfully
challenged the bill in court."”

This political project became a source of criticism in CMIU Local 144
as trade unionists, often socialist German immigrants, challenged the union’s
leadership. While fighting for his bill in the New York legislature, Gompers
furiously responded to the argument that political work should wait until labor
could elect its own men to Congress. Even then, he countered, there would still
be a president with veto power and a Supreme Court with ability to rule a bill
unconstitutional. Hence it would be criminal to wait before seeking to win labor’s
demands through political activity. Some labor men, he said, wish to defeat
labor’s bill so they can prove trade union politics a failure. To the contrary,
Gompers concluded, “any politics that is inconsistent with the politics of Trades
Unions, is capitalistic.”'®

A few years later, amidst the political upheaval of 1886, Gompers supported
Henry George’s bid for the mayoralty of New York City. Although Gompers
seemed ambivalent about participating (he editorialized in a New York news-
paper that workers should hesitate before engaging in political activity), he
served as secretary of the committee running George’s campaign and headed its
Speakers’ Bureau. He spoke regularly on behalf of George’s candidacy, some-
times as often as three or four times daily. At one meeting Gompers proclaimed,
“I have been working for organized labor for twenty-five years and have never
declared myself a politician. Now I come out for George as a trade unionist and
intend to support him with all my might.” After George’s defeat, the movement
supporting him split in two, with SLP activists opposing the United Labor Party.
Such factionalism reminded Gompers of the virtues of nonpartisan politics."
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During the same period, he served as president of the New York State Working-
men’s Assembly and directed its efforts to win state legislation, thereby gaining
more experience with lobbying techniques.”

The American labor movement had relied on nonpartisan tactics for decades
before Samuel Gompers rose to prominence. George Henry Evans’s land reform
movement in the 1840s and early 1850s sought federal legislation to make pub-
lic lands available to all citizens. Toward this end, Evans formed the National
Reform Association. Its members pledged not to support any political candidate
who disagreed with the association’s goals.?' Similarly, Ira Steward’s movement
to win a shorter workday prompted the creation of approximately eighty Grand
Eight-Hour Leagues between 1864 and 1873. Steward devised a nonpartisan
strategy for winning his desired legislation. Eight-hour activists submitted their
program to every candidate, from governor down to the humblest city officials,
and asked them one question: “Will you, if elected, vote for this bill?*

The Knights of Labor also pioneered in the use of nonpartisan tactics. In 1879,
the KOL leadership attempted to limit members’ political work, prohibiting the
discussion of politics during meetings and confining political action to endorse-
ments of that party most willing to support labor’s demands. These efforts to
prevent KOL members from political engagement, as Leon Fink documented,
failed. Yet in many ways, the KOL nonpartisan focus foreshadowed the AFL’s
twentieth-century efforts. In 1886, for example, KOL members sought to elect
friendly candidates to Congress. Terence Powderly claimed the Knights that year
had elected one dozen congressmen.”

The creation of the Federation of Trades and Labor Unions in 1881 and its
supersession in 1886 by the AFL did not represent the triumph of economic action

» Samuel Gompers, “An Address before the New York State Workingmen’s Assembly,”
January 18, 1887, in Kaufman, Gompers Papers, 2:4—9.

2! Philip Foner, History of the Labor Movement in the United States, Vol. 1, From Colonial
Times to the Founding of the American Federation of Labor (New York: International,
1947), 183-8.

2 Steward and Gompers were close associates and co-members of the Economic and Soci-
ological Club during the 1870s. John B. Andrews, ‘“Nationalisation,” in John Commons
et al., eds., History of Labour in the United States, 87—93; Selig Perlman, “Upheaval and
Reorganisation,” in ibid., 302—3, 531; Perlman, A History of Trade Unionism in the United
States (New York: Macmillan, 1922), 46—50; David Montgomery, Beyond Equality: Labor and
the Radical Republicans, 1862—1872 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1981), 249—60.

» Gerald Grob, Workers and Utopia: A Study of Ideological Conflict in the American Labor
Movement 1865—1900 (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1961), 79—98. Powderly
consistently worked to prevent the KOL from forming partisan attachments until members
voted him out of office in 1893. When the KOL formed a National Union Labor Party and
then sought to influence the presidential campaign of 1888, Powderly insisted on main-
taining the Order’s nonpartisan strategy. Powderly also opposed working with the People’s
Party, and only in 1893, under new leadership, did the KOL break firmly with its non-
partisan legacy and begin working with the Populist movement. Besides Grob, see Norman
Ware, The Labor Movement in the United States, 1860—1895: A Study in Democracy (New
York: Vintage Books, 1964), 350—70; Perlman, “Upheaval and Reorganisation,” 439—70.



THE REVOLT AGAINST PARTY SLAVERY 59

and the abolition of politics from trade unions. The question of trade unions’
relationship to political action would not be decided until the 189os. The found-
ing of FOTLU, for example, actually suggested a new emphasis on political
action. Modeled on the British Trades Union Congress, FOTLU’s leaders focused
somewhat more on political than on economic action. A legislative committee
functioned as FOTLU’s executive board, and the committee’s secretary served
as chief executive for the entire federation. Yet FOTLU soon began deteriorating
as an organization, and its leaders achieved little economically or politically.**

The founding of the AFL subtly shifted the balance between political and
economic struggle toward the latter. The secretary of the legislative committee
no longer served as chief executive of the organization; instead, delegates cre-
ated the offices of president, two vice-presidents, a treasurer, and a secretary. A
core of conservative unionists, notably Gompers, Strasser, and McGuire, exer-
cised significant control over the young AFL from its first days. The election
of Gompers to the presidency, well known for his opposition to the KOL, his
reliance on limited political tactics, and his commitment to craft unionism, sug-
gested the desires of delegates. Their war with the Knights intensified trade
unionists’ frustration with social reform while it strengthened the hand of those
favoring economic strategies, and this showed up in the AFL’s early priorities.
Although the AFL constitution included federal labor legislation as a major goal,
in practice, Gompers and other leaders focused almost entirely on institution
building during the early years. If called on to discuss political questions, Gom-
pers stressed that building unions was a more important arena than politics. When
labor did tackle politics, he argued in 1887, it should work toward “present and
tangible results.”*

Yet there was more to the AFL than Gompers and his allies, and many AFL
members envisioned a different approach to politics. We saw in Chapter One
that several AFL affiliates, for example the Boot and Shoe Workers and the
Bakers, embraced socialism during the early history of the AFL. Other unions,
notably the Miners, pursued a broad range of political options from mainstream
party politics to socialism and populism. The AFL welcomed socialists and
they returned the affection, especially after KOL chief Powderly enraged many
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socialists by refusing to support clemency for the Haymarket martyrs.® Thus,
in the 1880s, while Gompers and his allies sought to steer the Federation toward
nonpartisan and nonradical political action, many other voices spoke persuasively
for a different approach. Turbulent politics surrounded the AFL, as workers
formed labor parties or worked through the socialist or anarchist movements, but
within the Federation the 1880s proved to be the calm before a very big storm.

That storm hit between 1890 and 1896, as political turmoil tore the AFL
apart. It began in 1890 when President Gompers determined to take a stand
against party politics in the trade unions. The New York Central Labor Federa-
tion (CLF) had voted to admit a section of the Socialist Labor Party as an affili-
ate. Gompers declared that a political party should not be allowed representation
in a trade union organization. Hence, he refused to issue a charter to the Central
Labor Federation and referred the matter to the 1890 AFL convention. The CLF
chose one of its SLP members, Lucien Sanial, to attend the convention and
make its case.

In the convention debate over the matter, Gompers defended himself against
the charge that he had become an antisocialist: “there is not a noble hope that a
Socialist may have that I do not hold as my ideal.” Nonetheless, he argued, “The
Socialist Party and the Trade Unions ... differ [inherently] in their methods.”
Indeed, Gompers framed the issue as a choice between the trade unions and
political parties like the SLP. In his vision, only one could stand at the heart of
the labor movement, and he sided firmly with the unions:

I am willing to subordinate my opinions to the well being, harmony, and success of the
labor movement; . . . I am willing to step aside if that will promote our cause; but I can-
not and will not prove false to my convictions that the trade unions pure and simple are
the natural organizations of the wage workers to secure their present and practical
improvement and to achieve their final emancipation.

In the heat of political battle, Gompers had created the concept of pure and
simple unionism, one with which he would always be identified. The conven-
tion rewarded Gompers by agreeing strongly with his position, 75 percent vot-
ing against admitting Sanial and against chartering the CLF.”

Somewhere, Gompers had learned to choose his battles wisely. This incident
placed him in a strong position, because it was hardly a radical notion that a
party ought not to be a trade union affiliate. After all, even Frederick Engels
agreed! Gompers wrote to ask Engels for his opinion, and the socialist pioneer
wrote a friend about the matter soon afterwards. As a federation of unions,
Engels said, the AFL has the right to reject any organization that is not a trade

% Laurie, Artisans into Workers.

? Gompers to Ernest Bohm, November 7, 1890, in Kaufman, Gompers Papers, 2:377-8;
“Plotting Against Gompers,” New York Daily News, December 4, 1890, in Kaufman, Gom-
pers Papers, 2:383—5; “President Gompers Speech” at the annual convention of the AFL,
1890, in Kaufman, Gompers Papers, 2:400—1. For the coining of “pure and simple,” see
Gompers, Seventy Years, 1:385.



THE REVOLT AGAINST PARTY SLAVERY 61

union. Rejection had to come, Engels concluded, “and I, for one, cannot blame
Gompers for it.”?® In winning this battle, Gompers struck a blow for one of his
key beliefs: Party politics must be kept out of the trade unions. Moreover, this
battle enlisted antipartyism in an innovative way, using it not for opposition to
the major parties, but as a basis for attacking a socialist organization.

In the next years, American workers confronted new problems that intensified
the political clamor within the AFL. In 1892, major defeats in strikes among
iron and steel workers in Homestead, switchmen in Buffalo, and miners in
Tennessee and Coeur d’Alene heightened class tensions and made trade union-
ists wary of a purely economic struggle. Judicial hostility, which by 1906 would
provoke a political crisis in the AFL, first emerged in these years as a block to
trade union success. A labor injunction, for example, helped break the American
Railway Union’s boycott against the Pullman Company in 1894. Yet this famous
case simply climaxed a number of judicial precedents established in the preced-
ing year. Meanwhile, the economic crisis that began in 1893, the worst depres-
sion to that time, hit workers with high unemployment rates, slashed wages, and
short time. The depression radicalized some workingpeople and encouraged
many others at least to seek political solutions.”

As a consequence, labor-populist coalitions grew more popular, particularly
in Ohio, Wisconsin, and Illinois, where miners, railroad workers, and machin-
ists, among others, mobilized to assist the new People’s Party. In July 1892, the
People’s Party convened at Omaha and nominated General James Weaver for
president; later that year, Weaver received more than one million popular votes.
Beyond the enthusiasm for Populism, urban workers in cities throughout the
United States joined forces with local-level movements pushing for political
reform. Meanwhile, delegates at the 1892 AFL convention endorsed government
ownership of the telegraph and telephone systems and instructed the AFL
Executive Council to begin working to increase union political activity.*® As
labor’s interest in populism grew, a prominent socialist from Chicago, Thomas
J. Morgan, prepared an eleven-point program and introduced it to the AFL’s
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1893 convention. Morgan’s program generated tremendous political debate for
the next two years and provided the centerpiece for one of the most significant
political battles in AFL history.

“Tommy” Morgan was an Englishman, founder of the Chicago Trades and
Labor Assembly, and that city’s most prominent socialist. He worked in the early
1890s to build an alliance in Illinois between urban radicals and rural populists,
and led Chicago’s delegation to the 1893 populist convention. Inspired by the
British labor movement’s effort in independent labor politics, Morgan hoped to
commit the populists and the AFL to a list of demands closely modeled on Brit-
ish workers’ activity. His political program catalogued eleven progressive demands.
The most controversial plank, the tenth, was avowedly socialistic, demanding
“the collective ownership by the people of all the means of production and dis-
tribution.” Other planks called for the eight-hour workday, sanitary inspection of
workshop, mine, and home, municipal ownership of street cars and gas and elec-
tric plants, and nationalization of telegraphs, telephones, railroads and mines.*

At the 1893 AFL convention, delegates voted to send Morgan’s program out
to be voted on by the affiliated unions. Over the next twelve months the labor
movement debated its political future. The AFL journal, the American Fed-
erationist, ran regular articles arguing over the program’s merits. Compared to
socialists like Morgan or J. Mahlon Barnes, who wrote in defense of the pro-
gram, or critics like John O’Brien, who rejected any political activity as useless,
Gompers seemed to be staking out a centrist position. In his first essay in the
new AFL journal, Gompers wrote: “In politics we shall be as we always have
been, independent. Independent of all parties regardless under which name they
may be known.” Gompers argued that trade unions needed political action, but
he rejected any reliance on a political party. A new and radical organization like
the People’s Party, in this formulation, was no better than the major parties.*

Thus, when AFL convention delegates voted, also in 1893, to form an alliance
with the farmers’ organizations, Gompers dug in his heels and stalled. Though
AFL leaders obediently sent a delegation (Gompers, Frank Foster, and P. J.
McGuire) to confer in June 1894 with representatives from the KOL, the rail-
road brotherhoods, and the National Farmers’ Alliance, during the meeting
Gompers rejected a KOL proposal to support People’s Party candidates. He
declared that “the Federation cannot with judiciousness imperil the economic
integrity of its affiliated bodies by espousing partisanship, even in a third party
form.” Furthermore, Gompers retorted, because the unions were simultaneously
debating the Morgan program, the AFL committee could not “assume to speak
for the vast body of our membership, or pledge them to the support of any par-
ticular platform of principles.”
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Even as Gompers spoke, the AFL’s affiliated unions were overwhelmingly
approving Morgan’s platform. Only one union, the Bakers, entirely rejected the
eleven planks. A few unions struck out or modified plank 10. But the vast major-
ity of unions approved the program without changes: This included the UMW,
ironworkers and steelworkers, tailors, painters, brewery workers, street-railway
employees, shoe workers, textile workers, machinists, and mule spinners. A new
commitment to political action seemed certain for America’s labor movement.
Also in 1894, more than 300 trade union members ran for office, most of them
on the People’s Party ticket, though only half a dozen celebrated a victory.*

But Gompers and his allies were determined to keep labor free from par-
tisan allegiances. As delegates gathered in Denver for the AFL’s 1894 conven-
tion, most planned to vote for the program. Gompers, however, kicked off the
convention with an address stressing the many political defeats suffered recently
by trade unionists. Disruptive as those local-level defeats had been, he argued,
the disaster would have been greatly compounded if they occurred under the
auspices of the AFL.* Then followed a two-day debate over the merits of
Morgan’s political program. Although initially it seemed the program would pass
easily, opposition to it had grown. At one level, the battle centered on parlia-
mentary procedure. Opponents to the program proposed that the preamble, which
praised British labor for adopting an independent political movement, be voted
on separately. Delegates thereupon voted it down. Next, a motion that delegates
vote separately on each plank won approval. Despite this maneuver, delegates
approved each plank except the tenth. In place of collective ownership of the
means of production, delegates passed a new plank demanding abolition of
“the monopoly system of land holding.” Yet when delegates took a final vote
on the entire program, they rejected it by a vote of 1,173 to 735.%

This was an odd turn of events to be sure. The affiliated unions had almost
unanimously instructed their delegates to support the program. Nonetheless,
those delegates voted to ignore their instructions and defeated the program by
nearly 62 percent. What happened? It took more than parliamentary tactics to
defeat the program. The most important key to defeating Morgan’s plan was
Gompers’s carefully defined approach to politics. Rather than opposing polit-
ical activity altogether, he stressed the evils of party politics, particularly for
the immediate future. This allowed him to build a broad coalition that united,
first, trade unionists like John Lennon (of the Tailors) or P. J. McGuire who
favored political activity but feared committing to partisanship; and, second,
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trade unionists who opposed any political activity and favored instead a com-
plete reliance on economic action. This latter group included both the philo-
sophical anarchists — for example, the printer August McCraith and the baker
Henry Weismann — and conservative unionists like printer John O’Brien. With
these diverse groups united behind him, Gompers succeeded in isolating those
Socialists and Populists desiring an immediate partisan affiliation.

It is important to note that many within Gompers’s coalition explicitly sup-
ported political action. A number of these men, for example John Lennon and
William Pomeroy, supported the populist movement. Many, like William Mahon,
identified with the socialist movement, but refused to support a program that
threatened to disrupt the AFL. Others such as Walter Macarthur and P. J.
McGuire clearly supported political action but opposed party politics within the
AFL. Macarthur was determined, as he put it, “to conserve the [AFL] ... and to
keep the virus of politics out of it. I am in favor of political action. What bothers
me is how to do it. I am satisfied that we cannot do it as trade unionists and
preserve the efficiency of the trades unions. ...” Once we have “preserved the
unions,” Macarthur concluded, we can launch a political movement.”’

Though they failed to pass the program, those who supported it did defeat
Samuel Gompers’s bid for reelection to the AFL presidency. They united with
the miners to elect UMW leader John McBride, a victory that suggested not
only a great desire among AFL delegates for more politics (McBride appeared
more supportive of independent labor politics than did Gompers), but also for
a shift away from East Coast leadership (that the convention was held in Denver
clearly contributed to Gompers’s defeat). Unfortunately, McBride’s tenure as
chief of the Federation was greatly damaged by illness and charges of corruption.
The next year the convention returned to the East coast and Gompers defeated
McBride for the presidency by a narrow vote of 1041 to 1023. That same year,
delegates attempted to reintroduce Thomas Morgan’s program, but the measure
lost. Instead, delegates adopted and inserted into the AFL constitution a declara-
tion that “party politics shall have no place in the conventions of the AFL.”
Reflecting later on his successful reelection to the presidency, Gompers attributed
it to this triumph within the AFL of nonpartisan politics.*®

Gompers’s Political Vision

Returning to head the AFL in 1895, Gompers and his allies moved quickly to
consolidate their control over the organization. AFL leaders recalled all organizers’
commissions, inspected each one, then reappointed those whose support they
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could count on.* In addition, Gompers now knew that whoever sought to lead
the Federation must assert a political as well as an economic vision. In a cal-
culated response to the upheaval of 1893 and 1894, he and other leaders began
firmly to articulate and implement a more detailed political program based
on their vision of trade union—centered and nonpartisan political action. AFL
headquarters shifted from Indianapolis to Washington, D.C., so its leaders and
lobbyists could pursue a legislative program. And the AFL leaders began a
careful effort to win their members’ support for that program through regular
articles in the American Federationist. At the same time, Gompers and his
allies launched more aggressive attacks on socialism, targeting especially the
leaders of the Socialist Labor Party, mainly through the pages of the American
Federationist.*

But most importantly, AFL leaders now energetically began pursuing legis-
lation at the federal level. Gompers initiated a regular correspondence with con-
gressmen, senators, and government officials. AFL leaders became leading
spokesmen on such problems as the eight-hour day, immigration, the injunction,
compulsory arbitration, the initiative and referendum, and seamen’s rights.* The
AFL legislative committee, headed by Andrew Furuseth of the Sailors’ Union
of the Pacific, began reporting on pending legislation and more generally acted
as a lobbying force: It organized testimony before congressional and Senate
committees, drafted bills and found sponsors for them, and worked to influence
the content of other bills. When these limited efforts proved unsuccessful, the
AFL leaders escalated their tactics in a way that foreshadowed their efforts a
decade later. For example, they conferred with President McKinley in 1897 and
requested his support for labor legislation, asked congressmen to state their posi-
tion on a key issue and published the responses in the American Federationist,
and instructed AFL members to petition their political representatives.*
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While the AFL leaders experimented with political tactics, they developed
arguments regarding the proper relationship between labor and politics. At the
center stood two tightly linked concepts: first, pure and simple unionism, which
placed the trade unions at the center of the labor movement; and, second, anti-
partyism, a theory that accepted the need for political activity while rejecting
partisanship as the road to success.

The conservative trade unionists who headed the AFL perceived their trade
union federation as a sort of embryonic government or state, and this notion
underpinned pure and simple politics. As a poem published in the American
Federationist in 1898 declared:

Sail on, good ship, the future State!
Sail on, O Federation, strong and great!

Trade unionists frequently relied on such imagery. In 1896, George McNeill
compared trade unions to the monopolies, and concluded: “It is the function of
the trade unions to create a democratic monopoly of labor. They must be the
banking houses, as well as the army and navy .. .the AFL must step forward
out of its present loose form of federation into a compact government. . ..”
Likewise, as Gompers declared, the AFL represented “the germ of a future state
which all will hail with glad acclaim.”* However, as a future state, the AFL
should be beholden to no greater authority. From this idea derived the AFL
leaders’ emphasis on autonomy and their rejection of state or political party
intervention in AFL affairs.

Gompers repeatedly stressed his commitment to political action during the
late 1890s. He wrote in 1898, for example: “No one having any knowledge of
.. . the labor movement ever conceived the notion to advise or request the work-
ing people to abstain from the use of their political power.”** Gompers cele-
brated workers’ political achievements at the municipal level and justified them
as necessary due to a corrupt political system that ignored workers’ needs. In
fact, Gompers even sought to give the AFL credit as a central influence in the
emergence of working-class political activism at the local level.*

In Gompers’s mind, however, successful political action must be linked
solidly to a revolt against the party system. The biggest political problem in the
United States, he argued, was the role played by the political boss and the party.
Because of them, Americans could not freely register their opinion on issues.
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Indeed, according to Gompers, “It is party slavery which has done more to pre-
vent political advancement than all other things combined.” Invoking the con-
cept of slavery, Gompers sought to demonstrate the threat party politics posed
to workers’ liberty. Unions presented the only tool workers could use to sever
the chains binding them to the parties: “the organization of a union. ..is the
beginning of the movement to alienate the workers from party domination. . ..”
Gompers conceded that this was a complicated approach to political struggle.
Some of our friends, he said, have trouble distinguishing between “political
action of the trade union movement and political partisanship.” Struggling to
make his point clear, Gompers declared: “The American labor movement is as
much above party as the heavens are from the earth; and it is safest and the
best for the workers that they be kept wide apart.”*

This approach proved popular and enabled Gompers to unite many trade
unionists behind him. Although Socialists continued to play an important role
in the Federation after the defeat of the Morgan program and Gompers’s return
to office, for the moment, their ascendancy had ended. At the same time, how-
ever, antiparty-ism should not be seen as merely an antisocialist weapon. Its con-
tribution was far more complex than that. Antipartyism motivated trade unionists
to follow Gompers and his allies on political as well as economic matters. And
with time, as Gompers’s approach to politics increasingly rejected statist legis-
lation, it helped consolidate AFL members’ support for a narrow and exclusivist
political strategy.

Why did antipartyism appeal to so many AFL members? Several factors
encouraged trade unionists to embrace an antiparty approach to politics. For one
thing, American trade unionists perceived the British labor movement as a model
to be followed, and in this period, the key to British trade union politics was
independence from the major parties. In 1894, British trade unionist Tom Mann
reported to Americans that the Independent Labor Party would probably run
twenty candidates for office, and he stressed that Americans must remain free
of the major “plutocratic” parties: “Let the Democratic and Republican parties
seek you, . ..and when they seek you beware of compromise.” Of course, in
Britain, the revolt against party slavery contributed to the rise of a labor party
rather than merely nonpartisan tactics. Nonetheless Gompers and likeminded
leaders depended on such sentiments to corroborate their political positions.*’

One did not need to look to Britain to see the influence of antipartyism. A
distrust of parties and partisanship had been an integral element in American
republicanism since the late eighteenth century. Civic virtue and partisan con-
flict in this view were incompatible. Thomas Paine wrote, for example, that
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republicanism “does not admit of an interest distinct from that of the nation.”
In his farewell address to the nation, George Washington likewise warned against
the damage that could be done by “the party spirit.” Numerous historians have
documented republicanism’s impact on the nineteenth-century labor movement.
Workers often employed the symbols and concepts of republican ideology to
argue for their demands and to defend their central role in American society.
Even after the Civil War, institutions like the Knights and the AFL were steeped
in a republican tradition. Thus, in decrying party tyranny as a threat to workers’
liberty, Sam Gompers was merely reaching to a vocabulary often relied on by
workers.*

Antiparty sentiment has waxed and waned throughout the history of the
United States. Often it appeals most intensely to Americans at times when
the party system is being transformed. During the 1850s, for example, the
Democratic Party fragmented as antipartyism facilitated the emergence of a
coalition that evolved ultimately into the Republican Party. Another example
might come from our own times: in the 1990s, antiparty sentiment pervades
American political culture and has helped fuel the political career of Ross Perot.
Similarly, the years between 1880 and 1915 experienced dramatic challenges
to partisan politics, the emergence of a new party system, and a spreading
cynicism toward partisan attachments. Even before the AFL, groups like the
Greenback and Prohibition parties adopted antiparty rhetoric to argue for their
goals.”
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The late nineteenth century witnessed the heyday of partisan political culture.
So unwavering was the prevailing partisanship that the major parties could mo-
bilize their “troops” in a campaign with speed and efficacy. Around the turn of
the twentieth century, however, dynamics emerged that transformed partisanship
and the parties’ role in American politics. Voting turnout began a sharp decline
in 1904 that was never fully reversed; at the same time, independent voting and
ticket splitting increased dramatically. As a result, the parties lost the ability to
control and mobilize their mass membership. According to Richard McCormick,
the decline in party loyalties may be attributed to three main causes: the demise
of competitiveness between the parties associated with the realignment of the
1890s; the emergence of “reform” measures (such as registration requirements)
that limited party machines’ capacity for discipline; and the rise of extra-party
organizations, or interest groups, that competed with the parties for Americans’
loyalties.™

The demise of partisan culture McCormick described is typified by the Amer-
ican Federation of Labor. The antipartyism it stressed during the 1890s consti-
tuted the AFL’s first serious effort to break workers’ ties to the mainstream and
oppositional parties. In the next decades other groups, many of them the AFL’s
bitter enemies, would join in the revolt against partisan culture. A reaction
against the parties’ high incidence of corruption would provide an important
element in this revolt. In the 1890s, however, the AFL leaders simply tapped
this hostility toward the parties that workers shared with other Americans in
order to consolidate their political control over the labor movement and to fore-
stall any number of alliances between workers and political parties that they
considered disastrous.’!
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Nonpartisanship also served the needs of groups within the AFL. Federation
leaders found it attractive because it kept members from wholesale involvement
in a political movement independent of their control — such as a Socialist or
Labor Party. Many locally based trade unionists favored nonpartisanship because
it allowed them to support whichever party they wished — an important virtue
in an age of urban bosses and political machines — and to make their own deci-
sions about alliances. In an organization like the AFL, which was highly cen-
tralized on political matters (as we saw in Chapter One), the nonpartisan strategy
provided one of the only sources of local political autonomy.”

By the end of the nineteenth century, the key elements of pure and simple pol-
itics had emerged and eclipsed rival approaches within the AFL. Conservative
unionists articulated a vision in which the trade unions stood at the center of
labor’s political as well as its economic universe. Rather than rejecting all polit-
ical activity, they eschewed partisan ties of any kind and stressed that the trade
unions must stand triumphantly alone. On a tactical level, they engaged in
nonpartisan lobbying. This approach helped Gompers and other conservative
unionists to consolidate their control over the institution, uniting a broad coali-
tion of AFL members behind them and pushing the Socialists to the margins of
the organization. In stressing antipartyism, conservative leaders drew on a rich
tradition in American political culture, and the notion allowed them to tap
workers’ longtime cynicism toward the political system. Yet Gompers also
employed antipartyism for new ends, casting doubt not only on Republicans and
Democrats, but also on new radical parties seeking to create an alternative to
traditional politics.

Once the AFL committed to this approach, however, new dynamics came
into play. Gompers needed to deliver some degree of political efficacy to AFL
members. Nonpartisanship emerged as a useful tool for solidifying conservative
unionists’ power within the Federation, but it had only limited potential as a
means to achieving the Federation’s political goals. In the next years, labor’s
grievances would increase as the American state bureaucracy expanded and grew
more interventionist. Even as Gompers established his political dominance within
the AFL, pressures grew on him to change course.

52 Michael Rogin makes a similar point in “Voluntarism: The Political Functions of an
Antipolitical Doctrine,” Industrial and Labor Relations Review, 15 (4), July 1962, 521-35.



CHAPTER THREE

Labor’s New Century

After 1897, the great economic depression began to fade into Americans’ mem-
ories. As recovery set in, a consolidation and centralization of power became
visible across the United States. A flurry of statemaking activities began to
restructure America’s political economy, beginning in 1898 with the Spanish-
American-Cuban-Filipino War, and continuing afterwards as state managers in
the army, navy, civil service, and many other areas pushed to develop the size
and capability of their own bureaucracies. The federal government’s budget
increased significantly during these years, making it a major employer of labor."
Military strength and commercial enterprise received new emphasis as the fed-
eral government’s twin goals, leading the state into interventionist adventures
around the globe.

Perhaps the Panama Canal provided the best symbol of this new climate, a
project heralded by President Theodore Roosevelt as “the colossal engineering
feat of all the ages.” For years, American government and business leaders had
dreamed of a canal that could strengthen the navy’s strategic capabilities while
enhancing the flow of commerce. After negotiations with Colombia proved fruit-
less, construction of the canal became possible in 1901 when the United States
gave its support to a revolution engineered by a group that included represent-
atives of the New Panama Canal Company. Construction finally began in 1906;
before its completion in 1914, the canal would require the labor of more than
45,000 men, women, and children, who excavated more than 230 million cubic
yards of earth.’

' The federal budget nearly doubled between 1880 and 1900, then rose another 30 percent by
1910 to a total of $693,617,000. See Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial
Times to 1970 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1975), 1104.

2 Roosevelt’s comment can be found in his letter to James E. Watson, August 18, 1906, in
Elting E. Morison, ed., The Letters of Theodore Roosevelt, Vol. 5 (Cambridge: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1952). On the expanding state, see Emily Rosenberg, Spreading the American
Dream: American Economic and Cultural Expansion, 1890—1945 (New York: Hill and Wang,
1982); Stephen Skowronek, Building a New American State: The Expansion of National
Administrative Capacities, 1877-1920 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982); Gerald
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Although the Panama Canal vividly illustrated politicians’ determination to
expand the central state bureaucracy, it formed just one part of a broader move-
ment toward the centralization of power in American life. Private citizens played
equally vital roles in this process. Corporate leaders, for example, moved quickly
to stabilize their position through organization as soon as recovery returned.
Their merger movement from 1898 to 1904 swallowed well over 2,000 com-
panies to create some 200 trusts.” Among businessmen lacking the resources to
play a role in trustification, a new movement grew popular. Known as the open-
shop drive, it united employers around a single principle: opposition to trade
unions. Beginning as an economic movement, the open-shop drive at first
focused its efforts on shop floor battles with union activists. Yet the employers
leading this movement grew increasingly politicized during the first years of the
twentieth century. Seeking allies in their war against organized labor, open shop
employers turned skillfully to the judiciary and to congress.

Other citizens similarly reinvented their relationship to the state and to each
other by forming organizations that could represent their interests at the local,
state, and national level. Associations emerged for doctors, historians, con-
sumers, and a myriad of other groups. These years became, in the phrase coined
long ago by Robert Wiebe, the “age of organization.”* Amidst this context of
an expanding state bureaucracy and energized organizing among diverse social
groups, national-level political relationships became more important. In the nine-
teenth century, the states typically exerted more influence than the federal gov-
ernment in shaping Americans’ daily lives. But by the early twentieth century,
national-level politics became a key terrain of power as the state bureaucracy
expanded and as the presidency widened its scope of activity. Citizens seeking
to defend their interests increasingly looked beyond their state legislatures and
pressed their claims at the federal government’s doorstep.’

The changes wrought by America’s “age of organization” greatly shaped the
trade union movement. Unions leaped ahead in size and strength as the American

O’Gara, Theodore Roosevelt and the Rise of the Modern Navy (Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1943); Harold and Margaret Sproat, The Rise of American Naval Power, 1776—1918
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1939). On the Panama Canal, see Walter LaFeber,
The Panama Canal: The Crisis in Historical Perspective (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1979), and David McCullough, The Path Between the Seas: The Creation of the
Panama Canal, 1870-1914 (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1977), 472 and 611.

Selig Perlman, “Upheaval and Reorganisation,” in John Commons et al., eds., History of
Labour in the United States (New York: Macmillan, 1918), 2:522; Alfred Chandler, The
Visible Hand: The Managerial Revolution in American Business (Cambridge: Belknap Press,
1977), 332; Naomi R. Lamoreaux, The Great Merger Movement in American Business,
1895-1904 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1985).

On “the age of organization,” see Robert Wiebe, The Search for Order, 1877-1920 (New
York: Hill and Wang, 1967), 199 and passim; see also idem, Businessmen and Reform: A
Study of the Progressive Movement (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1962).

Wiebe, Search for Order, passim; Martin Sklar, “Studying American Political Development
in the Progressive Era, 1890s—1916,” in his The U.S. as a Developing Country (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1992), 37-77.
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Federation of Labor saw its membership soar from 280,000 workers in 1898 to
more than 1.6 million by 1904. This represented the most dramatic period of
sustained growth in labor’s history to that time. The conflicts of the 189os had
shorn labor of its more inclusive organizations: the Knights and the American
Railway Union virtually disappeared. The business unions that remained, largely
organized into the AFL, now dominated the labor movement. With these changes
came a new confidence, often a new militancy, among American skilled workers,
whereas most unskilled and semiskilled workers languished without organiza-
tional representatives.®

Although the leaders of the AFL enjoyed the growing strength of their orga-
nization, corporate consolidation, the open shop drive, and the expanding state
bureaucracy made it imperative that they develop a coherent political strategy.
Facing AFL members’ demands that they establish a coherent political program,
leaders like Samuel Gompers also found themselves aiming at a moving target as
the federal government assumed new powers. And, increasingly, union leaders
confronted a new political adversary in the form of the National Association
of Manufacturers (NAM), a virulent anti-union organization and the leader in
America’s open shop drive. While workers and employers continued to clash
on shop floors across the country, their rivalry entered a new sphere as both the
AFL and the NAM asked Congress for friendly legislation. The bitter struggle
that ensued pushed AFL leaders and members to reassess their attitudes toward
electoral politics.

The Federation’s Political Agenda

By the first years of the twentieth century, the American Federation of Labor
stood triumphantly as the dominant trade union organization in the United States.
Workers belonging to the AFL continued to disagree about many issues during
these years, debating politics, the principles of craft versus industrial unionism,
and whether to expand organizationally to include the unskilled. For the most
part, though, the uneasy truce forged during the 1890s held sway and gave dom-
inance to a coalition around Gompers that favored craft unionism and rejected
socialism in favor of nonpartisan politics. Although leaders like John Mitchell
were included in Gompers’s inner circle, the industrial unionism represented by
his own UMW made little headway during these years. After the chastening
experience of the 1890s depression, craft autonomy and business unionism dom-
inated AFL affiliates. AFL organizers made little effort to organize unskilled
workers, and hence the Federation became less friendly than ever to African-
Americans, women, and immigrants. Thus, the AFL leadership represented pri-
marily the viewpoint of skilled craftsmen. As we saw in previous chapters, their
world view focused on protecting their position from outsiders and working to
prevent a deterioration in working conditions, skill level, and wages.

° For membership statistics, see Selig Perlman, “Upheaval and Reorganisation,” in Commons,
History of Labour, 2:522.
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The small group of men allied with Gompers at the AFL’s helm typified this
skilled craftsman’s world view. Formally, leadership in the AFL fell to Gompers
and his two top aides: AFL Treasurer John Lennon and Secretary Frank Mor-
rison. Both men worked with Gompers for decades and exhibited persistent loyalty
to him and his goals for the AFL.

Born in 1850 to the family of a Wisconsin tailor, John Lennon became pres-
ident of the Journeymen Tailor’s Union in 1884, and served as general secre-
tary of the union from 1886 until 1910. AFL delegates elected him treasurer in
1890 and continued to support him in that office until 1917. Lennon was a con-
servative in union matters and a supporter of craft principles. Politically a loyal
Democrat, Lennon supported the Populist movement during the 1890s. Amidst
the Democratic Party’s many factions, Lennon positioned himself as a “Bryan
man.” In 1900, he requested permission from Gompers to campaign for Bryan,
but Gompers refused. In the next years, Lennon’s advice was sought more often
as Gompers moved closer to the Democrats.’

Gompers possessed no more loyal and dedicated lieutenant than his secre-
tary, the printer Frank Morrison, who served as the only full-time salaried official
in the AFL besides President Gompers. Morrison possessed no independent base
of power. Instead, he owed his rise within the labor movement completely to
Gompers. His ascendancy resulted from a controversy caused when the previous
secretary accused President Gompers of engaging inappropriately in partisan
politics. August McCraith, like Morrison a printer but a philosophical anarchist,
served as secretary of the AFL during the tumultuous years from 1893 until
1897. His tenure ended when he charged Gompers with violating the AFL’s
nonpartisan policy by supporting the Democrats during the 1896 presidential
campaign. The AFL Executive Council evaluated McCraith’s charges, but voted
its “fullest confidence” in Gompers. Nobody presented McCraith’s name to the
1897 convention as a candidate for reelection. Instead, Frank Morrison replaced
him as AFL secretary, a position he would hold for more than four decades,
stepping down in 1939.%

Morrison had little in common with his predecessor. Loath to stake out a
position independent of Gompers, Morrison worked as a quiet and respectful
aide. Born in 1859 in Ontario, Canada, the son of a Scots-Irish immigrant who
worked as a farmer and a sawyer, Morrison left high school to learn the print-
ing trade and in 1886, living in Chicago, joined Local 16 of the International
Typographers’ Union. In the early 1890s, Morrison attended Lake Forest Uni-
versity Law School and later gained admittance to the Illinois bar. A founder

7 On Lennon’s interest in populism, see J. F. Finn, “A. F. of L. Leaders and the Question of

Politics in the Early 1890s,” Journal of American Studies, 7 (3), December 1973, 254-5.
Philip Taft, The A. F. of L. in the Time of Gompers (New York: Harper, 1957), 292; Gary
Fink, ed., Biographical Dictionary of American Labor Leaders (Westport, CT: Greenwood
Press, 1974).

8 Taft, The AFL in the Time of Gompers, 130—1; Samuel Gompers, Seventy Years of Life and
Labor: An Autobiography (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1925), 1:378-9.
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of the Chicago Federation of Labor, Morrison held no high union position when
he was elected secretary of the AFL in 1897. Thus, his loyalties lay first and
foremost with the AFL.’

In addition to Lennon and Morrison, Gompers certainly paid attention to the
opinions of powerful union leaders like International Association of Machinists
(IAM) President James O’Connell, a key figure among the conservative craft
unionists; United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners of America (UBCJA)
President William Huber, a ringleader in the group that pushed P. J. McGuire
out of his union’s leadership and led the carpenters’ down the path of efficient
business unionism; and conservative granite cutter James Duncan, close friend
and ally to Gompers. All these men sat on the Executive Council for many
years, and in some cases, their position of power within the AFL bureaucracy
was not derived from any position they held in their own union. O’Connell, for
example, began serving as AFL vice president and Executive Council member
in 1895 and continued until 1918, even though his union rejected him as pres-
ident in 1912 and replaced him with socialist William Johnston. Mitchell served
as AFL vice-president from 1898 until 1914, though Tom Lewis succeeded him
as UMW President in 1908."

Yet although the conservative business unionists had established dominance
over the AFL, their leadership did not go unchallenged. Socialism remained a
vital tradition within the AFL, especially among rank-and-file workers and among
local- and state-level leaders. The Socialist Party of America, founded in 1901,
united a diverse group of American leftists. The party officially favored work-
ing within the trade union movement — that is, the AFL — and in 1901, the party
adopted a policy of “non-interference” in the affairs of trade unions. Between
1901 and 1906, the Socialist Party developed a sizeable base in trade unions.
By 1904, 1,200 party locals existed in thirty-five states; its membership had risen
from 15,975 in 1903 to 20,768. By 1908, that membership would double again,
to more than 41,000 members organized into more than 3,000 locals. According
to a canvass of members conducted by the party in 1908 (to which one-sixth
of its members responded), two-thirds categorized themselves as workers; of
those, 60 percent categorized themselves as skilled craft workers. Thus, as Nick
Salvatore notes, the Socialist Party, although dominated by middle-class pro-
fessionals in its leadership, “had a solid and vital working-class core.”"!

° See Taft, The AFL in the Time of Gompers; Lewis Lorwin, The American Federation of
Labor, History, Policies, and Prospects (Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 1933);
and Fink, Biographical Dictionary. Interestingly John Lennon, like Morrison, possessed no
strong base in his union: both were Federation men above all.

See Julia M. Greene, “The Strike at the Ballot Box: Politics and Partisanship in the American
Federation of Labor, 1881-1916,” Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 1990; and Fink, Biograph-
ical Dictionary.

Philip Foner, History of the Labor Movement in the United States, Vol. 3, The Policies and
Practices of the American Federation of Labor, 1900-1909 (New York: International, 1964),
390; Nick Salvatore, Eugene V. Debs: Citizen and Socialist (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 1982), 221. Other useful sources on socialism in the early twentieth century include
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Socialism had declined in the AFL since the early 189os, but its influence
began to rise during the first years of the twentieth century. It peaked in 1912,
when Socialist Max Hayes ran for the AFL presidency against Sam Gompers
and received the votes of approximately one-third of the AFL delegates. Unions
with a strong contingent of Socialists among their members included the United
Mine Workers, Brewery Workers, Machinists, Cigarmakers, Tailors, Hat and
Cap Makers, Painters, and Boot and Shoe Workers.'? Socialists within the AFL
formed a highly vocal minority that exerted significant pressure on the AFL
leaders. During this period, the Socialist Party’s arsenal included journals and
newspapers such as the International Socialist Review, the Appeal to Reason,
and influential urban newspapers such as the Social-Democratic Herald and
the Chicago Socialist.”* Together, these forces offered a constant critique of
conservative craft unionism and in particular they impelled the AFL leaders to
achieve some degree of political success.

Yet the AFL leadership remained very much a stronghold of conservative
unionism. Though prominent as a group within the AFL, no socialist sat on the
AFL Executive Council during these years or won inclusion in Gompers’s inner
circle. In fact, during the early years of the twentieth century, AFL leaders
launched a fierce attack on socialist principles. Debates at AFL conventions
demonstrate the degree to which antisocialism became a central tactic in Gompers’s
campaign to consolidate his power in the Federation.

The best example of this process occurred at the 1902 convention, when
socialist Max Hayes of Cleveland proposed a resolution calling for workers to
“overthrow the wage system” and establish “an industrial co-operative demo-
cracy.” Although this measure’s success would have indicated AFL delegates’

John H. M. Laslett, Labor and the Left: A Study of Socialist and Radical Influences in the
American Labor Movement, 1881-1924 (New York: Basic Books, 1970); Michael Nash,
Conflict and Accommodation: Coal Miners, Steel Workers, and Socialism, 1890—-1920
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1982); Henry F. Bedford, Socialism and the Workers in
Massachusetts, 1886-1912 (Ambherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1966); Charles
Leinenweber, “The Class and Ethnic Bases of New York City Socialism, 1904—1915,” Labor
History, 22 (1), Winter 1981, 31-56; Melvyn Dubofsky, “Success and Failure of Socialism
in New York City, 1900-1918: A Case Study,” Labor History, 9 (4), Fall 1968, 361-75;
Ira Kipnis, The American Socialist Movement, 1897-1912 (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1952); James Weinstein, The Decline of Socialism in America, 1912—1925 (New York:
Monthly Review Press, 1967); James Green, Grass-roots Socialism: Radical Movements
in the Southwest, 1895-1943 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1978); Sally
M. Miller, Victor Berger and the Promise of Constructive Socialism, 1910—1920 (Westport,
CT: Greenwood Press, 1973); and Richard Judd, Socialist Cities: Municipal Politics and
the Grass Roots of American Socialism (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989).
Marc Karson, American Labor Unions and Politics: 1900-1918 (Carbondale: Southern
Illinois University Press, 1958), 131; James Weinstein, “The Problems of the Socialist Party,
Before the First World War,” in Seymour Martin Lipset and John H. M. Laslett, eds.,
Failure of a Dream? Essays in the History of American Socialism (Garden City, NY: Anchor
Press, 1974), 302.
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support for socialist principles, it was clearly too radical for most delegates.
Toning down the resolution made possible a coalition between socialists and
other delegates who favored political action. William B. Wilson, a miner associ-
ated politically with the Democratic Party, proposed an amendment to the resolu-
tion so that it advised workers to “organize their economic and political power
to secure for labor the full equivalent of its toil.” Here was precisely the sort
of formulation that could cut across ideological factions to unite delegates in a
coalition broader than the reigning Gompersism. In fact, the vote provides a rare
glimpse of support within the Federation for political activity. Delegates only
narrowly defeated the resolution, by 4,897 to 4,171 votes (387 abstained). Unions
supporting the resolution included the miners, the carpenters, and the brewers.
Although leftists like Max Hayes used this vote to proclaim that Socialists
accounted for nearly half the AFL’s members, Victor Berger more accurately
noted that many delegates perceived the resolution as favoring the Democratic
Party. He concluded that Socialists could realistically count on the votes of only
some 2,000 delegates."

The next year, delegates reintroduced the resolution, but this time the vote
took place amidst an aggressive antisocialist campaign led by President Gompers.
Although Gompers had opposed Socialists for years in the pages of the American
Federationist, until 1903 his attacks focused on a specific Socialist leader or
tactic. Speaking against the resolution, Gompers now launched a full-scale attack
on the Socialist Party and its principles and theories. Gompers’s voice thundered
through the convention hall as he proclaimed: “Economically, you are unsound;
socially, you are wrong; industrially, you are an impossibility.” Defending his
vision of change achieved through nonpartisan politics centered in the trade unions,
President Gompers rejected Socialist arguments that the strategy had failed: “I
venture to say that there are more trade unionists in Congress, and in our state
legislatures holding clear cards than there are elsewhere in similar positions the
world over.” In his speech, Gompers placed socialism and trade unionism in
opposition, claiming that the two fundamentally conflicted with one another."

' Victor Berger, “The American Federation of Labor and Socialism,” Social Democratic
Herald, December 6, 1902; see Foner, History of the Labor Movement, 3:383—4 and 3:390.

'> Gompers reprinted this speech in the American Federationist (hereafter cited as AF) and
gave it a telling title: “Trade Unionism vs. Socialism” (AF 11 [1], January 1904, 44-5). In
future years, Gompers stressed that trade unionism and socialism inherently conflicted with
one another, thus nimbly defining the Socialist movement as fundamentally outside of, and
hostile to, the movement of organized labor. For examples of Gompers’s attack on social-
ists during the 1890s, see Gompers, “Labor’s Friends (?) — Save Us From Them,” AF, 3
(1), March 1896, 33; idem, “With Compliments to Would-Be Union Wreckers,” AF, 3 (3),
May 1896, 52. For a Socialist account of this debate, see Max Hayes, “The World of Labor,”
International Socialist Review, 4 (6), December 1903, 376—7. The IAM held a referendum
to instruct its delegates how to vote on this resolution. By a large margin, the machinists
voted to endorse socialism, but their delegates nonetheless opposed the resolution at the
AFL Convention. See Max Hayes, “The World of Labor,” International Socialist Review,
4 (7), January 1904, 433-6.
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Gompers’s antisocialism allowed him to rally the majority of delegates to
his side to defeat the resolution overwhelmingly: 11,282 opposed the measure
versus 2,147 in favor of it. In the next years, conservative unionists would
make regular use of antisocialism much as they had in 1903. Gompers himself
portrayed this vote as a tremendous victory for trade unionism. The decision
facing the AFL delegates, as Gompers described it, had been “whether the trade
union movement was to continue upon a clear course, untrammeled by polit-
ical partisanship, or whether it would be committed to speculative theories of
political economy, and also be made a tail to a political party kite.”'®

Gompers had humbled the Socialists, but his victory would be costly for the
Federation. In the long run the AFL’s antisocialism, combined with its unwill-
ingness to organize unskilled workers, encouraged the formation of a radical
rival, the Industrial Workers of the World. More immediately, Gompers’s anti-
socialism painted him into a small corner of political options. His antipartyism,
marshalled against Socialists and non-Socialists alike, limited AFL strategies to
lobbying, and his programmatic critique of socialism pushed him to reject any
political strategy based on a positive conception of the state.

Furthermore, Socialists were not the only ones who could raise questions
about the wisdom of the AFL’s limited political program. The potential always
existed for a coalition within the Federation that would unite Socialists with
Populists and others favoring a more aggressive political strategy. Precisely this
sort of coalition had nearly voted in Max Hayes’s 1902 resolution calling on
workers to organize their full political power. In the first years of the twentieth
century, and continuing throughout the Progressive era, workers in cities across
the country engaged in a diverse range of political activities. Workers’ political
vision, one broadly influenced by traditions of working-class republicanism, could
be observed in action throughout the United States as they fought to improve
the basic conditions of daily life. In these struggles, issues like municipal owner-
ship (of streetcars, for example), tax reform, and improved city services appear
repeatedly in labor’s programs.'’

The form and shape of workers’ political battles varied widely. In rare cases,
a powerful movement could build and sustain an independent labor party, as
in the closed-shop city of San Francisco. There the Union Labor Party, created
by a handful of union activists, swept into power in 1901 by electing a mayor
and three supervisors. This success followed on the heels of a citywide strike

' Samuel Gompers, “’Twas a Great Convention,” AF, 11 (1), January 1904, 32—5. See also
Foner, History of the Labor Movement, 3:383—6; and Kipnis, American Socialist Movement,
145-51.

"7 See generally the important work in progress of Shelton Stromquist, “The Politics of Class:
Urban Reform and Working Class Mobilization in Cleveland and Milwaukee, 1890—1910,”
paper presented to the Organization of American Historians, Reno, 1988; and idem,
“Working-Class Republicanism and the Social Crisis of the 1890s,” unpublished paper; for
examples of the prevalence of issues like municipal ownership, see labor newspapers of the
period, e.g., the Birmingham (Alabama) Labor Advocate, January 24, 1908.
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involving machinists, teamsters, and ultimately waterfront workers, and the city’s
use of police power in that strike dominated the campaign. For more than a
decade in San Francisco, labor ruled and fought for measures like public works
programs and social health insurance.'®

The socialist movement could also bring workers significant political power,
as the case of Milwaukee demonstrates. Its Social Democratic Party stood as
America’s most successful urban socialist party. Built on the support of Mil-
waukee’s large German-American working class, the Social Democrats offered
a comprehensive program of urban reform, focusing on issues like municipal
ownership and free medical services and textbooks. At its height in 1910, the
party’s mayoral candidate received more than 38 percent of the vote, and voters
elected many Social Democratic candidates in these years to lesser offices (alder-
man, state senate, school board, etc.)."”

Less dramatic, perhaps, but equally significant, were labor’s alliances with
reform movements, usually linked to one of the major parties at the municipal
level. In some cities, entrenched machines held a lock on voters’ loyalties and
effectively prevented working-class communities from exercising much influence.
But more often, as Shelton Stromquist has shown, reform factions (most often
in the Democratic Party) looked to working-class communities and often adopted
much of labor’s program, at least temporarily, in an effort to build a successful
electoral base. Stromquist expands on the earlier work on urban progressivism
by Joseph Huthmacher and John Buenker to argue that class visions and class
tensions lay at the heart of urban progressivism. This phenomenon seems
clearest in the industrial heartland of the Midwest. In Cleveland, for example,
working-class politics helped revive the fortunes of the Democratic Party and
carried single taxer Tom Johnson to four terms as mayor. Johnson built his
reputation by championing municipal ownership of the railways, tax reform, an
expanded park system, and improved sanitation. He benefited from working-
class support and borrowed from the legacy of workers’ political activism, though
he was never completely at ease with the politics of class. By 1909, after Johnson
angered many workers through his actions in a streetcar strike, the coalition
disintegrated.”

The shifting and often temporary nature of these coalitions makes workers’
political contributions at the local level difficult to uncover in any detail, which
helps explain why scholars have rarely focused attention on them. Yet the

'8 Michael Kazin, Barons of Labor: The San Francisco Building Trades and Union Power in
the Progressive Era (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1987), 51-8 and 152.
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character of local working-class political mobilization is important for under-
standing the AFL’s political evolution at the national level. The studies by Kazin
and Stromquist build on the earlier work of Gary Fink, who demonstrated two
decades ago in his study of Missouri labor politics that urban workers engaged
more aggressively in political action than did their national union officials,
and in particular they rejected antistatism and supported a wide range of social
legislation."

Workers’ political contributions at the local level thus played a double
role, presenting leaders like Samuel Gompers with an example and a threat. The
diverse achievements of working-class activists in cities across the United States
sustained the national AFL leaders’ awareness of the possibilities inherent in
political activity. Yet the cauldron of local-level politics also threatened to dis-
rupt the plans of pure and simple trade union leaders. Gompers, of course, had
endeavored since the early 1890s to keep AFL members from forming partisan
attachments. Political activity of any kind endangered his vision of a labor com-
munity wherein the trade union (and particularly the AFL) stood at the forefront,
leading workers onward. Whether Socialist or non-Socialist, local working-class
political activity placed a constant pressure on AFL leaders to achieve political
efficacy, while raising the specter of potential alliances and mobilizations out-
side of their control. With time, workers at the local level helped push the AFL
leadership into electoral politics, as the latter sought both to contain and direct
the political passions of the American working class.

Between 1898 and 1906, AFL leaders tried to reconcile these varied tensions
by pursuing a limited lobbying campaign. Subordinating politics to economic
strategy, they sought to win through political action only such demands as would
allow craft unionism an unfettered chance at success. And during an age of state
expansion and heightened interventionism, the AFL leaders refused to envision
a positive role for the state bureaucracy. Fearful of government intervention in
workers’ affairs, Gompers believed organized labor should seek through legis-
lation only those goals that it could not otherwise achieve. As Gompers pro-
claimed: “Our movement stands for the wage-earners doing for themselves what
they can toward working out their own salvation. But those things that they can
not do for themselves the Government should do.”*

! For more on local-level, working-class politics, consult Gary Fink, Labor’s Search for Po-
litical Order: The Political Behavior of the Missouri Labor Movement, 1890—1940 (Columbia:
University of Missouri Press, 1973); idem, “The Rejection of Voluntarism,” Industrial and
Labor Relations Review, 26 1973, 605-819; Irwin Yellowitz, Labor and the Progressive
Movement in New York State, 1897-1916 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1965);
Barbara Musselman, “The Quest for Collective Improvement: Cincinnati Workers, 1893—
1920,” Ph.D. diss., University of Cincinnati, 1975; Bedford, Socialism and the Workers;
and John H. Keiser, “John Fitzpatrick and Progressive Unionism, 1915-1925,” Ph.D. diss.,
Northwestern University, 1965. In using the term “antistatism,” I mean an approach to pol-
itics that opposes most forms of state intervention and perceives government as a negative
influence that should remain as limited as possible.

22 Gompers, “Eight Hour Constitutional Amendment,” AF, 5 (6), June 1898, 110—13.
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AFL leaders like Gompers married this antistatist approach to a tactical focus
on the national political sphere, and made little coordinated effort to influence
legislation at the state or city level during this period. Many state-level activists
actively pursued legislative goals, but they did so on their own. The AFL’s
emphasis on federal legislation derived from trade unionists’ experience during
the 1890s, when they learned that legislative gains won at the state level were
often nullified as employers sought intervention from federal courts. As a result,
the AFL made legislation at the federal level a top priority, seeking at the very
least to back up the efforts of state federations, and at most to make Congress
a vanguard in prolabor legislation.”

Indeed, when assessing the antistatism of the national AFL leaders, it is
important to keep in mind that their chosen terrain was the federal government,
and they developed strategies precisely for that national level. Although Gompers
would ask little of the federal government, he favored a somewhat more aggres-
sive approach in the individual states. In 1898, for example, the Utah state legis-
lature passed eight-hour legislation for workers in certain industries, and the U.S.
Supreme Court lent its blessing to the law. Gompers enthusiastically applauded
the move, making it clear that he would like to see hours legislation passed in
every state.”* Gompers continued to see state legislatures as a central locus of
power in American politics, as indeed they were.

The narrow political universe inhabited by AFL leaders meant they would
seek to achieve only extremely limited goals by lobbying Congress. Political
divisions within the AFL (not only socialism, but also Republican or Democratic
affiliations divided skilled workers), the antisocialism and antistatism of the AFL
leadership, the leaders’ subordination to powerful affiliated international unions
(each with its own political makeup, and many of them opposing direct polit-
ical action), and the federal realm in which the national AFL leaders operated:
All these factors influenced which political goals the Federation would fight for,
and together they resulted in a modest list of legislative demands.

AFL leaders focused their political agenda on four major goals. First, they
sought to free labor organizations from any state activity that limited the rights
of trade unions. This involved work to eliminate judicial discrimination against
the labor movement (through injunctions or persecution under the Sherman Anti-
Trust Act), and to establish a union’s right to make use of such tactics as the
strike, picketing, and boycotts. Second, the AFL strove to free labor organiza-
tions from (what its leaders considered) unfair competition with cheaper labor
sources. To this end, the AFL attempted to restrict immigration, convict labor,
and child labor, because each of these made it more difficult for trade unionists
to win a fair wage through their economic organization. Third, the AFL sought

% Selig Perlman, “Upheaval and Reorganisation,” in Commons, History of Labour, 531.

# See Samuel Gompers, “Utah’s Eight Hour Law: Which State Will Follow,” AF, 5 (2),
April 1898, 36; P. J. Maas, “An Eight Hour Day Legal as Well as Moral,” AF, 5 (2), May 1898,
23-5.
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to make American politics more democratic, working for demands such as the
initiative and referendum, in order to help their members achieve the first two
goals. Last but increasingly important in an age of state expansion, the AFL
worked to make the federal government a model employer. This would set a
standard for other employers and aid the Federation’s economic struggle to win
goals such as the eight-hour day.”

A complete catalogue of the AFL’s legislative goals during the early
twentieth century would include the eight-hour day on government work, an
anti-injunction bill, a Chinese exclusion bill, restrictions on immigration, a bill
prohibiting child labor, a prison labor bill, various seamen’s rights issues, and
the initiative and referendum. These were for the most part trade union issues,
generated by the organizational needs of the early twentieth-century AFL, and
reflecting the outlook of its constituency, primarily skilled craft workers. Many
AFL demands sought to protect its skilled members from competition with
workers outside of the Federation: This was the case with the bills regarding
immigration, Chinese exclusion, and child and prison labor.*

Of all the workers whose competition worried AFL leaders, immigrants —
and especially Asians — clearly ranked the highest. Chinese immigrants aroused
the greatest anger among western workers, as Alexander Saxton has explored,
yet agitation in favor of Chinese exclusion was widespread throughout the East
and Midwest as well. AFL leaders, especially Samuel Gompers, emerged as
leading spokesmen in favor of legislation that would eliminate Chinese workers
from American shores or harass those already here. At its founding convention,
the AFL called for strict enforcement of the Chinese Exclusion Act. In following
years AFL leaders cautiously watched over bills affecting the status of Chinese
workers, fighting for extension of the 1882 act and for bills requiring those
Chinese workers already present to register with the U.S. government. Nor

» Louis Reed, The Labor Philosophy of Samuel Gompers (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat
Press, 1966); Fred Greenbaum, “The Social Ideas of Samuel Gompers,” Labor History,
7 (1), Winter 1966, 35-61. For more on the thinking of Samuel Gompers, see also George
B. Cotkin, “The Spencerian and Comtian Nexus in Gompers’ Labor Philosophy: The Impact
of Non-Marxian Evolutionary Thought,” Labor History, 20 (4), Fall 1979, 510—23. An
important contribution of authors such as Gary Fink and Michael Kazin has been their
demonstration that local-level leaders were more willing to work for statist goals than was
the national-level AFL. See Fink, Labor’s Search for Political Order; and Kazin, Barons
of Labor.

For more information on these issues, consult Gwendolyn Mink, Old Labor and New
Immigrants in American Political Development: Union, Party, and State, 1875—-1920 (Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press, 1986); Alexander Saxton, The Indispensable Enemy: Labor
and the Anti-Chinese Movement in California (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971);
Lucy Salyer, “Captives of Law: Judicial Enforcement of the Chinese Exclusion Laws, 1891—
1905,” Journal of American History, 76 (1), June 1989, 91—-117; Roger W. Walker, “The AFL
and Child-Labor Legislation: An Exercise in Frustration,” Labor History, 11 (3), Summer
1970, 323—40; Jerold S. Auerbach, “Progressives at Sea: The La Follette Act of 1915,” Labor
History, 2 (3), Fall 1961, 344-66; and Hyman Weintraub, Andrew Furuseth: Emancipator
of the Seamen (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1959).
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were Chinese immigrants the only ones to face the wrath of the AFL. In 1908,
an article in the American Federationist called attention to the Hindus and
Sikhs settling in the Pacific Northwest: “They are but the advance guard of the
starving . . . hundreds of thousands of East Indians who will swarm across the
Pacific and rival the Chinese invasion unless means are taken to exclude them.”
The AFL also worked strenuously to restrict European immigration through such
means as literacy tests and taxation.”’

As important as restricting or eliminating immigration was to AFL leaders,
however, the issue did not dominate American labor politics nor did it prove as
significant as the injunction and the eight-hour day when it came to shaping the
AFL’s agenda. As late as 1900, for example, AFL convention delegates refused
to pass a resolution that called for immigration restriction. Time and again when
deciding which party or candidate to support over the following years, AFL
leaders and members made it clear their standard was not immigration restric-
tion.”® How and why, then, did the injunction and the eight-hour day so domi-
nate the AFL’s political program?

Numerous scholars have demonstrated the ways judicial hostility impeded
working-class organization by the late nineteenth century. Using the injunction,
judges could prohibit a wide range of behaviors — from picketing and striking
to the use of certain words. If someone violated the injunction, they were in
contempt of court and could be sent to prison. Passage of the Interstate Com-
merce Act in 1887 and the Sherman Anti-Trust Act in 1890 greatly spurred
use of this judicial tool. The former act made it illegal to interfere with inter-
state commerce and the Sherman Act stated that any contract or combination
that restrains trade or commerce is illegal. Although legislators designed the
Sherman Act to apply only to large combinations of capital, in 1893 a number
of lower courts decided that this included labor organizations as well. The
Sherman and Commerce acts allowed a greater use of injunctions by causing
many labor actions otherwise considered legal to fall within the ‘“unlawful”
confines of equity law. The Sherman Act also provided a new means to punish
labor organizations, independent of the injunction: Violators could be sued for

21 «“Trades Union Convention,” New York Tribune, December 8, 1886, in Stuart Kaufman
et al., eds., The Samuel Gompers Papers, Vol. 1 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1986),
454—5; Samuel Gompers to Adlai Stevenson, April 4, 1894, in Kaufman, Gompers Papers,
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1989), 3:488—90; Samuel Gompers, “Talks on Labor,”
AF, 13 (2), February 1906, 97-9; Earle William Gage, “Hindu Immigration,” AF, 15 (1),
January 1908, 23—4; A. A. Graham, “The Un-Americanization of America,” AF, 17 (4),
April 1910, 302—4; Samuel Gompers, “Immigration, General and Asiatic,” AF, 18 (4), April
1911, 296—7.

For a different interpretation of immigration and AFL politics, see Mink, Old Labor. Mink
argues (p. 197) that labor’s entrance into electoral politics in 1906 resulted from a split
between the AFL and big business over the issue of immigration. The evidence I have seen
does not suppport this proposition. For a critique of Mink’s argument and methodology,
see Julia Greene, “Review of Old Labor and New Immigrants,” International Labor and
Working-Class History, 34, Fall 1988, 122-6.
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damages. This would become a major weapon against labor, second only to the
injunction itself.?

More immediately, the Sherman and Interstate Commerce acts encouraged
courts to rely more heavily on injunctions. William Forbath estimates that the
courts issued 2,095 injunctions — both state and federal — between 1890 and
1920. Furthermore, he notes, injunctions became particularly widespread in the
case of large strikes, sympathetic strikes, and conflicts involving industrial
unions. As Felix Frankfurter and Nathan Greene described it: “the extraordinary
remedy of injunction has become the ordinary legal remedy, almost the sole
remedy. . . . The injunction is America’s distinctive contribution in the applica-
tion of law to industrial strife.”*

Soon after an injunction helped defeat the Pullman boycott and sent its leader
Eugene Debs to prison for contempt, the AFL began to focus its energies on
fighting this particular manifestation of judicial hostility. By the late 1890s, AFL
leaders carefully followed all developments in injunction law, repeatedly encour-
aged a testing of the injunction, and worked for federal anti-injunction legisla-
tion.*! In two cases, the Federation leaders believed they had successfully tested
and triumphed over the labor injunction. In 1897, a federal judge handed down
an injunction against a strike led by the United Mine Workers (UMW) in West
Virginia. Gompers called this “the most . .. sweeping injunction in the history
of the country and perhaps the world.” Under its provisions, strikers could not

» The Sherman Anti-Trust Act declares that “Every contract, combination in the form of trust
or otherwise, or conspiracy, in restraint of trade or commerce among the several States, or
with foreign nations, is hereby declared to be illegal.” Felix Frankfurter and Nathan Greene,
The Labor Injunction (New York: Macmillan, 1930), 6-10 and 23; Arnold Paul, Conser-
vative Crisis and the Rule of Law: Attitudes of Bar and Bench, 1887-1895 (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1960), 107. For more information on the long and troubled rela-
tionship between the American labor movement and the courts, see also William Forbath,
Law and the Shaping of the American Labor Movement (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1991); Daniel Ernst, Lawyers Against Labor: From Individual Rights to Corporate
Liberalism (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1995); and Victoria C. Hattam, Labor
Visions and State Power: The Origins of Business Unionism in the United States (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1993).

Frankfurter and Greene, Labor Injunction, 52—3; they also state (p. 49) that between 1901
and 1930, there had been 118 applications to federal courts for injunctive relief, of which
100 were successful. These statistics included only injunctions issued by federal courts.
Furthermore, even at the federal level, only injunctions that were appealed were reported.
Thus, the actual number of injunctions must have been much higher. William Forbath’s
estimates include both temporary and permanent injunctions, though he counts only one
injunction in those cases where a permanent injunction followed a temporary injunction.
His estimates, he argues, are conservative. See William E. Forbath, Law and the Shaping
of the American Labor Movement, 60—3 and 193-8.

In August 1895, during Gompers’s forced sabbatical away from the AFL, President John
McBride listed as key bills that Congress should pass: a more clear definition and a limita-
tion of the injunction; and a repeal or amending of both the Sherman Anti-Trust Act and
the Interstate Commerce Act, so as to exclude labor organizations. Later that year, McBride
added to the list a bill to restrict the jurisdiction of courts in contempt proceedings. John
McBride, “Legislation Needed,” AF, 2 (6), August 1895, 109; and idem, “Crimes Against
Judges,” AF, 2 (10), December 1895, 171-2.
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urge scabs to quit their jobs, nor could they hold public meetings. Visiting the
area, Gompers and UMW President Blatchford held open meetings and exhorted
miners to stop working in order to test the injunction. The courts backed down
and police made no arrests. When the union won the strike, Gompers attributed
the victory to this fight against the injunction.”” Again in 1900, striking New
York cigarmakers, most of them not unionized, faced an injunction issued by
the New York State Supreme Court that forbade the union and its officers from
contributing financially to the support of the strikers. The Cigarmakers’ Union
refused to comply with the injunction and again the police made no arrests.”

Many other strikes, however, met with defeat through injunctions handed
down by state and federal courts, and the AFL’s limited efforts to win reforms
during the 1890s accomplished nothing.** Thus in early 1900, the AFL esca-
lated its anti-injunction work by drafting a bill with the help of lawyers. Its con-
gressional allies introduced the bill into the House of Representatives in February
1900. For the next 14 years, until Congress passed the Clayton Act in 1914, the
AFL worked constantly to pass anti-injunction legislation. During most of this
period, AFL strategy targetted the conceptual underpinnings of injunction law,
seeking to define conspiracy so as to exclude from it any legal actions. In this
way, leaders hoped to exempt from the injunction actions that, if undertaken by
individuals or by nonworkers, would be considered legal.”

In 1912, the AFL changed its strategy and attacked a different premise of
injunction law. This new bill, which led directly to the Clayton Act of 1914,
attempted to slip workers out of the injunction net by declaring that labor is
not a commodity, and thus the Sherman Act should not be used on labor or
agricultural organizations. Although hailed as a great victory, the Clayton Act
allowed courts to continue using the injunction by simply redefining their con-
ceptual bases. Thus, the AFL worked nearly two decades to pass only a weak
antidote to the injunction. The contrast with Britain is informative: There a much
stronger and more effective approach succeeded earlier. In 1906, the Trade Dis-
putes Act exempted labor unions from liability for wrongful acts committed by
their members. The American labor movement never attempted this strategy.*®

32 Samuel Gompers, “Injunctions Unrespected,” AF, 4 (7), September 1897, 155-60; an
idealized account of the battle can be found in idem, Seventy Years, 2:198-205.

3 Samuel Gompers, “Judge Freedman’s Notorious Injunction,” AF, 7 (6), June 1900, 162—4;
idem, “The Happiness Not to Know,” AF, 7 (7), July 1900, 212-14.

* For example, see Samuel Gompers, “Conflicting Judicial Decisions,” AF, 9 (5), May 1902,
234-5.

% See “President Gompers’ Report to the 26th Annual Convention of the AFL,” reprinted in
AF, 13 (12), December 1906, 978—9.

36 Although the Clayton Act was modeled in part on the Trade Disputes Act, it did not attempt
to exempt workers from liability for tortious actions. On both bills, see Frankfurter and
Greene, Labor Injunction, 135-57. On the Clayton Act, see Forbath, Law and the Shaping
of the American Labor Movement; Stanley Kutler, “Labor, the Clayton Act, and the Supreme
Court,” Labor History, 19 (3), Winter 1962, 19—38; Dallas L. Jones, “The Enigma of the
Clayton Act,” Industrial and Labor Relations Review, 10 (2), January 1957, 201—21; and
Martin J. Sklar, The Corporate Reconstruction of American Capitalism, 1890—1916 (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1988).
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Although judicial hostility emerged as a new threat during the late nineteenth
century, one that prodded the AFL into political engagement, the goal of shorter
hours possessed long and venerable roots in American labor history. From the
call for ten hours in the 1840s to the eight-hour demand that galvanized workers
during the 1880s, the shorter hours movement, as David Roediger and Philip
Foner noted, could uniquely unite workers across potential barriers based on
gender, race, skill, or craft.’’ The AFL spearheaded major drives for the eight-
hour day repeatedly during its history, most notably in the nationwide strike
wave of May 1886. The Gilded Age shorter hours movement blended political,
social, and industrial tactics: Activists worked toward legislation, but they also
organized mass demonstrations and strikes.

Yet Gompers and his allies profoundly transformed the politics of shorter
hours after 1890. They urged affiliated unions to fight for the eight-hour day
using economic tactics, but they focused their own efforts on a new lobbying
campaign at the federal level. In this new legislative push, the AFL abandoned
its commitment to shorter hours for all workers and demanded only an eight-
hour day for government employees. Here was the apogee of Gompersian anti-
statism: Collapsing the state so that it became just another employer (albeit an
unusually influential one), the AFL merely requested that the federal govern-
ment be beyond reproach in its own employment practices. Gompers hoped if
the government became a model employer on this issue, it would contribute to
the achievement of the eight-hour day across the country.®

The AFL leaders’ new focus on winning the eight-hour day only for gov-
ernment employees indicates the rising significance of the state in these years.
As the federal government expanded and undertook more ambitious military
and foreign policy adventures at the turn of the century, it became an impor-
tant shaper of the U.S. political economy. Nowhere does this phenomenon appear
more clearly than in shipbuilding. Between 1880 and 1910, the budget of the
Navy Department increased by 30 percent, and shipbuilding composed a lead-
ing part of this budget. Between 1898 and 1913, the number of U.S. battle-
ships rose from 11 to 36, and each year in this period, congress authorized an

" David Roediger and Philip Foner, Our Own Time: A History of American Labor and the
Working Day (New York: Verso Books, 1989), vii. On the nineteenth-century history of
the shorter hours movement, see also David Montgomery, Beyond Equality: Labor and the
Radical Republicans, 1862—1872 (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1967); Philip Foner, History
of the Labor Movement, Vol. 2, From the Founding of the AFL to the Emergence of
American Imperialism (New York: International Publishers, 1955); and Thomas Dublin,
Women at Work: The Transformation of Work and Community in Lowell, Massachusetts,
1826-1860 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1979).

In congressional hearings in 1904, for example, Gompers was asked about the claim made
by the bill’s opponents that it would encourage industries across the country to begin the
eight-hour day. Gompers responded: “That is one of the primary features and purposes that
we have in view. We know that the enactment of this bill by Congress will have a tendency
to extend the eight hour day.” See “Eight Hour Bill Considered. Argument of President
Gompers Before The House Committee on Labor,” AF, 11 (5), May 1904, 407-11.
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average of two new battleships. These massive shipbuilding projects greatly
increased the number of men who would be affected by an eight-hour law for
government employees. In any case, and despite the limitations of their eight-
hour strategy, Federation leaders consistently stressed the goal and it would
become a vivid symbol of the AFL’s political capabilities — or lack thereof —
during the Progressive era.”

Beginning in the 1860s, several state legislatures had passed eight-hour laws,
and in 1868, Congress passed an eight-hour law for all government employees.
The U.S. Supreme Court rendered this law ineffective in 1876 when it decided
that any special agreement between employers and workers would take pre-
cedence. If workers consented to do a certain job, they must be understood to
have agreed to the terms of more than eight hours’ work per day.*

In 1897, the AFL began working for passage of a new bill to provide gov-
ernment employees with an eight-hour day. It sought to extend the 1868 bill by
making it applicable to contractors and subcontractors doing government work.
During hearings on this bill, Congressman J. J. Gardner of New Jersey worked
closely with the AFL. Believing the AFL’s bill would be declared unconstitu-
tional and would be unenforceable, Gardner proposed that the government incor-
porate into all its contracts a clause mandating that eight hours be the maximum
work day. The AFL adopted this as its eight-hour strategy for the next decade
and Gardner became a crucial ally for many years, working to shepherd the bill
through Congress."

The eight-hour day and injunction reform became the key issues by which
conservative trade unionists leading the Federation measured their political
success during the early twentieth century. Whereas local-level activists pressed
the AFL hierarchy to construct an effective political program, national leaders
increasingly relied on antisocialist tactics to consolidate their control over a polit-
ically diverse membership. Yet as organized labor grew stronger in the years
after 1897 both numerically and financially, its accomplishments galvanized
employers opposed to the union movement. They began agitating in the late
nineteenth century, building powerful associations and skillfully opposing union-
ists on the shop floor. By 1903, they would enter the political realm as well.

¥ Taft, The AFL in the Time of Gompers. For a slightly different interpretation of the AFL’s
fight for eight hours during this period, see Roediger and Foner, Our Own Time, 145-208.
On shipbuilding and the budget of the Navy Department, see United States Bureau of the
Census, Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times to 1970 (Washington, DC:
The Bureau of the Census, 1976), 1114; and Allan R. Millett and Peter Maslowski, For
the Common Defense: A Military History of the United States of America (New York: The
Free Press, 1984), 302—3.

As Montgomery wrote of this decision in Beyond Equality, 320—3, the Supreme Court had
“first inferred into [the law] ... a free-contract clause, then held that government officials
need not obey its provisions if they found them undesirable.” See also Foner, History of
the Labor Movement, 2:98—9.

Gompers, Seventy Years, 2:230—7; “Extracts from Argument of President Gompers” (before
the House Committee on Labor), AF, 11 (7), July 1904, 594-5.
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Unbeknownst to the AFL leaders, these employers would soon recast the eco-
nomic and political conditions in which labor operated, forcing the unions to
develop new strategies and tactics.

The Open-Shop Drive

For many businessmen, America’s turn-of-the-century merger movement brought
either great wealth or bankruptcy. But those firms in the middle, those that sur-
vived the wave of trustification yet did not benefit from it, confronted a mixed
economic picture during these years. A growing economy brought increased
opportunity for most American businesses, not merely for the trusts. Yet the
mergers created an environment in which businesses required more capital in
order to survive. This raised the stakes for businessmen at a time when the threat
of bankruptcy or takeover by another corporation constantly loomed.** Thus,
well-to-do businessmen independent of the trusts responded with their own ver-
sion of a merger movement, rapidly creating a spectrum of employers’ associ-
ations across the country. Like trustification, this movement rested on innovative
efforts of a decade or more before, but only in the years after 1897 did the new
employers’ associations spread rapidly across the United States. Trade associ-
ations, industry-specific organizations, and chambers of commerce all flourished
after 1897.2

The new organizational strengths of workers and employers overlapped with
intensified conflict on shop floors across the country, as the two groups fought
for control over their shared environment. Strikes became endemic between 1898
and 1904, more than doubling in number during that period as compared to the
previous five years. The number of workers involved in strike activity saw a
comparable rise.* Particularly in industries such as the metal and building trades,
militant workers saw economic recovery as a chance to win back what they
had lost (in wages, limitation of working hours, or basic conditions) during the
depression. For a brief moment, trade agreements between employers and labor
seemed to promise industrial harmony: United Mine Workers President John
Mitchell indicated their potential during the 1902 anthracite strike when he sup-
pressed a movement among bituminous miners to violate their own trade agree-
ment and initiate a sympathy strike. Yet a more common trend could be seen

# Thomas C. Cochran, The American Business System: A Historical Perspective, 1900—1955
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1957), 58-0T1.

4 Wiebe, Businessmen and Reform, 16—41.

* Between 1893 and 1898, 7,029 strikes occurred; between 1899 and 1904, the number
rose to 15,463. Similarly, the number of workers involved jumped from 1,684,249 in the
earlier period, to 2,564,782 in the later period. Lorwin, The American Federation of Labor,
58-63; see also Paul Douglas, “An Analysis of Strike Statistics, 1881-1921,” Journal of
the American Statistical Association, 18, September 1923, 866—77; and Leo Wolman, The
Growth of American Trade Unions, 1880-1923 (New York: National Bureau of Economic
Research, 1924).
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in the metal trades. The Murray Hill agreement of 1900 between the National
Metal Trades Association and the International Association of Machinists, proudly
supported by the National Civic Federation (NCF), broke down within a year
to mutual recrimination.®

Between 1900 and 1903, the young employers’ associations emerged as
representatives of a different approach to industrial relations, one characterized
by unbending hostility to trade unionism. Quickly the strategy flowered into a
widespread social movement among American employers, supplanting the har-
monious tactics favored by the NCF to become the most popular solution to
workplace conflict. The open shop drive first emerged in Dayton, Ohio, in 1900,
when thirty-eight firms agreed to challenge labor’s power. They broke a machin-
ists’ strike, defeated for reelection a judge and a sheriff considered partial to
labor, and created an anti-union organization for workers (the Modern Order of
the Bees).*

In the next years, the open shop drive spread throughout the United States,
with employers in Chicago, Denver, Indianapolis, Pittsburgh, and Detroit build-
ing the most influential movements. Although lacking in national leadership at
first, the local movements shared certain characteristics. Anti-union employers
tended to stress principles of Americanism, liberty, and independence. Their
rhetoric focused on the unions’ “tyranny” over innocent working men. As one
journalist noted: “Without the aid of non-union men .. .the employers would
fight without troops. The ease with which they enlist non-union workmen is elo-
quent proof of the unpopularity of many unions in their own field.”*’ Because
the AFL excluded most unskilled working people, the employers found this to
be an effective criticism.

* David Montgomery, The Fall of the House of Labor: The Workplace, the State, and Amer-
ican Labor Activism, 1865—-1925 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 259—69;
Selig Perlman, History of Trade Unionism in the United States (New York: Macmillan,
1922), 163-88.
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tracing the spread of the open-shop drive: for example, “Freedom in Kansas City,” American
Industries, 1 (23), July 15, 1903, 15; J. West Goodwin, “Sedalia’s Citizens’ Alliance and
Others,” American Industries, 1 (24), August I, 1903, 13—14; and James C. Craig, “How
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5-6; “The Open Shop — Its Success,” American Industries, 9 (7), May 15, 1908, 6—7, and
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1905; Harrison Gray Otis, “A Long, Winning Fight Against the ‘Closed Shop,”” The World’s
Work, 15 (2), December 1907, 9675—-9. On Americanism, consult also Andrew Neather,
“Popular Republicanism, Americanism, and the Roots of Anti-Communism, 1890-1925,”
Ph.D. diss., Duke University, 1994.
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The employers’ associations also relied on a common group of tactics. They
initiated lockouts to preempt workers’ strikes, and organized non-union workers
into protective societies, providing them with housing and safe travel to work
when necessary. Like unions, the power of employers’ associations rested on an
ability to enlist as many employers as possible: Thus they used pressure tactics
to persuade business concerns to affiliate. In addition, many employers’ associ-
ations actively worked to shape their local labor markets.

In Detroit, for example, metal trades businessmen formed the Employers’
Association of Detroit in late 1902 and began an aggressive fight against unions
in the following year. As Thomas Klug has shown, they introduced machinery
to simplify labor, and brought in less skilled and unapprenticed workers from
the external labor market to compete with union workers. They devised new
guidelines for assessing work performance and for the hiring, dismissal, and
disciplining of workers. Detroit employers also established a labor bureau to
extend their control over the local labor market and to provide a mechanism for
blacklisting and strikebreaking.*® Such devices were not confined to Detroit. Inves-
tigating in 1904, William English Walling found labor bureaus in use throughout
the country. In Cincinnati, for example, “Men out of a job are learning to go
... [to the employers’ bureau] for work, instead of tramping about the suburbs
or waiting at the shop door.” He also found that employers’ labor bureaus rou-
tinely kept detailed files on any worker they hired or discharged.*”

Meanwhile the open-shop drive leaped beyond the local level and recruited
several powerful adherents among the national associations. By 19035, the National
Metal Trades Association, the United Typothetae, the National Founders® Asso-
ciation, and the National Erectors’ Association had all adopted a hostile, anti-
union approach to industrial relations.*® More important, during these years,
three organizations with broader goals joined forces. In 1902, the American
Anti-Boycott Association was formed, a stridently anti-union organization that
focused on fighting the labor movement through litigation (mostly using labor
injunctions and suits against union leaders for contempt of court). In 1903 David
Parry, a militant open-shop activist and a carriage manufacturer from Indiana-
polis, created the Citizens’ Industrial Alliance (CIA). The CIA served as a broad
umbrella group (it accepted as members businesses, individual employers, and

* Thomas A. Klug, “Employers’ Strategies in the Detroit Labor Market, 1900-1929,” in
Nelson Lichtenstein and Stephen Meyer, eds., On the Line: Essays in the History of Auto
Work (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1989), 42—72. The quotation is on p. 49. See
also idem, “The Roots of the Open Shop: Employers, Trade Unions, and Craft Labor
Markets in Detroit, 1859-1907,” Ph.D. diss., Wayne State University, 1993.

William English Walling, “Can Labor Unions Be Destroyed?” The World’s Work, 8 (1),
May 1904, 4755-8.

Clarence Bonnett, Employers’ Associations in the United States (New York: Macmillan,
1922), 24; Foner, History of the Labor Movement, 3:39—40; Sidney Fine, “Without Blare
of Trumpets”: Walter Drew, The National Erectors’ Association, and the Open Shop
Movement, 19031957 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995).
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other citizens — as long as they did not belong to a union) to aid and assist
the employers’ associations. The CIA existed throughout the country, with its
strongest branches in the western states. In Los Angeles alone, the CIA counted
6,000 members; in the state of Colorado, it claimed 30,000 members.’! The third
and greatest victory of the burgeoning open-shop drive by far, however, lay in
winning over the National Association of Manufacturers in 1902.

Founded in Cincinnati in 1895, the NAM spent its early years quietly
advocating increased foreign trade. Three members of the NAM, all open shop
leaders in their respective communities of Indianapolis, Dayton, and St. Louis,
sought to transform the association into the national representative of the em-
ployers’ anti-union movement. In 1902, this faction elected its man, David Parry
of Indianapolis, to the presidency. The foreign trade faction attempted to regain
control over the association in 1903 and again in 1905, but failed both times.
In the next years, members favoring a conciliatory approach to labor relations
drifted out of the NAM, whereas employers attracted to its anti-union focus
flooded into the organization.*

David Parry rapidly refocused the young NAM. At the next convention he
formalized the association’s hostility toward labor in a fiery speech, describing
the union movement as “a mob-power, knowing no master except its own
will.” After this speech, NAM delegates unanimously adopted a “Declaration of
Principles” that established the association’s position on labor issues. It opposed
any acts interfering with the personal liberty of employers or employees. Under
Parry’s leadership the NAM journal, American Industries, became the open
shop’s leading voice.”

Thus, by 1904, the NAM emerged as the central leader of the anti-union
movement, and “Parryism” became a common synonym for the open shop drive.
As a contemporary put it, Parry was “rapidly becoming one of the most impor-
tant personages of the day, for he is at the forefront of a movement which has
more social significance than any other at the present time.”>* In addition to
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running the NAM between 1903 and 1907, Parry created one more open shop
organization: the National Council for Industrial Defense, affiliated with the NAM
but responsible for its work on legislation. Under Parry and his successors, the
NAM developed a triple focus: fighting unions on the shop floor, in the courts,
and in politics. By 1908, the NAM had 3,000 members nationwide.”

The open shop strategy proved so useful for uniting employers that NAM
leaders gradually began to feel somewhat captured by it. Basing cooperation on
the labor issue, NAM leaders could build a broader coalition of employers than
would be possible otherwise. In the midst of divisive tariff conflicts in 1909,
the NAM secretary wrote:

It is surprising how many of our members take issue with us on everything except the
labor question. This tariff situation should be a warning to our leaders to never under-
take anything that is not directly connected with the labor question. On that the manu-
facturers are a unit. The minute you get away from it there is no unity.”

It was precisely the opposition to organized labor, in short, that molded
American employers into an effective social movement. At a time when busi-
nessmen were divided by such characteristics as region, size of business, and
type of concern, opposition to labor made possible a common outlook. Some
employers rejected the militant anti-unionism of the open shop movement, pre-
ferring a conciliatory approach. Other employers favored a campaign against
labor in principle, but disapproved of NAM’s provocative militancy. Nonethe-
less, among most employers, from small businessmen to trusts, the anti-union
strategy grew increasingly popular during the early Progressive era.

The employers most active in the open-shop drive, including those in the
NAM, were typically large, locally based manufacturers; as Robert Wiebe de-
scribed the movement, its adherents were wealthy businessmen one significant
step below the trusts.”” Parry himself, an Indianapolis carriage maker employ-
ing 1,000 workers, personifies this trend. At the same time, the open-shop drive
attracted a diverse group of employers. As an Omaha trade unionist described
the movement in 1904, “every bank, every retail store, every wholesale house,
every railroad official, and every contractor is in the wreckers’ association. There
are, no doubt, seven hundred men in it.” The NAM featured U.S. Steel in its

% Albion G. Taylor, Labor Policies of the National Association of Manufacturers (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1928), 18; “For Free Industrial Conditions: Through the Citizens’
Industrial Association,” American Industries, 2 (7), November 16, 1903, 3—4.
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Judiciary, 63rd Cong., 1st sess., 1913 (hereafter cited as Maintenance), Vol. 3, pt. 2, 2635.
Similarly, President James Van Cleave wrote to David Parry in 1908: “the labor question
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James Van Cleave to David Parry, October 16, 1908, Maintenance, Vol. 2, pt. 2, 2223.
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journal as the ideal open shop employer, and it worked efficiently for legisla-
tion with such magnates as Adolphus Busch of St. Louis.”®

By 1903, the ascendancy of anti-unionism could be seen even in the activ-
ities of the National Civic Federation, the group that worked to promote a more
harmonious approach to industrial relations. In that year, the NCF organized a
convention to discuss the open-shop drive, but the gathering failed miserably.
Reformer William English Walling attended and described the session in this way:
“Instead of the peace talk of the previous conferences, every employer favored
the open shop, and every union man opposed it.” In following years, the NCF
avoided the issue of the open shop as strenuously as the NAM emphasized it.*

Lobbying and Class Conflict

As organized labor and the open shop employers searched for any possible
advantage in their battle against each other, and in a period of dramatic state
expansion, both groups increasingly focused their attention on the political
sphere. By the first years of the twentieth century, both the AFL and the NAM
had launched aggressive campaigns to influence federal legislation, and their
efforts shared remarkable similarities. Both groups focused their efforts on the
anti-injunction bill and the eight-hour day for government employees, though
with opposing goals in mind. Similarly, both the employers and labor attempted
to pursue a nonpartisan strategy, yet found themselves pushed toward partisan
alliances. Their contest over federal legislation deeply influenced each organiza-
tion and ultimately encouraged them to go beyond lobbying and enter electoral
politics.

The AFL began its lobbying effort in 1895, many years before the NAM
launched its own campaign. Immediately on winning reelection to the AFL pres-
idency that year, Gompers moved Federation headquarters from Indianapolis to
Washington, D.C., and established a permanent legislative committee. By 1900,
the AFL engaged in a wide spectrum of lobbying activities at the federal level,
often working closely with Hugh Fuller, the legislative representative for the
railroad brotherhoods.® Between 1898 and 1903, the AFL inched closer to a
position of influence with Congress. Federation leaders successfully opposed
efforts to expand antitrust legislation and to double the penalties for violating

¥ F. A. Kennedy to Gompers (n.d.), AF, 11 (6), June 1904, 507-8; Bonnett, Employers’
Associations, 341.
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the Sherman Act in 1900, and they won from Congress a more stringent Chinese
exclusion bill.*!

More importantly, Federation leaders came tantalizingly close to victory on the
two issues they most cared about. Three years in a row, the House of Repre-
sentatives passed the anti-injunction and eight-hour bills desired by the AFL, though
each year the bills died in the Senate. Also during this period, the AFL saw
Congressman John Gardner of New Jersey, considered one of labor’s best friends
in Congress, appointed to the critical chairmanship of the Labor Committee. The
AFL leaders had specifically asked Speaker of the House Thomas Reed to
appoint Gardner to the chairmanship, and they rejoiced when he agreed in 1898.%

Confident by the first years of the twentieth century that the House would
favorably consider its requests, the AFL leaders began to focus on winning over
senators. The U.S. Senate presented a greater challenge for the AFL because its
members were not popularly elected at that time. Yet by 1901, Gompers felt
optimistic that a major success was at hand. The eight-hour bill had passed the
House once again, and had been reported favorably by the Senate committee.
Allies of the AFL introduced the bill on the Senate floor, and worked hard for
its passage. Many Senators assured the AFL leaders that the bill would pass.
But in the final moments of that session of Congress, another bill displaced the
eight-hour bill, and it never came up for a vote. Gompers was present in the
gallery, hoping to witness the AFL’s first great victory, when the “legislative
tragedy” occurred. As Gompers described it: “Never in my life have I been more
disappointed than when just as I felt that victory was within our grasp, the work
of years became as nothing. I was heart-sick over the disappointment.”®

Unbeknownst to Federation lobbyists, their fortunes had begun a change
for the worse. Under the NAM’s leadership, the open shop drive aggressively
entered the political sphere beginning in 1902. NAM Secretary Marshall Cushing
centered himself in Washington, D.C., and began agitating against the eight-hour
bill in the autumn of that year, and NAM political agent Martin Mulhall worked
extensively in the field. To rally employers around its agenda, the NAM sent a
letter and a pamphlet giving “Thirty Three Reasons” against the eight-hour bill
to nearly 9,000 manufacturers and government contractors. In one letter, David
Parry noted that so far the eight-hour bill had been blocked by “the efforts of
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Cramps and Carnegie people” (i.e., shipbuilding interests). But “organized labor
does not propose any longer that this scheme shall be worked on them and it
is now proposed to force the bill through the next session of Congress.”

The NAM asked employers to write their congressmen and senators and
oppose the bill’s passage. Secretary Cushing proudly wrote Parry that Senator
Louis McComas — a close ally of the AFL’s who had introduced the eight-hour
bill in the Senate — had received more than 600 letters from employers about
the bill. The employers’ effort seemed to influence many senators. The Senate
committees considering the anti-injunction and eight-hour bills amended each
one in a way that dramatically altered its meaning and greatly displeased the
AFL. For example, the Senate Judiciary Committee added an amendment to the
anti-injunction bill that effectively reversed the latter’s meaning. Rather than lim-
iting injunctions, the bill would actually authorize the issuance of injunctions.*

After winning these amendments, Cushing visited Sam Gompers to give him
the news. As Cushing later reported, Gompers “fairly trembled with indignation.
He would not at once submit to any kind of interview but called Morrison . . . into
a private room . . . and they began to send telegrams right and left.” Confronted
with defeat, the AFL leaders had no trouble divining its cause. Gompers wrote
that “a new source of opposition has manifested itself from the NAM. ...”%

Next, NAM leaders expanded their operations from the Senate to labor’s
stronghold in the House of Representatives. At the center of this new relation-
ship between employers and congressional Republicans stood the Speaker of the
House, Joseph Cannon. This powerful “standpatter” looked kindly on an alliance
with antilabor employers. Representatives of the NAM moved first to influence
Cannon’s appointments to the House Committee on Labor.® Once the speaker
selected committee members, NAM leaders mobilized to control as many of
them as possible. The NAM contacted employers in each congressman’s home
state in search of ways to influence them.
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the AFL (Bloomington, IL: Pantagraph, 1902), 18-19.

Cushing to Parry, December 20, 1902, Maintenance, Vol. 1 appendix, pt. I, 50—7; and Pres-
ident’s Report, Report of the Proceedings of the Twenty-Second Annual Convention, 18-19.
Cushing to N. W. Kendall, New Haven, December 7, 1903, Maintenance, Vol. 1, pt. 2,
144-5; J. D. Spreckles to Cannon, December 2, 1903, Maintenance, Vol. 1, pt. 2, 136—7.
On Joseph Cannon’s political orientation, see Blair Bolles, Tyrant from Illinois: Uncle Joe
Cannon’s Experiment with Personal Power (New York: W. W. Norton, 1951); and William
Rea Gwinn, Uncle Joe Cannon, Archfoe of Insurgency: A History of the Rise and Fall of
Cannonism (New York: Bookman Associates, 1957).

65

66



96 PART ONE: THE RISE OF PURE AND SIMPLE POLITICS

Richard Bartholdt, a St. Louis congressman and a member of the Labor Com-
mittee, exemplified how this approach could work. In November 1903, James
Van Cleave of St. Louis wrote Cushing with information that Adolphus Busch,
the prominent St. Louis brewer, “practically holds Mr. Bartholdt in the hollow
of his hand . . . [and Bartholdt] dances like a jumping jack whenever Mr. Busch
pulls the string.” Cushing soon moved to confirm the information, writing the
Anheuser-Busch Brewing Company to discuss the House Labor Committee
and the need for congressmen who were not “afraid of the labor vote.” Within
a few months, the NAM had, through Busch, an indirect line of communication
with Congressman Bartholdt.

This relationship proved fruitful for anti-union employers during hearings
on the eight-hour bill held by the Labor Committee in 1904. The NAM sought
to draw out the hearings as long as possible, so the bill could not come up for
a vote. Thus, Cushing wired Busch, asking him to instruct Bartholdt to extend
the eight-hour hearings for three or four more weeks. Busch immediately wired
Bartholdt, then wired back to Cushing that same day to transmit Bartholdt’s
response: The hearings would be extended.®’

The employers and their congressional friends believed labor’s bills must
never be allowed out of committee. Congressman Littlefield of Maine, a top
NAM ally, once remarked that if during this period the bills desired by labor had
been reported by the Judiciary Committee, the House of Representatives would
certainly have passed them by a large majority. Thus, as Secretary Cushing
described his tactics in an internal memo to NAM field workers, “A week ago
we demanded hearings and got them and now the game is to string them out
indefinitely. . . . We get the witnesses to come, put other organizations to the
front, . . . canvass the Committee secretly, bring pressure to bear secretly. ...

As a result of the NAM’s political campaign, the AFL abruptly ceased to
enjoy any political success even as its leaders intensified their efforts. The House
Judiciary Committee held hearings on the anti-injunction bill in 1903, 1904, and
again in 19035, but the bill never left committee. Introducing the bill in 1904,
Congressman Grosvenor of Ohio described the impact of the employers’ polit-
ical campaign. The same bill had been before Congress for years, Grosvenor
noted, and had repeatedly passed the House almost unanimously. Yet now “a
frantic, senseless, hysterical outcry goes up from all over the country that this
bill, if passed, is to strike down some great principle of law that the country
depends upon for its salvation.”®
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The AFL’s eight-hour bill met with the same fate. In 1904, the AFL stepped
up its efforts to see the bill passed, and the House committee conducted another
series of lengthy hearings. However, opponents of the bill dominated the hear-
ings and for the first time in several years the House Committee on Labor refused
to report the bill favorably. Instead, it referred the bill to the Department of
Commerce and Labor for an investigation of the extent to which the bill would
harm U.S. manufacturing. Gompers charged that the committee sought to bury
the bill and he refused to participate in the resulting investigation. The AFL legis-
lative committee gloomily described this defeat as the most unfavorable action
taken by the House Committee on Labor in eight years.”” Nor was it a tem-
porary setback. The AFL would achieve no more lobbying victories until the
Republicans lost control of Congress in 1910.

Beyond Lobbying

In 1904, the war between the AFL and the NAM escalated as each organiza-
tion stepped tentatively beyond lobbying and into the world of electoral pol-
itics. Each organization continued to focus on the federal level of government,
seeking to influence congressional elections. The AFL bureaucracy began for
the first time to mobilize rank-and-file trade union members, whereas NAM’s
electoral activism involved not its own constituency — employers — but mem-
bers of the working class. NAM leaders relied on secretive and often deceptive
tactics — or what the NAM liked to call “gumshoe work.” Each effort paved the
way for more extensive political programs in 1906.

Although NAM leaders had enjoyed great success in their congressional lob-
bying project, they set out in 1904 to punish a few politicians who had loyally
assisted organized labor. Their most strenuous campaign targeted Congressman
William Hughes of New Jersey, one of the AFL’s most faithful allies. NAM
fieldworker Martin Mulhall hired six trade unionists who employed a range of
nefarious tactics against Hughes. Their campaign relied on no public speeches
or literature. Instead, they “organized” quietly among the working men, as Mulhall
put it. Translated, this probably means they relied on money to persuade voters
to vote against Hughes. Sometimes their work involved more ambitious tactics,
as in this example provided by Mulhall: When the AFL sent 75,000 circulars
into Hughes’s district to assist his bid for reelection, Mulhall’s workers man-
aged to receive the circulars and destroy them. William Hughes lost his bid for
reelection in 1904."!
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The AFL’s 1904 strategy, on the other hand, involved a modest effort to edu-
cate AFL members and mobilize them behind prolabor candidates. Federation
leaders urged rank-and-file trade unionists to question candidates on three issues:
an anti-injunction bill, an eight-hour bill, and the initiative and referendum.
Unionists asked candidates not only to state their opinion, but to pledge them-
selves to support labor’s position on each issue. The AFL bureaucracy took few
concrete steps to interest workers in this strategy, however, other than mailing
out a special issue of the American Federationist instructing workers on how
the system should work.

This campaign document was filled with the stirring rhetoric that had justified
the AFL’s political activity for the last decade. The labor movement must secure
legislation — but by following a trade union policy rather than a partisan one.
As Gompers wrote:

One of the great ills from which the political morale of our country suffers is the party
domination, which in turn is usually dominated by a political boss. We find our people
arrayed in parties against each other, when, in truth, many find themselves in sympathy
with measures for which the opposite party is the sponsor.”

In relying on the tactic of questioning candidates, the AFL employed a po-
litical procedure with some history at the local level. In 1899 a student of the
labor movement, William Burke, wrote that on the local level, trade unionists
regularly engaged in electoral politics through a nonpartisan questioning of can-
didates and support for those who supported labor’s demands.”” In 1902, the
AFL published a special issue of the American Federationist describing the sys-
tem of questioning candidates. A number of towns adopted it with successful
results in their municipal elections. That same year, Missouri trade unionists
applied the approach to national affairs, questioning candidates for the U.S. Senate
and House of Representatives: Would they vote to give the people more power
at once through the initiative and referendum? Missouri activists pledged nine
of the sixteen elected congressmen to their political agenda.”

Despite this strategy’s potential, the AFL’s first effort to influence its mem-
bers’ voting behavior in 1904 achieved little. The AFL later noted that results
would have been better if trade unionists had borrowed the “zealous™ questioning
tactics adopted by Missouri activists.” It would require more strenuous efforts
to steer AFL workers off the path of limited political action pursued by the
Federation since 1894. AFL leaders thus faced a quandary. Their efforts had
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proved ineffective so far, but they hesitated to embark on a more aggressive
strategy. However, events after 1904 finally pushed the AFL leaders to break
with tradition and launch an electoral strategy.

In 1905, the founding of the Industrial Workers of the World IWW) threat-
ened the AFL’s dominance in the economic sphere. The IWW united groups
existing outside of the AFL (in particular, the Western Federation of Miners and
Daniel DeLeon’s Socialist Trade and Labor Alliance) with a number of Socialist
Party leaders — all of whom opposed the AFL’s narrow craft unionism. At the
IWW’s first convention, in June 1905, delegates representing 60,000 workers
and 43 unions attended. IWW members blended principles of industrial union-
ism with beliefs in socialism, anarchism, and/or syndicalism. Although many
Socialists condemned the IWW as a “dual union” wrongly competing with the
AFL, others, especially those associated with the Socialist Party’s left wing,
enthusiastically began to work with the new organization. The latter included
Eugene Debs, William Trautman (editor of the Brewery workers’ journal), and
Algie M. Simons (editor of the International Socialist Review). After 1908 the
IWW rejected political activity in favor of syndicalism, but until that time,
Socialists played an important role in the organization and made strenuous
appeals for political engagement.”

The IWW challenged the very nature of the AFL’s trade unionism, calling
into question its exclusivism and its craft basis of organization. From the moment
the AFL leaders learned that plans were being made to create the new rad-
ical federation, they launched an attack. Gompers derided the IWW leaders for
“treason” and compared their critiques of the AFL to those made by leaders of
the National Association of Manufacturers. John Lennon appealed to workers to
ignore the IWW and stick with the AFL, noting that just as American employers
had united in their fight against workers, so the labor movement must eschew
the Wobblies’ attempt to divide the working class.”

The Wobblies turned this charge on its head and accused the AFL with
dividing workers from one another. Or as their poignant name for the AFL put
it, Gompers stood at the helm of the American Separation of Labor. One Wobbly
writer described conditions in a western city: “There are good men in the
separated unions in Spokane. . . . But could a good man armed with a bow and
arrow hope to conquer the man with the rifle? It is the fault of the wrong
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On the IWW, see Melvyn Dubofsky, We Shall Be All: A History of the Industrial Workers
of the World (New York: Quadrangle Books, 1969); and Paul Brissenden, The LW.W.: A
Study of American Syndicalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1957).

" For a sample of AFL leaders’ attack on the IWW, see Samuel Gompers, “Mr. Hayes,
Socialist of Cleveland — And Others,” AF, 12 (5), May 1905, 280—2; Hugh McGregor, “Words
of Warning,” AF, 12 (6), June 1905, 354—5; Samuel Gompers, “’Tis Treason, Gentlemen,”
AF, 12 (6), June 1905, 358-61; John Lennon, “That Stab at Labor,” AF, 12 (8), August
1905, 511; Luke Grant, John Lennon, et al., “Labor Day: Harbinger of the Better Time,”
12 (9), September 1905, 606—10.
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disorganization of the craft unions that they are not able to fight the employer.
...” While the Socialist party continued to accuse Federation leaders of poor
political judgement, the Wobblies attacked the conservative alliance dominating
the AFL for its limited economic and organizational strategies. In this way, they
intensified the pressures facing the AFL from the left.”

Months later, in early 1906, Samuel Gompers learned of the British labor
movement’s great triumph in electing scores of trade unionists to the House of
Commons. American labor activists had followed British labor politics since the
1880s. The British workers’ victory now resonated loudly in American union
halls: Fifty-four trade unionists won election, and of those, twenty-nine had been
endorsed by the Labour Representation Committee. The remainder of the new
M.P.’s had been endorsed by either the miners or the Liberal Laborites. British
unionist Thomas Reece reported the event in the American Federationist and
commented that the reliance on the labor vote should not be seen as indicating
any “disbelief in the efficiency of the trade union as a great economic worker.”
Rather, he said, workers were suddenly convinced that Parliament would be the
quickest way to remedy certain troubles in Britain.”

As Gompers compared the political environment around him to these happy
successes in Britain, the former must have seemed gloomy indeed. During this
same period, Congress dealt the AFL a defeat — one of its most devastating,
Gompers thought — that would shape the Federation’s political strategy for years
to come. This fight concerned construction of the Panama Canal, and it took the
AFL squarely into issues regarding the prerogatives of an expansionist state.

In the spring of 1906, Congress busily prepared the groundwork for begin-
ning construction on the canal. Many Americans perceived the canal as a splen-
did engineering challenge that would show their country at its best. Labor
approached the matter cautiously, supporting the project while insisting on two
main demands: Americans rather than “foreigners” must build the canal, and
they must build it while working an eight-hour day.

As Sam Gompers put it, the canal should be built with “American enterprise,
American genius, and American labor.”® AFL leaders first attempted to pre-
vent the government from employing Chinese laborers to build the canal. Chief
Engineer John Stevens wanted to import Chinese laborers for the job because
he liked their work on U.S. railroads under his supervision. Despite labor’s crit-
icisms that the Chinese Exclusion Act should apply to this project, Theodore
Roosevelt approved Stevens’s plan to employ Chinese workers. However, Secretary

8 See, for example, “Pillar of the Law in Farce-Comedy,” March 18, 1909; and “Craft
Scabbery,” April 15, 1909: both in the IWW newspaper, Industrial Worker.

™ See Thomas Reece, “British Labor Notes,” AF, 13 (3), March 1906, 155; James Wignall,
“Labor in the Recent British Parliamentary Election,” AF, 13 (4), April 1906, 225—7; James
Hinton, Labour and Socialism: A History of the British Labour Movement, 1867-1974
(Ambherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1983), 74-5.

80 «President Gompers’” Report,” Report of the Proceedings of the Twenty-Fifth Annual Con-
vention, 33—4.
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of War William Taft, who had direct supervision of the canal, vetoed the
idea. He argued that the peonage basis of Chinese workers’ labor too closely
approached enslavement and hence violated the U.S. Constitution. By late 1906,
Stevens had given up his hopes of importing Chinese workers, but he turned
quickly to other sources. For a while, Stevens attempted to bring in southern
Europeans, primarily Spaniards. But he rejected them in favor of West Indians,
believing Europeans did not work as hard and too often organized or struck for
better pay and conditions.

Canal engineers employed American citizens for supervisory and highly
skilled jobs, but the Americans pleased them little more than had the Spanish.
American workers brought unions with them, or started them when they arrived;
with the help of their unions, they demanded local negotiations and went on
strike. Back home, their union leaders lobbied Washington to improve their poor
living and working conditions. Meanwhile, West Indians began migrating in
large numbers to Panama. Michael Conniff has estimated that during the con-
struction of the canal — 1904 to 1914 — between 150,000 and 200,000 men and
women migrated to Panama from the West Indies, constituting a “demographic
tidal wave” in a country of only 400,000 inhabitants.®"

Having failed to prevent the employment of “foreigners” on the canal, AFL
leaders next attempted to validate the eight-hour day on government work. In
1906, AFL leaders fought to defeat a measure that would exempt alien labor on
the Panama Canal construction from the existing eight-hour bill. A congressional
debate over this issue broke down largely on party lines, with the Democrats
supporting the AFL’s position. Republican congressmen argued that exempting
foreign workers from the eight-hour day would ensure a speedy and less expen-
sive completion of the project, thereby limiting the tax burden on Americans;
further, they claimed that West Indians were inferior workers incapable of
accomplishing much in eight hours, and that their tolerance for tropical climates
made it possible to work them longer hours. To these claims, the AFL leaders
and their congressional supporters raised humanitarian concerns: More than eight
hours’ labor in the tropical zone of Panama would endanger workers’ health.
Democratic Congressman Champ Clark charged that the exemption constituted
“an effort to break down the eight-hour law....” Another congressman pro-
claimed that “The merest laborer in the world ought to have time and oppor-
tunity to do something else besides working at this job to pile one dirty dollar
on the top of another. . . .” Nonetheless, both houses of Congress passed the pro-
vision. American supervisors and skilled workers would continue to work an
eight-hour day, but West Indians and other foreigners typically worked upwards
of ten hours daily. Gompers demanded that President Roosevelt veto the bill,
arguing that “To enact . . . a provision applying to alien workmen that is deemed

81 Michael L. Conniff, Black Labor on a White Canal: Panama, 1904-1981 (Pittsburgh:
University of Pittsburgh Press, 1985), 25—9. This discussion is based primarily on Conniff’s
study. See also Raymond Allan Davis, “West Indian Workers on the Panama Canal: A Split
Labor Market Interpretation,” Ph.D. diss., Stanford University, 1981.
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unwise and inhuman for Americans, is an exhibition of total disregard of human
life.”®? Roosevelt signed the bill, apparently unmoved by labor’s complaint.

The politics of the canal became symbolic of the AFL’s failure to influence
the federal government effectively in a new age of state expansion and imperi-
alism. Perhaps most problematic was this congressional vote to nullify the eight-
hour day. Although the AFL had accustomed itself to political defeat, its
problems previously could be attributed to Speaker Cannon’s tyrannical control
over committees, and his ability to prevent bills from coming up for a vote.
This time, however, a bill had come up for a vote and the vast majority of con-
gressmen and senators willfully opposed organized labor’s wishes. Gompers
called the vote “one of the severest blows that could be given by those who are
unfriendly to our movement.”® As we will see in the next chapter, the AFL
would soon allow this defeat to dominate its political strategy, using the vote
on the canal’s eight-hour day as its major litmus test for congressional candi-
dates in the elections of 1906.

Finally, just as labor confronted defeat on the Panama Canal issue, it faced
another crisis that demonstrated the open-shop drive’s impact and, in particular,
the relationship between employers’ anti-union activities in the workplaces, in
the courts, and in the legislative halls. The crisis involved an injunction that
crippled a major trade union’s strike for the eight-hour day.

The International Typographical Union decided at its 1905 convention to
demand enforcement of the eight-hour day beginning January 1,1906, and
instructed its leaders to meet with the United Typothetae of America (UTA) —
the employers’ association in the printing industry — to negotiate their demand.
Workers and employers in the printing industry had clashed over the hours of
work for decades. The UTA owed its origin to Chicago printers’ demands for
the nine-hour day in 1887; it successfully resisted the printers’ demand for eleven
years until it submitted and granted nine hours throughout the industry. With
this victory, the printers immediately began working toward the eight-hour day,
and employers fiercely resisted their efforts.® Now, in 1905, when the ITU
pledged with new vigor to win eight hours, the employers’ association refused
to negotiate. In September, the ITU began strikes in cities across the country
for the eight-hour day.*

8 “Eight Hour Law and the Panama Canal: Congress Nullifies an Economic Principle — With-
out Even a Hearing by Those Vitally Interested — Our Protest,” AF, 13 (3), March 1906,
163—4; and Congressional Record: The Proceedings and Debates of the Fifty—Ninth Congress,
First Session, Also Special Session of the Senate, Vol. XI (Washington, DC: U.S. Govern-
ment Printing Office, 1906), 1603—11.

8 Gompers to Elmer Ellis, Litchfield, Illinois, August 14, 1906, American Federation of Labor
Records: The Samuel Gompers Era (Microfilming Corporation of America, 1979), reel 61.

8 Bonnett, Employers’ Associations, 226-88, esp. 232—4; Samuel Gompers, “Printers’ Eight
Hour Movement,” AF, 12 (10), October 1905, 750.

% Samuel Gompers, “Printers’ Progress in Eight Hour Movement,” AF, 12 (11), November
1905, 834-8; “President Gompers’ Report to the 26th Annual Convention of the AFL,”
November 12, 1906, AF, 13 (12), December 1906, 976—7.
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In November, Gompers reported that employers in many towns had applied
for injunctions against the striking printers, and in January 1906, Judge Jesse
Holdom of Chicago handed down the injunction that broke the printers’ strike
— although it did not kill their drive for the eight-hour day. In Gompers’s words,
the injunction “violated every fundamental right of citizenship. It prohibited
not only peaceable picketing, but any moral suasion whatever, and even any
lawful attempt by the printers to induce non-union printers to join the union.”
Furthermore, Holdom sentenced the union’s leaders to jail and fined the union
$1,500 for violating the injunction. The printers’ strike had been unusually
peaceful. Thus, the incident proved wrong those who said that if only workers
respected the law, and struck peacefully and without intimidating others, there
would be no injunctions.®

Gompers visited Chicago with ITU President James Lynch and proclaimed
the injunction to be contemptible: “If I had to choose between the exercise of
my constitutional rights as an American citizen and obeying such an injunction
order, I do not hesitate to say that I would choose going to jail.”® For Gompers,
a man who yearned for respectability, these were fighting words.

The Holdom injunction proved an important blow because of the importance
of the eight-hour day in the AFL’s political agenda. The NAM blocked the
AFL’s efforts to win anti-injunction legislation from Congress; it contributed
to a climate of judicial hostility that resulted in the Holdom injunction, and in
doing so it helped defeat another trade union fight for the eight-hour day. The
printers’ fight and the Holdom injunction dramatically demonstrated to Gompers
the interrelated nature of the AFL’s political and industrial battles and the dam-
aging impact of the employers’ open-shop drive. In this way, the printers’ strike
helped push the AFL toward a more ambitious political strategy.®®

Years later, Gompers wrote that the employers’ initiatives against labor, and
the increasing use of the injunction and the Sherman Anti-Trust Act, forced
workers to seek legislation from Congress to provide relief. And to secure this
legislation, he wrote, “it was necessary to break the strangle-hold which enabled
organized employers to control legislation. In order to get action by Congress,
I knew we had to make an appeal to congressmen and that no appeal would be
stronger than a threat of action at the ballot box.”

To Gompers’s reflections written twenty years after the fact, we may add evi-
dence provided by NAM fieldworker Mulhall. In 1905, he had an extraordinary

8 Samuel Gompers, “Judge Holdom’s Injunction Frenzy,” AF, 13 (3), March 1906, 156-8.
One might also consult Samuel Gompers, “Printers Will Win,” AF, 13 (2), February 1906,
88-9.

87 “Prefer Prison to Obeying Injunction,” AF, 13 (3), March 1906, 168 (reprinted from the
Chicago Interocean, January 29, 1906). Despite the damage caused by this injunction, the
printers’ drive for the eight-hour day continued, and in 1909, the employers gave in to their
demand. See Bonnett, Employers’ Associations, 234.

8 For more on this injunction, see Karson, American Labor Unions and Politics, 37—41; and
Greene, “The Strike at the Ballot Box,” chapter 2.

% Gompers, Seventy Years, 2:241-2.
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discussion with George Squires, a bookkeeper employed at the AFL headquarters.
Just months after the 1904 elections, Squires told Mulhall that the AFL had
decided to work hard for all pro-labor congressional candidates, like William
Hughes of New Jersey, who had lost in the recent elections. The AFL, Mulhall
reported, “intended to go into politics for all it was worth.” According to Mulhall,
the AFL leaders had learned a lesson from the NAM. Gompers and the mem-
bers of the Executive Council now believed, Mulhall reported, that “the only
way they could successfully combat the Manufacturers’ Association was to do
as they did, actively enter politics and defeat the men who were against labor
legislation and support those who were in favor of it.”*

By March 1906, Gompers and his allies in the AFL were about to embark on
their most ambitious bid yet for political influence, initiating a full-scale effort
to elect only those congressional candidates who would support labor’s demands.
A lobbying campaign pursued by the AFL leaders for more than a decade had
resulted in precious few gains. At the same time, judicial hostility had begun to
pose a major threat to the labor movement.

In the minds of AFL leaders, the irritation caused by injunctions and antitrust
suits represented not the capriciousness of a neutral judiciary, but a growing
intimacy between employers and the state bureaucracy. The employers’ open-
shop drive successfully challenged labor in workplaces, in the courts, and ulti-
mately in legislative halls. As early as 1901, the effects of the open-shop drive
could be seen in workplaces around the country. When, in 1903 and 1904, the
NAM became a highly effective lobbying force in Washington, D.C., the AFL
must have felt it was losing a high-stakes game of chess. In these years, the
Federation’s limited successes in Congress rapidly melted away. By alienating
the U.S. Congress from organized labor, the NAM removed legislative work as
a fruitful path to political efficacy for the AFL.

Furthermore, in the early stages of the AFL’s fight for federal legislation, it
had been possible to ignore partisan distinctions and to work with repre-
sentatives of both major parties. Thanks to the NAM, by 1903 this was becoming
difficult, and by early 1906, impossible. Less shy of partisan attachments, the
NAM linked itself closely to the Republicans — especially through politicians
like Speaker of the House Joseph Cannon. The NAM’s success in attaching
itself to the dominant party and in thwarting the AFL’s hopes for federal legis-
lation began to make labor’s fight a partisan one. During the next years, the
AFL leaders gradually began to take note of party affiliations and to favor the
Democratic Party. Although the open-shop drive began as a workplace-centered
strategy in the late 1890s by 1906 ambitious NAM activists had forced orga-
nized labor to rethink its relationship to the party system.

® Mulhall to Cushing, February 5, 1905, Maintenance, Vol. 1 appendix, pt. I, 474-5; and
Vol. 3, 250I.



PART TWO

The Strike at the
Ballot Box

In a powerful strike we’ll soon engage

Where Judge and injunction can not prevail;
Striking men of every craft,

Be sure that you strike upon the right nail;
Don’t be this or don’t be that

Because you inherited it of your kin;
God and home pleads for just action,

If you have never thought it’s time to begin.

Let it be a peaceful strike
Of men in line from sea to sea,
O’ blistered hands and sweaty brow;
Do present conditions satisfy thee?
No matter where our fathers fought
Let us be men as they;
Let us vote without party pride
When the strike comes on election day.

Come, ye striking sons of toil
Don’t sell that vote on election day;
Get in line with the rank and file,
And strike for yourself without delay.
Remember he who buys the vote
Would grind you flesh and bone;
The man who sells this liberty
Would sell his wife, his child, his home.

Russell R. Doty, American Federationist,
15 (10), October 1908, 876.






CHAPTER FOUR

A Popular Uprising of
Honest Men

In 1906, Samuel Gompers and Frank Morrison broke with tradition and took
the American Federation of Labor directly into electoral politics. Harassed by
injunctions, menaced by anti-union employers, scorned by Congress, and inspired
by British unionists, the AFL leaders decided to transcend the lobbying cam-
paign they had followed for a decade and attempt instead a program of mass
mobilization. Gompers and Morrison created a Labor Representation Committee
that designed the AFL’s new campaign program and controlled decisions of
strategy and tactics. Through this committee the AFL leaders hoped to mobilize
the entire Federation hierarchy, from the Executive Council to the leaders of the
state federations and central labor unions, and on down to rank-and-file trade
unionists across the country. The campaign program pragmatically declared its
goal: Organized labor would “reward our friends and punish our enemies,” par-
ticularly when it came to congressional elections. In more grandiose terms, Gompers
called on rank-and-file workers to create “a popular uprising of honest men.”!

Workers across the United States at this time already participated in diverse
political activities, as we saw in the preceding chapter, and many had urged their
national leaders for years to initiate a more aggressive political strategy. The
centralization that occurred in the American labor movement after the 1880s,
when local-level unions lost power to the international affiliates and the national
bureaucracy of the AFL, made it more difficult for local activists to exercise
political independence. The central labor unions, historically the political heart
of organized labor, had long ago been stripped of their political and economic
autonomy by the national organizations. Labor’s national leaders, in short, had acted
as a brake on independent labor politics for some time. Now their decision to enter
the electoral sphere would have important ramifications for American workers.

The AFL campaign program of 1906 confronted American workers simul-
taneously with an opportunity and a danger. Although initiated from the top

' The call to create a popular uprising comes from the AFL Executive Council, “A.F. of L.
Campaign Programme,” American Federationist (hereafter cited as AF), 13 (8), August 1906,

531.
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down, the strategy nonetheless exhorted American unionists to become politically
engaged, to organize conventions, nominate candidates, and form political com-
mittees or labor parties. As such, it promised to revitalize labor’s political vision,
encourage grassroots activism, and even, potentially, generate a more democratic
Federation of Labor. But the campaign program also constituted an unprecedented
effort by the national bureaucracy of the AFL to take command over American
working-class politics, to guide workers’ political passions into channels believed
safe and effective. How would rank-and-file trade unionists respond to this ini-
tiative? Would their political vision mesh with that of their leaders? These and
similar questions awaited the members and leaders of the AFL as they began
testing the waters of mass electoral politics.

Labor’s Program

Having decided by early 1906 to embark on a more ambitious political program,
the men leading the AFL needed a strategy that would not violate their pure
and simple principles. Because of the variety of political alliances at the local
level, they required an approach that could work with Democratic Party or
Republican Party loyalties. Theoretically, Socialist loyalties also must be taken
into account, though the leaders agreed they should undertake no strategies that
might encourage the growth of socialism among AFL members. Given the his-
tory of political tensions within the Federation, these leaders wanted a nonpar-
tisan strategy, one that would not introduce “party slavery” into trade unionists’
affairs. The strategy should focus on congressional elections, because for AFL
leaders like Gompers and Morrison, teaching Congress a lesson constituted a
major goal. Last but hardly least, any strategy must meet the AFL’s manly
requirements: it must be a program for proud, independent, and self-respecting
men. Trades unionists’ gendered self-conception influenced the creation and the
reception of the Federation’s program.

In the early months of 1906, the leaders began laying the groundwork for
the new electoral program. At a February meeting of the AFL Executive Council,
Gompers related his frustration with Congress, saying, “There seems to exist
an utter disregard of either the interests, the requests or the protests of labor.”
Gompers proposed that they invite the heads of all affiliated unions to convene
and discuss the congressional stalemate at a Protest Conference on March 21,
and the Executive Council agreed. In the interim, Gompers and Andrew Furuseth,
president of the International Seamen’s Union and longtime lobbying repre-
sentative for the AFL, met to determine the issues that would shape their
campaign.” They composed a document, the “Bill of Grievances,” itemizing ten

2 Andrew Furuseth served as president of the International Seamen’s Union for 52 years. In
1895, he headed the AFL’s first legislative committee and continued in that position for sev-
eral years. Furuseth, who shared Gompers’s antistatism, clearly influenced the evolution of
AFL legislative priorities — as seen in its emphasis on seamen’s rights. He helped Gompers
devise the 1906 campaign program, though typically his role was limited to lobbying for
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issues on which the AFL had serious complaints: the eight-hour law for gov-
ernment employees, convict labor, immigration, Chinese exclusion, seamen’s
rights, ship subsidy, the Sherman Anti-trust and Interstate Commerce laws, the
labor injunction, the anti-labor bias of the House Committee on Labor, and the
right of petition for government employees.® All these issues had been present
on the AFL’s agenda for years. Now, however, labor leaders highlighted Con-
gress’s anti-labor bias. Workmen feel these grievances, they proclaimed, because
Congress responded to their concerns with hostility and indifference. Labor has
waited long and patiently, and it firmly asks Congress to redress these grievances.
“But if, perchance, you may not heed us, we shall appeal to the conscience and
the support of our fellow citizens.”™

In March, approximately fifty unions — almost half of those affiliated — sent
delegates to the AFL’s protest conference, as did the central labor unions of
Washington, D.C., and Chicago.5 However, the national leaders seem to have
designed the conference not as a forum for open discussion about the Federation’s
political future, but simply as a dramatic way to initiate the new policy. Although
the conference was devoted entirely to political problems, the affiliates most con-
cerned with politics, the state federations of labor and the central labor unions,
were excluded from the proceedings.® According to the AFL leaders’ plans, the
local political affiliates would not be involved in deciding campaign strategy,
even though implementation would depend heavily on those same bodies.’

labor’s bills. See Samuel Gompers, Seventy Years of Life and Labor (New York: E. P. Dutton,
1925), 1:347-8; Philip Foner, History of the Labor Movement in the U.S., Vol. 3, Policies
and Practices of the American Federation of Labor, 1900-1909 (New York: International,
1964), 157; Paul S. Taylor, The Sailor’s Union of the Pacific (New York: Arno Press, 1971),
110-33 and 174-83; Hyman Weintraub, Andrew Furuseth: Emancipator of the Seamen
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1959); and Jerold S. Auerbach, “Progressives at
Sea: The La Follette Act of 1915,” Labor History, 2 (4), Fall 1961, 344-66.
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As the protest conference came to a close, a group of AFL leaders visited
President Theodore Roosevelt, Speaker of the House Joseph Cannon, and pro-
tempore President of the Senate, William Frye and read their grievances aloud
to each one. Roosevelt and Frye both appeared indifferent during the presenta-
tion, but Cannon, grasping that the labor leaders intended their complaint as an
indictment of his leadership, responded vehemently. Gompers recalled that he
“delivered us a rather patronizing lecture” on the “fair and liberal” processes by
which congressmen received appointments to House committees. When Gompers
took issue with Cannon’s portrayal, the speaker retaliated: “You are not the
whole thing. You are not the only pebble on the beach.” Gompers answered
that “We are just a few pebbles whom you ought to consider and whether we
are small or large, influential or impotent, at least our earnest requests ought to
be given favorable consideration.”®

In the next months, the AFL leaders made a last push to achieve their leg-
islative goals, imploring Congress to pass their anti-injunction and eight-hour bills,
and again they failed. In a delaying tactic, members of the Judiciary Committee
postponed action on the Federation’s anti-injunction bill until they could invest-
igate the meaning of “property rights.”® Meanwhile, Chairman John Gardner of
the Labor Committee, one of the AFL’s oldest and best friends in Congress,
abruptly lost interest in the eight-hour bill in 1906. Although the committee
voted in favor of the bill, Gardner himself abstained from the vote and then
delayed reporting it to the larger House until insufficient time existed for a vote.
Indeed, though the AFL leaders would not be cognizant of this fact for some
time to come, Gardner had just been converted from the AFL’s ally to one of
its most prominent congressional enemies. After years of effort, Speaker Cannon
had finally won Chairman Gardner over to his side.'"” This incident reinforced
Gompers’s belief that unless his Federation could humble Speaker Cannon and
the other conservatives in Congress, its desired reforms would not succeed.

After these defeats at the hands of Cannon and his allies, the AFL finally
launched its new mobilization strategy, aggressively broadcasting to trade union-
ists through pamphlets and the American Federationist the procedures they
should follow. Though based on the principle of questioning candidates used

8 Gompers, Seventy Years, 2:243—4.

° Samuel Gompers, Frank Morrison, and Thomas Spelling, “A Letter to President Roosevelt,”
May 12, 1906, in AF, 13 (6), June 1906, 377-80; Gompers, “Men of Labor, Be Up and
Doing,” AF, 13 (7), July 1906, 464—7.

' For more information on Gardner’s relationship with the AFL, see Julia Greene, “The Strike
at the Ballot Box: Politics and Partisanship in the American Federation of Labor, 1881—
1916,” Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 1990, 194—7. On Gardner’s earlier alliance with the
AFL, see Chapter Three above. Gompers knew Gardner had turned against the AFL, and he
believed Cannon was responsible. He simply did not realize — until later — the permanency
of Gardner’s conversion. See Gompers, Seventy Years, 2:232—7; Gompers to Denis Hayes,
October 5, 1906, Samuel Gompers Letterbooks, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.;
for details on AFL legislation in this period, see Gompers’s Report on Legislation to the
AFL Executive Council, June 18, 1906, AFL Records, reel 61.
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previously, the AFL’s campaign program represented a dramatic escalation of
politics within the labor movement. The AFL now urged all affiliated bodies,
and especially central labor unions, local unions, and state federations, to inter-
vene in the earliest stages of the political process. Federation leaders advised
trade unionists to influence the nomination of candidates rather than merely
questioning those already nominated. Union activists should appoint special com-
mittees, hold conventions, or in some other way coordinate political activities
throughout their congressional district, and find someone to nominate who would
support labor and progressive measures. Though the program focused on Congress,
unionists could tackle state legislatures or other offices as they desired.

When it came to choosing candidates to support, the AFL national leader-
ship laid out its objectives clearly. AFL members should seek above all to defeat
those who had been hostile to labor in the past, and they should energetically
support congressmen or state legislators friendly to labor. Whenever possible,
workingmen should elect trade unionists: “Send trade unionists to your legisla-
ture and to Congress with clean-cut union cards in their pockets and then you
will be represented.”"!

Nonpartisan principles continued to dominate the campaign strategy: Work-
ingmen should pay attention not to candidates’ party affiliations, but their record
on labor issues. The AFL hoped trade unionists could get their candidates nom-
inated by one of the major parties, undoubtedly knowing that success would be
difficult otherwise. But if both the Democrats and the Republicans disregarded
workers’ demands, an independent labor candidate should be nominated, “so that
honest men may have the opportunity . . . to vote according to their conscience.
...” In that case, workers should collaborate with minority parties or other pro-
gressive elements.'

To make their mobilization strategy effective, Federation leaders demanded
that unionists at every level of the movement engage in energetic political work.
Gompers received a commitment from all members of the AFL Executive Council
that they would help campaign around the country. He turned the American
Federationist into an effective propaganda organ for the duration of the cam-
paign. And most importantly, Gompers expected and worked hard to encourage
an unprecedented level of activity at local and state levels. Only aggressive action
by local activists would allow the Federation program to reach rank-and-file
workers. AFL leaders urged local and state workers to engage in a broad range
of activities, from forming committees and organizing conventions, to ques-
tioning, nominating, and ultimately campaigning for candidates.

' Executive Council of the AFL, “The AFL Campaign Programme,” AF, 13 (8), August 1906,
529—31; Samuel Gompers, “Talks on Labor,” given in Providence, Rhode Island, AF, 13 (7),
July 1906, 473.

12 Executive Council of the AFL, “The AFL Campaign Programme,” AF, 13 (8), August 1906,
531. This document provides the most succinct statement of the AFL leadership’s political
recommendations, and the AFL distributed it to local unions, central labor unions, and state
federations across the country.
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Although this program appeared simple and pure enough on paper, in real-
ity it would engender tensions between different levels of the AFL and raise a
number of complexities for the national leaders. Because of the new strategy,
AFL leaders began committing vastly more resources to political work. The pro-
gram rested at heart on a mobilization of local workers, so it brought national
leaders into close contact with the state and local arms of the organization as
they sought to encourage in trade unionists a greater political awareness and acti-
vity. Furthermore, by unlocking the Pandora’s box of politics, AFL leaders risked
losing control over trade unionists’ political energies. Exploring this dilemma
requires a close look at the roles played by members and leaders throughout the
Federation hierarchy.

Resources at the Top

Because the national AFL leaders had initiated labor’s 1906 campaign program,
they naturally played an important role, distributing money or literature to cam-
paigns around the country, providing information and guidance to local workers,
and supervising organizers whom they assigned to political duties. Gompers,
Morrison, and the Machinists’ President James O’Connell constituted the Labor
Representation Committee, which oversaw all campaign matters. In practice
Gompers and Morrison took responsibility for most political duties, with some
assistance from Andrew Furuseth and John Lennon.

They began in July by sending out a pamphlet to every local union, central
labor union, and state federation across the country detailing the nature and
structure of the new campaign and calling on workers to mobilize. At the same
time, they asked affiliated labor organizations as well as individual trade union-
ists to contribute money to the campaign. One appeal declared that “The hostile
press of the country and all the resources of trust and corporate power are arrayed
against us in a desperate effort to prejudice the people of the country against
the justice of our cause....” By requesting voluntary contributions, the Labor
Representation Committee raised a total of $8,225.94 for the 1906 campaign."

This modest sum was not nearly enough money to pay all the organizers
and speakers assigned to the campaign, and to print all the political literature
ultimately distributed by AFL headquarters. AFL leaders supplemented their
campaign finances by taking money out of the AFL’s General Fund to pay many
or most of their organizers. Morrison reported on finances after the AFL cam-
paigned in Maine, for example, and commented that “If we had charged the
expenses of all the organizers who were in the Second Congressional Maine
District against the fund, it would have been more heavily taxed.” The AFL’s

13 Frank Morrison, “To the members of the Executive Council, AFL,” September 17, 1906;
Morrison to Max Morris, August 17, 1906: both from the Frank Morrison Letterbooks,
Manuscript Department at William R. Perkins Library, Duke University (hereafter cited as
Morrison Letterbooks); and the AFL Executive Council to “Organized Labor and its Friends,”
September 24, 1906, AF, 13 (10), October 1906, 819—20.
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financial report, published in March 1907 to list its campaign expenditures,
includes the salary for only a fraction of the total number of organizers assigned
to political duties. The unlisted organizers must have received their salary and
expenses as always from the Federation’s General Fund. Thus, we can expect
that the actual campaign expenses for the AFL were at least double their asserted
figure of $8,000."

The AFL also brought to its campaign a great many resources that cannot
be measured easily. For example, activists affiliated with the AFL’s network of
national, state, and local organizations across the country could be counted on
to work for little or no pay: Gompers hoped to mobilize the leaders and mem-
bers of the AFL’s 119 affiliated international and national unions, its 37 state
federations of labor, 571 city central bodies, and 925 local unions affiliated di-
rectly with the AFL."” In addition, AFL headquarters itself added a remarkable
set of resources. The AFL staff — ranging from 32 to 40 stenographers — could
be used for political work; they printed and distributed among AFL members
some 90,000 copies of AFL pamphlets such as the Bill of Grievances and the
Textbook of Labor’s Political Demands."® Executive Council members and other
prominent labor leaders would assist with speechmaking; and above all, the AFL
could count on its network of volunteer and salaried organizers spread through-
out the country.

These organizers constituted the most important innovation in the Federation’s
political campaign. By 1906, the AFL included 1,300 volunteer organizers across
the country in addition to nearly 50 full-time salaried organizers. Although the
AFL relied heavily on both kinds of organizers for its new strategy, the salaried
organizers more effectively represented the national leadership’s wishes: they
had fewer ties to any one locale because they traveled around the country, going
where Gompers and Morrison sent them. As we saw in Chapter One, the AFL
had only begun hiring organizers on a permanent basis as recently as 1899; yet
by 1908, the Federation spent more than $59,000 annually to hire organizers.
The national leaders saw salaried organizers as central to organized labor’s future
expansion."”

The organizers played a central role in the AFL’s new political program.
Gompers and Morrison shifted most of the salaried organizers off their regular

' American Federation of Labor, Financial Report of the American Federation of Labor
Political Campaign of 1906: Being a True Account of All Moneys Received and Expended
for that Campaign (Washington, DC: AFL, 1907).

'> Frank Morrison to Isaac Mitchell, August 29, 1902, Morrison Letterbooks; “Composition
of AF of L,” AFL Executive Council, Text Book of Labor’s Political Demands (Washington,
DC: AFL, 19006), 7.

' AFL, Financial Report of the AFL Political Campaign of 1906, 15-16.

'" Philip Taft, The A.F. of L. in the Time of Gompers (New York: Harper & Row, 1957), 99;
on the number of organizers in 1908, see “Secretary Morrison’s Report,” Report of the
Proceedings of the Twenty-Eighth Annual Convention of the American Federation of Labor
(Washington, DC: National Tribune, 1908), 42; Frank Morrison to W. C. Hahn, September 16,
1908, Morrison Letterbooks.
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industrial work, and transformed them into political functionaries — an unpre-
cedented application of union organizers’ energies. Handpicked by national
leaders rather than elected by convention delegates, organizers answered only to
those leaders, and hence they served as personal emissaries for the highest union
officials. In the case of the AFL, for example, the organizers took orders only
from Gompers or Morrison. In now giving to these emissaries a political func-
tion, Gompers and Morrison made a powerful move to establish the dominance
of the AFL on political as well as economic matters. The political organizers
extended the reach of national leaders into towns and cities across the country.
This structural innovation allowed the AFL leaders to implement their long-held
political philosophy: The trade union must enter politics, rather than letting pol-
itics into the union.

More than forty salaried organizers worked at political tasks during the 1906
campaign, with efforts ranging from a minimum of only a few speeches to a
maximum of nearly four months of continuous political work. The core group
consisted of eight permanent AFL organizers: M. Grant Hamilton, Sam DeNedry,
Thomas Flynn, Stuart Reid, Cal Wyatt, Hugh Frayne, Jacob Tazelaar, and Jeff
Pierce. These men, the cream of the AFL’s organizing force, worked almost
constantly for the AFL campaign from around September I until the election
on November 6. Some devoted even more time. Stuart Reid, for example, headed
to Maine and devoted himself to full-time political organizing from late July
onwards."®

Most other organizers took charge of one or two campaigns and worked on
them from one to four weeks. This group included John Frey of the Iron Molders,
Edwin Wright of the Illinois Federation of Labor, E. E. Greenawalt of the
Pennsylvania Federation of Labor, and E. N. Nockels of the Chicago Federation
of Labor. Typically these men entered a crucial district, maneuvered aggress-
ively for a few days or weeks to mobilize and organize the local activists, then
moved on to another campaign. Nockels, for example, participated in the AFL’s
nine-day blitz into Joseph Cannon’s district around Danville, Illinois, and then
returned home to focus on conditions back in Chicago."

Besides the salaried organizers, Gompers expected his Executive Council
members would play the most vital role in the campaign. But he failed to anti-
cipate the political divisions the campaign would create. Among top officials,
only Gompers and Morrison engaged in extensive political activity. Gompers,
of course, edited the American Federationist and wrote many of its articles, the
bulk of which focused on politics during the six months preceding the cam-
paign. Both leaders, but especially Morrison, supervised the salaried organizers,
and through them exerted a far-reaching influence on the direction of campaigns
across the United States. The two officials corresponded directly with scores of
local leaders, responding to requests for advice about whom to support or how

% D. J. McGillicuddy to Gompers, July 28, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks.
' For a complete list of the AFL’s political workers, see Greene, “Strike at the Ballot Box,” 219.
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to run a campaign, and they also produced the Federation’s campaign literature.
Last of all, Gompers and Morrison traveled extensively to give speeches for or
against specific congressmen, knowing their presence would contribute greatly
to energizing the local troops. Gompers traveled the most, conducting two major
campaign trips. From August 18 until September 8, Gompers spent most of his
time in Charles Littlefield’s congressional district in southwestern Maine; a sec-
ond campaign trip in mid-October reached from New York and Baltimore to
Chicago and Kankakee, Illinois; Lafayette, Indiana; and Scranton, Pennsylvania.
Besides these tours, Gompers made a long visit to New York and Chicago in
late September to lead negotiations between rival political organizations among
the workers in each city.”

The rest of the Executive Council did little to meet their obligations in the
campaign. Most members made a few speeches on behalf of some candidate,
but this fell far below the level of activity expected by Gompers and Morrison.
John Lennon served as troubleshooter during conflicts among Chicago trade
unionists, and also worked on Joseph Cannon’s district in central Illinois. James
O’Connell (IAM) served as the third member of the Labor Representation Com-
mittee, along with Morrison and Gompers, although his influence on the com-
mittee appears to have been slight.? Max Morris of Denver (Retail Clerks) and
Denis Hayes of Philadelphia (Glass Bottle Blowers) made speeches and over-
saw trade unionists’ activity in their regions.

The remaining AFL officials assumed virtually no political duties, which
caused great resentment among more active leaders. Furthermore, the inactivity
of William Huber (Carpenters), James Duncan (Granite Cutters), John Mitchell
(Miners), and Daniel Keefe (Longshoremen) suggested more serious political
disagreements. Although apparently all Executive Council members had agreed
to the campaign program, these four never supported it wholeheartedly. All were
conservative business unionists distrustful of mixing politics with trade union-
ism, and some, like Mitchell and Keefe, possessed strong partisan ties that made
them uncomfortable with the AFL campaign.

The problem grew most acute in the Maine campaign. There the AFL fought
to defeat Charles Littlefield, one of its most effective and determined enemies
in the House of Representatives. Gompers wrote each member of the Executive
Council, reminding them of the commitment to help and asking them to go to
Maine. But no one went. Gompers became especially incensed by John Mitchell’s
unwillingness to visit the district, perhaps because his popularity among workers
would have been politically advantageous. Gompers wrote Mitchell repeatedly,
pleading with him to come to Maine or at least to indicate his support and
thereby squelch the rumors circulating that he opposed the AFL program. Mitchell
took so long to respond that Gompers could not publish his answer in local

2 AFL, Financial Report, 1907; Morrison to W. E. Kennedy, September 29, 1906, Morrison
Letterbooks; Gompers to the AFL Executive Council, October 4, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks.

2! Despite O’Connell’s presence on the Labor Representation Committee, no evidence has
emerged suggesting that he played an influential role during the 1906 campaign.
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newspapers before election day.” After Maine, the rumors continued. The New
York press reported that AFL officials divided over political strategy and named
Mitchell and Duncan as opponents of Gompers’s strategy.”

Even had all the Executive Council members participated enthusiastically, the
AFL’s national headquarters did not possess sufficient resources to float an entire
nationwide campaign. After all, the strength of the AFL, politically as well as
economically, lay in its network of organizations across the country. Because
the AFL’s campaign program sought above all to get its rank-and-file members
out voting, and for the right candidate, it became necessary to mobilize local
leaders — and through them, the rank and file — to the greatest extent possible.
Maybe Gompers realized that by allowing people at the local level to manage
their own affairs, he would help generate the greatest amount of enthusiasm.
Or, perhaps he saw it as the most expedient tactic: These were congressional
races, and people living in the district would best know whom to support.

As a result, local autonomy emerged as a central and carefully enunciated
principle of the new AFL strategy. The AFL national leadership almost always
refused to support someone seeking a candidacy, including AFL members, until
they saw that the local movement had endorsed the individual. For example,
Frank Buchanan, a leader of the Bridge and Structural Iron Workers in Chicago,
knew the AFL leaders and wrote regarding his desire to run for Congress.
Gompers expressed pleasure that Buchanan planned to run. However, he warned,
“you understand that if there is any movement inaugurated by the trade union-
ists of Chicago in conformity with the AFL political campaign program, it would
be wisest for all of us to turn in and do the best we can along that line.”*

22 Executive Council members Lennon, Morris, O’Connell, and Huber sent other officials
from their unions to help Gompers in Maine. In addition, James Golden (president of the
United Textile Workers) went to Maine, as did representatives of the International Seamen’s
Union and the International Brotherhood of Blacksmiths and Helpers. See James Kline to
Gompers, August 13, 1906; Lennon to Gompers, August 15, 1906; Max Morris to Gompers,
August 16, 1906; William Huber to Gompers, August 18, 1906; W. H. Frazier to Gompers,
August 20, 1906; H. J. Conway to Gompers, August 21, 1906; Joseph Valentine to Gom-
pers, August 21, 1906; John Golden to Gompers, August 22, 1906; Gompers to Mitchell,
August 26, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks; James O’Connell to Gompers, August 27, 1906; Lennon
to Gompers, August 28, 1906; Walter Ames to Gompers, August 30, 1906; Denis Hayes to
Gompers, August 30, 1906; E. C. Morrison to Gompers, September 4, 1906; Gompers to Frank
Morrison, September 8, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks; Mitchell to Gompers, September 8,
1906. Except where noted otherwise, all the preceding are from AFL Records, reels 61 and 62.
Gompers and Morrison, “Statements to the Press,” responding to an article in the New York
Sun, September 21, 1906, AFL Records, reel 62.

Gompers to Frank Buchanan, August 6, 1906, AFL Records, reel 61. For other examples,
see Gompers to D. B. Keith, Selma, Alabama, July 2, 1906, AFL Records, reel 61; Gompers
to E. B. Kennedy, New York City, August 24, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks; Gompers to
Charles Wolf, Waverly, New York, August 8, 1906, AFL Records, reel 61; Gompers to
G. W. Johnson, Chicago, September 6, 1906, AFL Records, reel 62; Gompers to Michael
Goldsmith, Cleveland, September 6, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks; Gompers to J. J. Mack,
Dubois, Pennsylvania, September 25, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks.
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Similarly, Gompers and Morrison chose to begin an active campaign only in
areas where local workers appeared ready to join in. Once the national leaders
had announced the campaign program, they waited to see which local move-
ments would seize the opportunity. Unless local activists responded enthusi-
astically to the AFL program, as Morrison put it, “. . . any action that might be
taken by the Labor Representation Committee, would meet with weak and ungra-
cious support. We will probably center our forces in localities where there is an
opportunity to achieve success.””

Thus, the AFL organizers geared their activities to helping local leaders estab-
lish a competent campaign organization. The campaign documents focused on
energizing and politicizing local and state leaders of the AFL. A steady stream
of printed matter headed out from AFL headquarters to towns across the coun-
try. Leaflets and pamphlets as well as articles in the American Federationist
exhorted workers regularly to “Be Up and Doing!” Indeed, the AFL began
explicitly to redefine trade unionists’ duties so as to include political activity.
Political work, the AFL instructed, had become a necessary component of trade
unionism. By working to elect honest men to Congress and state legislatures,
the AFL leaders told workers, “you will more completely and fully carry out
your obligations as union men. . . . Labor demands a distinctive and larger share
in the governmental affairs of our country; it demands justice; it will be satisfied
with nothing less.”?

The AFL leaders also assisted local campaign fights by turning their head-
quarters into a clearinghouse of information about congressmen. The AFL col-
lected and distributed information about congressmen’s voting records and their
reaction to the Bill of Grievances. In April, the AFL sent a copy of the Bill of
Grievances to each congressman and asked for his response; if the congressman
replied with a vague commentary, the AFL made a second request for clarifica-
tion. The American Federationist published all responses, accompanied by Gom-
pers’s editorial commentary, taking up nearly fifty pages in its September issue.
In addition, the AFL responded directly to workers’ requests for information.
Trade unionists wrote the AFL headquarters by the hundreds for congressmen’s
records or for advice on political strategy. Responding to these requests became
an extremely time-consuming job for the AFL staff.”’

% Frank Morrison to J. L. Rodier, October 19, 1906, Morrison Letterbooks.

% Samuel Gompers, “Editorial,” AF, 13 (5), May 1906, 318; AFL Executive Council, “A.F.
of L. Campaign Programme,” AF, 13 (8), August 1906, 531I.

%" Gompers to Dear Sir (requesting a response to the Bill of Grievances), April 26, 1906, AFL
Records, reel 61; Gompers to Dear Sir (asking for more specific comments), August I, 1900,
AFL Records, reel 61; “Queries and Answers: Members of Congress Give Their Opinion
of Labor’s Bill of Grievances,” AF, 13 (9), September 1906, 643—88. Gompers considered
forty-seven responses from Democratic congressmen acceptable, out of a total of fifty,
whereas he considered only twenty-three of the seventy-three responses from Republican
congressmen favorable.
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Tactics at the Bottom

The AFL campaign program immediately elicited significant enthusiasm among
workers throughout the AFL hierarchy. Local and state labor officials across the
country began working on congressional and state legislative contests.”® As early
as mid-July, activists in Ogden, Utah, had organized several political confer-
ences with the Salt Lake City labor movement, but they feared that opposition
from Socialists and from Mormons would hinder their efforts. An organizer from
Los Angeles reported that AFL affiliates there had formed a Public Ownership
League with branches in most wards. “Trade union questions and politics mix
well at these meetings,” he concluded. Dubois, Pennsylvania, trade unionists held
a convention of workers that included representatives for the Farmers, Miners,
Painters, Clerks, and Trainmen, and nominated several trade unionists for the
state assembly. “Never before have the men taken so much interest in politics,”
reported the Camden, New Jersey, central labor union.”

The impact of their own mobilization impressed many labor activists.
“Already candidates for the Legislature who heretofore have been either indif-
ferent or hostile are coming out with identical platforms. The effect has been
electrical,” the secretary of the Minnesota State Federation of Labor wrote after
his federation passed its political program. A Cincinnati trade unionist wrote
Morrison in the same vein: “Labor within this city is gaining ground every day
as you can see by the way all the candidates on different tickets are declaring
that they have the support of Labor in the coming election.”

Based on correspondence between AFL headquarters and local labor move-
ments, we can estimate workers’ responses to the campaign program. In 121
congressional districts, or in 30 percent of all districts (404), AFL members

% According to Frank Morrison, workers were very active in state legislative contests: He
believed that would be the site of labor’s greatest gains. For example, see Frank Mor-
rison to Charles Stelzle, September 28, 1906, Morrison Letterbooks; Morrison to Richard
Braunschweig, September 28, 1906, Morrison Letterbooks; Morrison to Cal Wyatt, November
8, 1906, Morrison Letterbooks. In June 1906, the AFL checked with its state federations of
labor and found that there were fifty-one trade unionists in eighteen state legislatures across
the country: “President’s Report” to the AFL Executive Council, June 18, 1906, AFL Records,
reel 61. Unfortunately, despite Morrison’s hopes for state legislatures, the AFL did not assess
the number of trade unionists elected in 1906. The only mention of results in state legis-
lative contests comes from Morrison in a letter to Cal Wyatt. Five men had been nominated
for the legislature from the Scranton, Pennsylvania, area, he said, and all were elected: Novem-
ber 8, 1906, Morrison Letterbooks. More research is needed on this aspect of AFL politics.
H. L. Gant, Odgen, Utah, Trades and Labor Assembly, to no one, n.d. (received July 12,
1906), AFL Records, reel 61; L. D. Biddle, Los Angeles, to Gompers, July 2, 1906, AFL
Records, reel 61; J. B. Mack, Dubois, Pennsylvania, to Gompers, August 10, 1906, AFL
Records, reel 61; Charles Kontnier, president, Division 52, American Association of Street
and Electric Railway Employees, East Liverpool, Ohio, to Gompers, August 2, 1906, AFL
Records, reel 61; James Grau to Gompers, July 25, 1906, AFL Records, reel 61.

W. E. McEwen, secretary-treasurer, Minnesota Federation of Labor, June 18, 1906, AFL
Records, reel 61; Joseph J. Barnett, secretary, Common Club, Cincinnati, to Morrison,
September 26, 1906, AFL Records, reel 62.
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demonstrated some degree of political activism. Their involvement ranged widely,
from mere requests for congressmen’s records, to more extensive measures such
as establishing a special committee, or fighting an aggressive, full-scale cam-
paign. These active districts fell into twenty-seven different states, though most
were in industrialized areas where organized labor enjoyed its greatest strength:
Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Pennsylvania, California, and New York. However, trade
unionists in most regions of the country showed some interest in the AFL pro-
gram. For example, in seven southeastern states (Alabama, Georgia, Virginia,
North Carolina, Tennessee, Kentucky, and Missouri), AFL. members grew more
politically active.

Meanwhile, labor organizations in approximately sixty towns across the coun-
try displayed a heartier response to the AFL’s new strategy and established some
form of campaign structure such as a special committee, a convention, or a labor
party. These new institutions questioned and nominated candidates. Workers in
Wichita, Kansas, for example, established an Independent Voters’ Labor League;
St. Joseph, Missouri, organized a Local Gompers Legislative Club; and in at
least seven areas, workers mobilized through labor parties.*’ National leaders did
not urge local activists to create labor parties or similar political organizations,
but neither did they oppose them. The incidence of such organizations suggests
a strong interest in political activism at the local level.*

For all their diversity, local movements almost always lacked money, and they
pleaded with the national leadership for organizers, speakers, funds, and cam-
paign literature.” With few funds, local workers relied heavily on labor-intensive

' W. E. Bryan to Gompers, September 30, 1906; Alfred G. Roberts to Gompers, October 6,
1906. Labor parties existed in Pittsburgh; Baltimore; Danville, Illinois (only temporarily);
Atlantic City; Jersey City; Alameda County, California; Altoona, Pennsylvania; and New
York City. See Harry F. Vollmer to Gompers, October 3, 1906; Cal Wyatt to Frank Mor-
rison, August 22, 1906; Clifford Reed to Gompers, July 30, 1906; William Riddle to Gurden
Levake, October 23, 1906; Joseph Rooney to Gompers, October 24, 1906; Charles Boynton
to Gompers, September 26, 1906; Maurice J. Holland to Gompers, September 22, 1906;
and Central Federated Union of New York to Members of Organized Labor, August 5,
1906: all AFL Records, reels 61-3.

When the secretary of the Danville, Illinois, Trades and Labor Council wrote Gompers that
it had formed an Independent Labor Party, he responded: “I am gratified to know that the
AFL campaign program has been so promptly acted upon by the Trades and Labor Council
of Danville. . . .” Clifford Reed to Gompers, July 30, 1906, AFL Records, reel 61; Gompers
to Reed, August 1, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks.

John Keyes of the Connecticut Federation of Labor wrote Morrison to say it had estab-
lished a political committee of 15, but please send “all the political labor reading you can
as there is considerable socialists here and anyone know[s] they have no love for President
Gompers,” August 12, 1906, AFL Records, reel 61. More often, workers requested organ-
izers and speakers. See, for example: H. E. Gubrandsen, secretary-treasurer, International
Photo-Engravers’ Union, Minneapolis, to Gompers, September 10, 1906, AFL Records,
reel 62; Robert S. Maloney, Lawrence, Massachusetts, Central Labor Union, to Gompers,
October 24, 1906, AFL Records, reel 63; Charles B. Reese, Martinsville, Virginia, to Gom-
pers, September 19, 1906, AFL Records, reel 62; Elmer L. Morlette, member, metal polishers’
union, to Gompers, October 4, 1906, AFL Records, reel 62.
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tactics. Frank Barr, an active trade unionist from the small industrial city of
Marion, Indiana, sent Gompers his account of the workers’ campaign there against
Congressman Fred Landis. It suggests the problems faced by a typical local
campaign.

Writing after the election, when Landis had won a narrow victory, Barr
described their tactics. “Our Legislative Committee, which was appointed as per
your request, fell down on us, as so many of our recent committees have done,
and as a consequence what we did against Landis had to be done quickly and
in a few days.” They began by calling a special meeting of the Marion Trades’
Council just days before the election. There they adopted resolutions condemn-
ing Landis for his vote on the eight-hour law, and asking all union men to vote
against him. They also printed 10,000 anti-Landis bills, and sent an organizer
through the district to distribute the bills and mobilize local trade union leaders.
When this organizer reached the town of Peru, however, he found that another
trade unionist named O. P. Smith had begun organizing in favor of Landis.
Smith, editor of a local labor paper, was running for state representative on the
same ticket — Republican — as Landis. As part of his efforts on behalf of Landis,
Smith threatened the secretary of the Peru Trades Assembly that his organiza-
tion “would be severely punished by [Gompers], if they had anything to do with
political affairs.” Smith had employed this tactic in several other towns as well,
and Barr believed it greatly damaged their campaign against Landis.** Fighting
with few resources and sometimes, as in Peru, opposed by other trade union-
ists, those loyal to Gompers found it difficult to apply AFL campaign strategy
effectively.

In Baltimore, the Federation of Labor attempted to elect Conductor George
Smith and defeat Congressman Sidney Mudd by relying on two main strategies.
First, activists made a house-to-house canvass of all voters. Second, they worked
to mobilize the thousands of machinists at the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad
workshops in their congressional district. Baltimore leaders managed to get
Gompers and James O’Connell of the International Association of Machinists
to come and give speeches for Smith.*® Local unionists relied often on personal
networks for maximum efficiency, as the campaign of trade unionist Charles
Young of south Chicago shows. He and his campaign workers analyzed their
district, a heavily Republican one, to assess how many votes they needed to win
and from whom. Then they appointed a trade unionist to each of eighty-nine
precincts and instructed them to win at least forty-five Republican voters in their
precincts over to Young’s side.*®

These examples suggest that the resources and abilities of local leaders dif-
fered significantly from those of the national leaders. The national AFL leaders

** Frank Barr, secretary-treasurer, Marion Central Trades’ Council, to Gompers, November 7,
1906, AFL Records, reel 64.

* Ed Hirsch, Baltimore Federation of Labor, to Gompers, October 20, 1906; R. Lee Guard
to Ed Hirsch, October 23, 1906: both AFL Records, reel 63.

% Charles Young to Frank Morrison, September 18, 1906, AFL Records, reel 62.
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controlled the finances, and so they decided which districts would receive orga-
nizers and printed material. Local activists possessed more knowledge about
local conditions as well as broad networks of personal acquaintances, and they
could accomplish labor-intensive tasks. Because of these differences, local and
national leaders needed each other. Local leaders required the resources that only
national leaders in control of union budgets could afford, and their ability to
decide where to send organizers and speakers gave the national leaders a great
deal of control over the campaigns. However, the program could not succeed
without energetic work at the local and state levels, so national leaders remained
indebted to the local movements as well.

Local and national leaders differed in more than just their resources and tac-
tics, however. An analysis of the campaigns across the country indicates that
national and local leaders also made different decisions about how to run the
campaigns and about which candidates to support. The AFL’s role in the con-
gressional contests fell into two distinct patterns.

The first pattern involved races in which the national AFL leadership dom-
inated while participation by local- and state-level leaders usually constituted only
a minor influence. The AFL’s national leaders focused on attacking well-known
and powerful congressmen who had opposed the AFL’s legislation. Gompers
and Morrison consistently stated this core principle of their campaign program:
They aimed to attack labor’s enemies. Gompers expressed his priorities, for
example, when he wrote that AFL organizers, “while sent in the districts in
opposition to Congressmen who are unfavorable to our legislation, invariably
have a kind word to say for the candidates on the local ticket, who are friendly
to us.” And Morrison coldly scolded an organizer who made the mistake of
endorsing a candidate: “I was not aware that we endorsed candidates. I thought
we opposed those who were unfriendly to us.” Because of this orientation, AFL
leaders normally remained indifferent about whom they supported in the elec-
tion. AFL organizers often attacked the opponent in their speeches with barely
a mention of the candidate they supported.”” As the American Federationist
instructed workers, “Defeat labor’s known enemies, even if you have to elect
those who are not straight labor men. If we can not use the ‘other man’ as a
staff to lean upon, for temporary purposes he may be just good enough to use
as a stick to beat the enemy.”®

The AFL national leaders put most of their time, money, and energy into
these races, catapulting them into the national spotlight. Gompers and Morrison
fought their most aggressive battle against Speaker Joseph Cannon of the House
of Representatives, but they also targeted many of his top allies, including John
Dalzell of Pennsylvania (the chairman of the House Committee on Rules) and

7 Gompers to W. J. Campbell, secretary of the UMWA Local No. 2297, Brookwayville,
Pennsylvania, October 12, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks; Morrison to Stuart Reid, September
28, 1906, Morrison Letterbooks; Gompers to M. Grant Hamilton, October 8, 1906, AFL
Records, reel 63.

¥ AF, 13 (8), August 1906, 322.
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Charles Littlefield (the chairman of the House Judiciary Committee).” These
races usually focused on Republican candidates and took place in strongly
Republican districts or states. This plus the fact that the AFL targeted the most
powerful men in Congress left only a small chance for victory. Though the AFL
leaders dueled with many of the top congressional conservatives in 1906, they
achieved not a single success.

Local and state labor movements rather than the AFL’s national leaders
dominated in the second pattern of races. These races were typically positive
campaigns, in active support of new or incumbent candidates. Significantly, cam-
paigns of this sort often supported a candidate who was a trade unionist or, at
least, a “friend of labor.” Such campaigns received little national attention, and
did not generate the voluminous documentation that the nationally dominated
campaigns did. Therefore, although these campaigns were more common than
the other type, they have for the most part been lost to history.

National leaders’ dominance over the campaign program was at its most
extreme in the congressional district around Lewiston, Maine, when the AFL
fought its famed battle against Charles Littlefield in 1906. The AFL flooded
the district with top leaders such as Gompers himself, organizers from outside
of Maine, and nationally known labor figures from around the country. The
AFL sent at least fourteen people into the district at one time or another,
most of them organizers who spent anywhere from a week to two months.*
Local labor activists played almost no role in this campaign. Similarly, in
Pittsburgh, the AFL national leadership built a pugnacious campaign against
John Dalzell. Nine organizers entered the district at the behest of national
leaders. Two of these visited for only a few days to give speeches or try to
reconcile competing groups; three worked on a short-term basis, for two weeks

¥ Others of Cannon’s allies targeted by the AFL included James Watson (Indiana), James
Kennedy (Ohio), James Sherman (New York), George Foss (Illinois), George Lilley (Con-
necticut), Zeno Rives (Illinois), Richard Bartholdt (Missouri), William Humphrey (WA),
R. Wayne Parker (New Jersey), Samuel McCall (Massachusetts), Sidney Mudd (MD), and
Nicholas Longworth (Ohio). Longworth, Bartholdt, and McCall were on the Labor Com-
mittee; Parker was a well-known opponent of the AFL’s anti-injunction bill; and Watson
served as majority whip and as Speaker Cannon’s right-hand man. Undoubtedly, the AFL
would have targeted James Gardner, the chairman of the House Labor Committee, as well,
except that Gompers believed (mistakenly, it turned out) that his sudden opposition to labor’s
bills would prove only temporary.

Gompers to Stuart Reid, July 31, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks; James Kline to Gompers,
August 13, 1906; Morrison to Gompers, August 17, 1906; William Huber to Gompers,
August 18, 1906; W. H. Frazier to Gompers, August 20, 1906; H. J. Conway to Gom-
pers, August 21, 1906; James Fitzgerald to Gompers, August 22, 1906; John Golden to
Gompers, August 22, 1906; Stuart Reid to Gompers, August 28, 1906; Walter Ames to
Gompers, August 30, 1906; Frank Morrison to J. J. Sullivan, September 5, 1906, Morrison
Letterbooks; Frank Morrison to Jacob Tazelaar, September 6, 1906, Morrison Letterbooks;
Gompers to Collis Lovely, October 4, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks. Except where noted
otherwise, all the preceding are from AFL Records, reels 61—2.
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or less; but the other four organizers stayed in Pittsburgh long-term, for up to
10 weeks."

Workers had created a Union Labor Party in Pittsburgh about a year before.
The AFL organizers, upon visiting, did not like what they found. A prominent
leader of the party belonged to the Knights of Labor and, according to AFL
organizers, he discouraged workers from becoming active. The organizers stud-
ied the situation to determine whether they could take over the organization or
would have to create a new one. Organizer Cal Wyatt speculated that about one-
half the political committee “are men who we can influence and are represent-
atives of affiliated AFL bodies.”* Yet, ultimately, the AFL leaders decided they
could more easily create a new organization to supersede the Union Labor Party.
Significantly, AFL organizers ran this new body. A local union activist served
as chairman, but his position was nominal and no one expected him to do any
work. Three of Gompers’s allies actually managed the campaign, two of them
paid AFL organizers, and all of them sent into Pittsburgh from outside by the
AFL leadership.*

The AFL organizers’ influence over this campaign extended even to tactical
details. Organizer M. Grant Hamilton reported that at a campaign meeting, a
speaker had “violently” attacked the Republican Party with hardly a mention of
Congressman Dalzell. After the meeting ended, Hamilton called all union men
together and lectured them on campaign tactics. In such a strong Republican
state, he warned, assaults on that party could only result in defeat. According
to Hamilton, the men reacted favorably to his comments.* However, local
activists undoubtedly had misgivings about the AFL’s strong-arm tactics, from
superseding their party with a new organization to lecturing them on strategy.

I On Pittsburgh, see Cal Wyatt to Frank Morrison, August 20, 1906, AFL Records, reel 61;
T. H. Flynn to Thomas Tracy, October 1, 1906, AFL Records, reel 62; Frank Morrison to
Cal Wyatt, September 27, 1906, Morrison Letterbooks; M. Grant Hamilton to Thomas Tracy,
October 5, 1906, AFL Records, reel 62; Gompers to Clarence V. Tiers, October 15, 1906,
AFL Records, reel 63; D. A. Hayes to Gompers, October 15, 1906, AFL Records, reel 63;
Frank Morrison to Cal Wyatt, October 16, 1906, Morrison Letterbooks; Gompers to John
Frey, October 23, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks; Gompers to E. E. Greenawalt, October 23,
1906, Gompers Letterbooks; Frank Morrison to Thomas Flynn, October 22, 1906, Morrison
Letterbooks.

Wyatt to Morrison, August 22, 1906, AFL Records, reel 61.

John Frey to Gompers, October 24, 1906, AFL Records, reel 63. See also Wyatt to Mor-
rison, August 20 and 22, 1906, AFL Records, reel 61; Morrison to Wyatt, September 15,
1906, Morrison Letterbooks; M. F. Tighe of the Union Labor Party of Pittsburgh to Gompers,
September 21, 1906, AFL Records, reel 62; Morrison to D. A. Hayes, October 4, 1906, Mor-
rison Letterbooks; Frey to Gompers, October 16 and 18, 1906, AFL Records, reel 63; Gompers
to Frey, October 19, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks; Frey to Gompers, October 21, 1906, AFL
Records, reel 63; Gompers to Frey, October 23, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks; Morrison to
Thomas Flynn, October 22, 1906, Morrison Letterbooks; Morrison to Hayes, October 22,
1906, Morrison Letterbooks; Morrison to William Terry, October 23, 1906, Morrison
Letterbooks; and E. E. Greenawalt to Gompers, October 27, 1906, AFL Records, reel 63.
4 Hamilton to T. Tracy, October 5, 1906, AFL Records, reel 62.
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Even with the new organization, an AFL organizer in Pittsburgh complained to
Gompers and Morrison that “there is an apparant lack of enthusiasm among the
members of organized labor” regarding the campaign.®’

Not all cases were this one-sided, but usually when the AFL intervened in
a congressional district, it played a central role. The fight against John Kennedy
of Youngstown, Ohio, is one case where both local and national people actively
participated, yet even here the AFL national leaders played a critical role. The
AFL allowed the political organization created by AFL members, the United
Labor Congress, to continue to exist, and its leadership remained unchanged.
But AFL national representatives worked closely with people there. Although
local workers had been inclined to support Kennedy’s bid for reelection, the AFL
organizers convinced them to oppose him. In addition, AFL representatives —
primarily Sam Gompers — mediated relations between Democrats and the labor
activists at the local level.*

Although his actions indicated that opposing labor’s enemies formed his top
priority, Gompers often talked about his other goal: electing trade unionists to
political office. Gompers highlighted the possibility of electing union workers
almost any time he communicated with rank-and-file AFL members, hinting that
to him it was the most important part of the campaign strategy.*’” Gompers seems
to have realized that this would be most appealing and thus most energizing to
workers. However, the AFL leaders’ emphasis on trade unionists was by no
means only rhetorical. True to their strictures in the “Campaign Programme,”
Gompers and Morrison did desire to see trade unionists in the next Congress,
and in their letters to workers, they regularly sought to persuade unionists to
run. When a Terre Haute friend wanted Gompers to support someone for Con-
gress who was not a unionist, the labor chieftain responded negatively: “I am
free to say that I should like to see a bona fide labor man, that is, a man in the
ranks of labor, . . . nominated and elected to Congress. There is no reason why
such a man could not be found.”**

Furthermore, although trade unionists running for Congress did not receive
the same attention from AFL headquarters as did hostile congressmen, most

4 E. E. Greenawalt to Gompers, October 27, 1906, AFL Records, reel 63.

 Cal Wyatt to Morrison, August 22, 1906; Morrison to Flynn, October 16, 1906, Morrison
Letterbooks; T. H. Flynn to Thomas Tracy, October 1, 1906; M. Grant Hamilton to Thomas
Tracy, October 5, 1906; Gompers to J. A. Robinson, October 15, 1906; J. A. Robinson to
Gompers, October 15, 1906; John C. Welty to Gompers, October 15, 1906; Morrison to
Wyatt, October 16, 1906, Morrison Letterbooks; Gompers to John C. Welty, October 18,
1906; Morrison to Samuel DeNedry, October 22, 1906, Morrison Letterbooks; Samuel
DeNedry to Gompers, October 24, 1906; Gompers to Peter McArdle, November 1, 1906;
M. Grant Hamilton to Gompers, November 1, 1906: except where noted otherwise, all are
from AFL Records, reels 61—4. See also The Cleveland Citizen, October 6, 1906.

For example, see a trio of speeches Gompers made in June in Erie, Pennsylvania;
Providence, Rhode Islands; and Poughkeepsie, New York, in “Talks on Labor,” AF, 13 (7),
July 1906, 472—4.

* Gompers to John Lamb, Terre Haute, Indiana, June 30, 1906, AFL Records, reel 61.
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received some assistance. Often, the national leaders sent an organizer or two
into the district, and perhaps a few speakers. Gompers himself made speeches
for numerous trade union candidates. For example, when Charles Donahue,
president of the Connecticut Federation of Labor, ran for Congress, Gompers
visited Bridgeport to speak in his favor and sent an organizer to help with the
campaign.*’

In most cases, though, AFL activists at the local and state levels led the cam-
paigns in support of trade unionists. These campaigns provided a more pro-
ductive arena for labor politics than the attacks on labor’s enemies carried out
by the national AFL. Activists attempted in at least twenty-five districts to
nominate trade unionists to Congress in 1906. Of those efforts, thirteen trade
unionists won a nomination and four won election to the U.S. Congress: Thomas
Nicholls and William Wilson, mine workers from Scranton and Williamsport,
Pennsylvania; William Cary, a telegrapher from Milwaukee; and John McDermott,
a telegrapher from Chicago.”® Most trade unionists ran on the Democratic ticket.
One union man ran as an independent, one as a Socialist, and two as Repub-
licans, but the remaining nine ran as Democrats. Joining together with allies
of the labor movement, the new labor congressmen would form a small but
unprecedented Labor Group in the House. When the Democrats took over con-
trol of the House in 1910, a leading member of that Group, William B. Wilson,
would become the chairman of the Committee on Labor.

Of all the trades represented among the labor candidates for Congress, miners
demonstrated the most skill at nominating and electing congressmen. Three
miners stood among the twelve trade unionists nominated for Congress, with
two of those three (Wilson and Nicholls) victorious on election day. The AFL

* Gompers to P. H. Connolly, secretary, Connecticut Federation of Labor, October 5, 1906,
AFL Records, reel 62; Gompers to Charles Donahue, October 6, 1906, AFL Records, reel
62; Gompers to William E. Terry, organizer, Providence, Rhode Island, October 6, 1906,
AFL Records, reel 62; Gompers to Charles Donahue, October 8, 1906, AFL Records, reel
63; Gompers to James Duncan, Quincy, Massachusetts, October 8, 1906, AFL Records, reel
63; Gompers to Duncan, October 11, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks.

% Some scholars list additional trade unionists as winning election in 1906, mentioning in
particular Isaac Sherwood of Ohio and William Hughes of New Jersey. For example, Philip
Foner lists Hughes as an “active trade unionist”; Foner, History of the Labor Movement,
3:330. Hughes loyally and energetically supported the AFL in his political activities, and
he held honorary membership in the Steam Shovel and Dredge Engineers’ Union. But the
twenty-sixth president of the United States deserved the label of trade unionist as much
as did Hughes. William “Injunction Judge” Taft, a politician despised by organized labor
during this period, was declared an honorary member of the Steam Shovel and Dredge
Engineers’ Union. See T. J. Dolan, secretary-treasurer, International Brotherhood of Steam
Shovel and Dredge Men, to Gompers, July 31, 1908, AFL Records, reel 61.

The other trade unionists nominated for Congress were Charles Young (printer, Chicago),
Frank Buchanan (structural ironworker, Chicago), John Walker (miner, Danville, Illinois),
Congressman William Hunt (stonecutter, St. Louis), James O’Connor (printer, Utica, New
York), Timothy Healy (international president, Stationary Firemen, Yonkers, New York),
Charles Donahue (president, Connecticut Federation of Labor, Derby, Connecticut), Henry
Gottlob (printer, Newark, New Jersey), and George Smith (conductor, Baltimore).
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sent out two organizers to help the candidates, and Gompers and John Mitchell
visited each district to give a speech (this was Mitchell’s only activity for the
campaign).” In Danville, Illinois, another miner stood as the Socialist Party’s
candidate against Speaker of the House Joseph Cannon, and this case illustrates
both the complexities of local-national relationships during the campaign, as
well as the challenges facing labor when it tackled a powerful enemy.

Speaker Cannon’s congressional district, the 18th of Illinois, stood as a
Republican stronghold in a Republican state. It contained six primarily rural coun-
ties: Kankakee, Iroquois, Vermilion, Edgar, Clark, and Cumberland counties.
The district hugged a long and narrow stretch of land along the Indiana border,
beginning in the north with Kankakee County, only some forty miles from
Chicago. It then stretched southward about 125 miles, through dusty flat farm-
land and small mining towns. At its widest spot, the district was no more than
fifty miles across. Danville was its only city — and a small one at that, with
fewer than 28,000 people in 1910. The only other sizable town was Kankakee
with a population of nearly 14,000.

Labor’s hopes in this district rested in the Danville area, an important cen-
ter for manufacturing. Mining, railroad shops, brick production, and brewing
dominated the town, and other leading industries included farm implements pro-
duction, foundry and machine works, harness making, and cigarmaking.”® Four
major railroads intersected at Danville, employing between them some 2,000
workers. The mining industry of central Illinois had entered into a decline by
1906, but it remained a potent economic force. Whereas in 1907 the region
contained fifty-nine working mines, by 1908 this number had decreased to only
forty-three. They employed 2,796 miners; when combined with workers in related
jobs, both underground and on the surface, the total work force in the mining
industry came to nearly 4,000.**

51 Morrison to E. C. Patterson, August 23, 1906; Morrison to Hugh Frayne, October 16, 1906;
Morrison to J. L. Rodier, October 19, 1906: all Morrison Letterbooks.

After Danville and Kankakee came some very small towns: the largest were Paris and
Hoopeston with 6,100 and 3,800 inhabitants respectively, five towns with between 1,500
and 2,500 people, and a score of villages ranging from 100 to 1,500 people. United States
Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Thirteenth Census of the United States,
Taken in the Year 1910, Vol. 9: Manufactures (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing
Office, 1912), 264; and Danville City Council, Danville, 1906 (Danville: n.p., 1906).

The largest producer of paving bricks in the United States in the early twentieth century
was the Western Brick Company in Danville. It began production in 1900; in 1904, the
United Brick and Clay Workers signed their first contract with the company. There were
at least four brewing companies in Danville by 1906. See Danville City Council, Danville
1906; “Western Brick,” The Heritage of Vermilion County, Autumn 1974, 12—13; Danville
Commercial-News, October 13 and November 6, 1906; Jack Moore Williams, History of
Vermilion County, Illinois, Vol. 1 (Topeka, KS: Historical Publishing, 1930), 415—20.
Williams, History of Vermilion County, 437-40; Robert Shanks, “Railroads: Danville Junc-
tion,” The Heritage of Vermilion County, Spring 1966, 10-12; Danville Commercial-News,
29, 1908; author’s discussion with Richard Cannon, Fithian, Illinois, October 11, 1988;
“Vermilion County Coal,” The Heritage of Vermilion County, Autumn 1981, 45, and Winter
19812, 3 and 15-16.
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The Republican inclination of voters in this district, its predominantly rural
character, as well as Cannon’s fame and prestige nationwide, all made the
House speaker an extremely difficult target for labor activists. But the ace in
Cannon’s hand was an institution he had won for his region, the Danville
Soldiers’ Home.

The National Home for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers sat peacefully on 324
beautiful acres at the eastern edge of Danville. Its attractiveness and economic
contribution to the city (some one million dollars per year) made the home the
pride of many Danville citizens. Congress established the Soldiers’ Home in
1897 at a cost of $1,321,690, as one of nine national soldiers’ homes placed
throughout the United States during the 189o0s. It had been a sign of Cannon’s
growing power in Congress that he managed to secure one for his home town.

As one commentator expressed it, the Soldiers’ Home provided Danville
with “one of its most noted beauty spots, which is visited by practically every-
one who comes to this city.” The home constituted a veritable town unto
itself. It contained more than two dozen buildings, including several barracks,
a bakery, kitchen, laundry, mess hall, mortuary, chapel, administration build-
ings, residences for top officials of the home, a power house, its own dam, band-
stand, theater, restaurant, social hall, amusement hall, and a street car depot to
connect the inhabitants conveniently with downtown Danville. The icing on the
cake was a beautiful Carnegie library, situated near the center of the complex.
Each year, Congress appropriated $400,000 to maintain the home. Intended for
veterans of the Civil War, the home included also some who fought in the
Spanish-American war. During the first decades of the century, 2,243 veterans
lived there, representing every state in the nation and every regiment in the
Civil War.

Speaker Cannon, of course, cared most about that last statistic. The twenty-
two hundred veterans represented guaranteed votes for the speaker. They owed
their home to him, and he visited regularly. Indeed, according to stories passed
down in Danville, at election time the veterans marched in delegations from
the Soldiers’ Home to the ballot box to vote en masse for the Republicans and
receive a gift of whiskey. Anyone who opposed Cannon knew they must reckon
with the votes of the old soldiers.”> And, in fact, labor’s fight against Cannon
in 1906 stood little chance of succeeding for all the preceding reasons. Speaker

% National Home for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers. Danville Branch (souvenir pamphlet)
(Danville: Frederick W. Studdiford, Member Home Company D, 1903), Vermilion County
Historical Museum; Williams, History of Vermilion County, 483—6; Photo Album of Old
Soldiers’ Home (Illinois Historical Survey, University of Illinois); author’s discussion with
Richard Cannon, Fithian, Illinois, October 11, 1988. See also Judith Gladys Cetina, “A
History of Veterans’ Homes in the United States, 1811-1930,” Ph.D. diss., Case Western
Reserve University, 1977. The Danville Soldiers’ Home still stands, and it is a remarkable
sight. Today, the large complex serves as both a veterans’ hospital and a community col-
lege. For a rich exploration of veterans and American politics, see Theda Skocpol, Protecting
Soldiers and Mothers: The Political Origins of Social Policy in the United States (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1992).
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Cannon won his reelection battle, and with a margin of victory virtually un-
changed since the last off-year contest.*®

Despite this outcome, the dynamics in his district made for a fascinating race.
In July 1906, Danville workers created a labor party to nominate an indepen-
dent candidate against Speaker of the House Cannon. Soon after that, when the
Socialists nominated John Walker, the popular district president of the United
Mine Workers, the labor party immediately dissolved and workers moved into
full support of Walker’s candidacy. Based on a broad labor coalition but led by
the Socialist Party, a strong campaign began for John Walker. The Socialists of
Illinois focused most of their attention and resources in 1906 on this race, and
in Walker, they had a strong candidate. As the Socialist newspaper of Chicago
expressed it, “He is a man well known and greatly admired by his thousands
of friends among the miners. John can make a speech, too. Cannon will have to
get up very early to beat our John as an orator.” The strong support for Walker
among trade unionists increased Socialist enthusiasm for the campaign: As their
newspaper argued, it provided the opportunity “to present the Socialist argument
to thousands of people who otherwise would not listen to it. . .."’

By mid-October, the Socialist campaign was moving at full force. The party
arranged speakers and campaign literature for the district and set up a rigorous
speaking schedule for the candidate. At least six organizers worked in the
district, and the national executive committee contributed resources as well.
Organizers blanketed the district with literature; according to one activist, they
distributed an average of 8,000 to 10,000 leaflets throughout the district during
each week of the campaign. During the last two weeks before election day, the
party covered billboards in Danville and nearby mining towns with ‘“theater
size” bills “proclaiming the socialist message,” and pasted smaller posters on
telegraph and lampposts. Last but not least, Socialist leader Mother Jones vis-
ited to campaign for Walker. She began with a rousing speech at Danville’s
public square on October 10 and then toured through the congressional district
with Walker.™®

The Socialist campaign for Walker occasionally emphasized radical themes,
such as the leaflet that proclaimed “A VOTE FOR SOCIALISM is a declaration

% In 1906, Cannon’s vote and his margin of victory were both almost identical to his returns
in 1902. He received 22,941 votes in 1902 and 22,804 in 1906; Democratic candidates
received 15,254 in 1902 and 12,777 in 1906, and Prohibition candidates received 1,177
and 1,897 votes, respectively. The Socialist Party did not exist in 1902, but in 1904, its
candidate received 1,099 votes, and in 1906, Walker received 1,551 votes. Thus, no one
seriously threatened Cannon’s power in any of the early twentieth-century elections. See
William Rea Gwinn, Uncle Joe Cannon: Archfoe of Insurgency: A History of the Rise and
Fall of Cannonism (New York: Bookman Associates, 1957), 275—7.

Chicago Daily Socialist, September 15, 1906, p. I; “Socialist Party State Campaign,” Chicago
Daily Socialist, September 22, 1906, p. 1; “The Situation in the 18th District,” Chicago Daily
Socialist, October 13, 1900, p. 3.

“The Situation in the 18th District,” Chicago Daily Socialist, October 13, 1906, p. 3;
“Walker vs. Cannon,” Chicago Daily Socialist, October 27, 1906, p. 3.
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for Industrial Liberty. Working Class Domination. The Full Product of Your
Labor. End of all Exploitation.” Another leaflet testified to the significance of
the Soldiers’ Home, addressing itself to “the old Soldiers” whom, it said, typ-
ically vote Republican to support the party of Lincoln. However, the Republican
Party had changed, transformed into a representative of corporate privilege:
“. .. while you old soldiers have gone forth in battle and freed the blacks, the
capitalists of this country have enslaved both whites and blacks. ... Old sol-
diers, several years ago a new revolutionary party has sprung up in the United
States, a party whose mission is even grander than that of the old abolitionist
party; a party that contemplates the emancipation of all mankind . . . the Socialist
Party.””

Most of the time, however, the Socialist campaign downplayed radicalism to
stress the same issues that ranked high in the AFL’s Bill of Grievances. Walker,
like other AFL strategists, focused his campaign on Joseph Cannon’s record,
and this led him to emphasize the response of Congress to AFL demands. A
typical leaflet asked:

Who Fought the Anti-Injunction bill?

Who Fought to Let the Chinese In?

Who Forced the Working People of this Country to Go Into Competition with
9¢ an hour Cheap Coolie Labor?

Who Helped Annul the 8-Hour Law?

Who Fought Every Request of the Working People to Congress?

Who Spurned with Contempt the Representatives of Labor?

WORKINGMEN
Ask Joseph G. Cannon these questions, and then ask him how he can have
the GALL to ask a workingman to vote for him.

Here was a leaflet that Gompers himself might have sponsored.*

This raises a question: Where were the AFL leaders amidst the busy com-
motion in Danville? Gompers and Morrison had planned a comprehensive cam-
paign against “Uncle Joe,” whom they considered their top congressional enemy.
But once workers there began mobilizing behind a Socialist Party candidate,
Federation leaders demonstrated profound ambivalence. Although the national
leaders knew and liked Walker, they hesitated to become involved. Their main
fear seemed to be not simply supporting a Socialist, though that was a part of
it. But more importantly, as the treasurer of the AFL, John Lennon, put it: “for
us to go in there and make the fight and have it turn out a fizzle, it seems to
me would be worse than to keep our hands off.”®" The AFL did not think a
Socialist could beat powerful Joe Cannon, especially when competing against a

% “To the Old Soldiers,” political leaflet held in the Illinois State Historical Society Broadside
Collection, Springfield, Illinois.

% These political campaign leaflets are held in the Illinois State Historical Society’s Broadside
Collection, Springfield.

¢! John Lennon to Gompers, August 6, 1906, AFL Records, reel 61.
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Democratic candidate as well. So local labor fought the battle on its own, rely-
ing on door-to-door canvassing, rallies among the miners, talks at the railroad
shops, and political literature paid for by the Socialist Party.

Meanwhile, workers in the Danville area waited nervously to see what
Gompers would do, whether he would at least give verbal support to a Socialist
miner for Congress. They wrote, asking him to endorse Walker, to send organ-
izers and speakers, and to come out himself. A leader of the typographers in
Danville wrote Gompers saying that some men would soon visit to get his
endorsement of Cannon’s Democratic opponent: . . . you can do organized labor
here no small favor by turning them down strong, should they reach you. The
Trades and Labor Council have unanimously endorsed John Walker, and not
one union man has uttered a word against him.” Similarly the secretary of the
Labor Council reported to Gompers that every local union affiliated with the
AFL had welcomed the Walker campaign.* At first, Gompers refused to come,
or to send organizers, although when a trade unionist wrote asking whether he
should support the Socialist Walker, Gompers implied that he should do so.
Finally, in the last ten days of the campaign, the AFL significantly shifted its
position and decided to send in a “flying wedge” of six organizers to tour the
district and rally opposition to Cannon.®® Thus by the end of the 1906 election
season, the AFL leaders had committed themselves to supporting a Socialist’s
candidacy in one of the nation’s most visible races. This suggests that, occa-
sionally, pressure from local activists could exert a profound influence on the
national leaders.

Yet national leaders and their organizers could be problematic allies for local
activists. Although assistance from an AFL organizer greatly aided a campaign,
and local labor officials clamored for direct assistance, those same organizers
commonly controlled campaign decisions regardless of local workers’ wishes.**
Tellingly, the districts where AFL leaders poured the most resources typically
suffered from little participation by local activists. Local workers perhaps felt
uninterested in tackling well-known congressmen who could not be beaten eas-
ily. However, the dominance of national AFL officials in these campaigns also
must have discouraged many workers from active involvement.

© T. K. Heath to Gompers, September 25, 1906; Reed to Gompers, October I, 1906: both
AFL Records, reel 62.
% Lennon to Gompers, August 17, 1906; Morrison to Gompers, August 23, 1906; William
Taylor to Gompers, September 2, 1906; Gompers to Taylor, September 6, 1906; George
Kuemmerle to Gompers, September 30, 1906; P. H. Strawhan to Gompers, October 7, 1906;
Gompers to M. Grant Hamilton, October 8, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks; Morrison to Henry
Walker, October 20, 1906, Morrison Letterbooks; G. W. Perkins to Gompers, October 30,
1906; J. D. Pierce to Gompers, October 30 and 31, 1906; Morrison to Pierce, November 1,
1906, Morrison Letterbooks. Except where noted otherwise, all AFL Records, reels 61-3.
For a more detailed discussion of the Walker campaign, see Greene, “The Strike at the
Ballot Box,” chapter 5.
William Mahon to Gompers, September 14, 1908; T. K. Heath to Gompers, September 25,
1906; John Welty to Gompers, October 24, 1906: all AFL Records, reel 62.
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Local activists succeeded in running their own campaigns only when one of
two conditions prevailed. Where organized labor enjoyed great strength (such
as New York City or Chicago) or when the AFL leaders felt relatively indif-
ferent about a campaign’s outcome (i.e., normally a “positive campaign” where
labor fought for a trade unionist or a close ally of the labor movement), AFL
national headquarters offered its services, but essentially left the important deci-
sions to local people. One or both of these conditions existed in a great many
cases, because the AFL leaders focused their resources and attention on Six to
eight crucial districts.

Political Conflict in the AFL

Although the majority of trade unionists greeted the AFL’s campaign program
with enthusiasm, the strategy generated diverse tensions and political quarrels
at every level of the AFL hierarchy. These disagreements shed light on the bar-
riers that prevented trade unionists from uniting and exercising influence in the
political sphere. We previously saw that considerable differences separated local
activists from their national leaders over what kinds of campaigns to run and
whom to nominate for office. Disagreements also emerged over which issues
mattered in the campaign, the degree of freedom allowed to local workers, which
political party would best represent workers’ interests, and even the future of
labor politics in America. The new campaign program also heightened tensions
within the AFL between Socialists and the pure and simple trade unionists who
dominated Federation affairs. And ultimately, amidst these disagreements, AFL
workers began to question their relationship to the party system: If nonpartisan-
ship had failed, and if party alliances enslaved the working class, what path into
the political arena would bring success?

The issues making up the AFL agenda in 1906 provided one lightning rod
for disagreement. National leaders chose to focus on issues that grew out of
their battle for federal legislation, but these often seemed like distant concerns
to local activists. When a worker in Eureka, California, asked Gompers for
literature discussing the issues relevant to his area, he received only a copy of
the Bill of Grievances and a letter from Gompers saying the Federation would
produce no literature regarding local issues. Local organizations, Gompers urged,
must generate such documents themselves.” The AFL national leaders stressed the
injunction and the eight-hour bill for government employees in their campaign
activities. These were leading trade union concerns at the time, to be sure, but
they poorly suited the day-to-day needs of workers across the United States. As
such, they would not likely provide the basis for a grassroots social movement.

In fact, AFL workers faced a much richer spectrum of political issues from
which to choose than that suggested by the Bill of Grievances. In September 1906,

% Gompers to W. H. Jewett, October 1, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks.
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as the campaign began to heat up, the Birmingham, Alabama, Labor Advocate
published prominently on its front page what it called the “AFL Program.” This
program shared little in common with the goals of Gompers or Furuseth. The
Birmingham workers’ agenda included an eight-hour law for all workers; the
abolition of sweatshops; municipal ownership of streetcars, waterworks, and
gas and electric plants; nationalization of telegraph, telephone, railroads and
mines, and abolition of the monopoly system of landholding.®® This agenda was
nearly identical to the proposal made by Thomas Morgan and debated by AFL
convention delegates back in 1894. Birmingham’s trade unionists, mostly non-
Socialists, still adhered to the vision of working-class collectivism represented
by Morgan’s program.

Across the country, as we saw in Chapter Three, trade unionists pursued polit-
ical goals such as municipal ownership, improved city services, and tax reform.
And during this same period, William Randolph Hearst began to enjoy his
greatest political popularity among workers. He built his appeal on the broadest
possible agenda, all of which, he said, added up to “Americanism.” Hearst’s
Independence League spread into working-class communities across the country,
stressing goals like regulation of trusts, public ownership of streetcars, popular
election of senators, and the eight-hour day.”’

Typically, local activists pushed these broader reform goals aside to focus
on the goals itemized in the Bill of Grievances once they began participating in
the AFL campaign program. Focusing their efforts on congressional campaigns,
most unionists stressed the injunction and the eight-hour bill for government
employees. Some independent labor movements created a more ambitious list
of goals. The Central Federated Union of New York City, for example, called
for municipal ownership of public utilities; abolition of the electoral college;
direct election of president, vice-president, judges, and senators; and the initia-
tive and referendum. More typical was the path chosen by Chicago activists:
For decades, unionists there had pursued a broad range of social welfare goals,
yet now in 1906 those activists participating in the AFL campaign program relied
primarily on the Bill of Grievances for setting their agenda.®®

Thus the AFL’s campaign program tended to push labor activists into an
unusually narrow arena of politics. Other problems existed with the AFL’s choice
of issues as well. Gompers and Morrison advised workers to decide their opin-
ion of candidates by interrogating congressmen’s records, especially in the most

 Birmingham Labor Advocate, September 15, 1906, “The AFL Program.”

% See Greene, “The Strike at the Ballot Box™; and Birmingham Labor Advocate, September 15,
1906, “Hearst Named for Governor.”

% Executive Committee, Central Federated Union, to the Members of Organized Labor of the
City of New York, August 5, 1906, AFL Records, reel 61. For an example of a local move-
ment virtually repeating the issues in the Bill of Grievances, see the United Labor Congress,
Mahoning County, Ohio, to the Congressional Candidates of the 18th Congressional District,
September 21, 1906, AFL Records, reel 62. For more on Chicago politics, see Greene, “The
Strike at the Ballot Box,” chapter 5.



A POPULAR UPRISING OF HONEST MEN 133

recent session of Congress. This not only focused the campaign on incumbents,
it also limited labor’s strategy to measures Speaker Cannon allowed onto the
main congressional floor.

In the 1905—6 session of Congress, Cannon and his allies so firmly controlled
the House of Representatives that virtually no bills of interest to the AFL came
up for a vote. Measures to reform injunction law or to enforce the eight-hour
bill died in committee. Only one vote, AFL leaders believed, could measure
whether a candidate deserved their support: The one exempting alien labor on
the Panama Canal from the eight-hour law for government employees. It would
be difficult to imagine an issue more poorly suited to serving as a central plank
in labor’s campaign. It placed the AFL in an extremely unpopular position. The
Panama Canal touched a patriotic chord among Americans of all classes. Few
native-born white Americans would support endangering the success of this
engineering project because of the discomfort caused to unskilled and foreign-
born laborers. A majority of congressmen had voted to exempt the canal from the
eight-hour bill, and most Americans appeared to support them in this decision.*

Many AFL members found the Panama Canal a difficult issue on which to
base their campaign work. Only an international union, however, openly opposed
Gompers on this point. T. J. Dolan, the secretary-treasurer of the International
Brotherhood of Steam Shovel and Dredge Men, perhaps the major union in-
volved in constructing the canal, asked Gompers not to blacklist Congressman
Boutell of Chicago because he voted to exempt alien labor. Dolan argued that
the congressman had always supported the eight-hour day before. Furthermore,
Dolan himself believed the canal should be exempted from the eight-hour law.
His own union members constructing the canal either worked eight-hour days
or received extra pay for overtime. According to them, . .. it is utterly imposs-
ible to get any work out of Jamaica negroes which are furnished to do the labori-
ous work down there. The U.S. is not in a position to furnish the common labor
for that work. This I know to be a fact.”

Yet Gompers refused to back down, ironically relying on racist language to
defend workers of color: “Every dollar expended in that canal will be paid for
by the American people and they have never yet shown themselves to be too
niggardly to pay a fair American standard of wages.” While standing up for for-
eign laborers, Gompers seemed more concerned about the impact on his own
skilled American craftsmen: “if the alien laborers are compelled to work twelve,
fourteen or more hours a day, . . . American workmen [cannot] limit their hours
of daily labor to eight.” Whether the Americans received overtime pay missed
the point: “it is not for overtime that the Eight Hour Law was enacted, it was
to secure a limit of the working day to eight hours. . ..”

% The vote on this measure was 146 in favor, 102 against, with 138 abstaining. See The Con-
gressional Record: The Proceedings and Debates of the Fifty-Ninth Congress, First Session,
Also Special Session of the Senate, Vol. 40 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing
Office, 1906), 1608.
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Gompers rejected any notion that the congressman deserved the AFL’s sup-
port, and he continued to urge defeat for anyone who voted to exempt the Canal
from the eight-hour day. Congressman Boutell, Gompers stressed, “is no doubt
‘quite friendly to labor,” just about this time, when he seeks the votes of the
working people and the friends to labor in order to re-elect him.” The Steam
Shovel and Dredge Men’s union continued to differ with Gompers. Soon there-
after, its leaders made Boutell an honorary member of the union and strongly
supported his bid for reelection. A number of other congressmen argued strenu-
ously to their working-class constituencies that the Canal Vote should not be
seen as representative of their position on labor issues.”™

The question of disciplining AFL. members, or, as the national leaders referred
to it, of “enforcing” the AFL program, emerged repeatedly during this cam-
paign. Dissent and disagreement would grow into a more crippling issue by
1908, but the AFL leaders first developed their strategy for combatting it in
1906. Gompers and Morrison did not anticipate complete acceptance of their
political strategy. As Gompers confided to a friend, “. .. we cannot expect to
attain absolute discipline in every place. Not even the old political parties with
their machinery and their unlimited funds and men are capable of doing that.””
Nonetheless, the AFL leaders did attempt to carry as much of the labor move-
ment behind them as possible. As Morrison put their strategy, “We will do
everything we can to protect our programme before all conventions.””?

In fact, the national leaders’ response varied according to the source of dis-
sent. With a high-ranking international official like Dolan of the Steam Shovel
and Dredge Men, little could be done. More strenuous efforts could be chanced
to win cooperation from central labor unions or local activists. Some locals
rejected the entire AFL program on the grounds that unions should not mix pol-
itics with union affairs. And, in a few cases, workers argued that labor should
not engage in politics except through a labor party. Establishing its own party,
the Central Federated Union of New York declared in its manifesto: “There is
room for all union men in this party, and there is no excuse for labor men
accepting nominations from the old political party machines, who only use them
as strike breakers.” Similarly the secretary of the Ashland, Wisconsin, Central
Labor Council complained that the AFL campaign program was built on the
flimsy basis of candidates’ personal promises: “Campaign promises are easily
made and ... quickly broken. Until Labor can put in the field and support a
strictly Labor ticket we elect to engage in politics merely as individuals.””

" T. J. Dolan to Gompers, August 15, 1906, AFL Records, reel 61; Gompers to Dolan, August 20,
1906, AFL Records, reel 61; Dolan to Gompers, September 6, 1906, AFL Records, reel 62;
Gompers to Dolan, October 6, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks; Dolan to Gompers, October 9,
1906, AFL Records, reel 63. For another example of workers finding the Panama issue to
be unworkable, see E. M. Roszelli to Gompers, October 10, 1906, AFL Records, reel 63.
Gompers to Edgar A. Perkins, August 4, 1906, AFL Records, reel 61.

Morrison to Adam Menche, Kewanee, Illinois, September 27, 1906, Morrison Letterbooks.
Central Federated Union of New York City to Members of Organized Labor, August 5,
1906; Grant Childs, secretary, Central Labor Council, Ashland, Wisconsin, to Gompers,
August 24, 1906: both AFL Records, reel 61.
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Socialists criticized the Federation program in harsher tones. Whereas many
non-Socialist unionists applauded the AFL leaders for finally embarking on a
more aggressive political program, Socialists rightly felt threatened and slighted.
The narrow trade union demands included in the Bill of Grievances disgusted
many radical workers, as did Gompers’s flirting with the Democratic Party while
he avoided the Socialists. One radical union interrogated Gompers about his
recent political practices. When Debs ran for the presidency in 1900 and 1904,
the union asked, “Did you, Mr. Gompers, work for . . . the election of this man?
Or did you advise organized labor to scab at the ballot box and vote for the
candidates of the parties from which you have for years been begging ‘in vain.” "

AFL national leaders acted aggressively in several cities to silence Socialist
critics and prevent them from defeating the Federation’s program. From August
through October, organizers traveled out to battle with Socialists. Morrison, for
example, congratulated an organizer in early September on “the throwdown of
the Socialists in Pawtucket, Rhode Island.” The campaign program may have even
provided pure and simple leaders with the excuse to attack Socialists in local
unions where their presence was strong. As Morrison noted, “It seems to me
that the Socialists are being defeated in nearly all the Central Bodies where they
had had a standing. They have been completely knocked out in St. Louis.””

The most extensive battle occurred over control of the Cleveland’s United
Trades and Labor Council and its organ, the Cleveland Citizen. Following orders
from the AFL leadership, organizer Thomas Flynn began working in late August
to ensure that a “trade unionist” (the leadership’s common term for a non-
Socialist AFL. member) win election as delegate to the AFL convention from
the Cleveland Labor Council. This required defeating, for the position the
prominent Cleveland union activist Max Hayes, a typographer, Socialist, and
longtime editor of the Cleveland Labor Council’s official organ, the Citizen. By
late September, the battle had escalated to one of control over the Cleveland
Labor Council. Morrison alerted Flynn that the Socialists must have been aware
of his actions. “Not possible for a campaign to be carried along lines that you

7% Robert Matteson et al. of the National Park Lodge, No. 168, in Livingston, Montana,
to Gompers, May 15, 1906. For other examples of Socialist criticism of the strategy, see
R. D. Mitchell, secretary, Phoenix Miners’ Union, Western Federation of Miners Local No. 8,
to Gompers, August 4, 1906; M. M. Gradeo, secretary, Tailors’ Union No. 402, to Gompers,
August 23, 1906; Garnett Riley, president, Minnesota District Union No. 11, Western Fed-
eration of Miners, to Gompers, August 11, 1906; F. Ludwig, secretary, Cigarmakers Local
No. 10, Providence, Rhode Island, to Gompers, August 9, 1906; B. Weckstein, secretary,
Bakery and Confectionery Workers No. 167, Newark, New Jersey, to Gompers, August 6,
1906; William Prince, secretary, Western Federation of Miners No. 44, Randsberg, CA, to
Morrison, July 30, 1906; Cigarmakers Local No. 245, Ashland, Wisconsin, to Gompers,
August 18, 1906; W. U. Ewing, Musicians’ Protective Union No. 302, Haverhill, Massachusetts,
to Gompers, August 16, 1906; all AFL Records, reel 61.

Similar fights broke out between Socialists and pure and simple trade unionists in this period
in Providence, Rhode Island; Kewanee, Illinois; and New Castle, Pennsylvania. See Mor-
rison to William E. Terry, Providence, Rhode Island September 1, 1906; Morrison to Adam
Menche, September 27, 1906; Morrison to Stuart Reid, October 20, 1906: all Morrison
Letterbooks.
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mention without it getting to their attention. You can gamble upon the fact that
they . . . took as much action as they could to offset your efforts.”

Those unionists in Cleveland allied with Gompers managed to pass resolu-
tions ensuring their control over both the Labor Council and the Citizen (leading
one Gompersite delegate to exult: “We’ve put the Socialists down and out. . . .”),
but a second vote returned the Socialists to power. At the next meeting of the
Labor Council, a bitter battle broke out between Socialists and Gompers’s pure
and simple allies. When some workers cheered on hearing Gompers’s name,
another delegate bitterly cried out: “All right, follow on if you want to become
the tail to somebody’s political kite.” The Socialists certainly saw AFL organizer
Flynn — and by extension, Samuel Gompers himself — as the cause of their trou-
bles. The Cleveland Citizen noted bitterly: “Until Mr. Flynn arrived in Cleveland
the labor movement was progressing on a high plane, but since the gentleman’s
advent secret meetings have been held, schemes concocted, enmities aroused
and a generally bad feeling engendered that promises anything but good to the
toilers who work and live here.” Amidst such tensions, the AFL leaders decided
to retreat. Ordering Flynn to leave Cleveland, Morrison noted that otherwise,
workers there “may feel that the AFL is the directing force in this protest against
the [domination] of the Socialists, which, of course, you know is not true.”’®

Enforcement, however, could work both ways. In fact, local workers often
demanded that the AFL national leaders respect their prerogatives. The principle
of “local autonomy” constituted more than a gift from national leaders: It was a
precondition for workers’ active involvement in the campaign program. Regularly,
local activists wrote Gompers demanding that he not endorse anyone until they
decided what to do, or upbraiding him for endorsing the wrong person. St. Louis
workers wrote Gompers in September, for example, to say that the Democratic
nominee against Congressman Richard Bartholdt was on his way to Washington
to get Gompers’s endorsement. They instructed Gompers not to give it, as they hoped
to nominate a straight labor candidate.” We saw the same thing when Illinois
workers told Gompers not to back the Democratic candidate, as they supported

" See Morrison to Thomas Flynn on these dates: August 27, 1906, September 29, 1906, and
October 23, 1906; Morrison to Max Morris, October 12, 1906; Morrison to the AFL
Executive Council, October 13 and 20, 1906; Morrison to James Duncan, October 24, 1906.
For the AFL’s battle against Socialists in New Castle, see Morrison to Stuart Reid, October 20
and 24, 1906. Morrison wrote Reid in the midst of his work in New Castle: “I am satisfied
that you are now in your seventh heaven. A real fight with real Socialists, and victory
perched on your banner in the first round. What I am looking for is the sequel — remember
Cleveland.” For all the preceding, see Morrison Letterbooks. The quote from the Cleveland
Citizen appeared on October 20, 1906, but for a full report, see also the issues for October 13
and 27.

Occasionally, the AFL enforced its program before non-Socialist challengers. When
Gompers saw an article in the Washington Post about Cincinnati workers opposing the eight-
hour bill, he immediately instructed organizers to investigate as it would be of great use to
the AFL’s opponents. Gompers to Frank Rist, October 13, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks.
Nat Eaton, first vice-president, International Association of Car Workers, St. Louis, to
Gompers, September 21, 1906, AFL Records, reel 62.
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Socialist John Walker. Similarly, when reports circulated that Gompers had
endorsed the incumbent Congressman Buckman of St. Cloud, Minnesota, area trade
unionists met en masse and endorsed him as well. The editor of the St. Cloud
labor newspaper criticized the AFL leaders’ endorsement, saying he could never
vote for Buckman, that no union voter should, and Gompers must correct his
error “if organized labor here wishes to hold the respect of the public at large.”
Morrison responded that they had not endorsed the congressman, and hoped, if
conditions were as this unionist described them, that no labor man would.”®

Just as the AFL’s campaign program raised questions about the relationship
between local and national leaders and the degree of freedom allowed to the
former on political questions, so it also initiated debate about the meaning of
party politics. Formally, this campaign strategy continued the nonpartisan focus
emphasized by national leaders for more than a decade. The AFL leaders urged
their members to escape party tyranny, ignore their party loyalties, and vote for
the best man, whether Republican, Democrat, Socialist, or independent. Success
depended on enfranchised workers taking their class consciousness into the bal-
lot box while abandoning their partisan ties. Yet, by embarking on an electoral
campaign, AFL leaders and members in effect began experimenting with their
relationship to the party system. Unionists throughout the Federation hierarchy
asked themselves: How could a class organization operate effectively within the
party system? What sort of alliances would sustain their independence and man-
liness while affording political success? And how closely could the AFL move
toward the existing parties without slipping into the abyss of partisanship?

When he took the Federation into politics, Gompers hoped to avoid partisan
attachments. The times urgently required that the unions escalate their political
activities, he argued, but labor must cautiously approach its new responsibi-
lities: “We must remain in the middle of the road so far as the interests and
principles of labor are concerned but every element should be used to further
those interests and principles.”” Yet in the context of America’s political struc-
ture, partisanship constituted an integral part of that middle road.

Speculation flourished that with their campaign program, AFL workers had
taken a first step toward a labor party. Many outside of the labor movement
criticized the Federation for precisely this. As one newspaper editor said, “. ..
it will not mend matters to turn the labor union into a political party.” And
socialist unionists such as Max Hayes saw in the program the beginning of a
labor party similar to Great Britain’s.®

8 Charles Allen, editor and publisher of the St. Cloud (Minnesota) Union Herald, to Morrison,
August 30, 1906; Morrison to Allen, September 6, 1906: both AFL Records, reel 62.

" Gompers to James H. Hatch, October 3, 1906, Gompers Letterbooks.

8 Samuel Gompers, “The Solicitude of Our Friend — the Enemy,” AF, 13 (8), August 1906,
536-8. William Dick, Labor and Socialism in America: The Gompers Era (Port Washington,
NY: Kennikat Press, 1972), 123. For an example of Max Hayes’s reaction to the AFL cam-
paign program, see his column titled “World of Labor” in International Socialist Review,
April 1906, 6 (10), p. 628.
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Gompers and Morrison strenuously contested the idea that they had moved
toward forming a labor party, and they repeatedly described their program as
identical to that undertaken by British labor. In fact, by the summer of 1906,
British unionists had gone beyond their Labor Representation Committee to create
the Labour Party. Yet in a speech to New York City cigarmakers, Gompers hotly
denied that a labor party existed in Britain. Similarly, Morrison also argued that
the AFL had established the same policy as had the British Trades Union Con-
gress: Both the AFL and the TUC, he said, had centralized their political activity
— by forming a Labor Representation Committee that determined policy for the
entire labor movement instead of letting each union create a separate approach.®!

The Federation leaders stood between a rock and a hard place. They abhorred
the idea of a labor party nearly as much as they despised Socialism: Both would
dramatically lessen the power and control possessed by men like Gompers
and Morrison, Furuseth, and Lennon. Yet in a system dominated by the parties,
nonpartisanship provided no passport to political influence. Reconciliation with
a major party, on the other hand, beckoned to AFL leaders and promised an
end to their political stalemate.

We saw in Chapter Three that the NAM’s success at forming a close rela-
tionship with conservative Republicans forced the AFL leaders to go beyond
lobbying and think more carefully about how the major parties might be use-
ful. Thus during 1906, although Federation leaders remained committed to non-
partisanship in their rhetoric, in fact they and unionists across the country moved
closer to the Democratic Party. Most trade unionists who ran for Congress did so
as Democrats; and AFL members most often supported Democratic congress-
men for reelection. More importantly, during its campaigns in this year, the AFL
began for the first time to share political strategy and finances with Democrats
in some locations, establishing a precedent for a much stronger alliance that was
soon to come. The Republican Party, meanwhile, became increasingly estranged
from labor. Joseph Cannon’s criticism of the AFL grew so shrill that President
Roosevelt himself urged Cannon to stop attacking Gompers, as it would only
alienate the public and win sympathy for labor’s cause.®

These changes in AFL political policy confused and sometimes bewildered
rank-and-file trade unionists. The secretary of the Arkansas State Federation of
Labor expressed his perplexity to the AFL leaders in July 1906. While some of
his members had begun mobilizing politically as Gompers suggested, there were
problems: “it will be some time before the majority will understand the differ-
ence between partisanship and politics.”®* In Progressive America, the two were
indeed difficult to disentangle.

81 Samuel Gompers, “Talks on Labor: Trade Unions and Politics,” AF, 13 (8), August 1906,
541-5; Morrison to J. D. Pierce, Chicago, September 13, 1906, Morrison Letterbooks.

82 For Roosevelt’s advice to Cannon, see the letter dated September 17, 1906, Joseph G.
Cannon Papers, Illinois State Historical Society, Springfield. For more information on the
AFL’s evolving relationship to the Democratic Party, see chapter 6, below.

8 L. H. Moore to Gompers, July 16, 1906, AFL Records, reel 61.
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The vocabulary AFL members used to express their political opinions provides
one indication of how deeply these issues resonated. The political perspectives
of AFL workers were shaped profoundly by the legacy of republicanism, an
ideology that placed great value on notions like independence, bravery, equal-
ity, and pride. Workers, according to this perspective, must carry themselves in
the political sphere in a dignified way at all times and avoid actions that would
make them appear servile or deferential.

AFL unionists linked these notions closely to qualities of manliness. Male
workers had debated the “manly” or “unmanly” consequences of political strat-
egies since before the AFL’s founding. References to masculinity seemed espe-
cially common at times of political crisis. During the 1894 debate over Thomas
Morgan’s program, for example, one of its opponents declared: “I hope we are
men enough, that we have manhood enough to settle the question here.”®*

In 1906 and again in 1908, the Federation’s political debates repeatedly
touched on issues of masculinity. The poem that most poignantly expressed the
AFL’s goals, entitled “The Strike at the Ballot Box,” included the following
stanza: “No matter where our fathers fought, Let us be men as they....” Can-
didates like Milwaukee telegrapher William Cary commonly employed such
concepts in their campaign literature. Arguing that trade unionists should be
elected to Congress so labor would have friends “inside,” a poster for Cary noted
that “The real man should not have to stand on the outside with his hat in his
hand and humbly knock at the door.”® Conversely, Gompers’s critics regularly
chastised the campaign program for its unmanly characteristics. Montana
Socialists felt disgusted by the Bill of Grievances and complained to Gompers,
“As a specimen of the abject, servile, unmanly attitude to which honest work-
ingmen can descend, it is a gem. From beginning to end there is not a single
demand in it . .. there is nothing but the whine of the coward and the supplica-
tion of the slave to his master. ... No one has any respect for a beggar.”®

For AFL workers, manliness thus became not only central to their political
culture, but a shorthand way to evoke other values a republican citizen should
possess. Back in 1898, Gompers had justified the AFL’s lobbying work: “Some
say that we cringingly supplicate Congress for laws. This is positively untrue.
On the contrary, we ask the members of Congress, in a plain, honest, manly
fashion, to enact legislation in the interests of labor agreed upon at our con-
ventions.” A few years later, Gompers explicitly linked masculinity with repub-
lican citizenship: “Sturdy, virile manhood” was “essential to the maintenance
and perpetuation of free institutions and a republican form of government.” Nor

8 American Federation of Labor, A Verbatum Report of the Discussion on the Political
Programme, At the Denver Convention of the American Federation of Labor, December 14,
15, 1894 (sic) (New York: The Freytag Press, 1895), 46.

8 Russell R. Doty, “The Strike at the Ballot Box,” AF, 15 (10), October 1908, 876; William
Cary’s campaign poster, July 1906, AFL Records, reel 61.

8 Robert Matteson and other officials of the National Park Lodge No. 168 in Livingston,
Montana, to Gompers, May 15, 1906, AFL Records, reel 61.
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was Gompers the only unionist to make this connection. As an Indianapolis car-
penter in 1908 described the meaning of the AFL’s campaign program, ‘“The
trade union has stood these many years as a policeman, with club in hand, beat-
ing back the robber; but the robber has now got the Government at his back,
and now the American workingman must use the weapon of a free man — the
ballot — and through that weapon become master.”™

Thus the questions facing AFL workers touched on more than politics. At
stake was the proud independence of male trade unionists. Nonpartisanship
seemed a failed strategy, but flirting with the party system risked working-class
enslavement. In 1903, Gompers had railed against the Socialist Party by inquir-
ing of trade unionists whether they desired to be the “tail to somebody’s polit-
ical kite.” Now, in 1906, during the battle to control the Cleveland Central Labor
Union, a trade unionist responded to cheers for Gompers by saying: “All right,
follow on if you want to become the tail to somebody’s political kite.” Suddenly,
under Gompers’s leadership, even pure and simple politics seemed to threaten
workers’ independence.

As an effort to mobilize trade unionists on behalf of class-conscious political
behavior, the AFL campaign program of 1906 achieved significant success. The
national leaders ably used the resources of the AFL for political ends, turning
the American Federationist into a propaganda tool and assigning their salaried
organizers to political tasks. Trade unionists across the country acted energetic-
ally on the AFL program. Yet, as an effort to influence the makeup of Congress,
the campaign’s achievements remained limited. The AFL failed to defeat any
of its top enemies in the Republican Party, such as Joseph Cannon or Charles
Littlefield. But AFL members and leaders could celebrate the election of four
trade unionists to Congress.

87 Samuel Gompers, “Division and Defeat . . . or Unity and Success?” AF, 5 (2), April 1898,
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Manliness, Police Reform, and the State,” Journal of Social History, 28 (3), Spring 1995,
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Historians such as Gary Fink, Michael Rogin, and Michael Kazin have argued
that state and local leaders followed a different political agenda than did their
national counterparts.®® The character of the AFL’s 1906 campaign reinforces
their findings. Local and national leaders sharply diverged in the political choices
they made. Their diverse activities suggest that political debate within the AFL
was richer and more complex than a focus on divisions over socialism might
indicate. Local labor leaders fought their campaigns less like a pressure group
and more like a labor party. Theirs were more positive campaigns, and more
often they supported trade unionist candidates for office.

Yet the AFL campaign program also involved a new activism by the national
organization, carried out primarily by the AFL’s paid organizers. The strategy
brought national and local labor officials into direct contact, a new phenomenon
for labor politics. This interaction was a complicated and often troubled one.
One rarely sees direct evidence of local people criticizing the activities of AFL
organizers in their town (as it is rare in general to see criticism of Gompers’s
machine, except by Socialist Party leaders). Yet the differing political approaches,
combined with the greater resources and control held by the national represen-
tatives, often created tensions at the heart of the AFL political program. Although
disagreements remained limited in 1906 by the AFL’s principle of local autonomy,
the national leaders inconsistently applied that principle. On several occasions,
Gompers and Morrison felt compelled to enforce their program, particularly
when they faced dissent from Socialists. All these problems would grow dra-
matically in 1908, when the Federation added to its political activities by par-
ticipating in a presidential campaign.

8 Gary M. Fink, Labor’s Search for Political Order: The Political Behavior of the Missouri
Labor Movement, 1890—1940 (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1973), 161-82; Michael
Rogin, “Voluntarism: The Political Functions of an Antipolitical Doctrine,” Industrial and
Labor Relations Review 15 (4), July 1962, 521-35; Michael Kazin, Barons of Labor: The
San Francisco Building Trades and Union Power in the Progressive Era (Urbana: Univer-
sity of Illinois Press, 1983).



CHAPTER FIVE

Delivering the Labor Vote

In February 1908, the open-shop drive achieved its greatest victory when the
U.S. Supreme Court declared, in Loewe v. Lawlor, that labor organizations could
be prosecuted as trusts under the Sherman Act. On hearing of the decision,
Samuel Gompers proclaimed: “the most grave and momentous crisis ever faced
by the wage-workers of our country is now upon us. Our industrial rights have
been shorn from us and our liberties are threatened.”" Earlier events had demon-
strated the open-shop activists’ profitable political alliance with the Republican
Party and especially its congressional leaders, but now Loewe v. Lawlor showed
that the nation’s highest court had enlisted in the antilabor campaign. Labor felt
a noose tightening around its neck.

More than ever before, by 1908, trade unionists saw politics as providing the
solution to their deepening crisis. Judicial harassment, they concluded, could be
eliminated only by winning legislation that would exempt unions from the
Sherman Act and limit injunctions, or that would allow citizens to elect federal
judges. J. C. Skemp, secretary-treasurer of the Painters’ Union, for example,
argued that workers must proceed by electing their friends to state legislatures
and to Congress: “We must sink all racial, religious, and political differences
and stand shoulder to shoulder as one man. We must carry our unionism to the
ballot box. Too long we have left it in the shop and on the job.”

Thus, the American Federation of Labor leaders escalated their political strat-
egy again in 1908, fighting with renewed vigor and determination to elect their
friends and defeat their enemies. At the heart of this new strategy stood a formal

! “Address to Workers,” issued by the AFL’s Conference of Protest, March 18, 1908, American
Federationist (hereafter cited as AF), 15 (4), April 1908, 269.

2 J. C. Skemp in “Amend the Sherman Anti-Trust Law — Labor Must Exercise its Political
Power. A Symposium by Men of Affairs,” AF, 15 (5), May 1908, 359—60. See also Owen
Miller (secretary, American Federation of Musicians), Daniel Keefe (president, International
Longshoremen, Marine, and Transportworkers’ Association), George L. Berry (president,
International Printing Pressmen’s Union), AF, 15 (3), March 1908, 168, 178, and 172, respec-
tively; J. H. Kaefer (Stove Mounters’ International Union), and J. B. Grout (International
Metal Polishers’ Union), AF, 15 (5), May 1908, 360-1.
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partnership between the AFL and the Democratic Party in support of William
Jennings Bryan’s presidential bid. The two organizations shared finances and
consulted together to shape the substance and tactics of the campaign. As orga-
nized labor’s most ambitious effort yet to influence the course of national politics,
this alliance pushed the AFL into vastly different circumstances. The national
limelight, the arena of presidential politics, and partisan loyalties all began to
influence labor’s political capabilities in ways Gompers scarcely could have
anticipated.

At the same time, the AFL’s political visibility in 1908 gave ordinary trade
unionists a new means of influencing the major parties. Workers, their needs and
interests, and the political role played by their dominant institutions all became
leading issues in national politics during 1908, helping to recast partisan rela-
tionships and alliances along the way. The major parties, along with other
influential players like William Randolph Hearst and the Socialists, competed
amongst themselves to attract working-class voters. How did the AFL’s new
role affect the political process, the parties, the mechanics and discourse of their
campaigns, and even the AFL itself? Those questions will concern this and the
following chapter.

Partisan Culture and the Working Class

In 1893, James Bryce wrote in The American Commonwealth about the dom-
inant role parties played in American political life, especially as compared to
their counterparts in Europe. In the United States, he wrote, “party association
and organization are to the organs of government almost what the motor nerves
are to the muscles, sinews, and bones of the human body. They transmit the
motive power, they determine the directions in which the organs act.”* Fifteen
years later, party politicians faced a more complex political environment. The
nineteenth-century world of partisan politics faded after 1896 as closely con-
tested elections, unwavering party loyalties, and campaign politics based on mass
entertainment all declined. The party ruled over American politics during the
Gilded Age, but by the Progressive era both party structures and traditions began
to decompose in discernible ways. Citizen participation in electoral politics fell,
while split-ticket voting and other measures of independent thinking soared.
Factionalism divided the Republican Party and Democratic Party organizations
during this period, as progressive and conservative wings battled for ascendancy.
Last but not least, the parties faced challenges from new sectors as the presi-
dency and independent state bureaucracies grew more influential and as orga-
nizations like the NAM and the AFL emerged to contest the parties’ power. The
presence of these and many other organizations on the political stage meant that

3 James Bryce, The American Commonwealth (New York: Macmillan, 1920, originally 1893),
2:3.
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a new level of political rivalry became influential, as groups jockeyed against
each other and against the political parties for status and power.*

Yet, although no longer at the height of their power, the parties still dom-
inated the body politic much as Bryce had written a decade before. At least
three factors helped the partisan culture withstand its challengers. First, the new
extra-party organizations, although often innovative and politically aggressive,
lacked the parties’ experience and range, particularly at electoral maneuvers. They
needed the parties’ resources to achieve political success. Similarly, the state
bureaucracies remained nascent and vulnerable to party pressure throughout the
Progressive era. Second, as Walter Dean Burnham has noted, the party system
now “pivoted on a bifurcated, increasingly entrenched structure of one-party
hegemony.” The former Confederate states and some border areas remained loy-
ally Democratic, whereas the Republicans dominated through much of the North-
east and Middle West, particularly in urban-industrial areas.’ Third, although the
parties could not stave off key political reforms during the Progressive era, they
did control the shape those reforms assumed. When passing laws that shaped
the electorate, or the ease with which alternative parties could compete elec-
torally, the major parties managed to lose little. Even as the electorate shrank
in size and as the major parties grew less attractive to Americans, alternatives
to those parties (independent and Socialist parties) were ironically being closed
down.® These factors sustained the structure and culture of the party system and
made the AFL’s nonpartisanship increasingly untenable.

Because the major parties became vulnerable to attack during these years and
began losing many of their traditional supporters, they scrambled to reinvent
themselves and adapt to changing political circumstances. Elites in both parties
cast an eye across American society, searching for allies, and both groups trained

4 The best introduction to these changes in American politics is Walter Dean Burnham, “The
System of 1896: An Analysis,” in Paul Kleppner et al., eds., The Evolution of American
Electoral Systems (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1981), 147—-202. See also Samuel Hays,
“Political Parties and the Community-Society Continuum,” in William N. Chambers and
Walter Dean Burnham, eds., The American Party Systems: Stages in Political Development,
2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), 152—81; Michael McGerr, The Decline
of Popular Politics: The American North, 1865-1928 (Oxford and New York, 1986); Richard
McCormick, From Realignment to Reform: Political Change in New York State, 1893—1910
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1981); and idem, The Party Period and Public Policy:
American Politics from the Age of Jackson to the Progressive Era (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1986). For a useful analysis of Progressive era political historiography,
see Daniel Rodgers, “In Search of Progressivism,” Reviews in American History, 10 (4),
December 1982, 113-32.

5 See Burnham, “System of 1896,” 181.

® On changes in election laws and their impact, see Peter H. Argersinger, “ ‘A Place on the
Ballot’: Fusion Politics and Antifusion Laws,” American Historical Review, 85, 1980, 287—
306; Paul Kleppner and Stephen C. Baker, “The Impact of Voter Registration Requirements
on Electoral Turnout, 1900—16,” Journal of Political and Military Sociology, 8, 1980, 205—
26; and Charles Edward Merriam and Louise Overacker, Primary Elections (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1928).
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their sight carefully on those American workers who could vote. Two factors
complicated the parties’ effort to court workers’ support. First, both the Demo-
crats and Republicans needed to decide which workers they wished to recruit,
and in particular whether they would appeal to workers en masse, or, working
through the leaders of organized labor, to American trade unionists. Second,
both parties sought not to alienate employers, and factions within each party
remained hostile to labor and its demands.

Historically, the Democratic Party stood for local autonomy, a weak central
government, and a commitment to individual liberty. As David Sarasohn recently
demonstrated, however, from 1896 onwards the party remade itself into the
major representative of reform in America, rejected its old affection for laissez-
faire policies, and accepted the need for governmental activism.” In 1896, the
Democratic Party split apart as conservative Cleveland Democrats and busi-
nessmen jumped ship while William Jennings Bryan built a reformist campaign
around the issue of free silver. Party leaders spent the next decade locked in
a struggle for control. In 1904, eastern conservatives regained dominance over
the party, but failed to elect their presidential candidate, Alton Parker. Although
Roosevelt campaigned in that year as the enemy of the trusts, the Democrats’
conservative gold standard candidate still could not win significant business sup-
port. After the 1904 returns came in, Bryan and his supporters returned to power
within the party. By 1906, Democratic unity was increasing around a program
that firmly embraced reform and governmental activism.

Bryan himself was a complex personality. A charismatic demigod to thou-
sands of adoring Americans, to his many opponents (particularly easterners), he
was no more than a Prairie buffoon, a hick lacking proper manners. One Lincoln
woman described him decades later to her daughter as “simply the most hand-
some man I ever saw. He was spellbinding.” Teddy Roosevelt, on the other
hand, felt that although Bryan was “a kindly, well-meaning man, he is both shal-
low and a demagogue.”® Yet whatever his personal strengths or weaknesses,
Bryan dominated the Democrats in the period after 1896, shaping the party into
a reform organization capable of winning the White House. The turning point
in the Democrats’ long struggle toward political success appears now to have
been the years around 1906 and 1908. Despite continued defeats in those years,
the Democrats began to gain in popularity and momentum, gradually building
up a wave of support that would finally bring victory in 1912.°

" David Sarasohn, The Party of Reform: Democrats in the Progressive Era (Jackson: Univer-
sity Press of Mississippi, 1989). See also Robert Cherny, “The Democratic Party in the Era
of William Jennings Bryan,” in Peter B. Kovler, ed., Democrats and the American Idea: A
Bicentennial Appraisal (Washington, DC: Center for National Policy Press, 1992), 171-201.
Interview with Helen K. Greene, regarding her mother’s descriptions of Bryan, February 22,
1994; Theodore Roosevelt to Elihu Root, September 4, 1906, in Elting E. Morison, ed., The
Letters of Theodore Roosevelt, Vol. 5 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1952).

On 1906 as a turning point in the Democrats’ fortunes, see Sarasohn, Party of Reform, 26—7;
and Samuel P. Hays, “The Social Analysis of American Political History,” Political Science
Quarterly, 80 (3), September 1965, 386.
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Historians have often portrayed Bryan as indifferent to political victory,
stressing that to him principles mattered more than success. Yet, although he
certainly opposed the crude opportunism resorted to by many politicians, some
contemporaries saw another side of Bryan. Teaching Sunday school in Normal,
Nebraska, in 1907, Bryan announced one day that the topic of discussion would
be “Success.” One clever little boy, “thinking of Mr. Bryan’s having twice run
in vain for the Presidency of the United States” proposed that “one’s success
should be judged by the effort put forth.” But Bryan sharply corrected the
boy, declaring that the only measure of success lay in achieving one’s goal.'
Although Bryan never occupied the White House, he did win his larger ambi-
tion: He defeated the conservatives in his party and remade the Democratic Party
into a vehicle for reform.

Bryan’s political philosophy evolved during the early Progressive era to
embrace a broad range of reforms. Immediately after the 1904 campaign, Bryan
wrote that Democrats must abandon their laissez-faire philosophy and accept
the need for a stronger and more activist federal government. A year and a half
later, returning from an extended trip abroad that enhanced his reputation at home,
Bryan spelled out his intentions in a riveting speech: “Plutocracy is abhorrent to
a republic. . . . The time is ripe for the overthrow of this giant wrong.” Stressing
the “Jeffersonian doctrine of equal rights to all and special privileges to none,”
Bryan called for the elimination of monopolies, direct election of senators, an
income tax, injunction reform, and, most provocatively, government ownership of
all railroads. Here was a program that could generate enthusiasm among Amer-
ican workers, one bearing great similarity to the proposals made by Hearst’s
Independence League at this time."

Yet on hearing of this program, moderate Democrats throughout the coun-
try excoriated Bryan for what they considered his bow toward socialism. One
New York publisher wrote in dismay, “I have been flattering Bryan — to help
shut off the Hearst boom — and I have indulged in hopes that he would develop
into a real leader. But that railroad program simply stuns me. I believe it will
land Bryan again in the ditch, and it should land him there before our conven-
tion.” Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World, a leading voice among Democrats,
expressed its disgust more openly: “Within six hours after he had landed at
the Battery he had split his party wide open again. That was indeed peerless

' Theodore A. Kiesselbach, “What’s In a Life?” unpublished autobiographical manuscript.
The view that Bryan cared little for success originally came from the memoirs of Arthur
W. Dunn, From Harrison to Harding: A Personal Narrative, Covering a Third of a Century,
1888-1921 (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1922), 2:47—-9. Dunn quotes the Nebraskan
as responding, when a politician criticized him for choosing “impossible” issues that would
meet with defeat: “Win! Win! That’s it! You want to win! You would sacrifice principle
for success. I would not.”

Bryan’s 1904 statement supporting a more active central government is discussed in Paolo
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leadership.”'? Although Bryan dropped government ownership from his program
to soothe the worries of moderate Democrats, which undoubtedly weakened his
appeal among workers, many easterners remained hostile toward him and con-
servative party papers like the New York Times refused to support his nomination.
Thus, while the Democrats demonstrated unusual unity as the 1908 campaign
approached, some critics refused to climb on Bryan’s wagon. Not until Woodrow
Wilson emerged four years later did a complete reconciliation between the Cleve-
land and Bryan wings take place."

Bryan’s leadership elevated a select group of men to leading positions within
the Democratic Party. The most important player was Charles W. Bryan, who
lacked his older brother’s charm but perhaps outdid him in political sagacity.
Charles ran the Bryan machine back in Nebraska, put out the Commoner, and
advised his brother on all political matters."* After Charles, William Bryan counted
newspapermen among his closest allies. Josephus Daniels of North Carolina had
been a strong “Bryan man” since 1896, and in 1908 would head the party’s
Publicity Bureau. Louis F. Post, a single taxer, municipal ownership activist,
and publisher of Chicago’s Public, anchored Bryan on his left. Bryan declared
to Post during this period that “I count you among the soundest as well as among
the most discreet of my political advisors. . ..”"> And though their relationship
could easily grow cold, Bryan also looked to Henry Watterson of the Louisville
Courier-Journal for advice on political matters. Watterson, a leader of the Gold
Democrats who bolted the party in 1896, spoke with a more influential voice
than most other Democrats. As a moderate, his support for Bryan counted a
great deal. Bryan knew the power of Watterson’s editorial commentary, telling
him once that “You are in a position to answer those New York fellows as none
of the rest of our papers can.” Accordingly, Bryan sought Watterson’s advice
on most key decisions, including his choice for vice-president and for National
Chairman of the party.'®

Under Bryan’s leadership, the Democratic Party shaped itself, as Sarasohn has
noted, into a coalition of outsiders: southerners, westerners, farmers, immigrants,

12 G. H. Benedict to Alton Parker, September I, 1906, Alton Parker Papers, Library of Con-
gress Manuscripts Division; the World is quoted in Sarasohn, Party of Reform, 23.
Unlike the New York Times, many newspapers that had previously opposed Bryan now sup-
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July 24, 1908. Yet reformist magazines like The World’s Work, which had been boosting
Bryan, soured on him after this speech and ultimately supported Taft for the presidency in
1908. Compare the magazine’s position immediately before and after Bryan’s speech by
consulting “The March of Events,” The World’s Work, 12 (4), August 1906, and 12 (6),
October 1906.
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Bryan to Post, November 12, 1904, Louis F. Post Papers, Library of Congress, Manuscripts
Division.
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and, Bryan hoped, workers. Having alienated most businessmen, the Democrats
had no choice but to build a program of reform that would appeal to enfran-
chised workers on the farms and in the factories. And that is precisely what
they did. The South, where the legacy of populism and the absence of powerful
corporations produced strong support for reform, provided the party’s greatest
strength. Yet Southern progressivism was limited to whites: Regional leaders
like Josephus Daniels, the influential publisher of the Raleigh (N.C.) News and
Observer, combined a reform spirit with fierce racism. The “Jim Crow Progress-
ivism” practiced by southern Democrats alienated many northerners, but the
approach was certainly not limited to the South. William Jennings Bryan’s racial
outlook, according to historian William Smith, would have been acceptable to
any southern segregationist; as party leader, the views of “The Peerless One”
reinforced and propagated the Democracy’s racism.'?

If the party’s current strength lay with farmers and white southerners, its
future potential rested in the votes of American workers. Since the debacle of
1896, Bryan had become enamored of a singular dream: Democratic victory
would be achieved through a political marriage of workers and farmers. That
year, the party won farmers’ support but failed to convince northern workers
of its virtues. Without strong support from the working class, Democrats would
possess little foothold in the country’s industrial centers because business so
firmly opposed them.'® Bryan dutifully supported organized labor’s goals begin-
ning with his first race against McKinley, but his own penchant to build single-
issue campaigns limited his appeal among workers. In 1896, for example, he
preached for silver incessantly — even though the Democratic platform included
other issues that might appeal more successfully to working-class voters nervous

17 See Sarasohn, Party of Reform, 20 and passim; William H. Smith, “William Jennings Bryan
and Racism,” Journal of Negro History, 54 (2), April 1969: 127—49; Jack T. Kirby, Darkness
at the Dawning: Race and Reform in the Progressive South (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1972);
Arthur S. Link, “The Progressive Movement in the South, 1870-1914,” North Carolina
Historical Review, 23, October 1946, 483—94; Dewey Grantham, The Democratic South
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1965); and idem, Southern Progressivism: The Reconciliation
of Progress and Tradition (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1983). Similarly to
Sarasohn’s image of Democrats as “outsiders,” some scholars see the party as representing
America’s “periphery” in opposition to the Republican-dominated “metropole.” See, for
example, Elizabeth Sanders, “Farmers, Workers, and State Expansion in the Progressive
Era,” CSSC, The Working Papers Series, 72, July 1988; and Paul Kleppner, Continuity and
Change in Electoral Politics, 1893-1928 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1987).
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about inflation. In 1900, Bryan’s campaign focused on imperialism: again, an
issue that at best failed to address workers’ problems, and at worst alienated
workingmen influenced by the nationalism and jingoism of the day.

Other barriers also loomed over the Democracy’s project to recruit workers
behind the party’s banner. Workers’ race, ethnicity, and religion, and the region
or city in which they lived all shaped their political preferences. Since the 1896
contest between Bryan and McKinley, the Republican Party had strengthened
its hold over the industrialized sections of the North and Middle West, whereas
the Democrats gained in the South. Nonsouthern urban workers had provided
the Republicans with important gains. Yet in many northern cities, Democratic
machines continued to claim workers’ loyalties, and throughout the region many
workers, particularly recent immigrants and workers of German or Irish descent,
remained tied to the Democrats. Protestant workers born to native-born parents
were most likely to vote Republican."

Even for those workers inclined to favor the Democrats, the party’s history
included several troubling episodes. The worst depression in history up to that
time began in 1893 under Democratic President Cleveland, and voters possess
exceptionally long memories when it comes to an economic crisis. In 1894,
Cleveland deployed an injunction and federal troops to break the Pullman boy-
cott. Furthermore, the rural and southern roots of the Democratic Party repelled
many workers. Although the populist movement appealed to some industrial
workers, aspects of the farmers’ movement — such as the cry for silver — failed to
excite many others. Building unity between farmers and workers would require
gradual change and work at the grassroots level. Some workers likewise resented
the visible role southerners played within the Democratic Party because of the
region’s harsh treatment of workers and unions, and, in some cases, because of
its racist caste structure.*

Furthermore, enfranchised workers inhabited a complex political universe by
1908, one in which diverse groups competed for their support. Many trade union-
ists, following decades of advice from pure and simple leaders, disdained party
politics. Left-wing syndicalists argued that workers should reject politics alto-
gether, and after 1903, this position found new strength in the Industrial Workers
of the World, most of whose leaders embraced an antipolitical syndicalism. Though
strongest organizationally among unskilled workers like northwestern lumbermen,
the IWW’s ideas appealed to many more workers than those it counted as

! See Burnham, “System of 1896.”
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members, especially in the West.' The Socialist Party of America, on the other
hand, embraced political struggle as an important route to power for the work-
ing class. For many years, Gompers had used nonpartisanism and his concept
of “party slavery” to attack the Socialists. Now that trade unionists appeared
ready to jettison their nonpartisan principles, radicals within the AFL insisted
vociferously that only one party, the Socialist, deserved workers’ loyalties. Once
again running Eugene Debs for the presidency but also innumerable candidates
at the state and municipal levels, the Socialists would make a mighty appeal
for working-class support. Debs was never a more effective speaker than in
1908 and, as Nick Salvatore has noted, his speeches “crystallized opposition to
corporate capitalism and legitimized for untold numbers of Americans their
individual anger that grew out of their daily work experiences.”*

William Randolph Hearst further complicated the political decisions facing
American workers in 1908. Since 1902, the charismatic publisher had worked
to build an organization, the Independence League, that appealed especially to
workingpeople. Hearst possessed important resources: an influential chain of
newspapers across the country, his own personal ambition for political success,
and an approach to social reform that attracted many workers. Hearst’s papers
celebrated issues like regulation of trusts; public ownership of streetcars, rail-
roads, and mines; a graduated income tax; popular election of senators, and the
eight-hour day for all wage-earning workers. In 1906, Hearst won the Democratic
nomination for governor of New York. His campaign spoke directly to the needs
of workers and generated great enthusiasm among the lower classes. William
Jennings Bryan hailed his campaign, whereas President Roosevelt, horrified at
the thought of a Governor Hearst, mobilized against him.*

Hearst lost narrowly in 1906, blaming his defeat on the lackluster support
given him by New York’s Democratic machine. Feeling betrayed, the publisher
began openly opposing the major parties — and especially the Democrats. While
declining in popularity, his Independence League continued trying to recruit
working-class support for its nominees. In 1908 its campaign focused on attack-
ing traditional party politics, especially as embodied in the Democratic Party.
In July, Hearst reported that Gompers had asked him to support Bryan and the
Democrats in the name of patriotism. Hearst published his curt refusal: “I do
not think the path of patriotism lies in supporting a discredited and decadent
old party, which has neither conscientious conviction nor honest intention, nor
endorsing chameleon candidates who change the color of their political opinions
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with every varying hue of opportunism.” While in power, Hearst charged, the
Democrats “did more to injure labor than all the injunctions ever issued before
or since. I have lost faith in the emphatic protestations of an unregenerate demo-
cracy.”? Because of Hearst’s popularity among American workers, his hostility
seriously threatened Democratic hopes of attracting working-class votes.

The Republican Party also suffered from factionalism in this period, torn
between a progressive and a conservative wing. The difference, as Woodrow
Wilson would quip a few years later, was that “in the Republican party the reac-
tionaries are in the majority, whereas in the Democratic party they are in the
minority.”” The dominant position occupied by conservative leaders palpably
heightened the tensions between Republican workers and their party at a time
when organized labor was growing more politically aggressive. This pushed
reformist Republicans to try a double-fisted strategy, reining in their antilabor
colleagues while seeking to assuage Republican workers’ worries. On neither
score did the Republicans enjoy significant success.

Theodore Roosevelt typifies the dilemmas faced by progressive Republicans.
To many workers, Roosevelt stood as a hopeful beacon of reform. The 1902
anthracite strike, in which Roosevelt threatened that federal troops would take
over the mines if coal operators did not agree to arbitration, enhanced his
popularity among workers. His support for limitations on injunctions and for
restrictions on immigration likewise heartened many trade unionists. In 1904,
Roosevelt wrote privately that “We must not only do justice, but be able to
show the wage workers that we are doing justice.””® Yet the president’s record
on labor was far from unblemished. He sanctioned the use of armed force against
striking silver miners in the West, and in 1903, his stand in a union dispute at
the Government Printing Office led the NAM to proclaim him “the father of
the open shop drive.””” These incidents provided just one sign of the deep ties
between the Republican Party and business, ties that since 1896 had been the
key to the party’s power. After Roosevelt, the party’s leaders all came from its
conservative wing. Senator Nelson Aldrich and Congressman Joseph Cannon,
the leaders of the Senate and House of Representatives, respectively, valued their
friendly relationship with the National Association of Manufacturers. Roosevelt’s

** Gompers denied having asked Hearst to support the Democrats. See The Commoner, July 24,

1908; Gompers, “Mr. Hearst’s Political Toy,” AF, 15 (9), September 1908, 734-6.
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chosen successor in 1908, William H. Taft, possessed few of his mentor’s sym-
pathies toward labor. To the contrary, Taft was known in labor circles as the
“Injunction Judge” for the precedent-setting injunction he issued in 1893.%
Roosevelt felt deeply shaken by labor’s opposition to Republican candidates in
1906. He wrote repeatedly to friends about his concern over American workers’
new political activism, and he believed the congressional leaders’ treatment of
the AFL had been unwise: “It is a bad business to solidify labor against us.”
During the 1906 campaigns, he demanded that conservatives within his party
curtail their attacks on labor, telling Speaker Cannon, for example, “I want very
much that our people shall quit attacking Gompers,” because it could only unite
workingmen against the Republican Party.”” Yet when conservatives like Cannon
and Sherman began fighting labor and forced Roosevelt to choose between his
prolabor principles and stalwart party loyalty, the president sided easily with the
latter. Letters he wrote for public distribution called firmly for reelection of all
Republicans, including prominent antilabor conservatives like Cannon: “This
administration has had no stouter friend than the Speaker of the House . . . it is a
simple absurdity to portray him as an enemy of labor.”* During the 1908 cam-
paign, Roosevelt would follow much the same strategy: He pushed the party to
make concessions to labor, but when defeated by conservatives closely linked to
the NAM, he closed ranks and attacked labor and its demands for all he was worth.

The Birth of Labor’s Democracy

In these years, the defeats unionists suffered at the hands of hostile employers
continued to mount. Open-shop businessmen united to eliminate unionism in
industries like steel, electrical machinery, and meatpacking. Acting on their own,

* Merrill and Merrill, Republican Command, 244 and 272; Nathaniel Stephenson, Nelson W.
Aldrich (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat Press, 1971); Mowry, Era of Theodore Roosevelt,
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the great trusts also took action to eradicate the unions and these forces together
halted the growth of trade unionism. Until 1911, AFL membership remained
lower than the high point reached in 1904, before the employers’ activism had
begun to hinder labor organizing. Even when growth returned in 1911, the pro-
portion of the work force represented by the AFL continued to decline. Coal
mining and construction grew in importance within the AFL during these years.
By 1910, with the singular exception of the Bridge and Structural Ironworkers,
the trustified industries had all eliminated unionism.*

Adding to workers’ troubles, the American economy underwent a brief but
severe depression during late 1907 and early 1908. The depression resulted
from a financial panic precipitated in late October 1907, when the Knickerbocker
Trust Company shut down to prevent a run on the bank. Americans felt the
depression’s impact primarily during the first half of 1908, and especially in basic
industry: Iron production during the first six months of 1908, for example,
fell by 50 percent. Workers suffered the worst consequences of the downturn:
Unemployment increased by at least 5 percent and wages fell both in real and
monetary terms. Industrial production declined by nearly 16 percent during 1907
and 1908. Although conditions began to improve by mid summer of 1908, the
1907 panic adversely affected business until the European war began to streng-
then the economy in 1915.%

Together, these circumstances depleted union treasuries and left labor activists
with a sullen outlook. So far, and much to the chagrin of AFL leaders, years
of lobbying and the electoral mobilizations of 1906 had done nothing to relieve
their political problems. Judges continued to hand down injunctions and pro-
secute trade unions under the Sherman Anti-Trust Act as they had for decades.
Now in early 1908, labor’s legal problems crescendoed to a climax in two cases,
each of them instigated and prosecuted by leaders of the open-shop drive. These
cases demonstrated to trade unionists not only the influence of anti-union
employers, but also the assistance given them by Republican Party leaders.

The first case pitted AFL leaders against James Van Cleave, president of the
National Association of Manufacturers. In 1906, the AFL placed Buck’s Stove
and Range Company, owned by Van Cleave, on its list of boycotted compa-
nies. The Metal Polishers’ Union, then striking against the firm, had asked AFL
leaders to do this. In response, Van Cleave successfully requested an injunction
prohibiting the AFL and its Executive Council from conspiring to boycott.
Hoping to test the constitutional issues involved in the labor injunction (and

3! Philip Taft, The AFL in the Time of Gompers (New York: Harper, 1957), 233; Helen Marot,
American Labor Unions (New York: Henry Holt, 1914); Lewis Lorwin, The American
Federation of Labor: History, Policies, and Prospects (Washington, DC: The Brookings
Institution, 1933), 124—7; and John Commons, History of Labour in the United States (New
York: Macmillan, 1918), 2:522-7.
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395—7; Harold U. Faulkner, The Decline of Laissez Faire, 1897-1917 (New York: Rinehart,
1951), 30—1; Harold U. Faulkner, American Economic History, 7th ed. (New York: Harper, 1954).
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against the advice of AFL attorneys), Gompers continued to discuss the case in
editorials. The AFL’s defense rested on freedom of speech: As Gompers wrote
in the American Federationist, the injunction “is an invasion of the liberty of
the press and the right of free speech.”*

In July 1908, Buck’s petitioned the Supreme Court of the District of Columbia
to judge Gompers, Frank Morrison, and John Mitchell in contempt of court for
violating the injunction. The D.C. Supreme Court delayed its decision on the
contempt charge until after the November elections so as not to damage the
Republican Party’s political fortunes, but during the autumn months — the heart
of the busy campaign season — the Court conducted hearings on the contempt
charge, thereby harassing the AFL leaders. Gompers testified at times for days
and nights in succession during this period and he confided to a friend: “The
strain under which I am laboring now is tremendous.”**

On December 23, 1908, Justice Daniel Wright of the D.C. Supreme Court
judged Gompers, Mitchell, and Morrison guilty of contempt and sentenced them
to prison terms of 12, 9, and 6 months, respectively. Rejecting their appeal to
freedom of speech, Wright declared that the AFL forced society to choose
between “the supremacy of law over the rabble or its prostration under the feet
of the disordered throng.” AFL leaders appealed the decision and ultimately the
courts dismissed all charges due to technicalities — but it took seven long years
to resolve the case. Furthermore, though the AFL officials escaped prison terms,
the open-shop movement had won an important victory.”

The U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in Loewe v. Lawlor, handed down in
February 1908, constituted a greater threat to organized labor. In July 1902, the
United Hatters of North America went on strike and proclaimed a boycott against
Dietrich Loewe and Company of Danbury, Connecticut. With its sales reduced by
the boycott, Loewe sued the members of the union in 1903, claiming violation

¥ Samuel Gompers, “Free Press and Free Speech Invaded by Injunction against the AF of L
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* R. Lee Guard to H. S. McCartney, September 21, 1908; Gompers to Frederick Pierce,

September 26, 1908; Morrison to M. Grant Hamilton, September 23, 1908; on September

26, 1908, a “Union Man” wrote perceptively to Gompers during this same period: “Don’t

you think this trial brought on at the present, is a scheme of the ‘Administration’ to keep

you here in Washington and prevent you going on the stump.” All of the preceding can be
found in American Federation of Labor Records: The Samuel Gompers Era (Microfilming

Corporation of America, 1979) (hereafter cited as AFL Records) reel 67. On the delay of

the decision so as not to hurt the Republicans’ electoral fate, see Barry F. Helfand, “Labor

and the Courts: The Common-Law Doctrine of Criminal Conspiracy and Its Application in

the Buck’s Stove Case,” Labor History, 18 (1), Winter 1977, 100.

This discussion of the Buck’s case is based primarily on Bernard Mandel, Samuel Gompers:

A Biography (Yellow Springs, OH: Antioch Press, 1963), 263-83; other useful sources

include Helfand, “Labor and the Courts”; Taft, AFL in the Time of Gompers; and for Judge

Wright’s quote, see Christopher Tomlins, The State and the Unions: Labor Relations, Law

and the Organized Labor Movement in America, 1880—1960 (New York: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press, 1985), 67.



DELIVERING THE LABOR VOTE 155

of the Sherman Anti-Trust Act. Passed in 1890, the Sherman Act declared any
contract or combination restraining trade or commerce to be illegal, allowed
violators to be sued for damages, and required that violators pay triple the
amount of damages. Dietrich Loewe had co-founded the American Anti-Boycott
Association and this organization now planned and funded his suit against the
hatters as a test case of the boycott. The suit requested $240,000 in damages,
and attorney Daniel Davenport argued successfully that individual members of
the United Hatters should be held liable for those damages.*

When Congress passed the Sherman Act in 1890, leading politicians reas-
sured AFL leaders it would be used only against large combinations of capital.
Yet from 1893 onwards, unions faced prosecution under the Sherman Act much
more frequently than did corporations. Labor leaders impatiently waited during
these years for the courts to confirm what they already knew: that anti-trust
actions should not be used against unions. Now, by including unions within the
purview of the Sherman Act, the U.S. Supreme Court legitimized one of the
most powerful weapons against the labor movement, to the horror of trade union-
ists across the country.”’

Labor activists recognized the threat the Court’s action represented, and a
hail of denunciations followed in the next months.® Repeatedly, labor leaders
called for a new political battle to combat judicial hostility. Some, for example,
contrasted Loewe v. Lawlor to Britain’s Taff Vale decision, which had made
trade unions liable for the actions of their members, and thus had spurred many
union workers to send labor representatives to Parliament. As E. Lewis Evans,
the secretary-treasurer of the Tobacco Workers’ Union, asked: “Have we not
the same ability and brains as the trade unions across the sea? It is time for us
to be up and doing and to waste no further time. Let us send men to Congress
who will support the interests we represent. . . .”*
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Century (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1985), xi—xiii and 201-8.
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pay the damages: Their homes and bank accounts had been attached to the suit. To save
them, the AFL’s 1915 convention called on all American workers to donate one hour of
pay on January 27, 1916, for meeting the verdict. The money collected from this, in addi-
tion to funds donated by the United Hatters of America, paid for the damages. See Taft,
AFL in the Time of Gompers, 266—8; Mandel, Samuel Gompers, 289—91; Bensman, Practice
of Solidarity, 201-8; and William Forbath, Law and the Shaping of the Labor Movement
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991).
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While publicly AFL leaders stressed the dangers judicial hostility posed to
workers’ constitutional rights and liberties, in private they worried more about
the economic impact of the recent court decisions. The hatters’ case and the
Buck’s suit drained precious finances out of trade union treasuries. Thus, Frank
Morrison declared that although injunctions had become a serious problem, “Suits
are in my opinion going to be general and the organization will be compelled
to defeat them.” Politics could provide the most expedient solution: “If we can
elect a sufficient number of Congressmen to capture the House of Represen-
tatives, adopt an Anti-injunction bill and secure a law taking us out from under
the Sherman Anti-Trust law we may be able to save the organization hundreds
of thousands of dollars. . . .” In fact, before the Danbury hatters’ case ended, the
AFL spent nearly $100,000 defending them. The Federation assessed its affiliated
unions and appealed for voluntary contributions to raise money for the hatters
and to defend Gompers, Morrison, and Mitchell against the contempt charge
linked to the Buck’s Stove case.*

Facing these economic and political pressures, the AFL called its affiliates
together for a special conference just as it had in 1906. Representatives of 118
national and international unions attended the two-day meeting, joined by rep-
resentatives of a farmers’ organization and the railroad brotherhoods. Again, the
AFL leaders excluded state federations of labor and the central labor unions
from this special conference, even though those organizations typically focused
on political tasks. This conference produced a document, “Labor’s Protest to
Congress,” which attacked the antilabor bias of the judiciary and Congress. The
AFL demanded that Congress pass two amendments to the Sherman Anti-Trust
Act during the current session: one would exempt from the Act all organiza-
tions (and their members) not operating for profit nor having capital stock; a
second amendment exempted arrangements among people engaged in agriculture
or horticulture. “Labor’s Protest” only briefly mentioned three other issues that,
it charged, Congress had ignored for years: a bill to regulate and limit injunc-
tions; an employers’ liability law; and an extension of the eight-hour law for all
government employees.

While denouncing Congress, “Labor’s Protest” also attacked the role played
by the Republican Party. Labor emphatically protests, it began, “against the indif-
ference, if not actual hostility, which Congress has shown towards the reason-
able and righteous measures proposed by the workers for the safeguarding of
their rights and interests.” Trade unionists would hold congressmen responsible
if they did not pass satisfactory legislation. In particular, “we aver that the party
in power must and will by labor and its sympathizers be held primarily respon-
sible. . ..” for failure to pass the requested amendments.*!

4 Morrison to W. C. Hahn, September 16, 1908, Frank Morrison Letterbooks, Perkins Library,
Dake University (hereafter cited as Morrison Letterbooks). See also Morrison to Andrew
Furuseth, October 29, 1908, and Morrison to Max Morris, October 28, 1908, Morrison
Letterbooks.
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In the months that followed, Federation leaders launched an intensive cam-
paign to pressure Congress into meeting its demands. Morrison mailed three
million circulars to secretaries of local unions, central labor unions, and state
federations, ultimately reaching some 25,000 unions. The missives explained the
AFL’s concern with judicial hostility, appealed for funds to cover the AFL’s
long-term campaign costs, and spelled out precisely what workers should do to
assist the AFL strategy.*? Their guidelines focused on traditional pressure-group
tactics. The AFL simply asked local unions, central labor unions, and state fed-
erations to organize mass meetings for April 19 or 20, at which workers should
protest the Supreme Court decision and send a resolution to Congress urging
it to pass the AFL’s amendments. In addition, the AFL made an early call for
unity and discipline: It asked local unionists to follow closely the strategy out-
lined by the conference, and such further plans as suggested by the Executive
Council or future conferences, “so that our strength and influence shall not be
frittered away by different lines of action.”*

Meanwhile, AFL leaders began an energetic lobbying campaign. Gompers
ordered seven AFL organizers back to headquarters to serve as legislative com-
mitteemen. Focusing on the demands listed in the “Protest to Congress,” the AFL’s
Legislative Committee made an extensive canvass of the members of the House
of Representatives, asking each one to declare himself for or against the legis-
lative demands of labor. The committee gathered pledges of support from more than
250 congressmen.* By late spring, Gompers and Morrison seemed confident that
Congress would pass the legislation they desired. Mass meetings in cities through-
out the country produced “thousands and thousands™ of resolutions from local
unions, central labor unions, and state federations. Morrison wrote in early May
that “We have the members of Congress thoroughly aroused through the literature
that is coming in. I think the bills are going to be adopted, though they will not
give the full relief that we desire.”* Yet when Republican members of Congress
met in late May to consider labor’s demands, and despite pressure from an insur-
gent minority, the congressmen voted overwhelmingly in the negative. This ended
any hope that the AFL’s bills would pass during the current session of Congress.*
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Gompers and Morrison attributed their legislative defeats to the dominance
of Republican leaders such as Joseph Cannon, John Dalzell, and John Sherman,
who controlled the House agenda by burying undesirable bills in committee.
Democratic congressmen demanded angrily that the full House be allowed to
entertain the AFL’s bills. In May, Gompers emphasized publicly that “Labor will
hold the failure to legislate by this session of Congress — no matter for what
reason — as the refusal to legislate.” The AFL legislative committee informed
Republican members of Congress that this message applied to them in particular.
When Republican congressmen pleaded that the blame lay with Speaker Cannon,
Gompers pointed to the Republican support that repeatedly elected Cannon as
Speaker: “Labor holds those members of the House responsible who allowed
Congress to be delivered bound hand and foot, as they say, until it is impos-
sible to secure legislation except at the permission of this one man.”*

Although reform-minded Republicans like Theodore Roosevelt disapproved
of Congress’s treatment of labor, conservative House leaders flaunted their opposi-
tion. Congressman John Sherman of New York, soon to become his party’s
nominee for the vice-presidency, proclaimed that “The Republican party in this
House, the Republican party in this nation, is prepared today to accept full
responsibility, not only for everything that is done, but for that which is not
done in the way of legislation and administration.” Charles Littlefield, head of
the subcommittee considering the AFL’s anti-injunction bill, bragged that he had
the bill “in his pocket and he intended to keep it there and never let it see the
light of day.”*

As the warfare between organized labor and the Republican Party intensified
in these months, President Roosevelt again tried to intervene and repair the dam-
age. A meeting between his protégé, William Howard Taft, and AFL leaders
led to the drafting of a plank on injunction reform for the Republican platform.
Roosevelt and Taft both pleaded with the convention delegates to pass the injunc-
tion plank. In July, Republican members of the AFL Executive Council (Daniel
Keefe and James Duncan) attended the Republican Convention along with
Gompers. Party leaders treated the Federation derisively. Their Platform Com-
mittee refused to meet with the AFL and offered instead only a ten-minute meet-
ing with a subcommittee. As they walked into the meeting, the AFL officials
were shocked to see Republican Party leaders flanked by James Emery, James
Van Cleave, and Martin Mulhall of the National Association of Manufacturers.*’

7 Samuel Gompers, “Congress Will Be Held Responsible,” AF, 15 (6), June 1908, 453; AFL
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Federation officials asked the Republicans for support on issues ranging from
an eight-hour day for government employees to woman suffrage, but they gave
priority to injunction reform and an amendment to the Sherman Act.*® Conserva-
tive Republicans easily controlled the convention proceedings, however, and the
AFL’s concerns mattered little to them. Headed by Senator Aldrich and NAM
President James Van Cleave, the Platform Committee passed an injunction plank
that supported existing judicial practices, rather than calling for a limitation on
injunctions as Roosevelt, Taft, and the AFL leaders desired. As George Mowry
put it, the feeling at the time “was that the President and his friend had won
the nomination and had lost everything else.””!

Weeks later, the Democrats graciously welcomed AFL representatives to their
Denver convention as friends and allies. Federation leaders met with the entire
Platform Committee, of which Alton Parker (an AFL attorney in the Buck’s
case) was the chairman. After a lengthy discussion, the Democrats included most
of the AFL’s requests in its platform, and Gompers declared himself well
satisfied with the planks on the Sherman Act and the injunction. The platform
criticized the Republicans for raising “a false issue regarding the judiciary”; it
stated that “injunctions should not be issued in any cases in which injunctions
would not issue if no industrial disputes were involved”; and it proclaimed that
labor organizations should not be regarded as illegal combinations in restraint
of trade. These points were central to the AFL’s position on injunctions and the
Sherman Act. The platform also endorsed several of labor’s lesser demands,
such as extension of the eight-hour day, a general employers’ liability law, and
creation of a Department of Labor.*

The Democrats’ actions behind the scenes demonstrated how carefully they
considered labor’s desires. Over the course of 1908, William Jennings Bryan
began a regular correspondence with Samuel Gompers that laid the groundwork
for their alliance. Soon after the Supreme Court handed down its Danbury
hatters’ decision, for example, Bryan sent Gompers an editorial he had written
that demonstrated how labor organizations differed from trusts. Through their
correspondence, Gompers ultimately influenced the Democratic platform for the
state of Nebraska, which in turn provided the basis for the national party platform.
That summer, when Bryan began writing the platforms regarding anti-trust and

* The AFL also requested that the Republican and Democratic parties support: a general
employers’ liability law; creation of a Department of Labor; creation of a federal bureau
of mines and mining, and the appropriation of funds to investigate mine disasters; and
establishment of a postal savings bank. See Gompers, “Both Parties Have Spoken,” 598—
606.

Mowry, Era of Theodore Roosevelt, 229. Another major defeat for Roosevelt and Taft came
over the tariff. They had wanted the platform to promise a downward revision of the tariff.
Instead, the plank merely promised to revise the tariff, carefully neglecting to mention
whether the revision would move upward or downward.

Gompers, “Both Parties Have Spoken,” 598—606. The only AFL demands that received no
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injunction reforms in preparation for the national convention, he and Gompers
again discussed their formulation.*

During the Democratic Convention William Bryan stayed in Lincoln, com-
municating by telegram with his brother Charles, who managed their concerns
on the spot in Denver. Together they made the major decisions about the party
platform. Alton Parker of New York submitted a plank on injunction reform
that he had worked out with the AFL leaders. Bryan and his brother feared the
plank failed to protect workers’ rights, because it did not allow for a trial nor
provide a notice before issuance of a temporary injunction. The railroad brother-
hoods specifically asked Bryan to fight for the latter. Bryan seemed surprised that
labor would accept Parker’s plank, but after receiving the AFL leaders’ written
approval, he agreed to it. He declared to Charles, “As New York is the center of
wealth and business, it is well enough to have that state take the responsibility
for the injunction plank, if the plank is satisfactory to the laboring men. But
on the other questions . . . I would rather run on a Nebraska platform than on a
New York platform.”* Labor’s own limited demands in this case narrowed the
Democratic platform.

After the party conventions, Gompers publicly endorsed the Democratic Party
platform and its presidential candidate. In an American Federationist editorial,
Gompers rehearsed the AFL’s requests, its appearance at the two party conven-
tions, and its treatment by each party. The facts added up naturally to one con-
clusion: Labor must support the Democrats. Gompers attacked the Republican
plank on injunctions as “a flimsy, tricky evasion of the issue . . . an endorsement
of the very abuse against which labor justly protests.” And he condemned the
Republicans in harsh terms: “The Republican party . .. lines up with the cor-
porate interests of the country and defies the people to help themselves.” The
Democrats, on the other hand, endorsed the principles Gompers and his col-
leagues had struggled toward for years. The masses of workers, Gompers declared,
“will rise in sympathy to the Democratic party in the coming elections.”*

In the following weeks, the AFL and the Democratic Party transformed their
relationship to create an unprecedented and far-reaching alliance. Democratic
leaders initiated the idea of a partnership, and John Lennon of the AFL acted

3 In the next months, Bryan and Gompers met at least twice more to plan the Democratic
campaign’s strategy for appealing to workers. See the correspondence between W. J. Bryan
and Gompers in the AFL Records on these dates during 1908: January 21; February 3, 27;
March 11; June 27, 30; July 24; August 1, 6, 14, 28 (reels 65 and 66). Coletta, William
Jennings Bryan, notes that the platform that Bryan submitted to the Democratic Convention
— and that was, for the most part, approved — was a combination of the Nebraska state plat-
form, the AFL program, and the Oklahoma constitution. Labor had also exerted a great
influence on Oklahoma’s constitution. See Coletta, William Jennings Bryan, 405; and Keith
Bryant, “Labor in Politics: The Oklahoma State Federation of Labor during the Age of
Reform,” Labor History, 10 (3), Summer 1970, 259-84.

See the telegrams between William Jennings and Charles Bryan in the Bryan Papers, Library
of Congress, Manuscripts Division, Box 48, Convention Subject Files.
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as a mediator between the two groups.® Lennon, as we saw in earlier chapters,
had urged Gompers for years to move closer to the Democrats. Now Lennon
began regular discussions with leading Democrats (including William and Charles
Bryan, Democratic National Chairman Norman Mack, and Labor Bureau Chief
Martin Wade) to negotiate the details of their alliance. Meanwhile, he also worked
to win Gompers’s approval of the plan, which would revolve around placing a
“first class labor man at headquarters” in Chicago to run the Democrats’ Labor
Bureau. Lennon insisted that the AFL needed to have one of its own at the heart
of Democratic Party operations, “to stop them from stupidity” and to keep them
from undertaking strategies that would not be successful with workers.”

According to Lennon, a partnership with the Democratic Party would also
help the AFL achieve its key goal: defeating Speaker of the House Joe Cannon in
his bid for reelection to Congress. The cost of mounting a campaign in Cannon’s
district would easily exceed $2,500, which organized labor could certainly not
afford. But if the AFL joined forces with the Democratic Party, the latter would
assign men to districts where labor most desired to elect or defeat chosen can-
didates. Lennon also assured Gompers that any labor man appointed to the
Democrats’ Labor Bureau would consult regularly with the AFL leadership.™®

By August 25, Gompers had agreed the AFL should enter a formal political
relationship with the Democratic Party. Accompanied by James O’Connell,
Frank Morrison, and organizer Grant Hamilton, Gompers met with Norman
Mack, the chairman of the Democratic National Committee. Together they wrote
a formal agreement establishing the basis for cooperation between the Demo-
cratic Party and the AFL over three major areas: finances, campaign literature,
and organizers. Finances featured most prominently. The two organizations
agreed that “the AFL and its officers, neither directly or indirectly, are to receive
from you or anyone else any financial contributions or financial assistance for
this campaign, either before or after.”

Secondly, Mack and Gompers agreed that the Democratic Party would print
and distribute whatever literature the AFL’s Labor Representation Committee
deemed necessary for communicating its political goals to working people. For
example, the AFL leadership planned to write two pamphlets immediately, and
the Democrats agreed to print one and a half million copies of each one and
distribute them. Similar quantities of future pamphlets would be printed on the
AFL’s request. In addition, the Democratic National Committee (DNC) guar-
anteed that the Illinois Democratic Party would print whatever literature Joseph
Cannon’s opponent needed for his battle. All of this literature, the two groups
agreed, would naturally carry a union label.

% M. J. Wall, Chair, Labor Committee, Democratic National Committee, to Gompers, August 10,
1908; Gompers to Norman Mack, August 17, 1908; Norman Mack to Gompers, August 17,
1908: all AFL Records, reel 66.

37 Lennon to Gompers, August 19 and 21, 1908, AFL Records, reel 66.

% Lennon to Gompers, August 19, 23, and 24, 1908; Lennon to M. Grant Hamilton, August 20,
1908: all AFL Records, reel 66.
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The third area of agreement concerned the AFL organizers who would per-
sonally represent the AFL within the bowels of Democratic Party bureaucracy.
The AFL agreed to appoint its most able men to party headquarters around the
country: Grant Hamilton would work at headquarters in Chicago, with regular
assistance from John Lennon; AFL organizer Harry J. Skeffington received
appointment to the Democratic offices in New York City; and John J. Keegan
and Edgar A. Perkins to offices in Indianapolis. These organizers would work
closely with Democratic Party officials, helping to plan campaign strategy. In
addition the AFL would suggest several other labor men whom the DNC could
send around the country on campaign assignments. Most importantly, the agree-
ment noted that all organizers would be supervised by Gompers, not by the
Democrats. And in particular, “in any disputed question the matter shall be deter-
mined by the [AFL’s] Labor Representation Committee,” a body in turn con-
stituted by Gompers, O’Connell, and Morrison.”

By the time the presidential campaign began in September 1908, then, the
Federation leaders had publicly endorsed the Democratic Party platform and its
presidential candidate and had established a comprehensive alliance with the
Democratic National Committee. Connections between trade unions and party
politicians were certainly not new in 1908. Labor activists had often played a
role in partisan campaigns, whether advising party elites or carrying out labori-
ous chores. But a formal partnership between organized labor and a major polit-
ical party such as this agreement represented had never been seen before, and
its consequences were likewise unknown. In describing the agreement he had
reached with DNC Chairman Norman Mack, Gompers declared that the AFL
would work for the success of the Democratic ticket in the campaign, because
both the AFL and the Democrats have “a common interest in the attainment
of that purpose.” The truth of that statement would be tested rigorously in the
months to come.*

Shall the People Rule?

William Jennings Bryan centered the Democratic campaign of 1908 around one
question: “whether the government shall remain a mere business asset of favor-
seeking corporations, or be an instrument in the hands of the people for the
advancement of the common weal.”®" Capping their campaign with the slogan
“Shall the People Rule?” Democrats hoped to evoke a Jeffersonian program of

» Gompers to Norman E. Mack, August 28, 1908, AFL Records, reel 66. See also Samuel
Gompers, “Congressional Responsibility and Labor’s Duty,” AF, 15 (10), October 1908,
864-8. In one additional area of negotiation, the DNC agreed to put men in Maine to run
the campaign there. The AFL still smarted from its failed effort to defeat Charles Littlefield
of Maine for Congress in 1906. By this time, Littlefield had announced that he would not
seek reelection, but the AFL continued to work to replace him with a Democrat.

% Gompers to Norman Mack, August 28, 1908, AFL Records, reel 66.

' Quoted in Coletta, William Jennings Bryan, 416.
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political and economic reform. More specifically, Democrats targeted the cor-
rupt use of money in politics, and especially politicians’ reliance on money from
special interests for winning elections; the indirect election of U.S. senators as
a limitation of democracy; the rules in the U.S. House of Representatives that
allowed the speaker to dominate the House agenda and thus prevent reform; the
need for regulation of the trusts; and the rights of labor.

The Democrats’ support for workers’ rights anchored their new image as the
party of reform. Their labor campaign focused almost entirely on two issues:
labor’s legal rights (the need for an anti-injunction law and an amendment to
the Sherman Anti-Trust Act), and the hostility shown labor by Congress and in
particular by Speaker Joseph Cannon. A letter to American workers, written by
Gompers but published and distributed by the Democrats, stated well the cen-
tral concerns of their joint campaign: “The facts are that the Judiciary, induced
by corporations and trusts and protected by the Republican party, is, step by
step, destroying government by law and substituting therefor a government by
Judges. . . . It is sought to make of the judges irresponsible despots, and by con-
trolling them using this despotism in the interest of corporate power.”®* Bryan
also took pains to support other AFL demands, such as a Department of Labor
with full cabinet powers.*

AFL and Democratic leaders worked closely together to hammer out the cam-
paign’s basic character. Gompers or Morrison communicated often with Norman
Mack, the Chairman of the Democratic National Committee (DNC). Teams of
AFL organizers occupied offices at the DNC’s headquarters in Chicago and at
regional centers in New York City, Indianapolis, and later Buffalo, New York.
These organizers linked the AFL with Democratic Party leaders on a daily basis.
And, as in 1906, the Federation again assigned scores of organizers to work
with local labor activists throughout the United States in building labor’s polit-
ical campaign.

Grant Hamilton, an articulate organizer and Typographers’ Union member
with close ties to Gompers, represented the AFL at the Democrats’ Chicago head-
quarters. Hamilton seems to have been responsible for most day-to-day decisions
regarding the nature of the labor campaign, although he worked with the AFL
and Democratic leaders to make more important decisions. He corresponded
on almost a daily basis with Gompers and Morrison, and John Lennon visited
headquarters at least weekly to assist him.** As for campaign literature, Frank

© See, for example, Hamilton to Gompers, September 18, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67,
and “How Speaker Cannon Has Abused Labor,” campaign leaflet, Joseph G. Cannon
papers; Gompers’s quote comes from his letter to “Men of Labor, Lovers of Human Liberty,”
October 12, 1908, AFL Records, reel 68.

© See, for example, “Democracy’s Appeal to the Country,” The Commoner, November 6, 1908.

® For examples of the close contact Hamilton maintained with Morrison and Gompers, see:
Morrison to Hamilton, September 1, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks; Morrison to Hamilton,
September 4, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks; Gompers to Hamilton, September 9, 1908; Gompers
to Hamilton, September 10, 1908; Hamilton to Gompers, September 10, 1908; Hamilton to
Gompers, September 11, 1908; Hamilton to Gompers, September 13, 1908; Hamilton to
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Morrison wrote to a friend that Hamilton “has control to a great measure of the
literature that will be sent out to the labor press and to the press generally.” In
addition, Hamilton oversaw the other labor bureaus around the country. The
formal agreement between the AFL and the DNC stated that all organizers used
in the campaign would answer to AFL officials and that any conflicts would
be resolved by the AFL, not by the DNC. These factors indicate that Hamilton
and his superiors at AFL national headquarters were largely responsible for
determining the nature of the Democratic Party’s labor campaign.®®

Gompers wrote most of the campaign literature the Democrats distributed
among workers, often sending reprints of letters or editorials he’d written to
Democratic headquarters. And while Democratic leaders decided where they
would focus their campaign activities without consulting their labor allies, the
AFL leaders chose which organizers to hire and the two groups decided together
where to send them. Once assigned, the labor organizers answered only to AFL
leaders: usually Morrison, Hamilton, or the Federation representatives in charge
of the regional labor bureaus.®

Gompers, September 14, 1908; Morrison to Hamilton, September 16, 1908, Morrison Letter-
books; Gompers to Hamilton, September 17, 1908; and Hamilton to Gompers, September 18,
1908; on Lennon visiting headquarters once or twice a week, see Lennon to Gompers,
September 21, 1908. Except where noted otherwise, all preceding documents can be found
in AFL Records, reel 67.
% Gompers to Norman E. Mack, August 28, 1908, AFL Records, reel 66; Morrison to Ed
Stephenson, September 16, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks. For examples of Hamilton con-
ferring with Mack, see Gompers to Hamilton, September 9, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67;
Gompers to Hamilton, September 10, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67, Gompers to Hamilton,
September 24, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67; Hamilton to Gompers, September 24, 1908,
AFL Records, reel 67; Hamilton to Gompers, September 26, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67.
On Hamilton overseeing the other labor bureaus, see Hamilton to Gompers, September 14,
1908, AFL Records, reel 67; for Morrison’s comment that Hamilton was “in charge of the
labor bureau,” see Morrison to Max Morris, September 15, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks. A
further indication of the AFL’s proprietary sentiment toward the labor campaign is
Morrison’s tendency to refer to the DNC labor bureaus as “our committees.” See Frank
Morrison to Jacob Tazelaar, October 17, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks.
On the nature and distribution of campaign literature, see Hamilton to Gompers, September 10,
1908; Gompers to Hamilton, September 22, 1908; Hamilton to Gompers, September 18,
1908; Morrison to Hamilton, September 16, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks; Gompers to “Men
of Labor, Lovers of Human Liberty,” October 12, 1908; Morrison to Hamilton, September 4,
1908, Morrison Letterbooks; Morrison to Hamilton, September 16, 1908, Morrison Letter-
books; Hamilton to Thomas Tracy, September 19, 1908; Hamilton to the Labor Journal,
Zanesville, Ohio, September 21, 1908; Hamilton to Gompers, September 22, 1908; Hamilton
to Gompers, September 30, 1908; on the two organizations’ decision-making procedures
regarding organizers, see Gompers to Hamilton, September 17, 1908; Hamilton to Morrison,
September 30, 1908; Hamilton to Gompers, September 13, 1908; John Morrison (in charge
of the New York Democratic Labor Bureau) to Gompers, September 19, 1908; Morrison
to Hamilton, October 4, 8, and 14, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks; Gompers to Hamilton,
September 26, 1908; Hamilton to Morrison, October 4, 1908; Hamilton to Gompers, Octo-
ber 9, 1908; Gompers to Hamilton, October 22, 1908. Except where noted otherwise, all
are from the AFL Records, reels 67 and 68.
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Money for the AFL’s campaign came from three financial sources. As in
1906, Federation leaders asked local unions, central labor unions, and state
federations of labor to contribute to the campaign fund, and this raised approx-
imately $8,000 — the same disappointing amount as in 1906. Because the
Democrats funded the AFL’s campaign literature, the AFL spent its campaign
fund on organizers and on campaign tours undertaken by leaders such as
Gompers and Morrison.”” The national and international unions provided a
second source of funds for the AFL campaign. Although most contributed very
little, in a few cases — and more often than in 1906 — they assisted the AFL
program generously. The International Typographers’ Union provided exemplary
assistance, funding an entire operation in California to carry the state for Bryan.
Similarly, the Printing Pressmen offered to put as many as fourteen organizers
into the field to work on the AFL program. Other unions that contributed
organizers included the Retail Clerks, the United Mine Workers, and the Iron
Molders.®

But the AFL relied most heavily on its third source of financial assistance,
the Democratic Party. Most AFL organizers doing campaign work received their
salaries from the Democrats, not from the AFL. The number of organizers
assigned to political work in 1908 more than doubled compared to the number
in 1906 — reaching more than 100 — and the AFL could not have funded more
than half of these. In some cases state, county, or local Democratic organiza-
tions paid AFL organizers to assist them, but more typically, as Hamilton
described it, the arrangement, “wherever necessary men were to go on the pay-
roll of the [Democratic] National Committee when you [Gompers] suggested
them.”® The financial ties between labor and the Democrats grew more com-
plex as the campaign wore on, because party leaders frequently asked that the
AFL pay the organizers and then receive reimbursement from them. The rea-
son? When hired by the Democrats, organizers tended to demand more money

87 AFL circular, “To Organized Labor and Friends in the U.S.,” August 1, 1908, AFL Records,
reel 66; Morrison to James O’Connell, September 28, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks. The
AFL raised exactly $8,469.98 through these appeals: Foner, History of the Labor Movement,
3:357. On the AFL hiring some organizers with money from its campaign fund, see Morrison
to Hamilton, October 4, 1908, AFL Records, reel 68.

See Hamilton to Gompers, September 24, 1908; Gompers to Hamilton, September 26, 1908;
Arthur A. Hay to Gompers, August 26, 1908; Hay to Gompers, September 8, 1908; Gompers
to Hamilton, September 10, 1908; George L. Berry, president, Printing Pressmen, Cincinnati,
to Gompers, September 28, 1908: all from AFL Records-reels 67 and 68. Ultimately, Berry
seems to have contributed many fewer organizers than fourteen, perhaps as few as four
or five.

Hamilton to Gompers, September 24, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67. For financial negotiations
in specific cases, see Gompers to Hamilton, September 26, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67;
Hamilton to Morrison, September 25, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67; Morrison to Hamilton,
October 8, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks. For an example of a local Democratic organization
funding AFL organizers, see Morrison to J. A. Noecker, chairman, Democratic Headquarters,
Pottsville, Pennsylvania, October 13, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks.
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than the party felt able to pay. Organizers working for the Federation would
accept significantly lower wages.”

Its alliance with the Democratic Party allowed the AFL to launch a much
more ambitious campaign than in 1906. Based on explicit references to campaign
literature made by labor and party leaders, we can estimate that they distributed
at least 5 million pieces.”’ At the center of labor’s campaign stood imagery of
the American Revolution. Hamilton sent postcards to individual workers, asking
them to enlist as “Minute Men of Labor.” Interested trade unionists filled in
their names and addresses and answered questions regarding how many pieces
of campaign literature they could use (either foreign- or English-language),
then mailed the card back to Hamilton. He would then respond with a package
of literature and a personal letter thanking the worker for his or her loyalty to
the AFL program.

Within half a week of mailing the first postcards, Hamilton had collected
responses from 100,000 individual workers and from 13,000 secretaries of local
unions. A week later, the returns remained impressive, as some 200 responses
flowed into headquarters each day.” The Democrats and the AFL relied on other
tactics as well — sending campaign literature and cartoons to labor newspapers,

™ The Democrats paid labor organizers $8 per day, and some trade unionists rejected that
as too low. From the AFL, organizers received between $5 and $7.50 per day. Hamilton
to Morrison, September 30, 1908, AFL Records, reel 68; H. Lloyd to H. J. Skeffington,
September 30, 1908, AFL Records, reel 68. For more examples of the Democratic National
Committee funding AFL organizers, see: Gompers to Norman Mack, September 11, 1908,
AFL Records, reel 67; Morrison to Hamilton, September 23, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks;
Morrison to Hamilton, October 4, 14, and 17, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks; Morrison to
Herman Robinson, October 30, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks. Because of its appeal to local
unions for campaign funds, the AFL did have an independent source of money: At times
it used this fund to cover costs for which the DNC would not spend money. For example,
Morrison wanted an assistant to help Hamilton at DNC headquarters, and learned with sur-
prise that the Democrats would not cover such an expense. Thus, Morrison sent a man to help
him and said: “we will carry him for you, so that you will have this extra assistance. ...”
Morrison to Hamilton, October 2 13, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks.

This figure contrasts dramatically with the AFL’s output of literature in 1906, when running
a campaign on its own. Then the AFL distributed at most only 100,000 pieces of literature.
This is a highly conservative estimate of the number of labor-related leaflets; the actual num-
ber may have been much greater than 5 million. Hamilton to Gompers, September 10, 1908;
Morrison to T. T. O’Malley, September 16, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks; Hamilton to Gompers,
September 18, 1908; John Morrison to Gompers, September 19, 1908; Hamilton to Thomas
Tracy, September 19, 1908; Gompers to John Morrison, September 19, 1908; John Morrison
to Gompers, September 21, 1908; Hamilton to Gompers, September 22, 1908; Hamilton to
Gompers, September 26, 1908; James Duncan to Gompers, September 29, 1908; John Mor-
rison to Gompers, October 2, 1908; Hamilton to R. Lee Guard, October 3, 1908; Hamilton
to Gompers, October 3, 1908; Harry Eichelberger to Gompers, October 9, 1908; Morrison
to James Noecker, October 7, 1908; Hamilton to Gompers, October 24, 1908. Except where
noted otherwise, all are from AFL Records, reels 67-9.

John Morrison to Gompers, September 19, 1908; Hamilton to T. Tracy, September 19, 1908;
Hamilton to Gompers, September 22, 1908; Hamilton to Gompers, September 26, 1908;
Hamilton to Gompers, September 30, 1908: all AFL Records, reels 67 and 68.
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and mailing out 21,000 copies of the American Federationist to barber shops in
eleven crucial states, for example — but the “Minute Man” campaign represented
their most aggressive attempt to reach local workers through literature.”

As in 1906, the AFL leaders relied heavily on organizers to communicate
and enforce their strategy. With help from international affiliates and the
Democratic Party, the number of political organizers sent out by the AFL more
than doubled from only 42 in 1906 to more than 100 men in 1908.” The length
of time devoted by these organizers varied greatly, from one week to two months
or more. Most organizers, or more than fifty, worked for three to four weeks
during the height of the campaign season. Twenty-one organizers worked for a
longer period, ranging from five to ten weeks, and more than thirty worked only
for one to three weeks.”” The campaign focused on twenty-two states across the
country, sending labor literature regularly to each one, but salaried labor orga-
nizers were doled out more selectively. Morrison wrote in late October that “we
have massed our forces” in New York, Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois, with “a few
detachments also in Rhode Island, Connecticut, Maryland, and West Virginia.”
The New York City bureau, in charge of seven eastern states, placed almost all
its resources into winning New York State for Bryan. The national headquarters
of the Democratic Labor Bureau in Chicago coordinated activities for the entire
country, but it focused its resources on Illinois and Ohio in particular.”

" Hamilton to the Labor Journal, Zanesville, Ohio, September 21, 1908, AFL Records, reel
67. Mack asked Gompers to send out 21,000 copies of the American Federationist to bar-
ber shops in these states: New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Ohio, Indiana,
West Virginia, Delaware, Maryland, Colorado, and Nebraska. John Morrison to Gompers,
September 21, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67.

™ This is again a conservative estimate, based on explicit references to organizers in the AFL

documents. There may have been many more. The Democratic National Committee appar-

ently appointed some labor organizers without seeking the AFL’s recommendation. For
example, Max Morris mentioned to Gompers that the DNC had appointed labor people to
do work in Utah and Montana: Morris to Gompers, October 13, 1908, AFL Records, reel

68. Furthermore, organizers usually answered to Hamilton at the DNC in Chicago, and few

documents from his work there have survived. The AFL leaders also lost almost all contact

with one of their three labor bureaus: The Indiana bureau was active, and in contact with

Hamilton, but not with Gompers and Morrison. This bureau undoubtedly managed numerous

political workers. See Morrison to J. Tazelaar, October 17, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks.

Of those organizers we know about, affiliates of the AFL contributed approximately thirteen,

and the Democrats and the AFL itself paid for the approximately one hundred that remained.

On the ITU’s campaign in California, see Arthur Hay to Gompers, August 26, 1908, AFL

Records, reel 66; Hay to Gompers, September 17, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67; political

circular, Anti-Otis Clubs, [n.d.], AFL Records, reel 67, 563; the retail clerks contributed an

organizer for six weeks to help UMW leader W. B. Wilson win reelection to Congress:

Max Morris to Gompers, September 22, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67.

The campaign targeted the following twenty-two states: Connecticut, Rhode Island, New

York, New Jersey, Delaware, Maryland, West Virginia, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Kentucky,

Kansas, Wisconsin, North Dakota, South Dakota, Minnesota, Nebraska, Nevada, Colorado,

California, Washington, and Oregon: See Morrison to Max Morris, September 15, 1908, Mor-

rison Letterbooks; and Morrison to E. M. Howard, October 28, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks.
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Although their alliance with the Democratic Party vastly expanded the Federa-
tion’s resources and allowed its leaders to launch a more ambitious campaign,
the new partnership had other and more complex consequences. Most impor-
tantly, the AFL leaders’ strategy became more centralized than ever in 1908,
and they no longer emphasized a mass mobilization of American workers.

In 1906, the AFL leaders repeatedly gave local workers concrete and detailed
instructions to form political committees, hold conventions, and to question
and nominate candidates. Now, in 1908, the advice changed: The AFL urged
workers to scan candidates’ records before voting, to vote for the Democratic
Party, to hold a mass meeting one or two times, to write their congressmen,
and to endorse formally the AFL campaign program. Although Gompers and
Morrison repeatedly mentioned their motto to “elect our friends and defeat our
enemies,” they no longer discussed concrete mechanisms for accomplishing
that — except for the suggestion to walk into a ballot box and vote Democratic.
The leaders no longer focused on the desirability of electing trade unionists to
office, and no one called, as they had in 1906, for a “popular uprising of hon-
est men.””’

Similarly, AFL organizers’ goals and activities shifted dramatically in 1908.
In 1906, organizers focused on mobilizing local workers and encouraged them
to start their own political campaign structures. Organizers in 1908, on the other
hand, were content to manage the local-level campaigns themselves. They usu-
ally made no pretense of creating an indigenous campaign structure, but got the
work done by themselves as quickly and easily as possible.”® A new tactic
devoured organizers’ time in 1908, one previously almost unknown: They fought
to win endorsements for the AFL campaign program from local- and state-level
labor organizations. Amongst themselves, AFL officers and organizers referred
to this tactic as “enforcement.” When Hatters’ Union President John Moffit joined

" Contrast the AFL leaders’ careful and explicit instructions to workers in the “A.F. of L.
Campaign Programme,” July 22, 1906, AF, 13 (8), August 1906, 529—32; with the absence
of such in the comparable document “Address to Workers,” March 18, 1908, AF, 15 (4),
April 1908, 267-9. For 1908, see also: Gompers, “Both Parties Have Spoken,” 598—606; idem,
“Don’t Wabble; Hit the Mark,” AF, 15 (9), September 1908, 729—30; “Official Circular,”
AFL Executive Council to all Organized Labor, August 1, 1908, AF, 15 (9), September 1908,
744-7-

™ In some cases, local campaign structures were established, but usually on the initiative of
local workers. The bid of William Mahon, president of the Street and Electric Railway
Employees, for a congressional seat in Detroit, provides an example of this: a “Mahon Non-
Partisan Club” was created there, apparently by people working for Mahon’s campaign. See
Mahon to Gompers, September 24, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67. As in 1906, a number of
local trade union organizations created some sort of political committee or convention, with-
out direct prompting from a visiting organizer. For example, see W. J. Kenealy, Youngstown,
Ohio, addressed to no one, August 1908, [no complete date given], AFL Records, reel 67;
Daniel Kiefer, Cincinnati, to Gompers, September 21, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67; Harry
S. Smith, New Brighton, Pennsylvania, to Gompers, March 12, 1908, AFL Records, reel 65;
George Bennett, Edwardsville, Illinois, to Gompers, July 13, 1908, AFL Records, reel 66;
M. J. Curry, Atlantic City, to Gompers, July 30, 1908, AFL Records, reel 66.
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Gompers to tour through the Midwest, Morrison acknowledged the union’s
willingness to let Moffit “assist in enforcing the AFL political program.””

AFL leaders also kept an eye on potential sources of dissension, and sent
organizers to troubleshoot at conventions of state federations, central labor
unions, and international unions. For example, when Carpenters’ president Wil-
liam Huber worried that his union would not endorse the Federation program,
John Morrison, the AFL representative at the Democrats’ New York Labor
Bureau, provided extensive advice. If the Carpenters failed to endorse the AFL
program, said Morrison, it “would be considered cowardly . . . by the trade union-
ists of the country and at the same time construed by the opponents of labor,
and probably heralded throughout the country by the newspapers. . . .” To achieve
the endorsement, Morrison suggested, “if you can draw . . . [the Socialists’] fire
and make them attack you because you are upholding the policy of the American
Federation of Labor in this fight, you will solidify all the ‘anti’ Socialists against
the Socialists and will unite all of the forces that are anti-Socialistic to your
support.”®

AFL leaders “enforced” their campaign program with more aggressive
actions at the local level. When the Central Labor Union in Alton, Illinois,
appeared unlikely to endorse the AFL program, Frank Morrison reacted imme-
diately. He ordered AFL organizers, one based in Kansas City and the other at
Democratic headquarters in Chicago, to agitate among the workers of Alton,
and John Lennon, treasurer of the AFL, visited as well. With this cadre of
pro-Gompers spokesmen, the AFL campaign program was successfully enforced
in Alton.*

" Morrison to Martin Lawlor, secretary, United Hatters, September 28, 1908, Morrison
Letterbooks.

8 John Morrison to William D. Huber, August 29, 1908, AFL Records, reel 66; Huber to
J. Morrison, September 2, 1908, AFL Records, reel 66; for another example of AFL action
to enforce the political program at an international’s convention, see Morrison to James
Duncan, September 17, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks.

81 Morrison to D. A. Hayes, October 18, 1908; Morrison to Hamilton, October 15, 1908; Mor-
rison to Peter Duffy, October 18, 1908; Morrison to D. A. Hayes, October 26, 1908;
Morrison to Peter Duffy, October 27, 1908; Peter Duffy to Morrison, October 23, 1908,
AFL Records, reel 69. For other examples of the AFL national leaders’ efforts to enforce
their campaign program, see: Morrison to the AFL Executive Council, October 14, 1908;
Morrison to Cal Wyatt, Louisville, KY, September 26, 1908; F. A. Kennedy, Omaha, to
Gompers, October 5, 1908, AFL Records, reel 68; Morrison to John A. Moffitt, September 30,
1908; Morrison to John Morrison, September 29, 1908; Morrison to Frank L. Rist,
September 28, 1908; John Kirchner, Philadelphia, to Gompers, September 5, 1908, AFL
Records, reel 67; John Morrison to Morrison, September 26, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67;
Gompers to John Lennon, September 4, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67; Hamilton to Morrison,
August 3, 1908, AFL Records, reel 66; Morrison to Hamilton, September 26, 1908; Morrison
to James Duncan, September 17, 1908; Morrison to John Morrison, September 29, 1908;
Hamilton to Gompers, September 19, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67; Gompers to Theodore
Perry, January 8, 1908, AFL Records, reel 65; Gompers to George Foster, January 23, 1908,
AFL Records, reel 65; George Foster et al. to Gompers, January 31, 1908, AFL Records,
reel 65. Except where otherwise noted, all are from the Morrison Letterbooks.
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The dynamics of a presidential campaign help explain why Federation
leaders centralized their campaign strategy in 1908. Gompers and his allies con-
centrated their resources on electing William Jennings Bryan to the presidency,
and ignored most congressional campaigns.®? The decentralized character of the
1906 campaign and its focus on local autonomy worked efficiently when the
AFL battled in congressional districts across the country. But the nationwide
arena of a presidential race increased the significance of the AFL’s national lead-
ership and made unity and discipline more essential. Furthermore, although the
Democrats’ financial support allowed the AFL to assign more organizers to polit-
ical duties and distribute more literature, the link between the two organizations
also raised the stakes for the AFL and made the leadership feel constrained to
achieve at least the appearance of consensus. Gompers and Morrison needed to
prove to the Democrats that the AFL was a worthwhile ally. They could prove
this only by convincing the vast majority of AFL workers to support Bryan,
which led them to deemphasize the popular aspects of their campaign program.

Prosperity Politics

At the height of the 1908 campaign, Pearson’s Magazine noted the unusual
prominence accorded labor by politicians: “How the orators of all parties praise
the workingman in this year of political humility and expectation! How they
thunder against his enemies and promise vague redress! How the presidential
candidates and the myriad seekers for office smile and smirk, aye, and some-
times grovel in the dust, before the toiler who has a vote!”® The Democrats
and the AFL leaders wanted to make labor a dominant theme in the 1908 elec-
tions, and they succeeded. But their strategy took place amidst a competitive
world of national politics. Republicans, Socialists, Hearst’s Independence Le-
ague, and rival interest groups like the NAM all jockeyed to influence toilers’
votes. In this context, the Democrats lost control over the meaning of “labor”

8 The most important exceptions were the race against Joseph Cannon, the effort to elect a
Democratic successor to Charles Littlefield in Maine, and a few districts where trade union-
ists ran energetic campaigns. On the continued belief among AFL leaders that congressional
elections were important, see, for example: John Frey to Gompers, September 12, 1908, AFL
Records, reel 67; William Huber to John Morrison, September 2, 1908, AFL Records, reel
67. The key races involving trade unionists that gained the interest of Gompers were those
of miner William Wilson of Pennsylvania and Streetcar Employees President William Mahon
of Detroit. On these and other congressional campaigns in which the national AFL leaders
contributed resources, see: Morrison to Hamilton, September 9, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks;
Stuart Reid to Gompers, September 15, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67; Max Morris to Gompers,
September 22, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67; George Berry to Gompers, September 28, 1908,
AFL Records, reel 68; Morrison to Hamilton, October 15, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks;
Morrison to William Wilson, October 17, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks; Morrison to Hugh
Frayne, October 27, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks; Morrison to Hahn, October 28, 1908, Mor-
rison Letterbooks; Morrison to A. E. Ireland, October 7, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks.
James Creelman, “Mr. Gompers and His Two Million Men,” Pearson’s Magazine, 20 (3),
September 1908, 240.
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as political discourse increasingly revolved around the AFL leaders’ activity and
their unprecedented relationship to the Democratic Party. What began as a cru-
sade for the rights of labor turned sour as politicians challenged organized labor’s
right to speak for American workers.

The campaign in 1908 focused on one question: Which party best represented
the future of reform in America? The progressive movement had gathered
enough strength to make conservatism unpopular in most quarters; the rhetoric
of the day emphasized issues like direct election of senators, trust regulation,
and the rights of labor. The Democrats’ struggle to represent reform was an
embattled one, however, because the country’s best-known progressive stood at
the helm of the Republican Party. Theodore Roosevelt served as his party’s
spokesman, relying on his progressive image to bludgeon the Democratic Party’s
reform credentials.

Bryan’s Jeffersonian program demanded a government of and for the people,
and he claimed that under Republican leadership, special interests controlled
the nation. Deriding the Republican reliance on corporate contributions, for
example, Bryan pledged to raise his campaign fund through popular donations
and to publicize his campaign contributions before the election. Later, Bryan
charged that the U.S. Steel Corporation was contributing generously to the
Republican war chest in return for immunity from prosecution.** But soon after
this, Republican leaders, with help from Hearst, tied the Democrats to corrupt
trust money. Hearst published letters he had found linking Governor Haskell of
Oklahoma, the Democratic Party’s Treasurer, to the Standard Oil Corporation.
Roosevelt and Taft charged that Haskell’s position as treasurer meant Standard
Oil money for the Democratic Party. Haskell soon resigned, but not before the
damage had been done: With this incident, the Republicans associated the Demo-
crats with corporate corruption, thereby defusing many of their attacks on the
Republicans.®® With much of their planned strategy undermined, the Democrats
began to emphasize their commitment to American workers more than ever.

Organized labor’s new political prominence and its blossoming partnership
with the Democratic Party deeply worried Republican leaders. As Joseph Cannon
later described the situation, “None of us knew exactly how powerful Gompers
and his crowd might prove.”*® Thus, party officials carefully created machinery
of their own to recruit working-class votes, forming a Labor Bureau and orga-
nizing Republican clubs among various working-class constituencies. Railroad
workers and miners provided important support for the Republican Party. Party
officials reached beyond those groups, however, seeking endorsements from
any prominent labor official in order to demonstrate the limits of Gompers’s
authority. A trade unionist from New Castle, Pennsylvania, described the party’s
new effort there: “Republicans are scouring the ranks of the Unions for men to

8 Coletta, William Jennings Bryan, 413—18.

8 Coletta, William Jennings Bryan; and Sarasohn, Party of Reform, 50-2.

8 Joseph Cannon, autobiographical fragment, Joseph Cannon Papers, Illinois State Historical
Society.
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champion the cause of Taft.” AFL leaders found that many of the activists who
mobilized for their campaign in 1906 were no longer available. Frank Morrison
worried about Ohio, for example, because “They have picked a number of the
active men of two years ago and they have received appointments, thus. ..
silencing them from active work, no matter what their political view may be.”
One of the most active trade unionists in Youngstown during 1906 now served
as oil inspector in a Republican administration, spending much of his time
persuading workers to support Taft.*’

The National Association of Manufacturers, closely tied to the Republican
Party, also mobilized to line workers up behind Taft. Focusing on cities in New
Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Maryland, Missouri, and Indiana, the
NAM influenced the selection of candidates and organized trade unionists into
a conservative organization called the Workingmen’s Protective Association.
NAM organizers borrowed heavily from the campaign spectacles developed by
the parties, for example, organizing torchlight parades and fife and drum corps,
but they blended that culture with their traditional gumshoe arsenal, which in-
volved tactics like bribery, coercion, and intimidation. Often the NAM targeted
the same campaigns as the AFL, its organizers working, for example, to defeat
the bid for reelection of congressman and ex-miner William B. Wilson, who
would later become the first secretary of labor. NAM leaders also wanted to
help Republican Presidential nominee Taft win workers’ votes. Most of their
time and resources, however, focused on helping conservative James Watson
win the Indiana governor’s election. The AFL leaders also focused great atten-
tion on this race, and their contribution to defeating Watson provided one of
their few victories in 1908.%

More important than these activities, however, was the influence Republicans
and NAM employers exercised on the language and rhetoric of the campaign.
Both groups sidestepped the legal issues (most notably, the injunction) raised
by the Democrats until quite late in the campaign, focusing instead on two quite
different topics. They celebrated the Republican record on economic prosperity,
a theme that had served the party well since 1896, while vociferously attacking
the AFL for its role in the campaign and its ties to the Democratic Party.

%7 John Callahan of New Castle, Pennsylvania, to Gompers, July 24, 1908, AFL Records, reel
66; Morrison to Jere L. Sullivan, October 1, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks; Thomas H. Flynn
to Gompers, July 17, 1908, AFL Records, reel 66. See also Julia Greene, “The Strike at
the Ballot Box: Politics and Partisanship in the American Federation of Labor, 1881 to
1916,” Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 1990, chapter 5.

8 See Julie Greene, “Dinner-Pail Politics: Employers, Workers, and Partisan Culture in the
Progressive Era,” in Eric Arnesen, Julie Greene, and Bruce Laurie, eds., Labor Histories:
Class, Politics, and the Working-Class Experience (forthcoming, University of Illinois Press);
and Martin Mulhall to Henry Loudenslager, August 21, 1908, U.S. Senate, Maintenance,
Vol. 2, pt. 2, 1915; Mulhall to Schwedtman, September 11 and October 23, 1908, Main-
tenance, Vol. 2, pt. 2, 2003—7 and 2,259; Schwedtman to H. B. Anthony, October 22, 1908,
Maintenance, Vol. 2, pt. 2, 2,257; Mulhall’s financial account, October 31, 1908, Maint-
enance, Vol. 2, pt. 2, 2,319; and his testimony in Maintenance, Vol. 2, pt. 1, 2,943—4.
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During Bryan’s first campaign for the presidency, Republicans had promised
to bring prosperity back to America, and had threatened that a Democratic vic-
tory would only intensify the unemployment and low wages then bearing down
on workers. In the next years, as economic conditions improved, Republicans
sold themselves as the party of prosperity and the full dinner pail. They regu-
larly reminded workers that the last Democratic president, Cleveland, had cre-
ated the worst depression known to that time. Prosperity and the full dinner pail
again dominated Republican discourse in 1908, particularly in industrial cities,
even though the panic of 1907 had sparked a brief but acute depression that
pushed thousands of workers out of their jobs and forced others to endure short
time and reduced wages. Why then did Republicans continue to rely on their
promise of full dinner pails?

The politics of prosperity allowed Republicans to stress their concern for
workers at a time when they had rejected organized labor’s demands for legal
and other reforms. Whereas Democrats attacked plutocracy and the privileges
accruing to special interests, Republicans spoke more consolingly of Americans’
common interest in economic growth. This theme, premised on class harmony,
assumed that workers and their employers shared a common political outlook:
Both groups asked only that factories run strong. Thus, while Taft charged that
Bryan’s “election would mean a paralysis of business and .. .a recurrence of
disastrous conditions of the last Democratic administration,” Roosevelt added
that it would bring calamity in particular to wageworkers.*

Some workers undoubtedly accepted that they shared with employers an inter-
est in prosperity. For those who disagreed, Republican employers added a more
coercive touch. Across the country, observers saw signs posted in factories
that read: “Believing that the election of Taft and Sherman means a safe and
progressive business administration the day following we shall start this plant
on ‘FULL TIME AND KEEP GOING. ”*® Employers used these tactics of in-
timidation most blatantly in 1896, marching their workers dutifully in McKinley
parades and forcing ardent Bryan men to carry Republican banners. So sharply
was the connection drawn between job security and Republican victory that
workers commonly feared showing any interest in the Democratic campaign,
unless perhaps to a trusted friend. In Ohio, for example, an observer noted: “I
know a great many of the working men. Many of them are wearing McKinley
badges, but if they know you quite well, they will show you a Bryan badge on
the inside of their vest and tell you that is the way they will vote.”®"

% Coletta, William Jennings Bryan, 420 and 422. For general information on Republican strat-
egy in 1908, see Merrill and Merrill, Republican Command, 243-98; and Mowry, Era of
Theodore Roosevelt, 226—43.

% See, for example, “Why is the ‘Full Time and Keep Going’ Plan not now in Operation,”
The Commoner, 8 (36), September 18, 1908.

! Braxton Davenport to William Oldham, October 22, 1896, William Jennings Bryan Papers,
Library of Congress. For more on employers’ tactics during 1896, see also Josephus Daniels,
Editor in Politics (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1941), 196—201.
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Though the 1908 campaign involved less extreme tactics, employers still com-
monly marched their workers in Republican parades or put notices regarding the
dire consequences of a Bryan victory in employees’ pay envelopes. Thomas Bell
wrote in his novel of the steel industry that shopkeepers and workers in the
Pittsburgh region feared for their livelihood should they appear to waver in sup-
porting Taft. The effects of the recent depression still could be seen in factories
partially shut down, but steel employers promised that if the Republicans won, “the
mill might resume full-time operations. . . .”* Perhaps prosperity politics worked
effectively in 1908, even as the country pulled out of a depression, because the
theme tapped into workers’ vulnerabilities and their fears of layoffs and wage cuts.

Occasionally, Democrats or their labor allies objected to the Republican
emphasis on prosperity. Gompers accused Republicans of exploiting the depres-
sion by “Dangling a dinner pail in the faces of honest workingmen. ...” Taft
insulted workingmen, Gompers proclaimed, in assuming that the dinner pail could
represent workers’ ideals. Furthermore, workers presently did not enjoy a full
dinner pail, nor had they for at least a year: “It is most unfeeling to tantalize,
and brutal to make such a reference to our hundreds and thousands of idle
men.””* Like Gompers, some employers rejected this Republican ploy as co-
ercive and refused to post the leaflets sent to them by the Republican National
Committee. One manufacturer angrily declared that McKinley had first promised
a full dinner pail in 1896: “Why then do we need more promises? Why after
twelve years of Republicans do we have so many idle mills and unused freight
cars?” Likewise Bryan used his newspaper, the Commoner, to attack Republican
myths about the full dinner pail. Yet such criticisms proved the exception.
Overall, the Republicans controlled the campaign’s economic discussions and
used them to focus Americans’ attention on their promise of prosperity. The
Democrats stuck with their emphasis on equal rights for labor, missing a grand
opportunity to address workers’ concerns about their standard of living, their
fears of unemployment, or their low wages.”

°2 Thomas Bell, Out of This Furnace: A Novel of Immigrant Labor in America (Pittsburgh:
University of Pittsburgh Press, 1974), 160—1. Bell adds that from a neighboring steel mill
“came the usual reports of men fired for refusing to vote as the company wished.”

» “Gompers in Indiana,” Indianapolis Star, October 17, 1908, p. 5; * ‘Full Dinner Pail Empty
Says Bryan,”” Indianapolis Star, October 23, 1908, p. 2; Gompers, “Candidate Taft, Take
Notice!” AF, 15 (11), November 1908, 960.

* 0. Andrew Oswald, Cambridge, Nebraska, to Gompers, October 19, 1908, AFL Records,
reel 68; P. C. Burns, president, American Electric Telephone Company, Chicago, to New York
Leather Bolting Company, July 25, 1908, AFL Records, reel 66; Robert Baker, president,
Austin Engine Company, to New York Leather Bolting Company, August 14, 1908, AFL Re-
cords, reel 66. For more on employers and coercion, see Lennon to Gompers, November 2,
1908, AFL Records, reel 69; J. G. Waterman, Louisville, KY, to Gompers, October 10, 1908,
AFL Records, reel 68; “Employee at T. B. Clark and Company,” Honisdale, Pennsylvania, to
Gompers, September 21, 1908, AFL Records, reel 67. For The Commoner’s focus on
the full dinner pail and the panic of 1907, see, for example, articles published on May 1
and October 23, 1908. William Jennings Bryan wrote Gompers after the election that em-
ployers’ intimidating tactics had made it difficult for workers to support him. See Bryan to
Gompers, November 10, 1908, AFL Records, reel 69.
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The Republicans developed their second major issue for appealing to Amer-
ican workers immediately after the Democratic convention, as AFL leaders
cozied close to Bryan and began exhorting trade unionists to support him as
well. In the eyes of Republicans, Gompers had promised “to deliver the labor
vote” to the Democratic Party. Gompers quickly labeled the charge absurd: “We
recognize the absolute right of every citizen to cast his vote for any candidate and
with any party that he pleases. Far be it from us to attempt to coerce the votes
of the workers, nor are we so asinine as to promise to ‘deliver the labor vote.’ 95

But in the next weeks Republican speakers and newspapers tirelessly repeated
this theme, charging Gompers and the AFL with “dictating” to workers, seeking
to control their votes, and giving them no voice in deciding labor’s political
strategy. When Gompers addressed the Labor Day celebration in Danville, Illinois,
for example, the local pro-Republican newspaper covered the event at length and
praised workers profusely before focusing in on Gompers’s “disappointing speech.”
Many workers expressed strong disapproval of Gompers, the reporter said: “His
effort to turn a Labor Day celebration into an avowed Democratic meeting was
resented.” Furthermore, the newspaper reported, other labor men addressed the
crowd and disagreed with Gompers. O. P. Smith of the Indiana Federation of
Labor spoke and stressed organization rather than political activity. Said the
reporter: “That indicated the feeling of a majority of the labor people present.
They know that they advance their condition by organization, but when it comes
to politics, they resent the intimation that they can be delivered body and soul
by any man. Each man does his own voting and his own thinking.”*°

The accusation also allowed Republicans to taint the Democrats with the
scandal of links to special interests. The Denver Post, for example, reprinted an
article by open-shop activist C. W. Post that declared: “The only trust having
the impudence to openly assert that it is going to elect its own trust represen-
tatives to public office is the Labor Trust. The election, therefore, will deter-
mine whether the Common Citizens retain control of public affairs, or allow the
Labor Trust magnates to govern.” Even an avowedly Democratic newspaper,
the New York Times, picked up this charge. According to its editor, “Popular
wrath might well be kindled by the complacent announcement of Mr. Gompers
that he has saddled the Democratic donkey, and that it will do his will at the
polls as it did at the convention when it adopted his plank. . ..”"

In their haste to delegitimize the AFL and its strategy, Republicans visited a
host of other charges on Gompers, claiming he had always been partisan to the
Democrats, for example, or that he was not a naturalized citizen and hence
should not interfere in American politics. An “American Workingman” wrote

% Gompers, “Both Parties have Spoken,” 603—4.

% In fact, O. P. Smith strongly favored political action and loyally followed Gompers’s direc-
tion. Despite Gompers’s focus on politics during 1908, like O. P. Smith, he continued to
emphasize that organization remained more important than political work. See the Danville
(Illinois) Commercial-News, September 8, 1908.

7 C. W. Post, “A Dangerous Trust,” Denver Post, October 1, 1908; New York Times edi-
torial, n.d. [July 1908], AFL Records, reel 66.
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in the Republican-affiliated Indianapolis Star of his humiliation at seeing the
great AFL, an organization of native-born Americans, “being ruled and reigned
by a foreigner,” and a Jew at that. Such charges led Gompers regularly to exhibit
his naturalization papers during political meetings, and to confess his personal
political history: “I have never been ... [a Democrat] and am not now. A long
time ago I was a Republican, but 'm not guilty now.”%

But, usually, Republicans remained focused on their charge that AFL leaders
sought to dictate to workers and thereby “deliver the labor vote” to the Democrats.
As Taft typically charged, “this thing of Mr. Gompers having the labor vote in
his power and laboring men believing the lies he tells is something that I com-
plain of.”** When Hearst and the Socialists began hurling the same charge at
AFL leaders, they reinforced its effectiveness. In his newspapers, Hearst charged
that Gompers had received $40,000 from the Democrats and Republicans for his
role in the campaign, and he publicized incidents in which local trade unionists
opposed their national leaders. In Hearst’s Chicago Examiner, for example, a head-
line blared: “REVOLT GROWING AGAINST GOMPERS. Louisville Federation
on Verge of Disruption Over Steam Roller Tactics.” Socialist organs adopted a
similar refrain. As Max Hayes wrote in the International Socialist Review, “the
working people are not taking very kindly to the idea that they can be bound,
gagged, and delivered to Tom, Dick and Harry by Gompers or anybody else.”'®

The AFL leaders found that this charge of “delivering the labor vote” signi-
ficantly damaged their campaign. Organizers repeatedly alerted AFL headquarters
that local workers felt troubled by the accusations. While working between Danville,
linois, and St. Louis, organizer Grant Hamilton commented to Morrison that
“The opposition . . . endeavors to lend the impression that President Gompers
assumes to control the labor vote, and this has found lodgement in the minds
of some, but can be eradicated upon a proper representation of the subject.”'"*
As the AFL leaders braced themselves for a “vicious” last two weeks to the
campaign, Morrison assessed the problems they faced: “The great effort of the
Taft supporters will be . . . to impress upon the minds of the wage workers that
their vote is being delivered and to try and create a resentment in their mind
against the idea that they are not free agents.”'"

% An “American Workingman,” to the Editor, Indianapolis Star, October 6, 1908, p. 6;
“Democrats Sway State Federation,” Indianapolis Star, October 1, 1908, p. I. James
Watson, campaigning as Republican candidate for governor of Indiana, repeatedly charged
that Gompers was not a naturalized citizen and thus had no right to tell workers how to
vote. See the transcript of a speech given by Watson on July 29, 1908, AFL Records, reel
66; and the Indianapolis Union, October 24, 1908. For the charge that Gompers had always
been a Democrat, see the Danville Commercial-News, September 8, 1908.

William Taft quoted in an editorial by Gompers: “Mr. Taft — Answer Before Election,”
AF, 15 (11), November 1908, 970.

George Wellington, Louisville, Kentucky, to Gompers, September 9, 1908, AFL Records, reel
67; Max Hayes, “World of Labor,” International Socialist Review, 9 (1), July 1908, 75-6.
M. Grant Hamilton to Frank Morrison, July 25, 1908, AFL Records, reel 66.

Morrison to Frank Kennedy, Omaha, October 2, 1908, Morrison Letterbooks.
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AFL spokesmen, from the highest officials to the organizers in the field, finally
found that responding to this charge could be a full-time job. Watching employers
and Republican politicians attempt to manipulate workers’ voting behavior in
their interest, Gompers could barely contain his anger and frustration. Newspapers
have criticized the AFL, he wrote, because its president “presumed to advise the
workers as to how their interests could be best protected in this campaign. It now
becomes clear that this was mostly a howl of rage on the part of those who had