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Chapter I 

American Federation of Labor—Bases of Foreign Policy: Theory 

For a century preceding the First World War, commercial rivalry, 

colonial expansion, and a foreign policy dedicated to the maintenance 

of the "balance of power" had occupied the attention of the major 

European powers. The results of such policies were to bear fruit 

in the summer of 1914 when a spark of relatively minor consequence — 

the assassination of Archduke Francis Ferdinand, heir to the throne 

of Austria Hungary—was to ignite all of Europe and plunge the 

nations into a castastrophic conflict. 

As the crisis deepened and each country mobilized its armed 

forces, a new element entered the international scene and, for a 

brief moment, threatened to halt the march to war. The socialist-

led trade unions of Europe, ideologically grounded in the belief 

that the international ties of the workingmen were stronger than 

their allegiance to the country of their birth, and committed to a 

policy to enforce the peace, gathered to consider their response to 

the call of their respective governments for money, arms and men— 

the necessary implements of war. It was to be the supreme test be­

tween international working class solidarity and the appeal of 

nationalist sentiment to defend the honor and sanctity of the home­

land, The contest was short-lived and decisive. Nationalism emer­

ged triumphant and with a new-born self-confidence easily crushed 

the theoretical assumptions which had nurtured internationalism. 
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It was not until 1917 with the triumph of the Russian Bolsheviks 

that a new internationalism would rise on the fallen structures 

and challenge anew the supremacy of nationalism. 

If the demise of internationalism was to have a profound effect 

on European trade unionism, its theoretical impact on the leadership 

of the American Federation of Labor was slight. This was not sur­

prising since the sum and substance of trade union theory as ad­

vocated by the A. F. of L.—class collaborationism, pragmatism 

and opportunism—militated against any concept which would bring 

organized workers of America into irreconcilable conflict with the 

owners of industry or leaders of the government. What the war did 

accomplish was to reinforce an ideology already embraced by the 

A. F, of L., and more firmly to wed its leaders to the belief 

that support of American foreign policy was to be equated with 

patriotism and loyalty to America's ideals as expressed in its 

institutions. 

As a result, the European conflict did not lead the Federation 

into a re-examination of its trade union philosophy, but simply opened 

up before it, in the realm of foreign affairs, a new area of participa­

tion. The Federation saw its role in international affairs as a means 

of accomplishing some of the objectives it had so valiantly striven 

for since its inception. As such, during the First Word War, it did 

not seek to innovate or create policy in foreign relations, but was 

more than willing to become an instrument in the hands of the Wilson 

Administration in the hope that its services would be amply rewarded. 

Essentially, it followed a program of pragmatism and opportunism. 
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The theoretical factors underlying the making of foreign policy 

decisions within the American Federation of Labor were a direct out­

growth of its domestic philosophy. Each complemented and supported 

the other; each was a projection of the other. 

Rejecting any blueprint or standard of labor's ultimate goals 

or objectives and espousing a policy of "pure and simple trade 

unionism", the A. F, of L. failed to develop any comprehensive set 

of ideas concerning foreign affairs. It was content to go along 

from day to day, in a pragmatic manner, reacting to events as they 

occurred on the international scene. This is not to indicate that 

the Federation failed to formulate any policy emanating from the 

needs of the workers, such as international peace and disarmament. 

What it does signify is that the A. F. of L.'s policies on interna­

tional affairs were often vague and general in nature, and, not being 

anchored in a concrete philosophy, were subject to wide variations 

as dictated by the pragmatic needs of the Federation. This becomes 

particularly evident during the European War of 1914-1918. 

Prior to World War I, the A. F. of L. had voiced its unwavering 

devotion to international peace and disarmament. At times,its tone 

was decidedly militant. In 1899, Gompers was advocating the inter­

vention by workers in international affairs if those in authority 

failed to settle their disputes by peaceful means.̂  At the 1907 

1. Gompers, Samuel, American Labor and the War (New York: George H. 
Doran Co., 1919), 51-52. 
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convention of the A. F. of L., Gompers warned the governments of 

the world that the masses had it in their power to unleash a mighty 

force for peace if any statesman sought to thwart their desires.̂  

The fraternization of the workers of the world in an international 

labor movement, he declared, would be an almost irresistible force 

for peace. &) 

Yet the professed internationalism and militancy of the A. F. 

of L. leaders was to come under a severe strain when faced with 

concrete situations, and not just abstractions. When "Wild Bill" 

Haywood, chief organizer of the I. W. W., told an audience that in 

the event Congress declared war on Mexico, the workers would automatic­

ally start the "greatest general strike this country had ever seen," 

James M. Duncan, President of the International Typographical Union, 

vociferously disagreed.Proclaiming that he was "first of all 

an American," Mr. Duncan declared that he was "for America in any 

struggle in which its honor is involved," ̂  The speech served 

to split the labor movement in Indiana. Yet, the unbridled 

2. Robbins, Hayes (ed.), Labor and the Common Welfare (New York; 
E. P. Dutton and Co., 1919), 219-220. 

3. Ibid.. 226. Annual Report before the 1904 A. F, of L. Convention. 

4. New York Times. April 20, 1914, 1. 

5. Ibid. , April 21, 1914, 4. 

6. Ibid. 
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patriotism of the President of the International Typographical 

Union was to be followed with almost Pavlovian regularity by the 

leading figures of the Federation during the war. However, as in 

Indiana, it was to encounter rising opposition among many of the 

national unions, and particularly among the rank and file. 

If in 1899, 1904, and 1907, Gompers had advocated a general 

strike in behalf of peace, he slowly began to retreat from this 

position as the reality of the world crisis became more apparent. 

In April, 1914, barely six months before the outbreak of hostilities, 

the American Federationist. official organ of the American Federation 

of Labor, began publishing articles decrying the use of a general 

strike to obtain peace as ineffective and perhaps incurring a vast 

amount of social suffering and industrial calamity. In its stead, 

the article stressed more studies on the effects of armaments, the 

democratization of diplomacy, and the elimination of passion and 

prejudice among peoples and nations.̂  

It should be noted at this point that prior to the commencement 

of hostilities in Europe, a variety of opinions existed among Gompers' 

inner circle. For example, in a speech before the Massachusetts Peace 

Society in May, James A. Duncan, First Vice-President of the A. F. of L., 

and one of Gompers' closest associates, was still advocating overt 

collective action by labor to halt capitalistic intrigue which led 

7. Langdon-Davies, B. N., "Militarism and Labor," American Federationist 
XXI (April, 1914), 303-306. 
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/o\ 
to war. ' However, as the war began, Gompers was gradually able 

to unite this group into a solid phalanx in support of his foreign 

policies. 

The onset of war in the summer of 1914 publicly shook Gompers 

loose from his pacifist moorings. The Carnegie Peace Foundation 

had offered to publish all his articles and addresses on interna­

tional peace. When war broke out Gompers stated that he immediately 

hastened to the Foundation and withdrew his manuscript.s He was 

no longer a pacifist. Gompers held that his conversion from pacifist 

to militarist was an act of pragmatism and an acceptance of reality. 

When the workers of the world rallied to the colors at the request 

of Kaiser and czar, president and king, Gompers decided that he had 

been living in a "fool's paradise," and that his own conception of 

the impossibility of war was based on a personal desire and not on 

objective reality.Henceforth, relying on his new understanding 

of the world, he would call upon the nation to take steps to defend 

itself.(11) 

In abandoning pacifism, Gompers sought to lay the groundwork 

for a labor foreign policy whose main ideological pillars of support 

would be a rampant nationalism, a belief that "America is the apotheosis 

8. American Federation of Labor, Weekly News Letter. May 30, 1914, 4. 

9. Gompers, Samuel, Seventy Years of Live and Labor (New York: 
E. P. Dutton and Co., 1919), II, 331. 

10. Robbins, Common Welfare. 230; A. F. of L..Proceedings. 1915,386-388. 

11. Robbins, Common Welfare. 228-229. 
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of all that Is right," and boundless faith in the Wilson Adminis­

tration. 

The war quickly demonstrated to the A, F. of L. the Inadequacy 

of the theory of internationalism. Gompers saw its failure rooted 

in a misunderstanding of human nature. Man, he proclaimed, was 

governed more by instinct and impulse than by reason and reflection. 

Patriotism, to Gompers, was a "strong compelling force—a primal 

instinct in the individual." It was proof positive that the ties 

which bound the worklngman to the nation were stronger than the ties 

which bound him to his fellows. The Federation leaders viewed 

nationalism as overcoming the class interests of the workers. 

Henceforth, they would maintain that to be an effective interna­

tionalist one had first to embrace nationalism. 

Gompers' initial interpretation of the war was in marked con­

trast to his later views. With the firing of the first shots and 

the realization that the conflict had begun, Gompers immediately 

castigated the war as "unnatural, unjustified and unholy" and "con-

demnable from every viewpoint. He condemned the Austrian de­

claration of war on Serbia as an act "for the glory and aggrandize­

ment of an effete royalty."̂  To Gompers, the war had but one aim: 

12. Gompers, Labor and the War. 268; Gompers, Life. I, 551; Ibid., 
II, 545-546. 

13. Robbins, Common Welfare. 213-215. 

14. Ibid.J Gompers, Life. II, 389-390. 

15. Ibid., II, 405. 

16. Gompers to Chicago Examiner, August 7, 1914, Gompers Manuscripts, 
Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D. C. 

17. Railway Carmen's Journal, XIX (September, 1914), 543. 
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to divert the attention of people from their domestic problems and 

to demoralize organized labor so that it would no longer be a 
/ION 

threat to the entrenched dynasties. Agreeing with the Central 

Federated Union of New York, the leaders of the A. F. of L. regarded 

the outbreak of hostilities as a gigantic conspiracy directed against 

the growing demand of working men and women for a better life. Dur­

ing the first few months of the war, a remarkable unanimity of 

opinion existed among the Federation heads, the leaders of the 

national and international unions, and the rank and file. All opposed 

( 1 9 )  
the war with equal fervor.̂  However, the honeymoon was to be of 

short duration. The history of Federation policy on war and peace 

during the period was a record of unceasing dissension among the various 

elements composing the American Federation of Labor. 

Writing in September, Gompers was still persuaded that the 

outbreak of war was a tactical victory for the ruling classes of 

Europe and "had there been only ordinary time. . .this war could 

have been averted by the influence, power and determination of the 

workers."The A. F. of L. leadership stated its willingness 

18. Ibid., 543; American Federationist. XXI (September, 1914), 734; 
The Carpenter. XXXIII (September, 1914), 13. 

19. An example of the unity of opinion at the time may be seen from 
the following two journals which were often critical of Gompers' 
positions on international affairs. Coast Seamen's Journal. 
August 26, 1914; The Tailor. September 1, 1914. 

20. Gompers to Ralph M. Easley, September 5, 1914, National Civic Fed­
eration » Manuscript Division, New York Public Library, New York City, 
New York. 
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to lead any movement In behalf of a negotiated peace—a position 

it was later vehemently to oppose. 

Gompers cast about for means to end the war, but the trade union 

philosophy of the A. F. of L. served to narrow his options. His 

creed of voluntarism militated against the use of United States 

economic power to coerce the nations of Europe, and his concept of 

"pure and simple" trade unionism did not lend itself to collective, 

direct action by labor in behalf of peace. Gompers was content to 

issue declarations, and have the Executive Council of the A. F. of L. 

( 2 2 )  
pass resolutions. There is no evidence that the President of 

the A. F. of L. engaged in any organizational effort or participated 

in any collective activity which would have brought meaningful 

pressure to bear on either the United States or on any of the Euro­

pean nations to take steps to halt the conflict. On the contrary, 

as will be seen later in this paper, a question arises as to whether 

a discrepancy existed between Gompers' stated positions and the 

policies he pursued behind the scenes. 

Gompers' analysis of the war tended to localize responsibility 

for the conflict. Autocracy, in the form of the Kaiser, czar, and 

king, he maintained, must bear the main responsibility for the on-

rushing conflict. Therefore, if, as he reasoned, it was the misrule 

of a handful of unprincipled autocrats, masters in their own lands, 

21. Gompers to Executive Council, September 5, 1914; Gompers MSS, 
American Federationist XXI (October, 1914), 868-869. 

22. Gompers to Matthew Woll, August 14, 1914, Gompers MSS. 
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which had been one of the primary causes of the war, it followed 

that democratic changes in some of the European governments might 

ensure a future of peace and guarantee a better life for the working 

masses. His aims and objectives were of a limited nature. He did 

not regard the war as determined by economic forces, but rather as 

the result of German autocracy and militarism. Neither did he see 

any connection, however remote, between industrial interests in the 

United States and the war in Europe. 

As one traveled further away from A. F. of L. headquarters in 

Washington, and moved closer to the local labor centers, the criticism 

of the origins of the war became more incisive and fundamental, and 

provided the theoretical basis for an activist approach by the rank 

and file. Their interpretation of the war was largely grounded in 

the doctrine of economic determinism and so, unlike the A. F. of L. 

leaders, they did not exclude United States industrial corporations 

from a share of the responsibility nor did they exclude the possi­

bility of future American participation in the conflict. The war, 

in their opinion, had an economic base and was a joint venture of 

(23) 
American as well as European capitalism. They foresaw an effort 

by American capitalists to plunge the American working class into 

(24) 
the war in order to expand their business and power. To thwart 

such a development, they mounted a dual attack. On the one hand, 

23. The Tailor. September 1, 1914. 

, 24. The American Flint. VI (December, 1914), 1-2. 
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they sought to eliminate the economic advantages to be gained through 

war by demanding the nationalization of all industries manufacturing 

arms and munitions, and government acquisition of all patent rights 

(25) 
for war equipment; and, on the other hand, by militantly utilizing 

the economic and political power of the trade unions in behalf of 

peace. 

While an economic interpretation of the war was readily accept­

able to an overwhelming number of trade union leaders and their 

membership—the 1914 convention of the A. F. of L. having unanimously 

adopted such a proposal with the passive acquiescence of the Gompers 

g r o u p t h e  s u g g e s t i o n  t h a t  t h e  A .  F .  o f  L .  u s e  d i r e c t  a c t i o n  

(27) 
against war was nimbly sidetracked by Gompers. But the agitation 

for a more specific response by labor in behalf of peace continued 

unabated. Typical of this line of thinking was the labor Bulletin 

of San Francisco. Praising the anti-war position of the A. F. of L. 

adopted at the Philadelphia convention, it declared that "if the AFL 

25. A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1914, 467-468. 

26. Ibid. 

27. American Federationist. XXI (October, 1914),855. In July, 1914, 
prior to the war, the Central Labor Union requested the Executive 
Council to issue an appeal to all union labor to refrain from 
enlisting in the armed forces as a protest against war. Gompers did 
not accept this suggestion but neither did he refute it. His 
tactic was to imply that the leadership knew best how to work 
for peace and was following a course which it deemed correct. In 
this manner, he avoided any direct confrontation with the member­
ship on issues which were popular with them. 
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stands fast against war, and against all public policies which 

lead to war. . .the peace of the United States will be as safe as 

men can make it. Without the consent of the 2,000,000 members of the 

AFL, the United States can never make war."̂  ̂

The words of the Bulletin were gradually to grow into a major 

irritant to the Federation leaders. Such an activist program was 

not only contrary to their conception of the role of a trade union, 

but it jeopardized their grand design of amity between capital and 

labor by its implication that the United States Government contem­

plated entering the war for other than honorable reasons—a concept 

which was totally alien to their way of thinking. The differences 

between the two positions slowly began to sharpen and emerge. 

In his Labor Day address on September 7th, Gompers added a 

discordant note to the general outward harmony which prevailed among 

labor concerning the European :o->flict. While condemning the war as 

one of "aggrandizement and conquest," he sax* something positive 

developing from it—international labor solidarity, international 

law, a system of arbitration and a code of international morality 

as a standard for the maintenance of peace.̂ 9) Gompers thus added 

a new dimension to the debate. He sought to weigh the effects of 

the war in the proverbial scales of justice balancing both good and 

evil. The A, F. of L. President, at this time, obviously regarded 

28. Quoted in Weekly News Letter. November 28, 1914. 

29, Gompers, Labor and the War. 20-21. 
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the negative aspects of the war as outweighing any positive results, 

but the impact of the statement became clear: the European War, 

no matter how indirectly, would yet serve as an instrument to ad­

vance civilization and mankind. This was in sharp contrast to the 

overwhelming majority of labor men who, up until the United States 

entrance into the war, pictured the conflict as an unmitigated evil 

with no saving features.However, Gompers was to become so en­

amored with_ this idea, and to so build upon it, that in a few short 

years he was to label the war "the most wonderful crusade ever 

entered upon by men in the whole history of the world." 

To emphasize further his distaste for the theory of economic 

determinism as a primary causative factor in the war, Gompers laid 

greater stress on the role of human nature. In his labor Day speech, 

he began to touch on some of the ideas once proposed by the philo­

sopher, William James. He alluded to the war as being instinc­

tively alluring to man. He spoke in fascination of the "whirl and 

thrill" of it all, of its "compelling magnetism," of the wonderful 

30. The membership of the American Federation of Labor, composed of 
diverse national groups, maintained a steady and unremitting op­
position to the war. This was particularly true of the Irish, 
German and Jewish trade unionists who fought against any aid to 
the Allies or United States participation in the conflict. This 
will be more fully detailed in the chapters to follow, 

31. Gompers, Labor and the War. 197. 

32. The author could find no evidence indicating that Samuel Gompers 
read, or was influenced by William James. However, given Gompers' 
aversion to theoreticians and intellectuals, it is hardly likely 
that he studied or was acquainted with James' works. 
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patriotic emotions it engeners, and of the bravery which "goes 

straight to the heart." 

The acceptance, by Gompera, of the European War as being partly 

rooted in human nature further accelerated his movement away from 

pacifism, and added momentum to his eventual rise as one of the 

foremost proponents of preparedness for national defense, and of 

America's entry into the conflict on the side of the Allies. As 

the initial shock of the war diminished, the primary question to 

occupy the attention of organized labor was the role of the United 

States in relation to the war. The debate focused around two central 

issues: national defense, and the nature of true neutrality. 

Faced with substantial peace sentiment within the A. F. of L. 

and a strong tradition of anti-militarism, Gompers met the "prepared-

(34) 
ness" controversey cautiously. Toward the end of December, 1914, 

he voiced his opposition to the Gardner resolution in Congress which 

sought to strengthen our national defense. "Its effect," said 

Gompers, "will be to agitate for war,"̂  ̂ The A. F. of L. leader 

feared that the military would attempt to capitalize on the war for 

the purpose of gaining from the Congress increased expenditures for 

(36) 
military purposes. He openly stated his support of a skeleton 

amy and navy organization. 

33. Gompers, Labor and the War. 17-18. 

34. The whole question of military and economic preparedness, ac­
companied by internal dissension within the A. F. of L., is more 
fully dealt with in Chapters 3 and 4. 

35. The Labor Herald. December 25, 1914. 

36. Ibid. 
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Yet, prior to this statement, at a meeting of the NCF early 

in December, Gompers approved of a resolution "that the Congress 

created by law a Council of National Defense to consider, decide and 

report to the Congress what legislation is necessary to provide for 

national defense. Obviously, Gompers did not feel that this 

resolution would serve "to agitate for war." 

At first flush, it is easy to come to the conclusion that 

Gompers lacked consistency in determining a course for labor to 

follow. In actuality, if Gompers appeared to waiver in his position on 

foreign policy, it was due to his recognition that the course he de­

sired to pursue—in support of a stronger army and navy— would 

evoke enormous opposition within organized labor and, if he were to 

lead the A. F. of L. into closer support of Wilson's policies, political 

discretion demanded that his public utterances not necessarily re­

flect his private inclinations. Gompers' open position on issues 

often concealed his true intentions. John P. Frey, editor of the 

Moulders Journal and a close associate of Gompers, stated that as 

far back as 1911 or 1912 Gompers, in private conversations, was 

abandoning pacifism "because he saw in the armed camp that Europe 

was becoming a menace to the free institutions of Western Europe," (39) 

37. Robert Easley to Joseph P. Tumulty, December 6, 1914, NCF MSS; 
Gompers to J, M, Wainwright, December 14, 1914, Gompers MSS. 

38. Ibid. 

39. Notes of a lecture by Frey at a Harvard Student Seminar, May 12, 
1948, Frey MSS. 
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With Gompers1 foreknowledge and support, Frey later recalled, a 

resolution was introduced at the A. F. of L, convention prior to the 

outbreak of war, which, while expressing basic objections to a 

large standing army, supported its development as a necessity to 

protect our freedoms and liberties. If Gompers did support 

a large standing army, he was careful never openly to advocate such 

(41) 
a proposal.v 

Florence Thorne, collaborator with Samuel Gompers on his auto­

biography and for twelve years his confidential assistant, said he 

"went to war in 1914" proclaiming that his previous position against 

war was "childish nonsense. If Gompers was not a true "pacifist" 

at the outbreak of the war in August, neither was he neutral. This 

becomes evident in the stand he took at the 1914 A. F. of L. Con­

vention. Andrew Furuseth, president of the Seamen's International 

Union, proposed that since no government or people could be blamed 

for the war, the people of the United States "judge none of those 

who are engaged in this war but. . .tender to them our profound 

(43) 
sympathy." The Committee on International Relations of which 

Gompers was a member, voted against this resolution on the grounds 

40. Ibid. 

41. See Chapter 4 for a more detailed account of this topic. 

42. Florence Thorne to Bernard Mandel, July 7, 1953, quoted in 
Bernard Mandel, Samuel Gompers (Ohio: Antioch Press, 1963), 
353. 

43. A, F. of L., Proceedings. 1914, 473-474. 
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that it opposed any peace which did not resolve basic wrongs such 

as the suppression of the national aspirations in the Balkans. 

The Committee's position directly contradicted statements flowing 

out of A. F. of L. headquarters in favor of an immediate cessation of 

hostilities and a negotiated settlement.Gompers was well aware 

that any settlement which sought to right basic wrongs could only 

come about through a victor's peace. And at that historical moment 

neither the Allies nor the Central Powers were in a position to 

dictate the terms of peace. In effect, Gompers favored a continua­

tion of the war. 

Samuel Gompers had, by 1915, established some of the major planks 

in the foreign policy platform of the A. F. of L. His main concern 

became one of a tactical nature; how to lead labor into a pro-war 

and pro-Allied position despite the strong peace convictions of the 

membership, and the hostility of many of the national groups to any 

policy which favored the Allies. This often led Gompers to assume 

two postures—one public and one private. As a result, the stated 

position of the A. F. of L. often concealed its true intent and was 

solely for the consumption of its constituency. An understanding 

of this tactical maneuvering is necessary for an understanding of 

the role of the Federation in foreign affairs and its impact on United 

States policy. 

44. Ibid. 

45. The Chairmen of all convention committees were appointed by 
Gompers and the committees, particularly on substantive issues, 
usually reflected the wishes of the President of the American 
Federation of Labor, For a fuller discussion see Chapter 2. 
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As the war progressed and its effect on America became more 

pronounced, Gompers increasingly identified the Federation's "war 

policy" with that of the Wilson Administration. The reason lies 

partly in Gompers' pragmatic outlook. He states in his autobiography 

that he had foreseen before other labor leaders the impact 

of the European struggle upon United States labor and that, above 

and beyond any other issue, organized labor would be judged by its 

(46) 
activity in this area. The overriding issue to the President 

of the A. F. of L. was to be judged "right." This meant unquestioning 

support of the Allies and the Government. To this end, Gompers will­

ingly surrendered some of the basic theoretical tenets which were 

the foundation of his labor policies. His concept of "more, more" 

for the workers was sacrificed to the expediency of a war economy; 

his creed of voluntarism, which he believed to be the core of free 

man's relationship to his trade union and government, was cruelly 

ignored; and his belief that government should not interfere in 

(47) 
labor-management relations was all but forgotten. All this, ac­

cording to Gompers, was done in the name of patriotism and practicality. 

46. Gompers, Life. II, 346. 

47. Gompers willingly and enthusiastically cooperated with the Govern­
ment in preventing the workers from using their economic power to 
secure wage increases (see Chapters 6 and 7). The support by 
Gompers of universal military service against the expressed 
wishes of the officers and members of the A, F. of L. was in 
direct violation of the philosophy of voluntarism (see Chapter 4). 
Chapters 6 and 7 also provide a detailed discussion of government 
involvement in labor relations during the war. 
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But to may others it was regarded as "cynical opportunism." 

The American Federation of Labor became one of the leading pro­

ponents of President Wilson's program of strengthening our national 

defense. It entered the contest under the slogan of "preparedness 

..(49) 
against war. As usual, A. F, of L. policy in this area had 

an opportunistic base. At the very outbreak of the war, Gompers 

was already anticipating an "unparalelled era of prosperity" 

for American business, and his main concern was that labor be given 

its proper share.The president of the A, F. of L. frankly ad­

mitted that labor never entered into the anti-munitions propaganda 

campaign because it had greatly benefitted from the manufacture of 

(51) 
munitionsi War production had led to full employment. 

The efforts of the peace societies to resolve the international 

(52) 
conflict were early opposed by Gompers as impractical and impotent. 

Besides, he felt they placed too high a value on peace. In his 

thinking, peace was not the ultimate goal. "More abhorrent than 

war," the Federation leader would proclaim, "was to be robbed of the 

48. Ganjsrs to the Editor of "The Public," April 3, 1918, Gompers MSS. 

49. Gompers to T. Ketters Van Dyke, February 3, 1916, Gompers MSS; 
Samuel Gompers, "Why the War Was Not Prevented," Harpers Weekly. 
August 7, 1915, 130-131. 

50. Gompers' speech before New York State Federation of Labor quoted 
in Seamen's Journal. September 16, 1914. 

51. New York Times. May 3, 1917, 24. 

52. A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1914, 48-49. 
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birthright of freedom, justice, safety and character."Gompers 

had already arrived at the decision that the struggle in Europe 

was betwen liberty and democracy on the one side, and autocracy 

and militarism on the other. He saw the Allied powers as the bearers 

(54) 
of the torch of civilization. 

The logic of Gompers' thinking eventually drove him into an 

open pro-war position. He became opposed to any peaceful settlement 

of the war which did not first resolve the moral issues involved. 

Since he viewed the German government as inherently immoral and 

sought as a primary condition for the cessation of hostilities the 

removal of that government from office - a prospect he knew full well 

could not be accomplished without a German surrender - his position 

led him to become one of the leading exponents of a victors' peace. 

Based on their premise that the war was a struggle between good 

and evil, the A. F. of L. Executive Council, led by Gompers, favored 

American intervention. After the United States entered the conflict, 

Gompers often boasted of the fact that he had approved of our entrance 

much earlier, but yielded to the judgment of the President. (->6) 

53. Gompers to William J. Mahoney of Washington Peace Committee of 100, 
June 23, 1915, Gompers MSS; Gompers to Ernest Bohm, June 18, 1915, 
Woodrow Wilson Manuscripts, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, 
Washington, D. C. 

54. Easley to Sir Cecil Arthur Spring-Rice, British Ambassador, July 8, 
1915, NCF MSS. 

55. Gompers, Labor and the War. 79-80. Gompers flatly states that "if 
I could stop the war now by a turn of my hand, I would not do so." 

56. Gompers, Labor and the War. 121. 
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If Gompers originally viewed the war as "unholy and unjustified," 

its character, in his mind, was to change radically when America 

became a participant. It now became the "greatest event in human 

history since the creation."(57) minions of men were slaughtered, 

the leaders of the Federation saw the war as "doing more to humanize 

the world than anything else in history."̂ 8) 
• 

Months before the United States declaration of war, Gompers 

had been brought into the government as a member of the Advisory 

Commission of the Council of National Defense, and charged with a 

major responsibility for the overall planning of the nation's re­

sources in the event of war. In effect, as the President of the 

Pennsylvania State Federation of Labor charged, Gompers had become 

a spokesman for the government.He was an important factor in 

clearing away many domestic obstacles to Wilson's foreign policies. 

Much earlier, in 1915 to be exact, the Federation leader had de­

cided to leave "the determination of foreign relations to President 

Wilson."In a meeting of A. F. of L. representatives on March 12, 

1917, the Federation virtually gave the Administration blanket approval 

of any policy it pursued in the area of war and peace. The meeting 

57. Ibid.. 132, 150, 166, 173, 179; Robbins, Common Welfare, 235-236. 

58. New York Times. June 7, 1918, 11, 

59. James H. Maurer, It Can Be Done (New York: Rand School Press, 1938), 
236. The author, a socialist, was President of the Pennsylvania 
State Federation of Labor during the war period, 

60. Gompers to Justin Gilbert, September 15, 1915, Gompers MSS. 

61. Gompers, Labor and the War. 289-295. 
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proved to be an Instructive lesson In how a Federation president, 

despite constitutional barriers, can tap a vast reservoir of power 

inherent in his office and, also, of how eager some Federation 

leaders - Gomers and a majority of the Executive Council - were 

to exchange their support of the government's foreign policies 

for the Administration's benevolent attitude toward labor. 

When the United States entered the war, Gompers took the 

unqualified position that the primary task of labor was to win 

the war and, until this was accomplished, labor would, as far as 

possible, not press the government for an adjustment of its 

grievances. Labor's cooperation and self-identification 

with the Government had, by 1918, reached such a stage that 

The Nation would regard the A. F. of L. as having "ceased to func­

tion as an independent body."The leaders of the Federation 

62. Ibid. See Chapter 2 for a discussion of the structure of the 
A, F. of L. and its relation to decision-making in foreign af­
fairs. Chapter 5 provides a detailed discussion of the meeting, 
the opposition it engendered and its impact on United States 
policy. 

63. Notes of a lecture by Frey at Harvard Student Seminar, May 12, 
1948, Frey MSS. The A, F. of L. was the only trade union move­
ment which took such a position. In most European countries, 
the trade unions felt they had first to settle their grievances 
with the government before they could give it full support. See 
also Frey, "Gompers," Frey MSS. 

64. The Nation. June 29, 1918, 753-755. The author justifies Gompers' 
alliance with the Federal Administration on the basis of the re­
cord gains labor achieved during the war, a conclusion which will 
have difficulty standing up under careful scrutiny. 
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did not regard such a state of affairs as unfortunate but rather 

saw it as emanating from their general conception of the role of 

trade unions in the American capitalistic society. 

The world crisis, to Gompers, opened up a new era for the 

labor movement. The Administration's concern for organized labor 

became apparent in the light of the experiences of organized labor 

in England and France. The failure of the British government to 

reach an early accord with labor had, for a time, paralyzed the 

British munitions industry while in France the same attitude toward 

labor had brought the French array to the verge of mutiny. Gompers 

did not intend to follow the example of European labor. Governed by 

pragmatic rules which established success as its highest standard, 

Gompers created his own general law which he believed, would meet 

the needs of the situation. The measure of labor's progress, reasoned 

the A. F. of L. leader, was in direct ratio to the degree of its 

support of the government in its "war program,"If labor co­

operated with the government, Gompers felt certain it could secure 

g o v e r n m e n t  r e c o g n i t i o n  a n d  v a s t l y  i n c r e a s e  i t s  p o w e r , T h e  

A, F. of L. envisioned itself as being accepted into the inner cir­

cles of government and sharing co-equal power with other interests 

in policy formulation. It predicated labor's gains on the good 

will of the Wilson Administration rather than on its own strength 

and power. 

65. Coast Seamen's Journal, March 21, 1917. 

66. Ibid.; Gompers to John A. Flett, February 25, 1918, Gompers MSS. 

67. Robbins, Common Welfare. 244-245; Coast Seamen's Journal. March 21, 
1917, 
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Wilson's consideration for the support of the A. F. of L, 

was providing labor an influence in Washington far beyond the pro­

portion of its membership. Bemused by their own wishful think­

ing, the leaders of the A. F. of L. saw a new role for labor in the 

world of international affairs and even envisioned its president, 

Samuel Gompers, as a member of the American delegation to the Peace 

Conference, The growing world power of the United States 

raised labor's hopes that its influence overseas, particularly in 

international labor matters, would grow in proportion to the in­

creasing strength of the United States in world affairs. Cur­

iously, the Federation found common ground with the great financial 

interests of the country led by the House of Morgan. Financial 

assistance to the Allies was heartily applauded by the A. F. of L. 

because it regarded such assistance as increasing American influence 

in the debtor nations. Similarly, it saw the influence of the 

American labor movement as "vastly extended through the making of 

(72) 
this war loan." In effect, labor viewed itself not only as the 

beneficiary, but as a partner in America'a emergence as a world 

power. 

68. New Republic. March 10, 1917, 157-158. 

69. The Boilermakers Journal. XXX (October, 1918), 737-738, 
American Federationist,XXV, (July, 1918), 577. 

70. Coast Seamen's Journal. October 17, 1917. 

71. Ibid. 

72. Ibid. 
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Gompers' support of the Wilson Administration also had another 

key objective—the enhancement of his own position within the 

A. F. of L. and the destruction of dual unions outside the Fed­

eration which challenged its principle of craft unionism. 

Until the entrance of the United States into the war, socialist 

opposition to Gompers was strong. In the 1912 Convention, the 

socialist candidate for the presidency of the A. F. of L., Max J. 

( 73) 
Hayes, polled 5,073 votes to Gompers', 11,974. The acceleration 

of socialist power within the national unions continued at a rapid 

pace until the outbreak of the war. The socialists' position made 

them the object of continual harassment, and coupled with their in­

ternal dissension, they soon declined as a significant force within 

(74) 
the Federation. Gompers effectively used the war hysteria to 

( 7 5 )  
brand them as traitors to their country and agents of the Kaiser.v 

Gompers' support of Wilson's "war aims" and the Administration's 

identification with the A. F. of L's labor philosophy led both into 

an alliance to crush radical labor groups such as the I.W.W. Bill 

Haywood later claimed that the move by the Department of Justice to 

f 761 
crush the I.W.W. was inspired by Gompers. The A. F. of L. 

President urged Secretary of War Baker to crush it because of its 

73. A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1912, 354-355. 

74. Saposs, David J., Left Wing Unionism (New York: International 
Publishers, 1926), 36-39. 

75. Gompers, Labor and the War. 97, 146, 262-263; Robbins, Common 
Welfare. 263. 

76. Haywood, William D., Bill Haywood's Book (New York: International 
Publishers, 1929), 299. 
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"arrogant disregard of constitutional and common law."̂  ̂ The 

plan to decimate the I.W.W,, involving as it did the Council of 

National Defense, on whose Advisory Commission Samuel Gompers served, 

was unlikely to have evolved without the active acknowledgement and 

support of the Federation President. It was a joint venture of 

the A. F. of L. and the Government, 

At the time of Wilson's election in 1912, some of the basic 

ideology of the Federation was under severe attack. This was 

particularly true in the area of political activity where the 

non-partisan "reward your friends and punish your enemies" philo­

sophy had achieved little in the way of concrete results. Gompers 

admitted that unless some practical legislative gains could be 

(79) 
demonstrated, he would be forced to abandon this policy. 

The inauguration of Woodrow Wilson as President of the United 

States was to salvage for Gompers some of his cardinal principles 

and strengthen his position as leader of organized labor. At Wilson's 

behest, the Sixty-third Congress enacted many items in labor's 1906 

Bill of Grievances. Chief among these was the Clayton Act,which 

77. Madison, Charles A., American Labor Leaders (New York: Frederick 
Ungar Publishing Co., 1950), 87. 

78. Peterson, H. C.and Fite, Gilbert C., Opponents of War (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1957), 62; Preston, William Jr., 
Aliens and Dissenters (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1963) 
129; Felix Frankfurter to Secretary of War Baker, Memorandum of 
September 4, 1917, Baker Manuscripts, Manuscript Division, Library 
of Congress, Washington, D. C. 

79. Gompers, Life. II, 275,294. 
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Gompers regarded as labor's "Magna Carta."(80) This enabled the 

President of the A. F. of L. to prove the effectiveness of the 

non-partisan political approach. 

One of Gompers' most pressing problems was to obtain and con­

solidate rank and file support for the war. Of immediate concern 

was the amelioration of industrial grievances. The Administration 

heartily cooperated in meeting some of the most pressing needs of 

the workers, although the record number of strikes during the war 

testified to its only modest success. 

But in the eyes of millions of American workers the war could 

only be justified if it were truly a war to make the world "safe for 

democracy." President Wilson's rhetoric certainly created such an 

impression. Gompers followed suit, making use of such vague gen­

eralizations as a war for "justice, freedom and democracy."(81) 

When it came to more clearly defining the Federation's post-war 

reconstruction program, Gompers was reluctant. He saw labor's main 

goal as the winning of the war and hesitated in raising subjects 

which would test the unity and solidarity of labor, and perhaps, 

(82) 
cause divisiveness. A request for such a program by a pro-war 

80. Gompers, Labor and the War. 195-196. 

81. Gompers to A. Greenstein, July 1, 1918, Gompers MSS. 

82. American Federatlonist, XXV (October, 1918), 915-916; Gompers to 
John Spargo, March 22, 1918, Gompers MSS. 
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socialist was succinctly answered by Gompers: "Ought we to have our 
/QO\ 

minds diverted from the will to fight and win for freedom?" 

Again, at a time when it had the strength to demand concessions for 

its post-war aims, the Federation abdicated its responsibility. As 

a result, the A. F. of L. lagged far behind the European trade unions 

in establishing a reconstruction program at the end of the war. 

Adhering to its policy of unquestioning support of the war and 

the Wilson Administration, the A. F. of L. under the leadership of 

Gompers consistently shied away from formulating any substantive 

post-war program of an international nature on the grounds that it 

might hamper the President in his role as chief policy-maker in 

foreign affairs. At the 1918 Convention, Gompers refused to artic­

ulate any concrete demands in regard to war aims or to establish 

a fundamental program to be placed before the Peace Congress. 

He would not attempt to hinder the effectiveness of the work of the 

American delegation by an effort, prior to the Peace Conference, of. 

applying "fundamental principles to concrete problems."The ef­

fect was to give President Wilson wider leverage in formulating his 

own position at the Conference. At the same time, it diminished 

83. Ibid. 

84. A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1918, 54. 

85. Ibid. 
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labor's future impact on internal affairs since the need for A. F. of L, 

cooperation in the post-war period would be nowhere as great as dur­

ing the war. 

Thus labor emerged as one of the strongest supporters of the 

foreign policy of the Wilson Administration. So intimate did its 

relationship become as to earn for it the sobriquet of being just 

another branch of the government. Pragmatic to the core, the leader­

ship of the A. F. of L. viewed the rise of the United States as a 

world power and, as a consequence, the heightened importance of 

foreign policy formulation, as an instrument to advance the interests 

of the Federation as well as entrenching their own power within that 

organization. 

Convinced of its own limitations and placing little reliance 

on its ability successfully to organize large masses of American 

workers in the face of employers' hostility, the Federation sought 

to reach an accommodation with those elements in society most antago­

nistic to it. It saw the war as a common enterprise on behalf of all 

people and hoped that support of the Administration's foreign policies 

would win for it self recognition from both government and industry. 

To the Federation leadership, this was a "statesmanlike" approach, 

Gompers' philosophy exerted an important influence on labor. The 

position of the AFL-CIO today in American foreign policy may be said 

to have its roots in the years between 1914-1918, 
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Chapter II 

American Federation of Labor—Bases of Foreign Policy: Structure 

Foreign policy ideas in the American Federation of Labor were 

largely the private creation of the President of that organization 

although, constitutionally, no such power had been vested in the of­

fice. That Samuel Gompers was able to monopolize this function dur­

ing the First World War was due more to the aggressive and charis­

matic personality of the man than to any other factor. Utilizing 

the emergency and its attendant pressures to conform, Gompers was 

able to stamp his foreign policies on organized labor even though, 

at times, considerable opposition developed to some of his programs. 

This chapter briefly attempts to analyze how the office of the 

President of the A. F. of L., bereft of the constitutional power 

and enforcement instrumentalities, was able to transform itself into 

the guiding hand which led the Federation, despite a background of 

anti-militarism and pacifism, into unquestioned support of Wilson's 

war policies. 

The American Federation of Labor was not, and is not today, a 

single-unit organization, but a federation composed of autonomous 

unions, held together by loosely defined rules and a recognized common 

need, each possessing complete independence within its own sphere of 
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(1) 
operation.v It was founded on the twin pillars of craft unionism 

and trade autonomy. The function of the Federation was to settle 

jurisdictional disputes, influence public opinion, encourage the 

sale of unionmade goods, systematize legislative lobbying, provide 

a source of strength in strikes, and generally to coordinate the 

( 2 )  
activities of the national and international unions. 

The supreme law of the American Federation of Labor is a con­

stitution. Final authority is vested in a convention which meets 

annually. Carrying out the mandates of the convention are the 

elected officials and an Executive Council. 

Proud of their philosophy of voluntarism, these officials often 

boasted of their lack of power. In testimony before the House Lobby 

Investigation Committee, they confidently described their duties 

as being to advise, suggest and recommend. As if to emphasize this 

point, they proclaimed that they could "not command one man in all 

1. Gompers, "The American Labor Movement," American Federationist, 
XXI (July, 1914), 537-548. Also see Burton J. Hendrick, "The 
Leadership of Samuel Gompers," The World's Week. XXXV (February, 
1918), 384; Lewis L. Lorwin, The American Federation of Labor 
(Washington, D. C.: Brookings Institution, 1933), 301, 324; 
Robert Franklin Hoxie, Trade Unionism in the United States (New 
York: D. Appleton & Co., 1923) 112-114. 

2. See Article II, Constitution of the American Federation of Labor. 
Also Roy Ginger, The Bending Cross (New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press, 1949), 38; Lorwin, American Federation of 
Labor. 49. 



www.manaraa.com

32 

America to do anything."(3) Authority rested in the national and 

international unions which could, and did, defy the decisions of 

(4) 
the President, Executive Council and convention. 

While the provisions of the constitution did not delegate 

vast powers to the office of the President neither did they burden 

it with a large number of restrictions. The constitution was a 

broad and flexible document allowing the president to make of the 

office what he would. Personality thus became the key element in 

the assumption and exercise of power.̂  

3. Quoted in Thorne, Samuel Gompers. 57-58. 

4. An excellent example of the power of the large national unions 
was in the dispute between the Machinists and the Flint Glass 
Workers. In eleven conventions, a decision had been rendered 
in favor of the Flints, but as their delegate stated: "What 
can we do, with only 10,000 members, when an organization of 
180,000 members refuses to abide by the decision?" The con­
vention ordered the machinists to yield the disputed jurisdic­
tion, but declined to suspend them for refusal to obey. The 
highest governing body of the Federation virtually pleaded 
with the machinists to obey the decisions of the general move­
ment without coercion. In reply, the machinists, with dis­
dain and a certain lack of concern for a convention mandate, 
answered that they would "do what they considered-right, and 
nothing else." See The Seamen's Journal. July 3, 1918. For 
a detailed discussion of the national unions and their power 
within the Federation see George E. Barnett, "Dominance of the 
National Union in American Labor Organization," Quarterly 
Journal of Economics. XXVII (May, 1913), 455-481. 

5. Lorain, American Federation of Labor, 332, 336-337. 
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Gompers, from its inception, gave the office a prestige and 

dignity which enabled him to impress his program on the national 

unions, particularly in areas such as foreign affairs which did not 

impinge on craft autonomy. He dominated the Federation and, as 

John Frey was to state in 1948: "[he] had an influence on the trade 

union movement that was exceptional and that has not existed since 

his time."̂  

Since final authority was vested in the convention, Gompers 

sought to exercise a large degree of control over this body. He was 

aided in this by a constitutional provision which gave to the presi­

dent the right to appoint all members of all committees,The 

importance of this provision cannot be overlooked since, as the del­

egates of the Tailors' Industrial Union reported, the real business 

of the convention was performed in hotel lobbies and committee 

rooms.̂  Not only did Gompers name the members of a committee, 

he also determined who was to be its chairman. So arbitrary had his 

power become that, as Mr. Frey admits, he consulted no one in his 

selection. Once a chairman and committee were selected, Gompers 

seldom made a change. However, he retained the constitutional 

6. Frey, Harvard Seminar, May 12, 1948, Frey MSSj The Survey 
March 25, 1916, 759. 

7. See Article 3, Section 3, of A. F. of L. Constitution. 

8. The Tailor, December 8, 1914. 

9. Frey, Harvard Seminar, May 12, 1948, Frey MSS. 

10. Ibid. 
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authority to remove any committee member who displeased him. 

This resulted in committee reports which passively and un­

critically accepted the wishes of the leadership. As a member 

of the Policy Committee, Frey acknowledged that on major ques­

tions no report ever came to the floor from this committee with which 

(11) 
Gomers was in disagreement.v Only on minor questions would an 

occasional dispute arise. At no time during the war years could 

this author find an instance of a committee concurring in a re­

solution on foreign affairs which was contrary to the wishes of 

Samuel Gompers. 

The procedure of the convention also made it more difficult 

for the opposition to pass resolutions opposing the policies of the 

leadership. All resolutions were referred to committees and what 

came before the convention was not the adoption or rejection of the 

(12) 
resolution, but the adoption or rejection of the committee's report. 

Thus the prestige of the committee became an important factor, and 

many delegates were reluctant to vote against a committee's find­

ings for fear of embarrassing it. 

This is not to infer that all recommendations of committees 

were supported by the convention. Occasionally, the convention would 

overturn a committee's report. This usually occurred when a committee 

supported a measure which evoked traditional labor hostility, such as 

13.. Ibid. 

12. The Tailor. December 11, 1917. 
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military preparedness. When a resolution to request President 

Wilson to prevent any further attempt to introduce military train­

ing in the schools was reported out of the Committee of International 

Relations with a recommendation for non-concurrence, the convention, 

after a lively debate, voted to reject the committee's report and 

to adopt the resolution.However, the importance of the act 

was not so much in what may appear as a rebellion of the convention 

against Administration policy, but in the fact that the resolution 

could not have passed without the ardent support of some of Gompers' 

closest collaborators, especially James Duncan, First Vice-President 

of the A. F. of L. Yet, Duncan's apostasy was to be short-lived. 

At the next convention, he was vigorously to oppose a similar 

resolution. 

Gompers' heightened interest in foreign affairs became apparent 

in 1913 when he was instrumental in creating a new committee on 

(15) 
international affairs. The importance he attached to this com­

mittee soon became evident. In order to insure his preeminence in the 

field of foreign policy-making he took the unusual step of having 

himself nominated, each year, as an additional member of this commit­

tee, During the war years, no other committee was to be so honored. 

13. A, F. of L., Proceedings. 1916, 303, 309-310. 

14. Fitch, John A., "Organized Labor in War-Time," The Survey. 
December 1, 1917, 232-235. 

15. A, F. of L., Proceedings. 1913, 129. 
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Another factor making for administration support was the com­

position of the delegates. The national unions were generally run by 

small groups of office holders who were usually the chosen delegates, 

year after year, to the A. F. of L. conventions. The rank and file 

had little representation.Together with the officers of the 

Federation, this group of professional union officials was noted, 

in 1914, for its increasingly conservative cast. Writing four 

years later, The New Republic was to label these same officials as an 

"Old Guard. . .not any better adjusted to the revolutionary social 

and economic needs which the war is developing than is the American 
/•J o\ 

Association of Manufacturers." Yet, within such a framework, 

Gorapers operated at his best. His intimate relationships with many 

of the national officials provided a welcome asset especially in 

those areas where personality was an important factor in policy 

formulation. 

In securing the allegiance of the national unions to his foreign 

affairs program, Gompers made full use of the parochial outlook of 

many of the union officers who were concerned solely with "bread and 

butter" issues without regard for the broader policies affecting 

workers. They believed that whatever happened outside their own narrow 

16. The Tailor. November.30, 1914. 

17. Stelzle, Charles, "Labor in Council," The Outlook. December 2, 1914, 
761-762. 

18. New Republic. February 16, 1918, 69-71, 
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domain, such as international affairs, was peripheral to the real 

(19) 
interests of the workingmen and their trade unions. ' They were 

content to leave such subjects to the President of the A. F, of L. and 

the Executive Council. 

The extent to which Gompers had been able to control the forming 

and implementing of organized labor's "war program" was frankly ad­

mitted by the Machinists. Led by a socialist and rumored to be in 

controversy with Gompers over his support of the war, the Inter­

national Association of Machinists, third largest in the A. F. of L., 

revealed itself as having been too passive and neglectful in this 

area.̂ ®̂  But its solution simply compounded its original error. 

The Machinists aimed their criticism not at Gompers' general war 

policies, but, at what they regarded were his attempts to define 

(21) 
their position in matters which vitally affected their craft. In 

effect, they were still willing to leave overall war policy planning 

to "Sam", but would not tolerate his interference in what they con­

sidered to be "bread and butter" questions. 

The prevalence of this attitude was highlighted by an editorial 

in the Coast Seaman's Journal, a trade union paper noted for its 

19. The Tailor. November 27, 1917 

20. Machinists' Monthly Journal. XXIX (December, 1917), 1043-1044. 

21. Ibid. 
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non-conformist views on foreign affairs. It takes the San Francisco 

Labor Council to task for spending so much of its time "with war 

issues and kindred matters foreign to the real interests of the 

wageworkers." 

Fundamentally, Gompers succeeded in fastening his foreign 

policy ideas on the labor movement because, in the worlds of a pro-

war socialist, John Spargo, "he represent [ed] the mass."̂  ̂ Gompers 

was an able advocate of the narrow craft union policies favored by 

the officials of the national unions and they, in turn, not having 

his broad social and political outlook and preferring to concentrate 

on expanding their own vested interests, were willing to leave all 

political questions to the President. 

The result was that at any convention the Gompers machine was 

"powerful enough to pass any resolution it want [ed] to pass."̂  ̂

As the war eroded socialist strength, the conventions lacked the usual 

conflict of ideas and became, more and more, pliable bodies conforming 

to the wishes of the leadership. This remained the pattern during 

the war years. 

22. Coast Seamen's Journal. May 10, 1916. 

23. John Spargo to Benjamin C. Marsh, August 21, 1917, James G. Phelps 
Stokes Manuscripts, Manuscript Division, Butler Library, Columbia 
University, New York, 

24. The Tailor. January 12, 1915. 
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The Executive Council was under mandate of the constitution to 

carry out the decisions of the convention. In doing so, it ex­

ercised wide discretionary and initiatory powers. This has led some 

to conclude that it was the really powerful executive body of the 

(25) 
Federation. However, as it operated during Gompers' tenure, 

it acted mainly as an advisory body to the President, and was content 

to give its stamp of approval to programs initiated by him. This 

was partly due to the fact that Council members had responsibilities 

in their own unions and could not wholly devote themselves to A. F. of L. 

problems. Since the Council met only twice a year, day-to-day affairs 

were actually in the hands of the President. In substance, the 

Council found itself more of a body providing constitutional sanction 

to Gompers' wishes rather than one which launched programs of its oxm. 

Gompers' assertion of power reached such heights during the war 

that he frequently employed the technique of acting first and then 

presenting the Council and union leaders with the accomplished fact, 

supremely confident that his course would be approved. This was 

usually the case. In deciding to attend a labor conference of Inter-

Allied countries, Gompers, acting alone, chose all the A. F. of L. 

delegates explaining that time prevented his consulting with the Council. 

He asked the members to approve his selection and officially to de­

signate the group as representative of the American Federation of Labor. 

They quickly complied. 

25. Hoxie, Trade Unionism. 128-135. 

26. Gompers to Executive Council, August 8, 1918, Gompers MSS. 
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Of greater import was the manner in which Gompers was able to 

stamp labor's official endorsement on Wilson's foreign policies, 

less than a month prior to the President's decision to ask Congress 

for a declaration of war against Germany. Exercising his authority 

under Article 6, Section 4, of the A. F. of L. Constitution, Gompers 

issued a call for a special meeting of the Executive Council to 

(27) 
take place on March 9, 1917, Within a few days and without 

prior authorization from the Executive Council, but contingent on 

its approval, he called for a meeting of the national and international 

unions and departments affiliated with the Federation on March 12.̂ ®̂  

In his letter to the Council members, Gompers justified his position 

on the ground that he anticipated the Executive Council would recognize 

the existence of an emergency and, in such circumstances, he felt 

( 2 9 )  
"warranted in assuming that the call [would] receive your approval." 

Again, the Council was faced with a "fait accompli." And again, it 

meekly acquiesced. 

27. Gompers to Executive Council, February 28, 1917, Gompers MSS. 

28. Gompers to Executive Council, Presidents of National and International 
Unions, A, F. of L. Departments and the Unaffiliated Organizations, 
March 2, 1917, Gompers MSS. It should be noted that in this let­
ter Gompers stated that the meeting called for March 12, 1917, would 
not take place unless he received authorization from the Executive 
Council. However, he had set all Federation machinery in motion in 
anticipation of the meeting and it would have placed an unreasonable 
burden on the Council at this stage were it to refuse to sanction 
the conference. 

29. Gompers to Executive Council, February 28, 1917, Gompers MSS. 
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In his autobiography, Gompers praises his own democratic 

virtues in the sense that he never presumed to speak for organized 

labor without proper authorization.However, the facts indicate 

otherwise. The President of the American Federation of Labor en­

tered into agreements with the government which were clearly beyond 

his authority. 

The first big war contracts were for cantonment construction. 

The War Department was anxious to come to an agreement with labor 

so that production could be speeded up and delays averted. In order 

to accomplish this task, Louis B. Wehle, assistant to Secretary of 

War Newton D. Baker, sought to reach an agreement with Gompers over 

wages, hours, and working conditions. The result was the signing 

of the Baker-Gompers Memorandum. Wehle recognized that "Gompers 

had to proceed with caution about it, especially because, in signing 

the memorandum, he was assuming authority that only the national 

union presidents in the building trades possessed."(32) Furthermore, . 

writes Wehle, "we realized without discussion that it was clearly 

impracticable for me to enter into protracted negotiations with them 

30. Gompers, Life. II, 359-360. 

31. For the text of the memorandum, see A. F. of L., Proceedings. 
1917, 82-83. 

32. Whele, Louis B., Hidden Threads of History (New York: Macmillan 
Co., 1953), 21. 
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(33) 
over a point so loaded with dynamite."v The explosive nature of 

the agreement lay in the fact that Gompers had, in effect, surrendered 

the closed shop in return for union wages and hours, an act he was 

(34) 
later to categorically substantiate in writing. 

The agreement raises an interesting question. What effect or 

importance did the War Department attach to Gompers' signature, since 

it recognized his lack of authority to commit labor to such an agree­

ment? Again Wehle reveals the attitude of the Government: "we felt 

that the agreement would exert the necessary leverage for subjecting 

the building-trades unions and their members to its undertakings." 

Wehle's assessment was correct. Gompers, with the collaboation of 

the government, acted on the principle that once an act was accomplished 

it would be difficult for other labor leaders to oppose it because 

of government pressure and public opinion. 

This arbitrary assumption of authority by Gompers, supported 

and rationalized on the grounds that a national emergency existed, 

became an established pattern during the war years. In fact, the 

Wilson Administration was to rely more and more on Samuel Gompers to 

keep labor in line. 

33. Ibid. 

34. Gompers to Wehle, June 22, 1917, Gomeprs MSS. 

35. Wehle, Hidden Threads. 23. 

36. In his autobiography, Gompers states that he simply "assumed respon­
sibility for a course [he] knew was indispensible." See Gompers, 
Life. II, 374. This is an obvious contradiction of his earlier 
statement where Gompers claims he never spoke for organized labor 
without proper authorization. 
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Gompers was to employ the same technique in organizing the 

American Alliance for Labor and Democracy, an organization devoted 

to combatting the pacifist teachings of the "People's Council," 

as he had in signing the Baker-Gompers memorandum. It was the 

joint product of the Federation chief and the Committee on Public 

Information, a newly formed government agency responsible for the 

dissemination and control of propaganda during the war. The Alliance 

named Gompers as its President and Frank Morrison as its Secretary. 

Its pronouncements were thereupon greeted as the voice of organized 

labor• 

Yet Gompers had no official authority either to organize the 

(37) 
Alliance nor act as its leading officer. No such power was vested 

in his office to sanction such an undertaking, Gompers was well 

aware of this and recognized that, at the moment, the Alliance did 

not officially represent organized labor, but, in reality, it was 

difficult for the public to distinguish between the official and 

unofficial representation. He was plainly pleased that the public 

regarded the AALD as a spokesman for organized labor. 

Reflecting later on his arbitrary use of authority, Gompers 

more clearly defined his own concept of presidential powers during 

wartime. Since he had no official authority for his course of action, 

Gompers defended his role on the basis that he "had the intrinsic 

authority arising out of great national need and opportunity to 

37. Gompers, Life. II, 382. 

38. Gompers to Robert Maisel, September 29, 1917, Stokes MSS. 
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serve."(39) Using such guidelines, Gorapers, in reality, saw the 

powers of his office during vrartime aB almost limitless. His 

"intrinsic authority" could only be bounded by internal political 

considerations and these were held in check by his astute use of 

the prestige and powers of his office; by the unstinting support 

he received from the Wilson Administration; by the inflammable 

nature of public opinion during wartime; and by an exuberance of 

patriotic feeling which seemed to overcome many labor leaders. 

To gain labor's official endorsement of the Alliance, Gompers 

sought the approval of the 1917 A. F. of L. Convention, As con­

siderable opposition developed, the leadership had to resort to a 

familiar tactic. It sought to make the issue one of Gompers1 pres­

tige rather than the Alliance itself. Mathhew Woll, an unwavering 

supporter of Gompers, had to plead with the Convention that failure 

to approve of the AALD would place the President of the Federation 

"in a most unenviable and embarrassing light. . .before our people 

and the public generally.As an added argument, a vote against 

the Alliance was equated with disloyalty to the country and Government. 

The office of the President of the A. F. of L. also had under its 

jurisdiction two important assets: absolute control over all Federa­

tion publications and the complete power to hire and dismiss all 

39. Gompers, Life. II, 382. 

40. A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1917, 293. 

41. Ibid., 295. 
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A. F. of L. general organizers. Gompers utilized each to the 

fullest extent in promoting his policies. 

The American Federationist. official journal of the A. F. of L., 

was edited by Samuel Goinpersy who almost single-handedly determined 

its content. The importance of the magazine lay in the fact that 

it was the only trade union publication which had a national circu­

lation and whose views could reach all segments of the labor movement. 

Opponents of Gompers were frequently excoriated in its pages and 

were hardly given an opportunity to reply. The editor of the Machinists' 

Monthly Journal, one of the objects of the President's wrath, was 

finally compelled to devote a major portion of the Journal to a 

rebuttal. This consumed the time and energy of the staff and 

diverted its attention from other pressing problems. The effect 

of such attacks led many editors to conclude that conformity with 

(43) 
A. F. of L. policies was much safer than dissent. 

The power to appoint A, F. of L. general organizers enabled 

Gompers to build up a personal organization of labor officials en­

tirely dependent on him for their jobs.̂  ̂ His method of selection 

42. Machinists' Monthly Journal. XXVIII (June 1916), 531-535. 

43. The A, F. of L. also published a Weekly News Letter which sup­
plied information and data on current trade union activities, 
and was frequently used by trade union publications as a source 
of news and information. 

44. In his lecture to a Harvard Student Seminar on May 12, 1948, Frey 
MSS; Frey voiced the belief that this power of appointment was 
limited by internal political considerations—the desire of a union 
wanting to get rid of a man and successfully pressuring Gompers to 
appoint him to the A. F. of L. staff. Cited John L. Lewis as prime 
example. 
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was often used for the purpose of making alliances within insurgent 

(45) 
unions such as the Miners. Gompers could, and did, rely on this 

group of organizers as an effective instrument in carrying out his 

program. An example of their importance can be seen in the formation 

of the AALD. They were instructed by Gompers to devote their entire 

efforts to see that representative labor men and unions sent delegates 

to the founding convention of that organization. As events turned 

out, without their help, trade union representation at the conference 

might have been much more anemic than it was. 

As Gompers was one of the main pillars supporting the Adminis­

tration's program, Wilson treated him as an unofficial liaison between 

organized labor and the White House. After America's declaration of 

war, hardly a month went by without Gompers having several appointments 

with the President. Requests poured into Gompers for aid in securing 

government jobs or commissions in the armed forces which he dutifully 

(47) 
tried to secure for his constituents. It was generally recognized 

45. Alinsky, Saul, John L. Lewis (New York: G. P. Putnam & Sons, 1949) 
22-23. 

46. Gompers to Hugh Frayne, August 29, 1917, War Industries Board Files 
8-A1, National Archives, Washington, D. C. 

47. Gompers to William B. Wilson, April 2, 1917, Gompers MSS; Gompers 
to Newton D. Baker, April 5, 1917, Gompers MSS; Gompers to Baker, 
March 21, 1917, Gompers MSS; Gompers to Baker, May 25, 1917, 
Gompers MSS; Gompers to Baker, July 17, 1917, Gompers MSS; Gompers 
to William B. Wilson, August 18, 1917, Gompers MSS; Gompers to 
Walter Lippman, September 19, 1917, Gompers MSS. 
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that for labor men to see the President they had to go through Gompers. 

Thus when the Chicago Federation of Labor, an organization not too 

enthusiastic over the A. F. of L.'s war policies, desired to secure 

a pardon for Frank M. Ryan, they were obliged as ask Gompers to make 

the appointment.Many of the unions, insecure over their own 

survival and never knowing when they might need a Presidential favor 

(49) 
were reluctant to offer any opposition to the Gompers program. 

In effect, the Government's partisan attitude to Gompers helped strengthen 

his hold on the administrative machinery of the Federation. 

Another source of strength to the A. F. of L. leadership was 

the benevolent attitude shown it, at times, by leading financiers 

and major industrialists who agreed with Gompers' support of increased 

aid for national defense and an Allied victory. During 1915, the 

President of the Federation had been making charges that strikes 

in munitions plants had been German inspired. He feared he would 

be vulnerable to attacks from his opponents on this issue since he 

lacked evidence to corroborate his accusations.Gompers sought 

the aid of Ralph Easley of the National Civic Federation. Easley 

set up an investigating unit in an effort to seek proof to substantiate 

48. E. N. Nockels to Frank Walsh, August 11, 1917, Walsh Manuscripts, 
Manuscript Division, New York Public Library, New York. 

49. Sidney Hillman to Frank Rosenblum, June 2, 1917, quoted in Matthew 
Josephson, Sidney Hillman: Statesman of American Labor (Garden 
City, N. Y.: Doubleday & Co., 1952), 161. 

50. Draft memorandum by Ralph M. Easley, German Sabotage Activities in 
the U. S., 1915-1916," Undated, NCF MSS. 
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Gompers' charges. For funds Easley went to Henry P, Davidson 

of the J. P. Morgan Co. who raised $25,000 by assessing manufacturers, 

(52) 
who were making supplies for the Allies, $2,500 each. In effect, 

the leading industrial tycoons of the country were playing an active 

role in internal union politics by supporting the leadership of the 

A. F, of L. against some of its most active critics. Significantly, 

it was the issue of foreign policy which brought about such cooperation. 

If we may use the terminology of the present, this may have marked 

the bare beginnings of what today i3 termed the Military-Industrial-

Labor Complex, 

Conformity with the foreign policies of the Wilson Administration 

became Gompers1 primary aim for the labor movement. He sought to 

bury all labor dissent under an avalanche of patriotism. Commenting 

on the 1917 Convention, the Journeymen Tailors' representatives noted 

that while some delegates opposed the conservative policies of the 

Federation leaders they were afraid of saying so for "fear of being 

(53) 
branded as pro-German and traitors to the country," The Sailors' 

Union of the Pacific complained that certain labor leaders "no longer 

concede any trade unionist the right to disagree with them upon any 

51. Ibid. 

52. Ibid. 

53. The Tailor. I (November, 1917), 7. 
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issue relating to the war."̂ "̂  To do so was to be considered an 

act of disloyalty. Many labor officials simply kept quiet, for they 

were cognizant of the fact that to become identified with policies 

opposed by Gompers meant an end of any opportunities they may have 

( 5 5 )  
had for service in the labor movement. 

Those who openly defied Gompers found that the entire machinery 

of the Federation was mobilized in an effort to defeat them. At the 

annual convention of the Pennslyvania State Federation of Labor, A. F. 

of L. general organizers admitted to James Maurer, a member of the pro-

peace People's Council and candidate for reelection as President, 

that they had been sent by Gompers to work for his defeat.(56) 

Simultaneously, many officials recommended by Maurer for appointment 

were removed and replaced by other raen.̂  ̂ The government was made 

privy to such information and Bernard Baruch, Chairman of the War 

Industries Board, was informed that the situation in New York and 

Pennsylvania had become so threatening as to warrant a general move­

ment to clear it up.Left unanswered was the question of the 

kind of role the government would play in aiding the A. F. of L. 

54. Coast Seamens' Journal. September 5, 1917. 

55. John Spargo to Benjamin C, Marsh, August 2, 1917, Stokes MSS. 

56. Maurer, It Can Be Done. 229. 

57. Memorandum from Hugh Frayne to Bernard Baruch, August 30, 1918, 
W.I.B. Files, 8-A1, National Archives. 

58. Ibid. 
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leadership Co purge the dissidents. It is fair to assume it would 

be active rather than passive. 

Organizations like the United Hebrew Trades which supported 

the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America, a union not recognized 

by the Federation, and the pro-peace position of the People's Council 

were threatened by the A. F. of L. leadership with virtual extinction. 

A resolution was introduced at the A. F. of L. Convention requiring 

that all local unions affiliated with the U. H. T. withdraw from 

(59} 
membership in that organization.v While the leadership avoided 

taking so drastic a step, its action was not without effect. The 

Secretary of the U. H. X. announced in March that henceforth the 

organization would participate in the third Liberty Loan. This 

marked a complete reversal of its previous pacifist policy. It was 

interpreted by many as a move to rob some of its critics of an issue 

in their attempt to suppress it. 

In retrospect, we may conclude that the loose organizational 

structure of the Federation was an added asset to a strong and ag­

gressive President like Gompers, possessing great prestige and stature 

among labor men, who desired so totally to identify organized labor's 

foreign policies with that of the Administration in Washington. 

However, it also becomes clear that without the fervent patriotism 

59. A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1917, 381-383. 

60. The Tailor. II (March, 1918), 2. 
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generated by a war crisis and the wholehearted support of the govern­

ment and certain industrial leaders, Gompers might not have been 

able to move organized labor so successfully in the direction of 

his stated aims. 
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Chapter III 

Organized Labor and Government — Partners in Neutrality 

As the "guns of August" roared and the war devastated Europe, 

America began to ponder its own course of action. Few, if any, 

voices were raised in favor of direct intervention in Europe's 

conflict. A majority of the American people favored a policy of 

strict neutrality. The debate and controversey which subsequently 

surfaced revolved around the question of how best to implement this 

policy. In a word, did the shipment of supplies and the granting 

of loans to a belligerent nation constitute an un-neutral act? 

Both the Government and the American Federation of Labor answered 

in the negative. 

United States policy on neutrality was based on the legal 

principle that neutrals had the right to trade freely with belligerents, 

and were subject only to the rights of belligerents to intercept 

material destined for their enemies. Yet, this very policy did 

not affect the belligerents equally. It was inevitably moving this 

(1) 
country closer and closer to war with the Central Powers. 

1. For an analysis of the impact of United States policy, see Ray 
Stannard Baker, Woodrow Wilson: Life and Letters (Garden City, 
N. Y.: Doubleday, Doran & Company, 1937), VI, 121; Charles 
Seymour, American Diplomacy Purine the World War (Baltimore: 
The Johns Hopkins Press, 1934), 12; Frederick L, Paxson, Pre-War 
Years. 1913-1917 (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin Company, 1936), 202-203i 



www.manaraa.com

53 

Gompers' advocacy of the Government's position on neutrality 

was not derived from a concern for legal niceties nor was it grounded 

on a sincere desire to keep the United States aloof from the European 

struggle. From its inception, he regarded the war as a conflict 

between democratic ideals and autocratic militarism. Gompers saw 

the Allies as the bearers of the torch of western civilization and 

did his utmost to aid their cause. To this end, he quietly worked 

to subvert any program which sought to implement a policy of neu­

trality in deed as well as in word. Our policy of neutrality was, 

(2) 
to Gompers, merely a subterfuge to support the Allies. As his 

confidential assistant was later to write: "He was quite oblivious 

to Great Britain's invasion of our freedom on the high seas but. . . 

[he] seemed personally committed to aid Great Britain. . ."(3) 

President Wilson, like Gompers, did not view the war in Europe 

with impartial detachment. Both passionately favored the Allies. 

Yet slight differences in emphasis between the two did emerge. Labor, 

as it was to do with disturbing frequency in the future, developed 

a policy which was less neutral and more pro-interventionist than the 

Administration was ready to advocate at the time. While Wilson, re-

2. Gompersnever tired of seeking to justify our policy of neutrality. 
After our entrance into the war, in speech after speech, he de­
fended this policy as being truly neutral and impartial. See Gompers, 
Labor and War. 91-92. 

3. Thorne, Samuel Gompers. 146. 
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cognizing the force of the peace sentiment among the American people 

in 1915, did not feel justified in "bringing them into a war which 

they do not understand, Gompers had already reached the con­

clusion that "it was not possible for any important world-power to 

remain neutral."̂  As the war dragged on, the President of the 

A. F. of L. was to adopt a tone of belligerency equal to that of the 

most ardent war proponents and, at times, far surpassing that of 

the Wilson Administration. 

As increased submarine warfare gradually began to take its 

toll of American lives and the possibility of United States involve­

ment became more apparent, a clamor arose in the country for a reinter-

pretation of the rules of neutrality. Specifically, the demand for 

an embargo of all goods to any of the European belligerents began 

to gain in popularity. However, an embargo would have been almost 

fatal to any chance the Allies entertained of a final victory. 

Germany and Austria were self-sufficient in the production of 

munitions. The Allies were to become more and more dependent on 

United States goods. Fully aware of the situation, the British 

were to use all means at their disposal to head off the peace movement. 

4. Seymour, Charles, The Intimate Papers of Colonel House (Boston and 
New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1928), II, 50. 

5. Gompers, Life. II, 334; Gompers, Labor and the War. 121, 239. 
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By the spring of 1915, peace sentiment in the country had become 

so strong that Wilson could not ignore it in his relations with 

Germany.̂  Organized labor appeared to many to be veering toward 

pacifism. The fact that many labor unions passed resolutions against 

war and that labor men constituted a large element in the anti-war 

meetings of former Secretary of State, William Jennings Bryan, sup­

ported this attitude.̂  

In April, a meeting held under the auspices of the Central 

Federated Union in New York and chaired by Morris Braun, Secretary 

of the Cigarmakers Union, Issued a call for an embargo and endorsed 

a resolution "for a general strike among those industries employed 

in the production of ammunition and food supplies destined for any 

/g\ 
of the belligerents." On May 27th, nine international unions 

with headquarters in Indianapolis — UMW. International Typographical 

Union, Stone Cutters, Bricklayers, Carpenters, Book Binders, Struc­

tural Iron Workers and Barbers — met at the headquarters of the 

United Mine Workers to voice their opposition to war in general and 

to urge the Government to do everything possible to keep the country 

(9) 
out of the European conflict. The conference asked Samuel Gompers 

6. Link, Arthur S., Wilson: The Struggle for Neutrality (Princeton; 
Princeton University Press, 1960), III, 441. 

7. The Outlook. July 7, 1915, 549. 

8. New York Times. April 16, 1915, 4. The presence of Braun is signifi­
cant because it illustrates that even in unions like the Cigarmakers, 
which followed the leadership of the A, F. of L. in foreign affairs, 
sizable elements of the staff and rank and file remained in opposition. 

9. The Outlook. June 30, 1915, 482-483. 
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to call a meeting of all labor organizations if the United States 

should reach the point of becoming involved in the war.̂ ®̂  

Gompers, despite many promises, never obliged. 

The Women's Trade Union League, after listening to an address 

by Gompers, resolved to "resist with all their power any attempt 

to embroil the United States in the conflict now devastating Europe." 

The League went on to urge the President and Congress "to place an 

(12) 
embargo upon the exportation of arms. . .to any other country." 

Meanwhile, the uproar over the sinking of the Lusitania continued 

unabated. The Sailors Union of the Pacific sought partially to 

justify Germany's action and undermine any demand for war over the 

issue by publicly charging that the Lusitania was not only a passenger 

vessel but "had in her hold military goods valued at more than a quarter 

113) of a million dollars." At the same time, a national magazine 

quoted a well known labor leader, who wielded influence in the 

Federation second only to that of Gompers, as disagreeing with his 

chief and stating that "Americans should not travel on ships carrying 

contraband.He agreed with former Secretary of State Bryan's 

efforts to achieve peace with honor, 

10. Gompers to William Green, June 4, 1915, Gompers MSS. 

11. New York Times, June 13, 1915, 6. 

12. Ibid. 

13. Coast Seamen's Journal. May 19, 1915. 

14. The Outlook. July 7, 1915, 550. 
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At a Carnegie Hall meeting in June, Bryan's call for peace was 

seconded by Joseph Cannon of the Western Federation of Miners, 

Ernest Bohm of the Central Federated Union, and Joseph P. Holland of 

the International Brotherhood of Fireman. Samuel Gompers refused 

to attend implying that the meeting would place the labor movement 

in a false position. He did not see any need for a peace meeting 

since the United States Government was doing everything possible to 

keep out of the conflict.Essentially, Gompers1 position was 

to maintain full faith and trust in the Wilson Administration. He 

saw the peace movement as superfluous and unnecessary. This was 

a position with which the President of the United States was 

naturally in full accord. Wilson expressed his appreciation for 

Gompers' stand and, in effect, encouraged his opposition to labor's 

involvement in any peace organization, 

An attempt further to stimulate the peace movement among 

organized labor was undertaken on June 22 with the organization 

of Labor's National Peace Council. It was led by Representative 

Frank Buchanan of Illinois and numbered among its officers im­

portant labor officials—Milton Snellings of Steam and Operating 

Engineers, William F. Krower, general secretary-treasurer of Brother­

hood of Blacksmiths and Helpers, Rudolph Modest of Amalgamated Meat 

15. Gompers to Ernest Bohm, June 18, 1915, Wilson MSS 

16. Gompers to Woodrow Wilson, June 28, 1915, Wilson MSS. 
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Cutters, Jacob C. Taylor, secretary-treasurer of Federated Central 

Body of the States of New York and New Jersey, L. P. Straube, 

business manager of Commercial Portrait Artists, Ernest Bohm, secret-

tary of Central Federated Union of New York and Fred Lohn of the 

Leather Worker's Union, The council opposed any move to involve 

America in the war, favored strict neutrality and Government owner­

ship of war patents, and sought to prevent financial loans to the 

Allies. During the early stages of its organization, despite many 

difficulties and much hostility, the Council attracted a sufficient 

number of men whose names and positions gave considerable weight 

to their opinions. It was a force to be reckoned with. 

The creation of Labor's National Peace Council dealt the 

final blow to Gompers contention that the A. F. of L., was united 

behind his policies. The position of labor in the current crisis 

was becoming a matter of concern to the country. After analyzing 

the situation, The Outlook came to the conclusion that American 

labor as a whole was not any more pacifist or militant than the rest 

(18} 
of the country. However, in the summer of 1915, aside from the 

responses of the German and Irish cultural societies, the appeal 

for an arms embargo was truly national in character. From the 

response of the labor unions, and the presence of labor men in 

the various peace groups, it would be fair to assume that, despite 

17, New York Times. May 7, 1917, 8, 

18, The Outlook. July 7, 1915, 549. 
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the split within the A. F. of L., substantial sections or organized 

labor played a vanguard role in creating this sentiment. 

Substantiating labor's important role in the peace movement, 

the Friends of Peace, a federation of organizations opposed to 

America's entry into the war, issued a call for a National Peace 

Convention to be held in Chicago on Labor Day, 1915. The list of 

union officials, all affiliated with the A. F. of L., supporting 

the call was impressive: Homer D, Call, President, New York 

State Federation of Labor; John Golden, President, United Textile 

Workers; Charles Dodd, President, Piano, Organ and Musical 

Instrument Workers Union; Timothy Healy, President Brotherhood 

of Stationary Fireman; Ernest Bohm, Secretary, New York Central 

Federated Union; William Slattery, General Organizer, Horseshoer's 

International Union; and John Sullivan, Vice President, United 

Brewery Workers . ( ̂ ) 

The British were well aware that the forces of movement in 

favor of peace were assuming considerable dimensions, and posed 

a direct threat to the exportation of arms. They were also 

concerned about the possibility of large scale strikes in the 

munitions plants. Either of the above types of action the 

British considered as likely to be extremely damaging to their cause. 

The British Ambassador wrote to The Foreign Office placing his 

faith in Samuel Gompers and urged that "means...be taken to bring 

19. The Tailor. August 10,1915. 
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home to him how fatal the action of the Labor Unions may be."(20) 

Gompers was not to disappoint the Allies. Faced with increasing 

peace sentiment in the unions, he used the full powers at his com­

mand to retrieve many of the labor men caught in the pacifist net. 

In this endeavor, he was to be largely successful. 

Gompers1 attack on proponents of an embargo was varied in its 

extremes. As an ardent practioner of the pragmatic philosophy, 

his means were not always fashioned along ethical lines but were, 

in the main, determined by the degree of success which they could 

achieve. As a result, he found one of his most successful weapons 

in exploiting the twin issues of patriotism and subversion. 

Gompers was not reluctant to imply ulterior motives to those 

who disagreed with him. When asked by a journalist about repre­

sentatives of labor holding peace meetings in New York, he replied 

"that it would be extremely interesting to find out who is paying 

the rent for the halls in which they gather.11 (21) in his auto­

biography, Gomers writes of every peace group during this period 

as either being financed or duped by the Germans. His story of 

his struggle against pacificism reads like some fictional spy 

thriller. He constantly refers to his private and confidential 

sources of information and his struggle to unearth German agents 

20. Cecil Spring-Rice to Edward Grey, June 10, 1915,Stephen Gwynn (ed.), 
The Letters and Friendships of Sir Cecil Apring-Rice (Boston and 
New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1929), II, 272-273. 

21. The Outlook. July 7, 1915, 550. 
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(22) 
at work in the labor movement, 

As the summer of 1915 approached, Gompers had reached the 

point where he regarded aid to the Allies as one of labor's first 

priorities. He saw the production of munitions as a "perfectly 

legitimate" and desirable enterprise and undertook to use his 

(23) 
vast influence to prevent strikes in war industries. His 

attitude was of significance to the business community and the 

Allies, 

Ralph Easley of the National Civic Federation thought it 

important that he notified the British Embassy and wrote to the 

Ambassador that he was "arranging, quietly and informally, for 

Mr. Gompers to meet four or five leading manufacturers of 

munitions of war at luncheon.Guy Tripp, Chairman of the 

Board of Directors of Westinghouse, thought this was of the 

(25) 
highest importance. Other munitions manufacturers also 

indicated to Mr, Easley their desire to work closely with Mr. 
/o/:\ 

Gompers. The NCF thought it to be the catalyst which 

22. For Gompers' account of his work during this period, see Gompers, 
Life. II 334-349. 

23. Ralph M. Easley to Sir Cecil Spring Rice, July 8, 1915, NCF MSS. 

24. Ibid. 

25. Ibid. 

26. Easley to Gompers, July 8, 1915, NCF MSS. 
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brought about a working relationship between the President of 

the A. F. of L., the leading industrialists of the country, and 

the British Embassy. Again, it is interesting to note that the 

birth of such unity was derived from the A. F. of L.'s preeminent 

interest in foreign affairs, while the employers' predominant 

concern was with the economics of the situation. Such understanding 

resulted in sacrifices by the union rank and file with, as events 

were later to prove, little lasting benefits to organized labor. 

Strikes in munitions plants, whatever the reason, became an­

athema to Gompers. He was true to his word to do all in his power to 

prevent their occurrence. In July, 1915, the workers at the Rem­

ington Arms Company plant in Bridgeport walked off the job. The 

trouble originally started as a jurisdictional dispute between mill­

wrights and carpenters, but the machinists, taking advantage of the 

situation, declared they would strike all Bridgeport plants in sup­

port of the eight hour day. 

The Remington Arms plant in Bridgeport was administered by 

a Major Walter G. Penfield, United States Army, retired, and several 

other army and navy officers associated with him. Penfield immediately 

(27) 
charged that "German influences were back of the strike." As if 

to support the company, the newspaper published a statement by Gompers 

that "offers of money had been made to labor men in Bridgeport to force 

27. New York Times. July 16, 1915, 1-2. 
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(28) 
the strike." The next day Gompers was again reiterating, with­

out mentioning Bridgeport, that strikes were the result of foreign 

propaganda "seeking to check the manufacture and exportation of 

(29) 
supplies for Europe."v 

When challenged by the President of the Machinists' Union 

for an explanation of his statement "that German money is being 

used in American labor trouble," Gompers was forced to retreat. 

He never retracted his charge of the corrupting influence of German 

agents in strikes, but simply absolved some of the officers of the 
(30) 

international unions engaged in the Bridgeport strike. Commenting 

on his allegations, The Outlook concluded that "not a scintilla of 

evidence" had been brought forth to prove his contention and that 

the trouble in Bridgeport was "purely a class affair."The effect 

of Gompers1 charges, according to J. J. Kepler, Vice President of the 

Machinists' Union, was to weaken the effort of the unions to expand 

( 3 2 )  
their drive for an eight hour day.x 

Gompers also employed the technique of identifying the peace 

groups with the internal political opponents of many of the union 

2 8 .  Ibid.. July 19, 1915, 1. 

29. Ibid.. July 20, 1915, 4. 

30. Gompers to Ernest Bohm, July 28, 1915, Gompers MSS: Weekly News 
Letter. August 7, 1915; New York Times. July 24, 1915, 5. 

32. New York Times. January 12, 1916, 22. 
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officials and of the labor movement in general. In his analysis 

of the peace meeting held in New York City under the auspices of the 

Central Federated Union, the Federation chief reported to the Executive 

Council that he was convinced "it was simply another movement of the 

Socialist political partisans who tried to embarrass and injure our 

( 3 3 )  
movement." This had the effect of placing the advocates of 

strict neutrality in the uncomfortable position of being automatically 

opponents of the trade union principles and organization as inter­

preted by the majority of labor officialdom. It was not calculated 

to win many friends for the peace movement among labor leaders. 

As Allied orders for goods increased, the unemployment of 1914 

gradually gave way to a period of relative prosperity in 1915. Unions 

(34) 
began to anticipate a large growth in membership. Labor thus 

became an indirect beneficiary of the war. Nevertheless, many labor 

men had taken a position in favor of an embargo on the grounds that 

whoever supplied the implements of war was partly to blame for the 

war itself. The question of an embargo, therefore, had the ingredi­

ents of a struggle between idealism and pragmatism. Gompers sought 

to exploit the letter. At the 1915 Convention, the Executive Council 

33. Cited by American Federationist, XXII (June, 1915), 451. 

34. Machinist's Monthly Journal. XXVII (December, 1915), 1073. 
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opposed an embargo arguing that Its implementation would have a 

disastrous effect on the workers by resulting in the closing of 

many industries which, in turn, would lead to large scale unemployment 

C35) 
and starvation for thousands of working men and their families,v 

The implications of the Council's decision was to create a correla­

tion between war and economic prosperity. The echoes of this position 

can be heard to the present day. 

Gompers' role during the first two years of the war was to 

provide labor support for existing United States policy on neutrality. 

However, such a policy, by itself, only promised a continuation of 

the war without any foreseeable benefits to the working people at 

its conclusion. As labor unrest over this policy grew, Gompers 

sought to infuse the country's foreign policy with a purpose and 

objective which would be in accord with the wishes of the 

people. Thus, the Executive Council in its report to the 

vention, stressed the following as respresenting A. F. of 

The war was caused by conditions and influences 
for which we are not responsible and the begin­
ning of which it is not our mission to discuss 
. . . .Only by holding aloof from all movements 
. . . .can the labor movement be in a position 
to be most helpful in the constructive work of 
preparing regulations for international adjust­
ments. The matters which we are mainly concerned 
and which it is our duty to help determine, are 
those things which have to do with reorganization 
at the close of the war and the establishment of 
agencies to maintain international justice and 
therefore permanent peace between nations.(̂ 6) 

American 

1915 Con-

L. policy: 

35. A. F. of L., Proceedlnes. 1915, 49. 

36. Ibid., 51. 
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The Council continued Its support of the 1914 Convention's call 

for a Labor Peace Congress to meet at the same time and place 

that a general congress would be held at the close of the war to dis­

cuss terms of peace. It was of the opinion that a Labor Congress 

would have great weight in influencing the decisions of the world 

congress. 

In effect, the A. F. of L. ruled out any role for labor in 

helping to put an end to the European conflicttbut, instead, com­

mitted itself to a program whose objectives could only be reached 

through a continuation of the war. As the Committee on International 

Relations reported: "We stand for justice and right rather than 

( 3 7 )  
peace at any price." Since international peace and morality 

could only be obtained through a victor's peace, the Federation's 

position inevitably led to its abandonment of this country's policy 

on neutrality in favor of our gradual involvement in the war. It 

placed the hopes of mankind on the world peace congress to be convened 

after the war. Therefore, Gompers viewed all peace movements as 

detrimental to the welfare of humanity and favored acceptance of 

Wilson's leadership as the only means to achieve a democratic peace. 

But the rank and file of labor in 1915 was not ready meekly to ac­

cept a non-participatory role on the question of war and peace. 

As the "preparedness" program of the Wilson Administration began 

to take shape, labor was to become even more articulate in its 

operation. 
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Perhaps Daniel Tobin, President of the Teamsters, best summed 

up the mood of labor when he wrote: "... we want it distinctly 

understood that the working people of this country ... do not 

desire any war with the European countries unless we are forced 

into it in defense of our own shores." 

38. Official Magazine — International Brotherhood of Teamsters. 
Chauffeurs. Stablemen and Helpers of America. XII (September, 1915), 
9. 
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Chapter IV 

Organized Labor and Government — Partners In "Preparedness" 

No sooner had the catalysm of war descended upon Europe than 

forces in the United States began to agitate for substantial increases 

in America's armed forces. Foremost in this movement were prominent 

members of the military, the press and industrial establishment 

located principally in the Northeast, and the leading bankers of the 

country. In the vanguard of the propaganda for more "preparedness" 

stood the irrepressible leader of the Rough Riders, the hero of the 

charge up San Juan hill and ex-President of the United States, 

Theodore Roosevelt. 

Pressure was exerted early on Woodrow Wilson to expand vastly 

the military capacity of the country. This course of action was 

urged upon him by some of his closest advisors. When Colonel House 

suggested in November, 1914, that the President form a reserve army, 

Wilson emphatically registered his dissent, giving as his principal 

reason the opposition of labor groups who, he acknowledged, felt 

that a large army was inimical to their interests.̂  Labor was 

playing an increasingly important role in its support of Wilsonian 

policies and the President, as a political leader, had simply voiced 

his reluctance to offend an interest group which proved to be such 

a strong pillar of support in his struggles with the opposition 

party. Besides, Wilson had little taste for military glamor and saw 

no necessity for military preparedness at the time. 

1. Seymour, Intimate Papers. I, 298. 
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By the summer of 1915, Wilson gradually, Imperceptibly, and 

in almost a circumspect manner, began to veer away from the program 

so ardently championed by the pacifists and moved closer to a policy 

which placed greater emphasis on what he was proud to term "reasonable 

preparedness." It was not the man who had changed, but the external 

political environment which had become so altered as to affect the 

President's thinking. The question of national defense was becoming 

the foremost issue in the country. With both major parties girding 

for the coming national elections, Tumulty was to write to his boss 

(2) 
that "our all is staked upon a successful issue in this matter." 

Colonel House had also arrived at the conclusion that the President 

/ON 

"was lost unless he got on the bandwagon of preparedness."v 

It was not until October that Wilson openly advocated before 

the American people a program of military preparedness. In his 

opening speech, the President sought to link preparedness with peace. 

"We have it in our mind to be prepared," he stated, "not for war, 

but only for defense ... that the principles we hold most dear 

can be achieved . . , only in the kindly and wholesome atmosphere of 

peace, and not by the use of hostile force. 

2. Cited by Link, Woodrow Wilson. IV, 45. 

3. Cited by Walter Millis, Road to War (Boston and New York: Houghton 
Mifflin Co., 1935), 209. 

4. Cited by Link, Woodrow Wilson. IV, 21. 



www.manaraa.com

70 

However, the forces of the movement against war were not to 

be soothed by the honeyed words of the President in behalf of peace. 

Perhaps their feeling could best be summed up in the words of Eugene 

Debs, who caustically commented that "any nation which PREPARES for 

war INCITES war and slaughter."̂  

Organized labor's opposition to the military was deeply 

ingrained, emotional, a part of its folklore, and based on 

historical experiences. Anti-militarism was as much a part of the 

ideology of the working man as craft unionism was an Integral 

part of the American Federation of Labor. Labor not only mis­

trusted the military and its ethic, but feared it as a "clear and 

present" danger to its own general welfare. 

Prior to World War I, all sections of the labor movement fought 

with a rare display of harmony against any measure which sought to 

increase the size of America's armed forces. Not until the 

European war were any sharp divisions in the Federation's ranks 

to spring forth over this issue. As Wilson's drive for "reasonable 

preparedness" gained momentum in 1915 and 1916, the unity of 

organized labor was dissolved under the relentless political 

pressure of the government, the support of the Gompers forces for 

the Administration's program of rearmament, and the ensuing economic 

prosperity which took the sting out of the opposition of some of the 

union leaders who were in a state of euphoria over the sudden 

growth of union membership. Yet, despite the urging of Wilson and 

5, Cited by Ginger, Bending Cross. 329. 
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Gompers, the overwhelming majority of the rank and file, as well as 

the officers of the national unions, did not lend their endorsement 

to the preparedness drive. 

Labor's disenchantment with preparedness lay in its convict­

ion that modern wars were mainly imperialistic and brought about by 

bankers, industrialists and munitions makers for economic gain. 

Above all, labor was concerned over whether the war was being used 

as an excuse to create a large standing army with the express 

purpose of using it as an instrument to stifle union organization. 

As far back as 1892, Gompers had charged that the militia was being 

employed as a "machine of monopolistic oppression against labor," 

and that the A. F, of L, would eventually be forced to "declare 

that membership in a labor organization and the militia at one and 

the same time [was] inconsistent and imcompatible."(*>) in. a month 

preceding the outbreak of war, Gompers editorialized that one of 

the most dangerous tendencies of American industrial society was 

the use of military men to hamper the labor movement,(7) He 

regarded these forces as acting solely in the interest of the big 

business corporations.̂  It was the fear of a large standing 

6, Robbins, Common Welfare. 239-240, See also Ibid., 220-221; 
American Federationist. XXI (February, 1914), 122-125. 

7, American Federationist. XXI (August, 1914), 636. 

8, Ibid. 
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army which proved to be the major roadblock in moving organized 

labor toward a pro-preparedness position. 

Labor's doubts as to the real reasons behind preparedness were 

not entirely groundless. As if to confirm it's suspicions, ex-

President Taft, a firm proponet of rearmament, in a speech on 

December 19, 1914, affirmed that a large standing army was 

necessary for internal order so as to be able to control "riots, 

mobs and insurrections which cannot be regulated except by the 

presence of an army."̂  To the United Mine Workers, "Mr. Taft 

[had] innocently betray [ed] the real cause for which armies [were] 

everywhere maintained.11 The Miners favored a foreign policy 

which would make increased armaments unnecessary and useless. It 

was to be based on "our isolated geographic position" which, the 

union believed, would keep us out of any war if we would "just 

refrain from 'butting in.'"̂  ̂

Isolationist sentiment went hand in hand with the desire of 

the overwhelming majority of unions to prevent, at all costs, the 

establishment of a large standing army. Preparedness was viewed 

as a scheme to change our historic policy of "peace with all 

(125 nations, entangling alliances with none."v Many unionists 

9. Cited by United Mine Workers Journal. December 3, 1914, 4-5 

10. Ibid. 

11. Ibid. 

12. The Garment Worker. September 10, 1915, 4. 



www.manaraa.com

73 

saw increased armament production as protection against an 

"imaginary foe," any enemy which, in reality, did not exist. ̂ )̂ 

The Miners' Journal again summed up the thinking of many when it 

declared that "there can be no danger of war unless we, by our 

actions, invite war."(-̂  

If no foe of the United States was visible, and the demand 

for military preparedness accelerated with time, then logic 

demanded that its opponents in the labor movement seek other 

reasons for its existence. The causes were uncovered by those 

professing support of two different ideologies, often conflicting, 

often similar—the Marxian class struggle and economic determinism. 

The conviction that the armed forces were merely tools in 

the hands of the wealthier classes was widely shared by the working-

men and their unions. The Railway Carmen voiced the opinion that 

since big business had fully exploited the domestic market, its 

support of "preparedness" was but the first and opening step in 

its campaign for world conquest.(15) In support of its thesis, 

the railwaymen quoted from a paper by Rear Admiral Chadwick to 

the effect that "'Navies and armies are insurance for the wealth 

of the leisure class of a nation invested abroad.'"(16) The 

13. Ibid.; The Blacksmiths Journal. XVII (December, 1915), 10-12; 
The Boilermakers Journal. XXVI (November, 1914), 817-818. 

14. United Mine Workers Journal. June 17, 1915, 4. 

15. Railway Carmen's Journal. XXI (April, 1916), 200-201. 

16. Ibid. 
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Minneapolis Trades and Labor Assembly and the Building Trades Council, 

which included practically all organized labor in the city, labeled 

the preparedness campaign as the work of a "few millionaires who 

arm the country," and whose private armies "at every opportunity 

have murdered and slain the workers."̂ )̂ 

To a large number of trade unionists, the military were not 

Impartial representatives of all the people but were regarded as 

being in the employ of big business to be used for strikebreaking 

purposes.(18) The memories of the industrial battles of the past, 

of the union men and women killed by the military, of the Ludlows 

and Calumets, were constantly rekindled in the union press as a 

reminder to the workingman of the dangers of an America rearmed. 

Under its present method of organization, warned the Chicago Federat­

ion of Labor, a great army and navy "would be a powerful instrument 

for the conversion of the country into a commercial oligarchy."(20) 

So strong was sentiment against the National Guard in the 

United Mine Workers, largest affiliate in the A. F. of L., that 

some of the state locals passed laxis forbidding its members from 

joining this organization.(21) The President of the Miners, 

17. "The Labor Review," April 7, 1916, quoted in New York Times. 
June 3, 1916, 12. 

18. The Tailor. February 1, 1916; United Mine Workers Journal. 
June 8, 1916, 9. 

19. Coast Seamen's Journal. February 23, 1916; The Blacksmiths 
Journal. Wll (December. 1915), 10-12. 

20. The Labor Herald. June 2, 1916. 

21. The Tailor. October 19, 1915. 
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under pressure from the rank and file, evidently sought to pass a 

constitutional amendment barring a miner from joining the militia. 

However, upon the advice of legal counsel, the proposal was 

dropped.(22) 

Labor's disenchantment with the armed forces had reached such 

a degree of bitterness as to be of major concern to those close 

to:the military establishment. Henry L. Stimson, former Secretary 

of War in Taft's Administration, recognized that the laboring 

classes regarded the soldier not their protector but as a "rep­

resentative of capital being trained as a policeman against labor,"(23) 

However, the purpose of Mr. Stimson's address had not been to give 

support to the opponents of preparedness, but to bring attention 

to the problem with the express purpose of assuaging labor's open 

hostility. To accomplish this end, Gompers, with the blessing of 

the Wilson Administration, was to devote his entire resources and 

energy, a point which will be taken up later in this chapter. 

In searching for the reasons behind preparedness, a vast number 

of labor leaders adopted the ideology of economic determinism and 

imputed economic motives to all demands for increased armament 

production. This attitude cut across diverse groups within the 

movement, and was the prevailing belief of the workingmen and their 

union leaders. They were convinced that preparedness was just a 

plot carefully woven by the munitions makers to increase their 

22. Frank P. Walsh to John P. White, January 31, 1916, Walsh MSS; 
John P. White to Frank P. Walsh, February 2, 1916, Walsh MSS. 

23. Quoted in Coast Seamen's Journal. January 26, 1916. 
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already swollen profits,(24) in. order to thwart the designs of the 

munitions manufacturers, union opponents of preparedness proposed 

public ownership of all factories manufacturing arms and munitions 

as well as control by the government of all natural resources and 

means of transportation which were connected with armament pro­

duction. (25) many of the unions in the present AFL-CIO may 

frown on such a socialist solution, union membership during the 

first World War accepted government control much more readily 

than their counterparts of today. Socialist sentiment was strong 

in the A. F, of L. and its advocacy was not dismissed lightly. 

Gompers, politically shrewd and sensitively attuned to the 

thinking of his membership, sought to win support for Wilson's 

preparedness program by linking it not only with democratic reforms 

and procedures, but with mankind's basic aspirations for a better 

life. Preparedness, to Gompers, came to mean something more than 

just rearmament and self-defense. In his eyes, it was redefined 

as part of a larger problem of national development—physical, 

mental, economic and educational,(26) Military preparedness was to 

be "only a small segment of the general policy;"(27) it wag t0 be 

24. Cigar Makers' Official Journal. XXXIX (December, 1915), 2; 
The Fur Worker. December 5, 1916; United Mine Workers Journal. 
June 17, 1915; Coast Seamen's Journal. September 13, 1916. 

25. The Tailor. October 5, 1915; United Mine Workers Journal. 
September 23, 1915, 4; Coast Seamen's Journal. October 11, 1916 
Th6 Labor Herald. June 2, 1916. 

26. Gompers, Labor and the War. 57-58. 

27. Gompers to Matthew Woll, May 8, 1916, Gompers MSS. 
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"but one of the phases of national life and not something separate" 

from it.(28) essence, Gorapers, argued that if the workers 

were to accept military preparedness the military could not ignore 

issues of human welfare. However, in his effort to make Wilson's 

program of self-defense more platable to the workingman, he was to 

make of it something which it was not—a measure designed mainly 

to improve the educational and physical well-being of the nation. 

The result was that a national debate raged over the efficacy 

of military preparedness as an instrument to aid education and physi­

cal fitness. What was meant by "education" was soon to become 

apparent. 

Gompers' response can best be seen by his support of the vol­

untary citizens training camps later known as the "Plattsburgh 

idea." He cooperated with General Leonard Wood to establish such 

a camp for laboring men. It was generally acknowledged that 

the camps had little value from a military point of view. General 

Wood, author of the idea and its leading protagonist, openly and 

candidly revealed the true purpose of the camps to serve as educa­

tional centers "to develop a proper and necessary appreciation of 

the duties and obligations of American citizenship" among the various 

29. New York Times. September 25, 1915; Hermann Hagedorn, Leonard 
Wood (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1931), II, 168; Millis, 
Road to War. 95. 
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racial and ethnic immigrant groups. The personnel of the camps 

were to be trained to accept sound military values and to become an 

ideological army in leading the fight for military preparedness. 

Gompers raised no objections to such stated aims. Universal mili­

tary service was, to him, becoming simply another mode of education. 

Moreover, if the camps could "Americanize" the foreign born, the 

latter might be less susceptible to socialist preachings and more 

inclined to follow the A. F. of L. leadership. It was a case where 

the objectives of the military and the leadership of organized labor 

(31) 
coalesced and joined forces. Perhaps the most pungent and en­

lightening comment on the whole project was made by one of the leading 

educators of our time, John Dewey, who labeled the tendency to link 

military service with education as "a deplorable self-deception." 

When the Secretary of War suggested that public school authorities 

introduce military training in the curriculum, it aroused some of the 

liveliest debates at every A. F. of L. convention during the war period, 

30. Quoted in John Dewey, "Universal Service As Education," New 
Republic. April 22, 1916, 309. 

31. Frey to W. A. Appleton, May 20, 1919, Frey MSS. The A. F. of L. 
always regarded the non-English speaking elements as socialist 
oriented and a threat to their control of the trade union movement. 

32. New Republic. April 22, 1916, 310, See also Randolph Bourne, 
"A Moral Equivalent for Universal Military Service," New Republic. 
July 1, 1916, 217-219. 
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It resulted In one of those rare occasions when a recommendation by 

a committee to reject a resolution condemning the action of the 

(33) 
Secretary of War was overturned by the convention as a whole, 

Gompers supported the government's position, reasoning that the 

children lacked the "physical training [so essential] to make a 

virile manhood and womanhood, He discounted the idea of militarism 

(35) 
by placing his faith in the democracy of America. 

Gompers accepted the basic premise behind preparedness—the 

need of the nation to rearm in order to defend itself against a 

potential aggressor, namely Germany, His ideas ran somewhat parallel 

to those of the psychologist, William James, in that he saw the 

causes of war rooted in man's pugnacious nature. This being the 

case, Gompers saw rearmament as a necessary and deterrent factor 

(36} 
and the best guarantor of peace.v ' 

33. A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1916, 310, 

34. A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1915, 387. 

35. For additional material on military training and the schools, see 
The Bricklayer. Mason and Plasterer. XVIII (August, 1915), 171; 
A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1915, 389-390; The Tailor. November 30, 
1915; A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1916, 303, 309-310; The Survey. 
December 2, 1916, 221; Machinist's Monthly Journal. XXIX (January, 
1917), 66; American Federatlonist. XXIV (January, 1917), 30; 
The Survey. December 1, 1917, 232. 

36. Gompers, Labor and the War. 63; Gompers to T. Kitters Van Dyke, 
February 3, 1916, Gompers MSS; Gompers, "Why the War Was Not 
Prevented," Harpers Weekly. August 7, 1915, 130-131. 
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Yet, for Gompers to have attempted to lead the A. F. of L. 

into an open and forthright position in support of the military and 

its policies may well have brought about an open split in the Federation. 

The difficulty lay in the decades of mutually hostile relations be­

tween the two. As late as September, 1915, the A. F. of L. leader 

was writing that army and navy officials went "out of their way to be 

antagonistic to the best interests of labor," particularly in situa-

(37} 
tions where workers were engaged in union organization.v While 

this may not have proved to be an insuperable barrier for Gompers to 

cross in seeking an ideological alliance with high officials in the 

army and navy, as well as with their industrial counterparts, it 

was to prove a most difficult and burdensome obstacle in trying to 

lead the workingmen to embrace preparedness doctrines. 

In approaching the issue of national defense the A. F. of L. 

was forced to set up its own scale of priorities. Position or rank 

was to be determined by the Federation's conception of its own role 

in American society. Believing that labor could only gain a foot­

hold in American industry through outright cooperation with the 

military, industry, and the government, Gompers sought to place pre­

paredness as the top priority and objective before the labor move­

ment. He, therefore, urged the workers to be guided by the interests 

of the nation as a whole and not just by labor's needs. Labor must 

rise above local pecuniary matters, he proclaimed, and adopt a 

37. Gompers to Honorable Scott Ferris, September 11, 1915, Gompers 
MSS. 
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(38) 
"broad national viewpoint" in dealing with its problems. In 

answer to those who held that there were economic motives behind the 

preparedness drive, Gompers argued that it was not the responsibility 

of any one class but depended on the nation as a whole. 

However, the national priorities established by the leadership 

of the A. F. of L. were not necessarily those adopted by the national 

unions. In the process of forming their own set of priorities, many 

union officials were, in effect, to undermine the Federation's 

support of the entire defense program as elaborated by the Wilson 

Administration. Typical was the attitude of Andrew Furuseth, Presi­

dent of the Sailor's Union, who declared that the foremost objective 

before the workers was the strengthening of their own union and that 

this was the only kind of preparedness over which they had a right 

( 3 9 )  
to become enthusiastic. In a similar vein, the Blacksmiths 

interpreted "preparedness" as a program to build their own organiza­

tion against employer onslaughts in the coming years.The President 

of the United Mine Workers saw as the first task before the workers 

the realization of all the American goals which up to that moment had 

(41) 
only been obtained by the wealthy. 

38. Gompers to E. J, Stock, May 16, 1916, Gompers MSS. 

39. Coast Seamen's Journal. January 19, 1916. 

40. The Blacksmiths Journal. XVII (September, 1916), 10-11. 

41. United Mine Workers Journal. June 8, 1916, 9. 
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As analysis of the attitude of the Machinists' Union is il­

luminating in that it provides an excellent illustration, on the 

one hand, of the nature of the opposition to Gompers' sense of 

priorities, and, on the other, it explains why the opposition was 

not able to stem or divert the course followed by Gompers in the field 

of foreign policy. The Machinists all during 1915 had adopted a 

posture of unconcern over military preparedness and sought to dwell 

only on those questions which were related to its affairs as a labor 

(42) 
organization. They regarded the tremendous demand for machinists 

as giving it an opportunity to meet the employers on an equal footing 

and to gain the long sought for eight hour day, as well as other 

benefits. 

But the Machinists failed to take any role whatsoever in fight­

ing against the Federation's flirtation with the proponents of 

rearmament. Its hands off attitude only served to strengthen Gompers' 

policies within the A. F. of L. What caused the Machinists Union 

to accept such an aloof and non-commital position? Part of the ex­

planation appears to lie in the philosophy of nihilism which some 

of the union officials subscribed to. They condemned all governments 

and felt that to the workers it made little difference whether they 

(44) 
were to be governed by Germany, England, France or the United States, 

42. Machinists' Monthly Journal. XXVIII (January, 1916), 6-7, 94-95. 

43. Ibid. 

44. Ibid., XXVIII (February, 1916), 171-172. 



www.manaraa.com

83 

The working class, wrote a General Organizer of the union, should 

not concern itself with the "quarrels of the bankers and the manu­

facturers. . . If the masters of this country want preparedness, 

let them go to war and protect their credits; but let the working 

class protect their unions. . . The effect of such thinking 

was, by default, to accelerate the trend to military preparedness. 

It isolated the union from any role in the formulation of foreign 

policy and strengthened the prevalent attitude of leaving all 

affairs outside the union to 'Sam'. 

Neither Gompers nor any other official of organized labor 

could publicly proclaim its support of the amy and navy without, 

at the same time, seeking guarantees that the military would institute 

democratic reforms, and not be used, as in the past, as a weapon 

against labor. Preparedness to Gompers, was not to be confused 

with militarism, the latter being vanquished by a thorough democ­

ratization of the military system. This, according to the Federation 

leader, was to be accomplished by making military training voluntary 

and as general as possible. All naval and military schools were 

to be open to anyone who desired to enter. Equal opportunities 

were to exist for all and no special professional distinctions among 

personnel were to be made which were based on special opportunities 

45. Ibid. 

46. Gompers to General Leonard Wood, September 15, 1915, Wilson MSS. 
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available only to a few, Combined with the fact that the com­

mander-in-chief of the army and navy was an elected official such 

a program seemed, to Gompers, to constitute a significant precaution 

against militarism, 

Of prime importance to the A. F. of L, chief was that labor be 

(49) 
represented on all agencies involved with the nation's self-defense. 

He saw this as a means not only to make preparedness more effective, 

but as an additional safeguard against the military misuse and abuse 

of power. Besides, Gompers surmised, such a move would grant to labor 

co-equal status with other interests and establish it as a necessary 

and vital partner in the American economic system. 

Imbued with his own sense of priorities, Gompers early went on 

record in support of any measure which would enhance the position of 

the armed forces. At the 1915 Convention, the Executive Council 

gave its stamp of approval to the Dick Military Law, a measure en­

acted in 1903 to promote the efficiency of the militia. When 

the pacifist, Amos Pinchot, asked the A. F, of L. to take a position 

47. Ibid. 

48. Ibid. 

49. Gompers to Henry L. West, January 19, 1916, Gompers MSS: American 
Federationist. XXIII (February, 1916), 105-110; Gompers, Labor 
and the War. 63. 

50. Gompers to Michael Goldsmith, February 29, 1916, NCF MSS. 

51. A. F, of L., Proceedings. 1915, 86-88. 
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against increased subsidies for the National Guard, he "was tarned 

down cold."̂  ̂

Yet labor remained uneasy. Many sought concrete assurances from 

the Federation chief that his program of democratization of the army 

would be carried out and that the latter never again could be used 

as an instrument against the labor movement. In his replies, Gompers 

essentially placed his entire reliance not on concrete guarantees 

supplied by the Wilson Administration or high officials in the 

army and navy, but on vague political abstractions and faith. Answer­

ing charges that the Dick Military Law might be used against workers, 

Gompers replied that the best safeguard against misuse of the law was 

(53i 
assertion by the workers of their civic rights.̂  The electoral 

process was, in effect, the best guarantee Gompers had to offer. 

Furthermore, Gompers assured his labor constituency, even among the 

capitalist class, he had heard the "expression that the military must 

not be used as strikebreaking agencies in the interest of employers."(54) 

To those who would link preparedness with militarism, Gompers would 

write that he knew "of no one who has brought out, or even holds in 

(55) 
reserve, the idea of militarism" In the end, as was to be the 

52. Amos Finchot to Members of the Committee of the American Union Against 
Militarism, May 20, 1916, Amos Pinchot Manuscripts, Manuscript Divi­
sion, Library of Congress, Washington, D. C. 

53. Weekly News Letter. January 1, 1916; A, F. of L., Proceedings. 1915, 
86-88. 

54. A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1915, 388. 

55. Gompers to C. W. Bowerman, January 25, 1916, Gompers MSS. 
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case in most natters concerning national defense and foreign policy, 

Gompers would lead the Federation into outright support of the pre­

paredness program, but his promises of a reformed and restructured 

military machine were never to be realized. 

However, Gompers' support of preparedness did bear fruit. He 

was responsible for influencing many union officials to withdraw 

their support from the various peace groups. National unions also 

began to shift their position. The Cigar Makers represent a case in 

point. Prior to Gompers' public support of preparedness, the union 

regarded peace propaganda as subversive only to "the plutocrats. . . 

[and] profit mongers in war materials."Immediately after Gompers' 

address, the Cigar Makers changed their tune, wrote of preparedness 

as preordained and inevitable, and saw the only issue before the 

labor movement as its right to "have some voice in the kind, quality 

(57) 
and quantity it [should] be." By May of 1916, the union had ex­

ecuted a full turn, and in a pleading tone asserted that the trade 

unions were the best means to prepare citizens to become good soldiers.̂  

The reason: "the unions gave men something to fight for. Men will 

(59) 
therefore not be inclined to say 'Why Should I Fight?'" Essentially, 

56. Cigar Makers' Official Journal. XXXIX (December, 1915), 2. 

57. Ibid.. (February, 1916), 2. 

58. Ibid.. XL (May, 1916), 2. 

59. Ibid. 
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the union was willing to exchange its support and participation in 

the foreign policy objectives of the nation for the recognition of 

labor as a legitimate factor in American life. 

If some unions wavered under the relentless pressure to con­

form, many did not. Opposition to preparedness continued to flourish. 

By June of 1916, the New Republic reported that many labor circles 

regarded the mobilization of United States war strength with a 

"cold indifference. An eastern state labor leader who took an 

unofficial poll of state and local labor unions throughout the country 

revealed that the results indicated practically unanimous opposition 

to any plan to enlarge significantly the standing army or to increase 

army or navy expenditures.̂  ̂

The Cleveland Citizen informed its readers that an overwhelming 

majority of the membership—4,A32 to 565-—of about one-half of the 

local unions affiliated with the Cleveland Federation of Labor voted 

to condemn all military preparations being promoted by the statesmen 

(62) 
in the nation's capitol. The Labor Clarion of San Francisco, the 

Spokane Labor Herald and Allentown Labor Herald, all labor journals, 

continued to oppose preparedness as a measure designed to involve 

the country in the European war. 

60. New Republic. June 10, 1916, 137-139. 

61. Ibid. 

62. Cited by The Literary Digest. April 8, 1916, 957. 

63. Ibid.. 958. 
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James Lord, President of the Mine Department of the A, F. of L., 

admitted that preparedness programs left the average workingman 

"cold and sullen. There is something fundamental in all these 

military schemes," reported Mr. Lord, "for which he [the worker] 

simply cannot stand."On the eve of the presidential election, 

the California State Federation of Labor voiced its"unalterable 

opposition to all forms of military preparedness."(65) 

Many of the unions, despite appeals to their patriotism, re­

fused to take part in any of the preparedness day parades. The 

Sailor's Union of the Pacific repudiated the parades as artificial 

stimulants to arouse patriotism and urged its members to refrain from 

participation. ̂6) The Waterfront Workers Federation of San Francisco 

as well as the Central Labor Councils of Seattle, Washington, and 

( z n \  
Portland, Oregon, quickly followed suit. The United Mine Workers 

complained that workers were being forced to march in the parades and 

threatened with loss of their jobs if they refused to do so. To the 

Miners, the main danger to the workers was "from within the State 

and not without."(68) industrial Council of Kansas City supported 

64. "St. Louis Post-Dispatch," March 11, 1916, quoted in National Rip 
Saw. May, 1916, 12. 

65. Coast Seamen's Journal. October 11, 1916. 

66. Ibid.. May 24, 1916. 

67. Ibid.. May 31, 1916. 

68. United Mine Workers Journal. June 15, 1916, 4. 
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the Miners' contention. As the summer of 1916 approached, 

the President of the San Francisco Labor Council, Daniel C. 

Murphy, could report that not one central labor council nor a 

single labor union had been officially represented in a pre­

paredness day parade, 

At the end of 1916, working class opposition to all military 

measures, although its ranks were somewhat slimmer, remained 

militant and strong. It was ideologically fueled by the belief 

of the. working men that they had little stake in the American 

economic system, that the national quarrels were not of their 

own making, and that the main battle for them was of the poor 

against the rich. Try as he might Gompers could not shake 

the workers loose from this conviction. 

What was remarkable about the dissent in the American Fed­

eration of Labor was its tenacity and broad scope and depth which 

enabled it to withstand all the organizational pressures Gompers 

could bring to bear as well as the power and persuasiveness of 

the Administration in Washington. As will be noted in the next 

chapter, the opposition to Gompers' and Wilson's foreign policies 

continued up to the very moment the United States entered the war. 

69. The Labor Herald. June 16, 1916. 

70. Coast Seamen's Journal. July 26, 1916. 

71. New York Times. December 25, 1916, 3, 
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Chapter V 

Organized Labor and Government — Partners In War 

Within six months after his reelection as President on a 

platform of "He Kept Us Out of War," and within a month after his 

inauguration, Woodrow Wilson went before the Congress and asked for 

a declaration of war against Germany, Wilson, with a rhetorical 

flourish beyond compare, painted a glowingly democratic portrait 

of America's war aims and objectives. It was to be a x*ar to make 

the world "safe for democracy." We had "no selfish ends to serve," 

and we had entered the war, Wilson stressed, only because "the right 

is more precious than peace," 

While historians have long debated the wisdom of Wilson's 

grandiloquent rhetoric, its usage was, in part, dictated by practical 

necessities. It was meant to build an ideological bridge between the 

Government's acts and the American people—the vast majority of whom 

gave little sign that they were willing or enthusiastic about join­

ing the Allied powers in the European conflict. While it is diffi­

cult to employ an accurate guage to measure feeling at the time, it 

was clear that opposition to the war was very broad and deep. No 

national demand existed for Wilson to take the country into war,̂  

Quite to the contrary, if the majority accepted the President's war 

resolution because no other alternative seemed possible, millions of 

1. Link, Woodrow Wilson. V, 411, 429 ff. 
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Americans were still convinced that intervention was the design of 

evil forces which saw involvement in the war as beneficial to their 

(2) 
own interests. This attitude even permeated the halls of Congress 

where Senator Norris, on the eve of war, voiced the sentiment of many 

when he decalred: "We are going into war upon the command of gold. . . 

We are about to put the dollar sign upon the American flag."̂  

Wilson was cognizant of the divisions among the American people 

and recognized that his policies in foreign affairs could be success­

ful only if they were supported by a united country.̂  Opposition 

to the war had reached such proportions that upon our entrance into 

the conflict, the President's "chief preoccupation" was with the 

ever present danger of civil discord.̂  

One of the main roadblocks hampering the unity of the American 

people was the polyglot nature of the population. America was a 

conglomerate mass of different nationalities with each group tied 

ethnically, culturally and emotionally to the homeland of its birth. 

2. Arthur S. Link, American Epoch (New York: Alfred A. Knoph, 1955), 
208; Arno J. Mayer, Political Origins of the New Diplomacy. 1917-
1918 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959), 347; Louis Filler, 
Randolph Bourne. (Washington D. C.: American Council on Public 
Affairs, 1943), 89-90. 

3. George W. Norris, Fighting Liberal (New York: The Macmillan Company, 
1945), 196-197. See also Eric F. Goldman, Rendezvous With Destiny 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1952), 238-242. 

4. Heaton, John L., Cobb of "The World" (New York: E. P. Dutton & 
Company, 1924), 219. 

5. Baker, Life and Letters. VII, 447-449. 
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It was among the immigrant ethnic groups that Gompers sought 

to play a decisive role. After all, the American Federation 

of Labor was the "home" of large numbers of German, Irish and 

Jewish citizens whose antagonism to the Allies often bordered on 

violence. It was Gompers' task to integrate United States aims 

and objectives overseas with the interests of the worklngman so 

as to minimize the opposition of these groups to American involve­

ment in the European conflict. The President of the A. F. of L 

aimed to weld the hyphenated Americans into a solid phalanx in 

support of Wilson's program. 

On February 3, 1917, Woodrow Wilson broke off diplomatic 

relations with Germany. This was the signal for many advocates of 

peace to spring into action. The response from labor was not 

all that Gompers desired. Trade union opposition to any war with the 

Central Powers was widespread. 

In order to blunt the war momentum, the forces for peace raised 

a fundamentally democratic issue which was designed to have wide 

appeal among a democratically minded people. They demanded, in 

effect, that war could only be declared if a referendum vote of all 

the American people sanctioned such a course of action. Thus, 

Congress would be effectively robbed of this power. Many in the 

labor movement indentified with this view. The Industrial Council 

of Kansas City gave it its wholehearted endorsement.(6) James 

H. Maurer, President of the Pennsylvania State Federation of Labor, 

asked labor to declare a general strike if the government refused 

6. Labor Herald. February 16, 1917. 
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to grant a referendum vote on any declaration of war.(7) a 

Committee consisting of the United Hebrew Trades, the International 

Clothing Workers Union, Amalgamated Clothing Workers Union, and 

other labor groups, organized a Keep Out of War Committee to 

support the demand for a war referendum. 

Powerfully articulated and having at its core a basic demo­

cratic quality, Gompers found the demand for a referendum nagging 

and upsetting to his libertarian equanimity. He tactically 

sought to sidetrack the issure. However, the charge that the 

United States entered the war without the voluntary consent of its 

people, and that it was aided and abetted in this procedure by the 

A. F. of L., brought forth constant rejoinders from Gompers as to 

the democratic practices in American life. He could never let the 

issue rest. Months after our declaration of war against Germany 

he was defending his anti-referendum position on constitutional 

grounds,(9) 

Labor's anti-war partisans would not be silenced. The 

Painters' union challenged some of the basic assumptions feeding 

the demand for war: national honor, dignity, freedom of the seas, 

and protection of peaceful citizens. All these, the union held, 

could be assured without making war on Germany.Furthermore, 

7. New York Times. February 5, 1917, 2. 

8. Ibid. 

9. Gompers, Labor and the War. 135. 

10. The Painter and Decorator. XXXI (February, 1917), 83-84. 
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it was the opinion of the union that the crisis was engendered by 

the war traders and financiers who wanted to control the world's 

(11) 
market and exploit the workers. ' Joining with advocates of 

a referendum, the Painters held to the position that Congress 

would be unjustified in declaring war without the American people 

(12) 
having expressed themselves on the subject. In Toledo, Ohio, 

2,500 members of the Machinist's Union favored calling a general 

strike if the government refused to heed the people's demand 

for peace. 

On the west coast, a center of anti-war sentiment, the Sailor's 

Union was organizing a campaign to send letters and telegrams to 

the President expressing the feeling of its members that the 

workers had "no reason. . .to shed their blood for the protection 

„( l4)  
and furtherance of the unholy profits of their masters. . . 

The Saint Louis Central Trades Council unanimously adopted a re­

solution appealing to the President and Congress "to do all in 

f 15 ) their power to keep the United States out of war."v 

11. Ibid. 

12. Ibid. 

13. Coast Seamen's Journal. March 28, 1917. 

14. Ibid.. February 21, 1917. 

15. American Socialist. March 24, 1917. 
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Socialistically inclined and with a large German membership, 

the Bakers' Union protested vociferously against the possibility 

of United States participation in the European struggle. Our 

entry, warned the union, would only serve to "perpetuate capitalism." (16) 

The largest and strongest central body in the country, the 

Chicago Federation of Labor, adopted a resolution demanding that 

the country not be dragged into the European holocaust.(1̂ ) The 

Cigar Makers also voiced their dissent to being dragged into the war.(18) 

In Joplin, Missouri, the Trade Assembly could find no "excuse or 

reason" for the war in Europe nor for any war which ever existed.(19) 

It sought a peaceful solution through the introduction of a new 

diplomacy. 

If Gompers saw the war as sparking the rebirth of the labor 

movement, the President of the Teamsters, taking a different tack, 

viewed it as a potential disaster. Tobin, echoing Wilson's con­

cern, saw all union rules and gains achieved by the workers being 

sacrificed upon the altar of war's needs.(20) He urged the 

membership to maintain their standards and to be prepared to fight 

for the very existence of the organization.(21) Thus, unlike 

16. The Bakers' Journal. February 10, 1917, 1. 

17. Ibid. February 17, 1917, 2. 

18, Cigar Makers' Offical Journal. XLI (February, 1917), 2. 

19, Railway Carmen's Journal. XXII (February, 1917), 70, 

2Q. Official Magazine—Teamsters. XIV (April, 1917), 4-5, 

21. Ibid. 
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Gompers, peace, to the Teamsters, was a vital ingredient to the 

growth and development of the trade unions. 

What was the sentiment of the trade unions on the eve of war? 

When the Central Federated Union of New York City called upon 

President Wilson "to resist the selfish and sinister influences 

that would plunge our country into the world cauldron of murder," 

the New Republic gauged this expression as typical of the feeling 

of union men and women.(̂ 2) This analysis is of particular im­

portance when we consider that the policies of the magazine, at 

that time, were shaped largely by those who were close to or played 

a part in the Wilson Administration. 

While opposition to the war was escalating among the union 

membership, Gompers was overly anxious to prove labor's loyalty 

to the Administration's foreign policies. He measured patriotism 

by the degree of one's support of these policies. Central to 

Gompers' thought was the conception that qualitative changes were in 

the making in the industrial and governmental sectors of American 

society, and for labor to participate in and affect these changes, 

to be, in a sense, a partner in the revamping of society, labor 

must first prove its loyalty and fidelity to the nation and its in­

stitutions. He, therefore, never tired of gathering an audience 

to which he might extol the patriotic virtues of the A. F. of L. 

In order to secure labor support, he tied patriotism and the welfare 

of the workers in the same bundle and made each dependent on the other. 

22. New Republic. February 10, 1917, 38-40. 
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When the House of Representatives was considering repealing the 

Eight Hour Law of 1892 as a measure necessitated by the war crisis, 

Gompers wrote the Speaker, Champ Clark, assuring him that in the event 

of war organized workers would "give a good accounting of them­

selves. "(23) xn repiŷ  the Speaker stated that he felt confident 

that repeal would be unnecessary since he knew that, if needed, 

labor would work sixteen hours a day.̂ 4) Gompers did not demur 

but cited this as proof of the effectiveness of his position. 

Gompers' rapport with the Wilson Administration frequently led 

him to boast that labor received greater consideration in the 

United States from the Government than that accorded to any labor 

movement by any Government elsewhere in the world.(̂ 5) Yet, 

nagging questions always seemed to arise to place in doubt the 

benefits to the workingman of this special relationship. For example, 

in the midst of the war-induced prosperity of February, 1917, the 

Machinists were focusing their attention on the "long bread lines" 

and the "food riots" which were occurring with ever greater fre­

quency. (26) The union desired government action to halt the profi­

teering in food, but saw this as providing only temporary relief. 

23. Gompers to Champ Clark, February 4, 1917, cited in A. F. of L., 
Proceedings. 1917, 107-108. See also Gompers to Executive 
Council, February 10, 1917, Gompers MSS 

24. Champ Clark to Gompers, February 6, 1917, cited in A, F. of L., 
Proceedings. 1917, 107-108. 

25. Coast Seamen's Journal. February 21, 1917, 9. 

26. Machinist's Monthly Journal. XXIX (March, 1917), 266-267. 
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Its final solution lay in "Government control of the means of pro­

duction and distribution." 

Support of Wilson's foreign policies during the few months 

preceding the declaration of war also led the Federation into a 

position where it sought to keep labor quiet and docile, since any 

strike or industrial disturbance was widely regarded as unpatriotic and 

weakening the country's position during a period of crisis. In 

March, the Railroad Brotherhoods threatened to strike over the 

eight hour day. Instantaneously, the President of the Union Pacific 

charged that the threatened strike was the work of foreign elements 

which sought to embarrass the nation at a critical time.(28) 

Wilson appointed a committee, of which Gompers was a member, to 

attempt to settle the dispute. The Federation made no concerted 

effort to rally organized labor behind the brotherhoods. Instead, 

it was widely reported that the President of the A. F. of L. did 

not approve of the brotherhoods pushing for an eight hour day at 

such a crucial period in the nation's history.(29) it was to be one 

of the many acts of statesmanship by Gompers, He was later to 

be acclaimed as a great patriot who put the nation's interest first 

and labor's second. 

Gompers' eagerness to portray labor in a patriotic light 

eventually led some unions willingly to surrender gains labor had 

won at the cost of great sacrifice. On March 28, the New York 

27. Ibid. 

28. New York Times. March 17, 1917, 1. 

29. Ibid. 
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State Federation of Labor, imbued with the spirit of patriotism, 

approved without being requested to do so the suspensions of statutes 

enacted by the state to safeguard the workers, including women and 

children.(30) So happy was the State Assembly to comply, that 

within a few days it had prepared a bill to eliminate all restrict­

ions upon the employment of men as well as upon the night work of 

women and children. (31) A storm of protest forced the State 

Federation to rescind its stand, but it was a prelude to the kind of 

position the A. F, of L would take in the coming years. 

Gompers was now faced with a dual problem. He was extra-
$ 

ordinarily anxious to prove, in no uncertain terms, organized labor's 

loyalty and patriotism; and, in order to accomplish this goal, he 

was desirous finally and irrevocably to commit the A. F. of L. to 

Wilson's war policies in the face of growing peace sentiment among 

the unions. It was decided by the Federation President that this 

could best be achieved by calling a conference of all A. F. of L. 

unions together with the Railroad Brotherhoods to articulate labor's 

position during the war crisis. The meeting was held on March 12 

at A. F. of L. headquarters in Washington. A declaration was pro­

duced expressing the wholehearted confidence of the group in the aims 

and objectives of Wilson's foreign policy. 

It has generally been accepted that the Conference was called 

on Gompers' initiative. However, evidence now indicates the possib­

ility of Gompers having reacted to governmental pressure. On the day 

30. Hew Republic. April 14, 1917, 312-313. 

31. Ibid. 
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after the Conference, the New York Times reported that the meeting was 

held at the suggestion of the Council of National Defense,(32) This 

was subsequently confirmed by a labor journalist close to the 

A. F. of L, headquarters in Washington, D,C.—Lawrence Todd.(33) 

The fact that Gompers inquired as to the feasibility of the Govern­

ment paying the expenses of calling so many labor officials to Wash­

ington—the matter was to be discussed at the next meeting of the 

Advisory Commission of the Council of National Defense—lays open 

to question the assertion that the Conference was a deliberative 

body called together for the express purpose of formulating labor's 

position on peace and war.(34) it also raises the question whether 

any meeting financed by government sources can actually arrive as 

a position which may be at variance with government policy. 

With these facts in mind, doubt arises to what the Confer­

ence document really represented. Was it reflective of the actual 

feelings of an overwhelming majority of trade unionists or was it 

a document favored only by certain sectors of organized labor and 

brought into fruition by a combination of parlimentary maneuvering 

plus the shrewd usage of internal and external pressures? In light 

of the proceedings of the Conference, the criticisms raised by some 

32. New York Times. March 13, 1917, 1. 

33. Coast Seamen's Journal. March 28, 1917. 

34. Franklin H. Mortin, Digest of the Proceedings of the Council 
of National Defense During the War (Washington. D.C.; United 
States Government Printing Office, 1934)» 101-102. 
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of the leading participants, and the degree of government involvement, 

it would be accurate to interpret the Conference of March 12 as the 

result of a collusive arrangement between leaders of the A. F. of L 

and elements in the Wilson Administration for the specific purpose of 

stemming :the growing tide of opposition to a foreign policy which 

might involve the United States in the European conflict and, at 

the same time, solidly to align labor with any policy pursued by 

the Administration in Washington. 

The document brought forth by the Conference was noteworthy for 

the manner in which it gave blanket approval to whatever steps Wilson 

might take in the field of foreign relations. The Federation made 

its wholehearted support subject to two provisos: recognition by the 

government of organized labor as the agency with which it must 

cooperate in its dealings with wage earners, and representation of 

labor on all bodies dealing with national defense. 

Gompers often pointed with pride to the fact that all decisions 

reached at the meeting were by unanimous vote. In fact, the entire 

document as drawn up by the Executive Council on March 9 was accepted 

intact without a single alteration. Yet, this was in no way in­

dicative of what really went on inside the conference hall, Gompers 

deliberately sought to create the impression of unanimity, but the 

declaration was not approved without a bitter battle led by some of 

the leading figures in the trade union movement.(36) 

35. The composition of the March 12 Conference and its declaration 
may be found in A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1917, 72-78. 

36. Gompers to James Duncan, March 23, 1917, Gompers MSS. 



www.manaraa.com

102 

Perhaps the most caustic critic of the entire conference was 

the President of the Teamsters, Daniel Tobin, who was reported 

by the newspapers to have filibustered against adoption of the 

(37) 
declaration. Tobin was critical of the entire procedure 

employed at the conference. Expecting to consult and advise with 

the Executive Council on the formulation of policy, Tobin was 

chagrined to find that the document had already been prepared and 

(38) 
that he was expected to approve of it as a matter of formality. 

When Tobin asked that the entire matter be referred back to the 

International Unions for endorsement, since those present had no 

sanction to their membership, he was turned down. Even his 

(40) 
proposal to delay action until the following morning was refused. 

Tobin concluded "there was really no need of calling the representa­

tives of Labor to Washington. . .when there was a cut and dried 

program already prepared which might have been mailed to the Inter­

national Officers. . 

Andrew Furuseth of the Sailor's Union characterized the docu­

ment as a virtual declaration of war and afterwards stated to Gompers 

"That sounds the death-knell of the A. F. of L., and your forty years 

of work for labor you have destroyed today. 

37. New York Times. March 13, 1917, 1. 

38. Official Magazine—Teamsters. XIV (April, 1917), 9-11. 

39. Ibid. 

40. Ibid. 

41. Ibid. 

42. A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1919, 412. 
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The Amalgamated Clothing Workers, which was not affiliated 

with the A. F. of L., and hence, not a participant at the conference, 

agreed with Tobin that the meeting was not representative of the 

thinking of the membership since apparently not a single union 

had its members ratify its action at the conference.Max Hayes 

of the Miners regarded the results as a foregone conclusion, one 

that was imposed and not the product of a deliberative body,(44) 

A curious anomaly was presented by the action of the Fur Workers 

and the Journeyman Tailors. Both unions expressed themselves in 

militant socialist terms and both were vociferously opposed to the 

war. They reacted in a similar manner at the conference, but in 

a dissimilar manner after the event. The position of the Fur Workers 

is striking in that it provides some understanding of voting 

patterns at the March 12 conference. Its President attended the 

conference but failed to vote against the declaration. Notwithstand­

ing, the union continued its bitter opposition to United States 

participation in the war, and in its official journal noted that 

its opinion was at variance with the declaration produced by the 

conference. ̂5) 

On the other hand, the Journeyman Tailors, ideologically 

sympathetic to the Fur Workers and second to none in its socialist 

43. Advance. April 13, 1917, 4. 

44. American Socialist. March 24, 1917. 

45. The Fur Worker. April 3, 1917. 
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outlook, showed the effects of the conference by comparing Its 

declaration with the Ten Commandments. Hereafter, its official 

publication avoided all mention of foreign policy issues and con­

centrated solely on domestic affairs. Its opposition to the war 

had become muted. 

Thus the position of the furriers at the conference and 

afterwards was similar to that of Tobin of the Teamsters, Furuseth 

of the Sailors, and delegates from the Pointers and Miners Union. 

None dared vote against the declaration, yet after the conference, 

each either directly and openly denounced its results, or actively 

worked for a position contrary to it. The question naturally arises 

as to why these delegates did not exercise their option and vote 

against the conference declaration. The answer probably lies in 

fear, fear of exposing their minority position before a hostile 

public opinion, and making their union subject to the displeasure 

and enmity of the government as well as the Gompers forces which 

controlled the machinery of the A. F. of L. 

It would be extremely unfair to label these men as lacking 

courage. The trade unions of 1917 cannot be compared with their 

counterparts of today. They were constantly in a virtual life and 

death struggle for existence and did not always enjoy the luxury 

of voting according to their conscience. A Union's survival was 

inextricably tied to its ability to obtain the help and cooperation 

of fellow unionists. Organizational campaigns in the smaller towns 

46. The Tailor. March 27, 1917. 
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could only succeed through the joint effort of the A. F. of L. and 

officials of other unions. Combined with the fact that government 

assistance could be a crucial factor in the determination of negoti­

ations or in a strike this set of conditions did not lend itself 

easily to the expression of dissent. The forces of power made for 

compliance. 

Some of Gompers' opponents eventually reversed themselves and 

came to accept his position as the correct one. However, they 

reached this conclusion not by examining the merits of Gompers' 

policies, but on purely pragmatic grounds. For example, The Trades 

and Labor Assembly of Minneapolis, a peace advocate, upon reflection 

and reexamination of its position, came to recognize that Gompers' 

achievements lay in his ability to ascertain that war was inevit­

able, and, by refusing to join a losing cause, Gompers was able to 

adopt policies best suited to protect the Federation. W?) 

Despite opposition, the declaration did have enormous impact 

on aligning the labor movement behind the President's foreign 

policies. It officially committed organized labor to be a specific 

program and made it extremely difficult for its opponents openly to 

oppose it. It guranteed that the workingmen, particularly the 

ethnic groups of German, Irish and Jewish descent, would not have 

the support of the Federation if they undertook concerted action to 

thwart its wishes. It made the welfare of the workers and the 

unions dependent on their wholehearted cooperation with the 

Administration's war policies. And, above all, it isolated the 

47. Weekly New Letter. April 21, 1917. 
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peace groups from the trade union movement, and cast them In 

the villainous role of being traitors to the unions and the 

workers if they continued on their anti-war crusade, 

Gompers viewed the conference as having an enormous impact 

on the labor movement as well as on Wilson's thinking. He was 

firmly convinced that the declaration of March 12, had helped to 

dispel some of the fears of the President who had many misgivings 

about the unity of the people, particularly the various ethnic 

groups, should the United States undertake active participation 

in the European conflict. The conference, he felt, made possible 

Wilson's address before Congress in which he asked for a declara­

tion of war against Germany. 

But, if Gompers was convinced that labor's declaration of 

fidelity to the Administration's objectives was of great aid in 

aligning the forces of democracy and justice against autocracy and 

militarism, he also entertained the thought that organized labor 

had, at the same time, furthered its own interests. From the moment 

of the signing of the March 12 document, Gompers asserted, there 

had "not been a difference of opinion between the policy of the 

Government of the United States and of the organized bodies of the 

working people.This was the key to Gomper's understanding 

of what he regarded as profound and qualitative changes taking place 

in American society. Changes brought about by the very nature of 

the war were viewed by the A. F. of L, leader not as temporary or 

48. A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1919, 5; Gompers, Life. II, 378; Gompers, 
Labor and the War. 230, 233, 241, 288. 

49. Gompers, Labor and the War. 203. See also Gompers, Life. II 359,3. 
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crisis produced, but as reflecting new growth and basic changes in 

the process of historical industrial development. Labor's position 

of March 12 was seen as bringing into being a new force in world 

economics and politics—a "fifth estate" which was to have an equal 

share with the other estates in the decision-making process.(50) 

It was the beginning, in the view of the A. F. of L., Executive 

Council led by Gompers, of the transformation of the state from an 

organ which oppressed the workingman into one which became vitally 

concerned with his well-being. In a word, they saw the incipient 

growth of what has now matured into, and been labeled, the "welfare 

state," and ascribed to it the bringing forth of a new Utopia for 

labor.(51) 

. With labor patriotically behind in the governmental process— 

Gompers was appointed a member of the Advisory Commission of the 

Council of National Defense—the Federation began to see the 

possibility of the "beginning of the merging of labor and state."($2) 

For Gompers and his followers this was to have profound consequences. 

They saw the struggle for labor conditions as no longer a matter of 

50. Wright, Chester M, "Fifth Estate Becomes A World Power," 
Machinist's Monthly Journal. XXIX (April, 1917), 389-391, The 
author was former editor of the New York Call and pro-war 
Socialist who left the party because of its anti-war stand. 
During the period of the war he worked closely with Gompers and 
his opinions often reflected the thinking of the Federation 
leadership. 

51. Ibid. 

52. Ibid. 
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only private concern, but one in which the public, or state, was to 

play a major role.As the "fifth estate," the Federation lead­

ers saw themselves as direct participants in the determination of 

working conditions. To the A, F. of L, this was the beginning of 

industrial democracy. The Federation leaders were concerned lest 

some in the labor movement thwart this trend by refusing to cooper­

ate with the nation's policies abroad. This was the Ideological 

core behind the A. F. of L.'s unstinting support of Wilson's 

foreign policies and its urgency in desiring to enter the war 

against Germany. 

53. Ibid 
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Chapter VI 

Organized Labor and Government--Partners In Industrial Mobilization 

Part 1 

On April 6, 1917, after days of stormy and acrimonious debate, 

the political leaders of the country had reached the decision that 

the Interests of the nation necessitated a declaration of war against 

Germany. Once the political decision had been made, the United States 

began to gird its vast industrial and military machine to meet the 

demands of war. It was not to be an easy task. 

The First World War was witness to the drastic changes which had 

occurred in the methods of waging modern war. Armies in the field 

were no longer the sole determinants of victory or defeat. The 

organization of a nation's industrial plant, the proper utiliza­

tion of its natural resources and manpower, and the morale of its 

people had become necessary, if not vital factors, in the world­

wide conflict which had now emerged. The army of working men in 

the factories was fully as important to the nation's military suc­

cess as the soldiers who were manning the front lines. Although 

important elements in the military and industrial establishment re­

sisted such a conclusion, it was wholeheartedly accepted by Wilson 

and Gompers.̂  Their cooperation and close working relationship 

was based on their recognition that labor and its relations to 

1. Gompers, Labor and the War. 55; American Federationist, XXV (October, 
1918), 918-919; Grosvenor B. Clarkson, Industrial America in the 
World War (Boston and New Yorkj Houghton Mifflin Company, 1924), 12. 
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industry and government would be a central factor in winning of 

the war. 

Wilson's concern for industrial relations was well-founded. The 

experiences of the English and French during the first two years 

the war had firmly brought home the lesson that without organized 

labor's enthusiastic support, victory in the war became problematical 

Through his difference and concessions to the A. F. of L, in problems 

involving labor relations, the President sought to construct his 

foreign policy upon a firm pillar of labor support. 

If Wilson's objectives were obvious, Gompers', in comparison, 

were more obscure. It was to be expected that the President of the 

A. F. of L., an ardent practitioner of business unionism, would use 

organized labor's greatly improved bargaining position during the 

war to secure more bread for labor's table. Such was not to be the 

case. Collective bargaining was subordinated to the nation's wartime 

needs. The objectives of Wilson's foreign policies became the Fed­

eration's primary aim, the needs of the workingman secondary in 

relation to the country's lofty goal of making the world "safe for 

democracy." Thus, A. F. of L. policy became that of securing bene­

fits to its members only to the extent necessary to prevent interrup­

tion of production. 

In a true sense, Gompers' view of labor relations was predicated 

on his belief that the worldwide objectives of the United States 

heralded a new era for labor. Labor must sacrifice, Gompers held, to 

show that it was patriotic and responsible and, as such, deserving 

of a share of power in the state. Collective bargaining thus became 
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a weapon in the hands of the A. F, of L. hierarchy, not as a means 

for "more, more" benefits for the workingman, but as an instrument 

to ingratiate organized labor with the ruling powers in industry 

and Government, It was to be a means to prove labor's total and 

unflinching support of the goals as outline by the Wilson Ad­

ministration. Thus foreign policy and industrial relations were 

inextricably woven together, neither being capable of being under­

stood without the other. 

Gompers' policy in support of the war and its concomitant 

labor program which, in effect, placed a ceiling on the worker's 

ability to advance his standard of living, was bound to arouse in­

tense opposition. Dissent to the A. F. of L policies centered 

in two groups:ideologically oriented pacifists, socialists and trade 

unionists who disagreed with the Federation's support of United 

States intervention in the European conflict, and those labor 

men, both conservative and liberal, who strongly objected to 

subordinating the needs of the union as well as the conditions of 

the workers to the exigencies of war. Each caused deep concern 

among the Federation leadership and the Wilson Administration. 

So interrelated was the peace movement with the striving of 

workers for greater economic gain that an attack on one proved to 

be an attack on both. 

Dissatisfaction with Gompers' policies among the workers grew 

to such proportions as seriously to threaten his hold on the 

Federation leadership and destroy forever the illusion that the 
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worker's accepted Gompers' statesmanlike approach to the world 

crisis. Labor history during the war was a story of continual 

strife, struggle and upheaval resulting In an unprecedented number 

of strikes, and bursting forth as the number one problem before 

the Government. But to no other man, not even excluding Presiden 

Wilson, goes the credit for being able to channel this dissent 

within tolerable limits. 

Nearly two years before American participation in the war, 

Gompers had already begun to organize the Industrial machinery 

and manpower of the country for its eventual conversion to wartime 

use. Plana for industrial mobilization in the event of war were 

quietly being laid in 1915. The Industrial Preparedness Committee, 

a part of the Naval Consulting Board, was formed to study the 

ability of industry to meet the requirements of the military. 

In charge of the project was a noted industrialist, Howard Coffin. 

Gompers was introduced to the work of the Committee by Ralph 

Easley of the NCF, a firm supporter of military preparedness. The 

President of the Federation gave Mr. Coffin an excellent example 

of his devotion to the cause of national self-defense by working 

indefatigably to produce concrete results. A list was prepared de­

tailing the capacity of industry to convert to the manufacture of 

munitions. Gompers was later to claim this saved the United States 

(2) 
six months time when it entered the war.̂  

2. Gompers, Life. II 350-351. 
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Gompers' unofficial work for the Industrial Preparedness 

Committee was soon superseded by his being officially chosen as a 

full-fledged partner of the government's defense program. The 

Military Appropriations Act of 1916 contained a provision creating 

a civilian agency for the purpose of studying the physical and 

human resources of the country in order to "make the calling out 

and mobilizing of the industrial resources of the nation as 

automatic as the mobilization of the army."̂  it was to coordi­

nate industrial production with military needs. The new body, named 

by the Senate as the Council of National Defense, was to consist 

of the Secretaries of War, Navy, Commerce, Agriculture, Labor and 

the Interior. Provision was also made for an Advisory Commission 

of seven members to be appointed by the President for the purpose 

of assisting the Council. 

It was the beginning of an agency which was to take major 

responsibility for organizaing the economic system to cope with 

the demands of war. Very little publicity was given to its form­

ation, the Wilson Administration not desiring to rouse the ire of 

the pacifists who were sure to see in its creation a step toward war. 

As far back as 1910, military men had begun to ponder over the 

idea of a CND, Some, like General Wood, who were appalled at the 

lack of overall military planning, wanted to establish an extensive 

military system to meet whatever contingency might arise. In 1914, 

the idea was given added impetus at the annual meeting of the 

National Civic Federation where it was unanimously resolved that a 

3. Cited by Link, Woodrow Wilson. IV, 338-339. 
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"Council of Defense" be formed with the President as its head and 

consisting of the Secretaries of War and Navy and the Chairmen of 

the committees of the House and Senate on war and navy.̂  Present 

at the meeting and voting for the resolution was Samuel Gompers. 

Shortly afterwards, Gompers claimed that he participated in the 

preparation of the resolution, and in quoting from the document 

he used the term "Council of National Defense. 

Although the proposal by the NCF did not comprehend fully the 

need to relate industrial production to military need or the 

advisability of creating a civilian agency with vast power over 

military supplies. It did embody the idea of forming a centralized 

agency to oversee the modernization of the armed forces. However, 

if a relationship did exist between the Senate's designation of 

the agency as the Council of National Defense and the action of 

the NCF and Gompers, no evidence has yet been found to support it. 

On October 11, 1916, Wilson named the seven members of the 

Advisory commission. The one surprise was his choice of Samuel 

Gompers as one of the seven, Gompers readily accepted the appoint­

ment because he saw the "imperative need to have a spokesman for 

labor in the inner war council, His conception of the CND as 

a "war council" was not accidental. He was already speaking in 

terms of the "crisis which, , .was sure to come."̂  Besides, 

4. Ralph Easley to Joseph P. Tumulty, December 6, 1914, NCF MSS. 

5. Gompers to J. M. Wainwright, December 14, 1914, Gompers MSS. 

6. Gompers, Life. II 351-352, 

7. Ibid.. 146. 
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Wilson, In his opening address before the Advisory Commission, told 

the members that their function was to unite the country In peace as 

well as in war.̂  

Gompers Interpreted his appointment to the Advisory Commission 

as the first step in the granting to labor of a real voice in the 

inner circles of government. As a result, he was overly anxious 

to be of service. His anxiety was openly communicated to the 

Secretary of War. He was so concerned lest he miss a single meeting 

or that the Administration form the opinion he was not willing to 

participate actively in carrying out his duties that he was con­

stantly reiterating his good intentions and making sure a meeting 

would not be called when he was unable to attend,(9) Gompers was 

true to his word. He threw himself wholeheartedly into the work 

of the Advisory Commission, laying aside all his other work and 

obligations in the interest of patriotism, 

In carrying out their duties, each member of the Advisory 

Commission was entitled to appoint a committee to help him in 

carrying out his work. The formation of the Committee on Labor 

with Gompers as chairman was widely heralded as constituting 

"recognition of labor,"(H) However, events were to prove that, the 

committee had no effective powers and the work assigned to it was 

of relatively minor consequence. 

8. Baker, Life and Letters. VI, 308-309. 

9. Gompers to Newton D. Baker, November 9, 1916, Gompers MSS. 

10. Gompers to Gifford Pinchot, February 26, 1917, Gompers MSS. 

11. Trachtenberg, Alexander, (ed.), The American Labor Year Book, 
1917-18 (New York City: The Rand School of Social Science, 
1919), 13, 
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Gompers' appointments to the Committee were representative of 

broad sections of labor and management. Included were some of the 

leading tycoons of the business community—August Belmont, John D, 

Rockerfeller, Jr., Cornelius Vanderbilt and Daniel Guggenheim—as 

well as a member of the National Association of Manufacturers, one 

of the most uncompromising and bitter enemies of the Federation. 

Through this Committee both Wilson and Gompers hoped to secure the 

cooperation of labor and capital. in the process, Gompers 

hoped for something more. He had slowly come to the conclusion 

that employer hostility to labor was not always based on sound 

economic principles, but arose from an irrational fear that labor 

unions sought radically to alter the relations between management 

and worker to the detriment of the former. If Gompers could 

convince the businessman that organized labor could be a major 

asset in helping to increase productivity, and thereby profits, 

he would achieve for the workingman by peaceful means standards 

which other labor movements could not gain through strikes. What 

was needed was for industry to become better acquainted with labor 

leaders, recognize their true worth and, as a result, possibly 

alter its misconceptions.The Committee on Labor, to Gompers, 

thus had a dual objective: to help the country's war effort, and 

to bring about a rapprochement between capital and labor. He 

was to accomplish the former, but fail miserably in the latter 

obj ective. 

12. Baker, Life and Letters. VII, 69. 

13, Gompers, Life, II, 366. 
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The Advisory Commission, by its very nature, was to become 

the actual executive branch o£ the Council. Although its legal 

function was simply to advise, its advice was often accepted by 

the Council and acted upon. So powerful did the Commission be­

come that the Secretary of the Commission and Council, Grosvenor 

B. Clarkson, proudly quotes in his book from a report by Repre­

sentative William J. Graham on what he called a "startling dis-

(14) 
closure" of the "secret government of the United States." 

An examination of these minutes discloses the 
fact that a commission of seven men chosen by 
the President seems to have devised the entire 
system of purchasing war supplies, planned a 
press censorship, designed a system of food 
control and selected Herbert Hoover as its dir­
ector. . ., and in a word designed practically 
every war measure which the Congress subsequently 
enacted, and did all this behind closed doors, 
weeks and even months before the Congress of 
the United States declared war against Germany. . . 

It was quite an achievement for a Commission of which Gompers was 

a member. However, within the Commission, labor was never given 

the share of duties, responsibilities and power accorded to other 

members of the body. 

United States entrance into the conflict presented the Feder­

ation with two main problems: the extent to which it was willing 

to go to enforce its demand for co-equal representation on all in­

dustrial bodies connected with the war, and the degree of militancy it 

was willing to exert to improve working conditions at the bargaining 

table. The former was considered as indispensable if the A. F. of L. 

14. Clarkson, Industrial America. 24-25. 
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was to support its view that a new era had opened for labor. The 

latter raised all sorts of questions on wages and hours, strikes, 

the open and closed shop, and the Federation's attitude toward govern­

ment intervention in the collective bargaining process. On all these 

issues the Federation took no firm position, fluctuating from one 

side to the other in relation to the degree of pressure brought up­

on it by the government and the workers. However, it was to be mainly 

guided by the patriotic wartime demand of increasing productivity, 

with workers' needs subordinated to this primary objective. The 

union membership was of a different frame of mind and showed its dis­

pleasure by engaging in an unprecedented number of strikes so that 

labor unrest became the major internal problem facing the nation. 

Immediately after Congress declared war against Germany, Gompers 

brought forth his overall plan to govern industrial relations during 

the war. It was released by the Executive Committee of the Committee 

on Labor and approved by the CND. Its significance lay in its outright 

advocacy of the prewar "status quo," and in its formulation of the 

general rule that during the war "neither employers nor employees 

shall endeavor.to take advantage of the country's necessities to change 

existing standards." Any changes in standard would have to be approved 

by the CND.(15> 

Labor's response to the statement left no doubt that the workers 

and local union leaders would accept no policy which condemned them to 

prewar standards, and accorded them no opportunity to Improve 

15. Most important industrial documents of which the A. F. of L. was 
a signatory are reproduced in A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1917-82-88. 
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their working conditions. Gompers' policy was interpreted as the 

result of a private agreement between the government, employers 

and the President of the A. F. of L. which guranteed that organized 

labor would "remain quiet and raise no disturbance during the war."(1-6) 

It was also seen as an assurance that organized labor would faith­

fully adhere to a no-strike policy for the duration of the conflict. 

The uproar on the part of the rank and file of labor forced 

the Council to reinterpret its position and led Gompers to issue 

an emphatic denial. The government, conscious of the difficulties 

of the English and French with labor, vociferously denied that it had 

intended to use the emergency as a weapon to break down standards 

already achieved by labor nor to deny labor the right to maintain 

conditions relative to the cost of living, but it did reaffirm its 

intention to see that the war was not used by employers or employees 

to gain ground they were not able to achieve in peacetime.(̂ 7) 

Thus the government tried to postpone industrial conflict until 

after the war. 

Gompers, forced on the defensive, sought to assure his member­

ship that he was opposed to any programs which would hinder their 

efforts to better their working conditions. Statements to the 

effect that he had agreed to a "no strike policy", he dismissed as 

newspaper propaganda to discredit him.(18) Gompers denied he had 

16. The Blacksmith's Journal. XIX (May, 1917), 13-14. 

17. Newton D. Baker to Meyer London, May 8, 1917, cited by 
Advance. May 25, 1917. 

18. Gompers, Labor and the War. 112. The New Republic. April 14. 
1917, 312-313. and The Jailor. June 19, 1917, both agreed with 
Gompers. 
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"made any promise to any one in any form that 'there shall be no 

strikes of any kind during the war,'"(19) Despite these denials, 

Gompers' prestige was injured. His supporters sought to restore his 

tarnished image by claiming that Gompers had actually outwitted 

anti-labor elements in that the Council's statement upheld labor 

safeguards by requiring that any lax* which tended to annul them had 

first to be agreed to by the Council.(20) Needless to say, the 

majority of organized labor was of a different opinion. 

Whatever the merits of the controversy over what Gompers agreed 

to, one fact is incontestable: he was not willing to use labor's 

newly won economic power during the war to gain for the workingmen 

and the trade unions what they had not been able to achieve before the 

war. He was willing to submerge all differences between labor and 

management,(21) and to struggle only to maintain the workingman's 

standard of living, but not to advance it.(22) 

19. Gompers to Daniel J. Tobin, April 17, 1917, Gompers MSS. See 
also Machinist's Monthly Journal. XXIX (May, 1917), 460-461; 
Labor Herald. April 6, 1917. 

20. Labor Herald. May 4, 1917. 

21. New York Times. May 1, 1917, 2. 

22. At a conference at the Department of Labor, Secretary Wilson 
stated that neither employer nor employee should be able to 
"take advantage of the present abnormal conditions to estab­
lish new standards." He included the standard of living among 
these standards. Grant Hamilton, Legislative Committeeman of 
the A, F. of L,, agreed. See Seamen's Journal. May 16, 1917. 
Secretary of War Baker describes his understanding with Gompers 
as based on the agreement that the standard of living of the 
American worker would be maintained in exchange for which labor 
assented not to use the emergency to attempt to gain its pre­
war demands. See Newton D. Baker to John P. Frey, December 6, 
1926, Frey MSS. 
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Gompers' agreement to a "status quo" arrangement is difficult 

to understand in light of the fact that organized labor now occupied 

a strategic bargaining position and, as a veteran negotiator, Gompers 

must have realized that for labor to grant a concession of such 

magnitude, it should be able to command equal reciprocity, 

especially from its principal antagonists,(23) Yet, at the time 

of the Council's announcement, Gompers granted business and the 

government all it asked for without receiving any compensatory 

assurances in return. 

The proposal by the Committee on Labor of the Advisory 

Commission was given concrete form on June 19, 1917, when, for the 

first time in history, a labor union was to enter an agreement with 

the United States government. A memorandum was signed between 

Gompers and Secretary of War Baker providing that in cantonment 

construction the prevailing union scale of wages and hours was to 

apply. In exchange for this concession, Gompers orally agreed to 

the open shop. Difficulty arose when it became apparent that it 

was possible to read into the agreement that the government favored 

the closed shop,(2̂ )' Louis B, Wehle, assistant to Secretary Baker, 

asked Gompers to confirm in writing his oral agreement. Gompers 

23, Maintenance of the "status quo" was the principal demand of the 
employers throughout the -war. They never wavered from this 
position. See Alexander M, Bing, War Time Strikes and Their 
Adjustment (New York: E. P. Dutton & Company, 1921), 153; 
Martin, Digest of Proceedings. 259-260, 

24, The closed shop and union shop were terms used interchangeably 
at the time. Both referred to the entire bargaining unit being 
members of the union and to the exclusion of non-union workers. 
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immediately wired that the memorandum "had reference to union 

hours and wages the question of union shop was not included." 

Under the memorandum a Labor Adjustment Board was established 

consisisting of a representative of the Army, the public, and organized 

labor. The memorandum was to be extended to all other construction 

work carried on by the War Department. 

What was remarkable about Gompers1 signature was the fact 

that he agreed to the memorandum without the express authorization 

of the Executive Council or Convention, and in direct violation of 

the A. F. of L. constitution which granted absolute autonomy to the 

national and international unions making up the Federation. Clearly, 

Gompers' assent was not binding on the membership. It was, as 

Wehle stated, a point loaded with dynamite. Because of this, Sec­

retary of War Baker seriously doubted Gompers would ever agree to 

such a proposal.(26) However, Gompers' agreement did have the 

intended effect. Many union leaders loath openly to repudiate 

their chief, assented to the terms of the Gompers-Baker memorandum. 

There were some notable exceptions, namely Hutcheson of the Car­

penters who refused to abandon the closed shop and waged a struggle 

in its behalf. The Carpenters refused to become a party of the 

25. Gompers to Louis Wehle, June 22, 1917, Gompers MSS. In his auto­
biography and in A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1917, no mention is made 
of Gompers* wire or his acceptance of the open shop. Only the 
original agreement was included in both. 

26. Wehle, Louis B., Hidden Threads of History New York: Macmillan 
Company, 1953), 20. 
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Shipyard Labor Adjustment Board agreement because it was based on 

acceptance of the open shop. 

By the fall of 1917, it had become apparent that the labor 

Adjustment Boards had not served the function of stabilizing 

industrial relations. A multiplicity of problems were involved in 

labor unrest and the opinion had slowly formed that only a centralized 

agency under government control could standardize working conditions 

and put an end to the strikes and lockouts which were plaging the 

economy. It was further proposed that a national labor policy be 

created under an agency which would be in close touch with those 

responsible for production, Gomers had hoped this task would be 

given to the Advisory Commission, particularly his Committee on 

Labor. This would have assured labor representation in the all 

important matter of drawing up a blueprint to govern employer-employee 

relations for the duration of the war. Instead, the President de­

cided to all but incorporate the Committee on Labor into the War 

Labor Administration which was to reside in the Department of Labor 

and be under the control of the Secretary of Labor, William B. Wilson. 

The end result was to be the creation of the National War Labor 

Board, commonly known as the Taft-Walsh Board. 

The Board consisted of five members appointed by the A. F. of 

L. and five by the employer's association, the National Industrial 

Conference Board. Each group selected a chairman who was to serve 

on alternate days. The labor representative chose Frank P. Walsh 

while the employers picked ex-President William H. Taft. 
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Among the principles which guided the Board was the right of 

workers to organize and bargain collectively; protection of workers 

against discharge for union membership; preservation of the union 

shop and union conditions xjhere they already existed; and where the 

union shop did not exist and the employer met only with employees of 

his own establishment, the continuance of such a procedure would not 

be deemed a grievance. Workers were also forbidden to use coercive 

measures of any kind to induce prospective members to join their 

union or to pressure employers to deal with their organization. 

Basically, the Board sought to maintain the status quo in relation 

to the strength between organized labor and the employers. Although 

the Board had no statutory authority, its vast powers lay in the 

war emergency—the pressure of public opinion, and the emergency 

powers of the President to ensure an uninterrupted flow of production. 

Organized labor accepted the principles of the Board much more 

readily than the employers. Credit for employer acquiescence belongs 

mainly to ex-President Taft who had to read the "riot act" to his 

(27) followers to get them to go along. Employer reluctance was due 

to a desire to maintain the status quo on the open shop, a shop in 

which employers could refuse to employ union men and discharge them 

if they joined the union. 

27. Pringle, Henry F., The Life and Times of William Howard Taft 
(New York: Farrar & Rinehart, Inc., 1939), II, 917. 

28. Ibid.. II, 919. 
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In contrast, Gompers wrote of the Board as a "wonderful 

achievement.He was not alone in this view. Even some of 

the more militant unions regarded the Board as setting a new 

standard in the history of industrial development. The 

Sailors Union went so far as to see itself freed from the day to 

day struggle for shorter hours and higher wages since it saw the 

joint board created by the government taking care of these pro-

3̂1) 1 
blems. Following this logic, the union felt its main area 

of concentration should be on developing fundamental economic 

(32) 
changes rather than on everyday working conditions.s ' What 

was more ominous for the labor movement, the union accepted employer 

willingness to go along with the Board as representing either a 

basic change of policy, or, if not, as indicating the ability 

of the government to impose its view on the employers. This may 

have been true in the short run, but, as events were to prove, 

the assumptions were to break down completely once the war was 

over. 

The recognition by employers of labor's right to organize in 

trade unions and to bargain collectively was of transcending im­

portance to the A. F. of L. leaders. They perceived this as a 

29. Gompers to Executive Council, March 30, 1918, Gompers MSS. 

30. Seamen's Journal. April 17, 1918. 

31. Ibid. 

32. Ibid. 
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highly significant step toward bringing about industrial peace after 

(33) 
the war. Very little thought was given to the possibility 

that the amity between labor and capital generated by the war 

would founder on the reef of implacable employer hostility once 

the pressing need for such cooperation disappeared. If this con­

tingency did arise, the Federation felt certain that the workings 

of the Board, its legal procedures and decisions, would constitute 

such a body of legal and procedural precedence as to shape future 

practice. 

Although labor was enamored with the principles of the War 

Labor Board, it was bound to be weakened by being tied to it. 

By relinquishing its demand for the closed shop, organized labor 

surrendered the major weapon it possessed. Thus, for its sheer 

existence and future prosperity, it placed its main reliance on 

government support. This operated to tie the Federation even more 

closely to the foreign policies enunciated by Woodrow Wilson. 

In order to provide for "central authority and decisive 

information" for the war-industry needs of the nation, the Council 

of National Defense on July 8, 1917, formed the War Industries Board, 

Its function was to manipulate the entire industrial resources of 

the country for the purpose of coordinating military needs with in­

dustrial output. Since labor was crucial to production, Hugh Frayne, 

33. Machinist's Monthly Journal. XXX (May, 1918), 481-482. 
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an A. F. of L. organizer, was chosen as the Labor Commissioner. 

Grosvenor Clarkson, quite candidly and a bit startingly, 

sets forth the main purpose behind Frayne's appointment. His task, 

writes the former Secretary to the Advisory Commission and Council, 

(34) 
"was not. . . to represent labor, but to manage it." Like 

Gompers, Frayne did his work so well as to earn the adulation of 

many of the nation's leaders for giving "first consideration to 

(35) 
the demands of country as against those of special interest." 

It was an era when labor "statesmanship" was in full flower. 

Among Frayne's many duties, supplying and allocating skilled 

labor seems to have been of major importance. The War Department 

notified all its units that Frayne had proven to be of great help 

in obtaining skilled workers, and that they should not hesitate 

( 36) 
to use his assistance. Clarkson estimates that through his 

assistance over 125,000 workers were recruited for war work, 

(37) 
mostly for special emergencies. ' 

In obtaining skilled labor, the Government made full use of 

the agencies established by the A, F. of L. unions to raarshall the 

34. Clarkson, Industrial America. 276. 

35. Ibid.. 92, 278; Margaret L. Cait, Mr. Baruch (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1957), 166. 

36. Memorandum from Colonel H. E. Pierce to The Chief Signal Officer 
of the War Department, Undated, W. I. B. Files, 8-A1, National 
Archives. 

37.. Clarkson, Industrial America. 278. 
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needed manpower. The United States Employment Service proved 

unequal to the task, and the trade union centers became virtual 

hiring halls, recruiting and dispensing manpower according to 
/O QN 

government specifications. When the need arose for motor 

mechanics to go to France, it was the craft unions which assisted 

(39) 
in filling the quota. In actual operation, the A. F. of L. 

became an indespensable adjunct of the Employment Service. 

Recruitment of skilled labor was not the only industrial 

service offered by the Federation to the government and industry. 

The Federation became a partner with management in helping to 

stimulate productivity. Various efficiency plans emanated from 

the union leaders. However, they had to step carefully due to 

traditional worker hostility to such plans. The Presidents of the 

boilermakers and machinists promoted such a plan on the Baltimore 

& Ohio Railroad but demurred from calling it a "union efficiency" 

(40) 
plan because they feared opposition from the workers. Instead, 

it was called "union-management cooperation." 

Meanwhile, Gompers worked diligently to see that his members 

patriotically endeavored to increase production. If information 

came to him that union members in a particular plant were not exerting 

38. The Carpenter. XXXVIII (February, 1918), 13-14; Machinist's 
Monthly Journal. XXX (February, 1918), 163. 

39. Ibid. 

40. Wehle, Hidden Threads. 65-66. 



www.manaraa.com

129 

themselves fully in. behalf of the war effort, he would so notify 

the government and ask for an investigation.In effect, he 

was asking the Department of Labor to investigate his own member­

ship to their possible detriment. Of course, Gompers and the 

national union leadership did not care to take the matter up them-

(42) 
selves for fear of incurring the wrath of the membership. 

However, the overall policies pursued by the A. F. of L. leader­

ship were to bring an indignant response from their constituency. 

41. Gompers to William B. Wilson, August 21, 1917, Gompers MSS. 

42. Ibid. 
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Chapter VII 

Organized Labor and Government—Par triers in Industrial Mobilization 

Part 2 

Fundamental to Gompers' support of Wilson's foreign policies 

was rank and file acceptance of his domestic program. During the 

four years of the European War, Gompers' approach to industrial 

problems was largely molded by events occurring overseas. His 

grand design for labor, which hinged on the hope that the working 

class would sacrifice immediate gain for the promise of a future of 

plenty, was to suffer its severest test in 1917 as millions of 

workers voiced their uneasiness over an economic policy based on 

passivity or lack of militancy. 

Recognizing the disinclination of his membership to sacrifice 

any of their gains or to accept any agreement based on prewar con­

ditions, Gompers sought to build an attractive ideological struc­

ture to justify the Federation's position. It was a case of trying 

to "sell" the war to an already suspicious and hard to convince 

workingman. The A. F. of L. thus took the position that if the 

war was being fought for democratic principles, as Wilson stated, 

then these same principles must be present at home. If labor was 

to be asked to sacrifice, then surely it could ask for no less than 

equality of representation with all other interests on all govern­

ment boards and agencies concerned with the prosecution of the war. 
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This was to be made into the supreme test by organized labor of 

whether the Wilson Administration was willing to grant democracy 

at home and thus add further validity to its claim that our sole 

objective in the war was to make the world "safe for democracy." 

Equality of representation was to be given its first real 

test in the appointment of Gompers to the Advisory Commission of 

the CND, and in the creation of the Committee on Labor of which 

he was to be Chairman. But it soon became apparent that labor 

representation was strictly limited to those committees dealing 

with labor disputes, and that labor was pointedly excluded from 

those agencies and committees which controlled the distribution of 

government contracts.̂  The Committees on Supplies, Transportation 

and Communication, and their vast sub-committees covering almost 

every commodity for which the government had a need were without 

labor representation and made up exclusively of bankers, merchants 

and industrialists.̂  Contracts were distributed with little 

thought given to the needs of the workers, but with sole regard 

to economy and speed of production. As a result, non-union firms 

were rewarded with the bulk of government contracts. 

The only production committee upon which organized labor was 

granted representation was formed only through the willingness of 

1. American Labor Year Book. 1917-18, 15. 

2. Ibid.. 10; Hew Republic. July 7, 1917, 264. 
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the trade union involved to demand and fight for this right. 

Seeking to increase productivity and reduce labor turnover, the 

Coal Production Committee proposed to restrict a miner's ability 

to move from job to job. President White of the United Mine Workers 

denounced the act and declared that the union would refuse to co­

operate with a Committee which did not have on it one labor re­

presentative. The result was that on June 15, 1917, seven labor 

men were added to the thirteen employer and government officials 

already on the Committee. It was labor's first big victory for 

equal representation, and it was brought about only through the 

(3) 
strength and pugnacity of the UMW. 

If labor did not achieve equal representation on the boards 

and agencies in the national government, it fared no better on the 

local level. In fact, the few examples available indicate its 

plight was much worse in the local communities. In July, 1918, 

over a year after American participation in the war, the Wood, Wine 

and Metal Lathers' International Union complained that in the entire 

County of Lee, Illinois, not a single labor representative sat on 

(4) 
any committee, no matter how small. The Peoria Building Trades 

Council suffered a similar experience. Businessmen of the city of 

Peoria, no matter how many times they were requested to do so, had 

3. American Labor Year Book. 1917-18, 12. See also Levine, American 
Federation of Labor. 156-157. 

4. John Madick to American Federation of Labor, July 25, 1918, De­
partment of Labor Files,20/673, National Archives. 
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refused to add a representative of labor to any of the war com­

mittees. Exasperated and embittered, the labor unions were con­

sidering calling a mass meeting of all labor in Peoria and protest­

ing to the government in Washington.̂  There is no reason to be­

lieve these were isolated instances. 

The failure of labor to achieve equal representation struck 

a crippling blow at Gompers1 entire program. He had based his 

foreign and domestic policies on the premise that the democratic 

objectives of the Wilson Administration guaranteed to the working-

man a voice in the determination of his own working conditions 

during the war period. Yet, Gompers took such a position without 

receiving "definite assurances" from the President.̂  The most 

that Wilson would grant was to say that he thought it "fair and 

wise" that representatives of labor be on all boards dealing with 

industrial questions.̂  Thus Gompers had built his foundation 

on the vaguaries of hope rather than on a concrete quid pro quo 

achieved through negotiations with the government. 

Under growing pressure from the membership, the A. F. of L. be­

gan to insist that the Council of National Defense grant labor 

5. Peoria Building Trades Council to William B. Wilson, June 20, 1918, 
Department of Labor Files, 20/629, National Archives. 

6. Woodrow Wilson to Tumulty, September 17, 1917, Wilson MSS. 

7. Ibid. See also Bernard I. Bell to Tumulty, September 17, 1917, 
Wilson MSS. 
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representation "coequal with all other Interests, upon all agencies, 

/O) 
boards, committees and commissions entrusted with war work."v 

This was followed up by a visit with President Wilson, The 

President of the Illinois Federation of Labor and the chief officers 

of the Chicago Federation of Labor, accompanied by Gompers, told 

Wilson of the necessity of granting labor direct representation on 

all effective contract handling committees of the CND like that 

(9) 
already won by the Miners Union in the Coal Production Committee. 

Meanwhile, labor journalists were reporting that the refusal 

of the CND and the War and Navy Departments to recognize the right 

of trade unionists to serve on committees letting war contracts 

was leading to a summer of industrial demands and probably numerous 

large strikes.It was a sore which was to fester openly during 

the entire war period. 

It was to Gompers' credit that throughout the war he never 

hesitated to assert labor's right to representation on all war agencies, 

8. Gompers and Frank Morrison to Council of National Defense, June 27, 
1917, Gompers MSS. The letter also went to great lengths to assure 
the council that labor was "in wholehearted accord with the declara­
tions of President Wilson as to the causes for which the republic 
of the United States has entered the war. . Gompers seemed to 
find it necessary to balance his dissent on a particular issue with 
professions of loyalty to the country. 

9. Coast Seamen's Journal. August 29, 1917. 

10 • ibid. • July 11. 193-7. 
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(11) 
even the most obscure ones. His failure lay not so much in 

his persistence in demanding labor's rights, but rather in his 

unwillingness to go beyond the state of articulation, or in modem 

terminology, "jawboning," and attempt to achieve his aims through 

some concrete act. Toward the end of 1917, it had become all too 

apparent that Gompers was so tied to Wilson's war program, and 

so committed to his belief that labor could only secure its future 

through unquestioned support of and cooperation with the government, 

that he sought to justify labor's failure to gain equal representa­

tion on government boards by either directly or indirectly denying 

that failure. Thus, at the 1917 A. F. of L. convention, the report 

of the Executive Council gave added emphasis to labor representatives 

serving on government boards while neglecting to mention that labor 

had gained very little in this area. By February, 1918, Gompers 

was declaring with finality that this principle for which labor had 

long contended had been recognized in most departments of the govern-

(13) 
ment. A few months later, in a speech before the National Lecturers 

Association, Gompers proclaimed that labor had achieved a degree of 

11. Gompers to Benedict Crowell, April 18, 1918, Gompers MSS. Gompers 
wrote the War Department asking for representation on the Research 
Information Committee which was concerned with research into mathe­
matical, physical and biological sciences. He based his claim on 
the obvious knowledge that the human factor was present in all work 
and could not be overlooked. 

12. A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1917, 81. 

13. Gompers, Labor and the War. 180-181. 
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representation greater "than at any time in the history of our 

country, or perhaps the whole world."However, contrary to 

Gompers' assertion, organized labor was never able to realize its 

demand for equal representation on government agencies* 

Wilson's desire to treat labor fairly was not automatically 

transferred to a host of lesser government officials who were in 

charge of handling labor problems and of issuing government contracts. 

Bureaucratic ideas and practices, conditioned by years of anti-union 

hostility and lack of concern about the human factor in production, 

caused government contracts to be granted in ever increasing numbers 

to non-union firms. This was not only undermining union strength, 

but also served to depress wage standards. The situation became 

particularly acute in Philadelphia. The Quartermaster's Department 

in the city, for reasons known only to itself, placed most of the 

contracts in that city with unorganized firms where the cheapest labor 

was used and where the physical plant was ill equipped to do the 

work.This resulted in most of the work being subcontracted to 

small tenement operations were working conditions were at their 

worst. The situation was developing into a major threat to the 

garment unions. 

At first, Gompers maintained an air of indifference to complaints 

from the garment workers. He explained to the United Garment Workers 

that since the government contracts were controlled by law, the lowest 

14. Ibid., 192. 

15. New Republic. July 7, 1917, 263-265. 
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bidder was usually successful, and since it was impractical to 

attempt to change the law at the time, the best possible course 

for the union to follow was to be patient and wait because so many 

government contracts were in the offing that some were bound to 

be let to union shops. In effect, Gompers took a hands off 

position and did not deem it necessary to use his office to seek 

redress of the union's grievance. 

However, by July, as the complaints multiplied, Gompers in­

dicated he was willing to take some action. The hat workers found 

that non-union manufacturers, exploiting their underpaid workers, 

were accepting lower bids and getting government contracts. Union 

firms, unable to compete because of union wage scales, were re­

sorting to the practice of sub-contracting their work to nonunion 

(17) 
shops in order to be able to bid low enough to get government work. 

Moreover, the union had remained relatively quiet because it was 

under the impression that the Federation had obtained an agreement 

with the government that contracts would go only to those firms 
/1Q) 

using the union label. Gompers, slowly being forced on the 

defensive, no longer counselled a policy of waiting, but wrote to 

(19) 
the War Department asking for action. His activity took the form 

16. Gompers to G. A. Ott, May 7, 1917, Gompers MSS. 

17. M. Zaritsky to Gompers, July 7, 1917, Gompers MSS. 

18. Ibid. 



www.manaraa.com

138 

of a request for fairness to the Secretary of War and it is doubt­

ful if he pursued the matter much further. 

As a general rule, top officials of the Wilson Administration, 

except for Postmaster General Burleson, were usually responsive 

to labor's needs and acted accordingly. Problems most often oc­

curred in the lower layers of the bureaucracy or on some of the 

newly created boards which were largely staffed with businessmen 

who shared an anti-union bias. A prime example was the United 

States Shipping Board which was under the chairmanship of a con­

firmed opponent of trade unionism, Edward N. Hurley. Its policies, 

at times, seemed designed to provoke the craft unions. 

The Building Trades Department of the A. F. of L. had protested 

to the Shipping Board the letting of a contract for the construc­

tion of houses to a contractor who was hostile to organized labor. 

Upon assurances from the Board that this would not happen again, the 

Department withdrew its protest. Almost immediately afterwards, 

the Board violated its agreement by letting a contract to a firm 

equally antagonistic to labor. Gompers charged that the Board was 

taking advantage of the war to strengthen the opponents of trade 

(21) 
unionism. But Gompers' charge lacked the force to compel com­

pliance. It was another appeal to patriotism and sought to instruct 

20. Gompers to Edward N. Hurley, May 24, 1917, Gompers MSS. 

21. Ibid. 
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the Board on how best to win the war and accelerate construction 

work by cooperating with labor instead of fighting it. 

Adding to the discomfiture of the Federation leadership was 

the appearance in September, 1917, of documented charges by Amos 

Pinchot that some of the business representatives of the CND were 

using their positions to extract exhorbitant profits from the 

war,̂  ̂ This was not the only case of using the crisis for personal 

gain. The unconscionable gouging of wartime profits was admitted 

by the industrialist̂ themselves. Bernard Baruch had been vexed 

at the attitude of the copper magnates who, as Senator Bennett 

Champ Clark charged, "held a gun to Uncle Sam" in order to extract 

( 2 3 )  
enormous profits. The Wall Street Journal castigated the steel 

industry for charging prices that were "utterly indefensible."̂  ̂

Supporting this statement was the admission of McKinney Steel 

Company that it was "making more money out of this war than the 

average human being ought to."̂  ̂

Publicity given to some of the above statements was under­

mining Gompers1 entire approach to the war which was based on the 

22. Amos Pinchot to Conference Committees of Senate and House of Re­
presentatives, September 18, 1917, cited by Machinists' Monthly 
Journal. XXIX (October, 1917), 860-862. 

23. Coit, Mr. Baruch. 169. 

24. Quoted by Coast Seamen's Journal. October 3, 1917. 

25. Cited by Clarkson, Industrial America. 318-319. 
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principle of equality of sacrifice. The American workingman had 

largely been of the opinion that wars were the product of evil men 

and rapacious economic forces which sought to profit from them. 

In order to secure support for Wilson's policies, Gompers assured 

his membership that the war was not in the interest of one class, 

but of all the American people, and that no group would profit 

at the expense of another. At the moment Congress declared war 

against Germany, the A. F. of L. was confidently predicting that 

Wall Street had "agreed that the day for unbridled war profits [was] 

gone," and that the Administration in Washington was determined 

to end wartime exploitation. Furthermore, the Federation 

optimistically reported, the President was ready to use recently 

passed legislation empowering him to seize any plant which he believed 

(27) 
was unduly profiting from the war.v 

The Federation's claim that it would not use the emergency 

to advance its own interests was not idle boasting. In its strenuous 

effort to appear reasonable and patriotic, the Federation leaders 

actually went to the extent of failing to obtain better working 

conditions for their membership when their economic power would 

easily have enabled them to do so. This was admitted by the President 

26. Coast Seamen's Journal. April 25, 1917. 

27. Ibid. 
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of the Building Trades Department.Coupled with the dis­

closures of wartime profiteering, A. F. of L. economic policies 

were bound to spark increasing dissatisfaction among the rank and 

file trade unionists. 

Prior to the war, the A, F. of L. had stressed the closed 

shop as the primary demand to be made upon employers at the nego­

tiating table. This was not arbitrarily arrived at but rested on 

the fact that not only union's strength, but its very existence 

would be determined by its ability to gain this point. Yet, dur­

ing the initial period of the war, Gompers, in return for govern­

ment acceptance of union wages and hours yielded on labor's de­

mand for a union shop. It was to be the greatest economic con­

cession made by labor during the war. As such, some of the leaders 

of the national and international unions refused to accept it, notably 

(29) 
William L. Hutcheson of the Carpenters. 

The Carpenters, a conservative union, believed that the union 

(30) 
had to wage a consistent struggle to maintain its rights. 

Hutcheson viewed the union shop as the "foundation upon which 

(31) 
all other conditions rested.''̂  ' For this reason, he refused to 

28. John H. Donlin to Louis B. Wehle, September 4, 1917, cited by 
Wehle, Hidden Threads. 36-37. 

29. In his book, Wehle, Hidden Threads. 40-44, the author relates 
how, in concert with Gompers, he was able to obtain acceptance, of 
the open shop from some of the national and international presidents. 

3°. The Carpenter. XXVII (March, 1917), 4. 

31. Raddock, Maxwell C., Portrait of an American Labor Leader: William 
L. Hutcheson (New York: American Institute of Social Science,Inc., 
1955), 88. 
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enter into any agreement with the government which would place 

the union in a position of having acquiesced in the open shop, 

Hutcheson's stubborness placed a dagger at the heart of 

Gompers' status quo policy. His grandiose hopes of aligning labor 

with government and industry in a new post-war industrial order 

was in danger of being torpedoed due to management's unalterable 

hostility to the union shop, and with it could be forseen an end 

to industrial peace which the government so ardently desired. In 

seeking to resolve the situation, it was typical of Gompers to put 

all possible pressure upon the union to get it to change its posi­

tion while completely absolving the government of its stand. 

Gompers sought refuge in legalistic arguments. He upheld the 

government's contention that it could not legally enter into such 

agreements. The government of the United States, emphasized Gompers, 

"representing all the people of the United States cannot enter 

into an agreement to employ exclusively members of any one organiza­

tion. "(32) Hutcheson was unmoved by Gompers' logic and was a con­

stant thorn to Gompers and the government throughout the war. He 

eventually provoked Wilson to ask his now famous question: "Will 

you cooperate or will you obstruct?"(33) 

32. Gompers to William L. Hutcheson, October 2, 1917, Gompers MSS; 
Gompers to William L. Hutcheson, October 16, 1917, Gompers MSS. 

33. Woodrow Wilson to William L. Hutcheson, February 17, 1918, Baker, 
Life and Letters. VII, 550-551. 



www.manaraa.com

143 

The importance of Hutcheson's position has generally been 

ignored by labor historians. The closed shop provided that all 

workers in an industrial unit would be members of the union and 

subject to its control and discipline. If a dispute arose with 

an employer, the union, in the event it wanted to take direct 

action, would be assured of solidarity among the workers. In the 

absence of a closed shop, the employer retained the ability to 

play off union members against nonunion workers, thereby blocking 

the union from taking any concerted measures and demonstrating 

its ineffectiveness to the workers. The result inevitably led to 

the destruction of the union and the flowering of the open shop. 

By obtaining agreement to union wages and hours as well as 

union recognition from the government, the A. F. of L. won Important 

gains for the labor movement. But these achievements, by themselves, 

did not provide the kind of security or organizational structure 

necessary to ward off potential attacks from employers. A minimum 

degree of safety could have been accomplished only through the 

adoption of the closed or union shop. Gompers' position would have 

been sound had he been given a firm commitment of government support 

and business cooperation after the war. Lacking both, he was bound 

to fail. Post-war events were to prove how slender were the reeds 

Gompers built his policies on. 

It was to be expected that the Federation would use its advan­

tageous position during the war years to organize the overwhelming 

number of workers still outside its ranks. But Gompers was wedded 

to a policy of minimizing labor disturbances and so dampened any such 
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efforts. He told John L. Lewis he had arrived at an agreement with 

Woodrow Wilson to maintain the status quo, and this forbade any 

such activity as a union organizing drive. Following Gompers' 

lead, the Minnesota State Federation of Labor agreeed to comply 

with a state law which prohibited union organizing during the 

war, and entered into an agreement with the Minnesota Employers' 

Association that if an employer before the war had refused to employ 

(35) 
union labor, he would be permitted to continue to do so. 

Leading steel producers made no secret of the fact they had 

relied "for industrial peace. . .upon the assurances publicly 

given the Administration by the heads of the federation that no 

attempts would be made to organize non-union works until after the 

war."̂ ) As a result, no major attempt was made during the war 

to organize the steel industry despite organized labor's increased 

strength and the ability of the steel companies to pay higher wages 

because of increased profits. 

In spite of Gompers' indifference to organizing the unorganized, 

union membership more than doubled during the war years. Most of 

the gains occurred in industries which were already highly organized 

34. Alinsky, John L. Lewis. 28. Lewis regarded this as a major mis­
take and vowed he would never permit himself to become so obli­
gated to an administration as to paralyze him from acting in the 
best interests of labor. 

35. Bing, War Time Strikes. 164-165. 

36. New York Times. September 24, 1917, 11. 
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(37) 
rather than in those areas where non-unionism predominated. 

Gains in union membership were due primarily to the increased de­

mand for workers in trades which were engaged in war work, and to 

the action of the government which had taken the role, both directly 

and indirectly, of a large employer. Thus, the Boilermakers 

attributed their growth to the importance of shipbuilding at the 

time, and to the government taking over the railroads and neutraliz-

(39) ' 
ing employer hostility. However, not all the unions viewed 

the government as a positive factor aiding organization. The 

Machinists felt that the war would retard their organization of 

workers employed on railroads in the Northeast. 

As a result of its status quo agreement with the government, 

coupled with its outmoded craft form of organization, the Federation 

failed to draw into its ranks millions of workers at a time when it 

was in a strategic position to do so. At the end of the war, it 

still represented only a small fraction of the entire working force. 

37. Millis and Montgomery, Organized Labor. 133, 

38. The government often urged management to allow union organization 
and not seek to repress it since such activity acted as a safety 
valve and prevented more violent explosions. See William B. Wilson 
to James L. Davidson, June 9, 1917, Baker, Life and Letters. VII, 111. 

39. The Boilermaker's Journal, XXX (April, 1918), 336-337. 

40. Machinists' Monthly Journal. XXIX (May, 1917), 459. 
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When Gompers was first accused of pledging labor to a no-strike 

policy, he indignantly denied it. Yet, the Federation did pursue 

a policy which, in all but name, virtually sought to ban strikes. 

It created a structure composed of moral guidelines which made any 

work stoppage suspect on patriotic grounds. In a letter to all 

trade union officers, Gompers set forth the rules governing strikes 

in wartime. "No strike ought to be inaugurated," he said, "that 

cannot be justified to the men facing momentary death. A strike 

during the war is not justified," Gompers continued, "unless prin­

ciples are involved equally fundamental as those for which fellow 

citizens have offered their lives—their all."̂ "̂  Clearly, using 

such criteria, no strike could be readily justified. But even where 

a strike would have been justifiable in ordinary circumstances, Gompers 

urged his men to be patient, sometimes beyond normal endurance, so 

as not to interrupt production, By 1918, some of the more militant 

unions began to accept Gompers' criteria. The United Mine Workers 

and the Electrical Workers even went a step further, viewing the 

government as an ally of labor and protector of its interests, they 

agreed to "lay aside for the time being, and if the experiment is 

(43) 
successful for all time, its weapon of defense — the strike. . ." 

41. Gompers to All Trade Union Officers, April 8, 1918, Gompers MSS. 

42. Gompers, Labor and the War. 194. 

43. United Mine Workers Journal. June 20, 1918, 15, 
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If appeals to patriotism were not effective in preventing 

strikes, Gompers used the power of his office to produce the de­

sired results. Often, this was done in utter disregard of the 

welfare of the workers. The winning of the war and the A. F. of 

L.'s promise to the Wilson Administration to maintain the status 

quo took precedence over local conditions where workers' griev­

ances obviously called for a remedy which could only be obtained 

through a strike. An excellent example was the labor situation 

in Puerto Rico. 

Working conditions on the island were deplorable. "The attitude 

of the employers. . .toward their employees is that of the old 

Spanish bourbons toward their slaves," wrote Gompers to the office 

(44) 
of the Secretary of War. Responding to an appeal from the Puerto 

Rican unions, Gompers beseeched the War Department to take steps 

to end the unrelieved misery of the workers. Yet, little effort 

was made to alleviate their plight or deal with their complaints, 

with the result that the restiveness of the workers finally led to 

the calling :of a strike. Communication between the Federation 

and the Puerto Rican locals provides tawdry example of how Gompers' 

intimate relations with the government corroded his ability to act 

directly in behalf of his own membership, and led the A. F. of L. 

into a state of inactivity and indifference. 

In December, 1917, the workers applied to Gompers for the right 

to strike. Not having received permission by March, the locals' leaders, 

44. Gompers to B. H. Getchell, February 28, 1918, Gompers MSS. 
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in an exasperated tone, informed Gompers that they were tired of 

waiting for practical results from the arbitrator, "and even tired 

to the utmost awaiting your authority to declare ourselves in strike 

(45) 
..." Furthermore, they requested information as to whether 

they would be entitled to strike benefits under the A. F. of L. 

Constitution if they refused to cross picket lines of other agri­

cultural workers.̂ 6) if refused strike authorization because of 

Gompers1 "irresolution," the local declared, they would be forced 

either to become strike-breakers against the principles of the Fed-

(47) 
eration or go on strike without the support of the A. F. of L.x 

Having received no reply to its communication of March 18, the 

local notified Gompers on March 26 that the agricultural workers 

were now on strike, and that the Federation members were also in­

duced to stop work in order not to become strikebreakers. Again, 

it requested information on strike benefits, Again, Gompers 

did not answer. 

45. Giginio Lovan and J. Santon Rodriguez to Gompers, March 18, 1918, 
Gompers MSS, 

46. Ibid. Under Article XII of the Constitution of the A, F. of L.the 
Executive Council had the power to exact a levy on all affiliated 
unions for the purpose of assisting in a strike or lockout. Article 
XIII specifically stated that in no circumstances could moneys be 
disbursed from the defense fund to any Local Trade Union or Federal 
Labor Union without having been first authorized and approved by the 
President and Executive Council. This placed enormous power in 
Gompers' hands in his dealings with these small locals. 

47. Ibid. 

48. Higinio Lovan and J. Santos Rodriguez, to Gompers, March 26, 1918, 
Gompers MSS. 
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By April 9, the Local's officers, under pressure from the 

membership and reacting to the tension of a long strike, pleaded 

with Gompers to "at least do us the honor of a reply."They 

bluntly informed Gompers that the union was losing ground and if 

the strike were lost, the blame would rest solely on the A. F. of 

L. Should this happen, they wrote, it would mean an end of 

Federation membership in the area. 

Gompers never did give the Puerto Rican local " the honor of 

a reply." Finally, five months after a reply had been requested, 

Gompers arrived at a decision and conveyed his answer. Curiously, 

Gompers did not seek to respond directly to the local involved, but 

sought,instead, to communicate his decision to the A. F. of L. 

General Organizer from Puerto Rico who was in Washington at the 

time. Part of the explanation may lie in the fact that all A, F. 

of L. organizers were appointed by the President and subject to 

his control. In this manner, extra pressure could have been 

brought against the remaining recalcitrants on the island to sup­

port Gompers' position. 

In his letter of Hay 11, Gompers refused to grant any authoriza­

tion for a strike on the grounds that the primary task before the 

workers was to win the war against autocracy and for democracy, 

49. J, Santos Rodriguez to Gompers, April 9, 1918, Gompers MSS. 

50. Ibid. 
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a task which vitally concerned all workingmen, and since a stike 

w o u l d  h i n d e r  t h i s  e f f o r t ,  i t  c o u l d  n o t  b e  c o n d o n e d . T o  

achieve justice for the workers, Gompers vowed to bring their plight 

before the President of the United States and the War Labor Board. 

Gompers struggled valiantly, on a political level, to get relief 

for the Puerto Rican workers. But he relied so heavily on govern­

ment action and so little on the strength and militancy of the 

workers that the slow workings of the federal bureaucracy eventually 

resulted in the workers' defeat through attrition. This cost the 

A. F. of L. the support of many of the workingmen of this Caribbean 

island. It gained the esteem of those who held prestigious positions 

in society, and suffered proportionately in the eyes of those who 

constituted its potential membership. 

In spite of Gompers* monumental efforts to pacify labor during 

the war, disaffection with the Federation's economic policies re­

mained constant and unremitting. Workers expressed their discon­

tent by engaging in more strike activity during the period than in 

any previous period of similar length in the history of the United 

States. During the years 1917 to 1918, approximately 4,000,000 

workers were involved in strikes. The combined efforts of the 

51. Gompers to Santiago Iglesias, May 11, 1918, Gompers MSS. Mr. 
Iglesias was a sworn supporter of Gompers' foreign policies and 
worked closely with him on several wartime projects. 

52. Bing, War Time Strikes. 156, 293. For comments on the effect of 
strikes during the initial phase of United States involvement see 
Mew York Times. August 5, 1917, VI, 6-7; and Literary Digest. 
November 24, 1917, 14-15. 
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government and the Federation did little to ease the agitation. 

After nearly a year of war, the New Republic was still concerned 

with the mounting unrest in labor and the abnormal number of strikes 

(53) 
which kept occurring with "dangerous frequency," In July, 

Senator Thomas of Colorado was telling the President that he was 

disturbed over the labor situation which he thought was getting 

worse, Questioning his Secretary of Labor, President Wilson 

received a more optimistic picture,However, two months be­

fore the end of the war Wilson was writing that "the complexities 

of the labor situation are multiplying rather than decreasing,,."(-'6) 

Because of the never-ending labor turmoil, Wehle felt certain 

that had the war continued into 1919 some form of compulsion would 

have been resorted to.̂ "̂  In short, there is adequate evidence 

that a significant number of national unions, officials and 

workers were not willing to accept the concept of an identity of 

interest between management, government and labor. 

Although some labor disturbances were the result of disil­

lusionment with the war, the overwhelming majority of strikes were 

due directly to economic causes and only indirectly to a spirit of 

protest against the war. Gompers1 undeviating support of the Wilson 

53. New Republic. February 16, 1918, 73-74. 

54. Baker, Life and Letters. VIII, 297. 

55. Ibid. 

56. Woodrow Wilson to Bainbridge Colby, September 16, 1918, Baker, 
Life and Letters. VIII, 407. 

57. Wehle, Hidden Threads. 60. 
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Administration's domestic and foreign policies were causing undue 

hardship to the workers.This was not only a conclusion 

reached through a post-mortem examination of statistics, but was 

common knowledge at the time. A. F. of L. officials were aware 

of the problem. 

Bernard Baruch noted at the time that "with the exception 

of the sacrifices of the men in the armed services the greatest 

sacrifices have come from those at the lower wing of the industrial 

/50) 
ladder. Wage increases respond last to the needs of this class."v 

At the other end of the economic spectrum, the Duluth Labor Herald 

acknowledged that labor was not being paid a living wage and profits 

were piling up tremendously; but, in the line with Gompers' policies, 

the labor paper cautioned against any Interruption of production, 

citing the winning of the war as basic to the future of democracy 

and the welfare of the workingman. A close associate of 

Gompers during the war years and his advisor on foreign policy, 

pro-war socialist William English Walling, agreed that labor was 

"paying more for the war proportionately than any other class. 

58. Bing, War Time Strikes. 211-221. The author charts the course of 
money wages and real wages between 1914 and 1919 and finds that 
"in no case did the real wage keep pace with the cost of living," 
and in some cases deteriorated below the level reached in 1914. 

59. Quoted in Coit, Mr. Baruch. 203. 

60. Cited by Literary Digest. November 24, 1917, 4-5. The paper went 
on to label the calling of a strike without, at least, giving the 
government an opportunity to settle the grievance through concili­
ation, as akin to treason. Since bureaucratic procedures were 
extraordinarily slow, conciliation often led to an aggravation 
of the problem. 

61. Cited by Machinists' Monthly Journal. XXX (February, 1918), 152. 
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But, continued Walling, echoing Gompers' optimistic forecasts 

of the future, "war taxes and high prices are temporary and 

labor's gains are permanent.Such was the rationale behind 

the Federation's domestic and foreign policies. 

Part of the responsibility for the workingman's inability to 

improve his position, grew out of the Federation's abnormal in­

volvement with foreign policy issues and its myopic view of what 

was best for labor. Gompers' domestic program was subordinated 

to the government's needs, with the result that the Federation 

became more of an agency for the government than an advocate of 

the working class. The transition of the A. F. of L. from an 

outspoken interest group to a part of the administrative machinery 

of government was noted at the time and became the subject of several 

magazine articles and newpaper reports. Its effect on Gompers 

can best be seen by observing those he worked with within the govern­

ment, and watching his supporters and critics in the labor movement. 

Dr. Franklin H. Martin, along with Gompers a member of the 

Advisory Commission since its inception, writes in a laudatory 

manner of the high degree of patriotism and loyalty to country that 

marked Gompers' work on the CND, What is of greater significance 

was the impression Martin retained of the extent to which Gompers 

was willing to sacrifice all in the name of patriotism, Gompers was 

62. Ibid. 

63. New Republic. June 8, 1918; The Nation. June 29, 1918, 753-755; 
Seamen's Journal. July 3, 1918. 
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prepared to tell his membership, Martin writes, "that to do so to 

serve their country better; in facet to relinquish, if occasion re­

quired, everyting that they had gained by organization in the last 

half century that had for its object the betterment of their social 

and industrial conditions.While the statement may be a bit 

overdrawn, it was reflective of Gompers' general approach and willing­

ness to sacrifice labor's gains for the sake of larger interest-

victory in the struggle against autocracy and for democracy. 

Adverse reaction to the government's and Gompers' economic 

policies made labor unrest one of the most talked about topics 

during the war. Many of the meetings of the Advisory Commission 

were opened with the words "labor again."(65) Lab0r dissatisfaction 

eventually led to a gradual erosion of the foundation upon which 

the unity of the Wilson Administration and Federation was built. 

Unions began to question the results of the A. F. of L.'s March 12 

Conference. In the process, a better understanding of the national 

and international union's support for the nation's foreign policies 

was revealed. 

Six months after the United States entered the war, the 

painters' union voiced its bitter disappointment over the lack 

of improvement in working conditions. The union disclosed some of 

the misgivings it and other national unions had about the 

64. Martin, Franklin H, "Personal Reminiscences of Samuel Gompers," 
enclosed in a letter from Martin to John P. Frey, May 16, 1928, 
Frey MSS. 

65. Martin. Digest of Proceedings. 346. 



www.manaraa.com

155 

Washington conference of March 12, They had assented to the document 

it produced on the premise that President Wilson and the Cabinet 

would appreciate the services proferred and, in turn, would 

reciprocate.̂ *̂  However, their fears that subordinate officials 

in Washington would ignore "this informal but morally binding 

agreement "were now materializing." The huge federal 

bureaucracy was proving unfriendly to organized labor and 

deliberately sabotaging any measure which might be of benefit to the 

workingman. Thus the painters were raising a pointed question: 

Why should organized labor support the foreign policies of the 

Wilson Administration if this support did not, in turn, lead to 

greatly increased benefits to its membership? 

The painters were not alone in their skepticism. Sidney 

Hillman was appalled at the willingness of the A, F. of L, to 

(68̂  
sacrifice standards won through hard struggles. Andrew Furuseth, 

leader of the sailor's union, opposed Gompers' general philosophy 

of labor passiveness and lack of struggle and declared that if 

organized labor "cannot get decent treatment while the war is yet 

on, we know what we are going to get when it is over and we might 

as well die raising hell as crawling on our knees with our fore-

, , , || (69) 
head to the ground. 

66. The Painter and Decorator. XXXI (August, 1917), 420-421, 

67. Ibid. 

68. Advance. April 13, 1917, 4. 

69. Furuseth to John Tennison, October 19, 1918, cited by Hyman 
Weintraub, Andrew Furuseth Emancipator of the Seamen (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1959), 149. 
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Unions were also becoming concerned with the use of patriotism 

as a weapon to evade union standards and working conditions. At 

the outset of the war, the electrical workers union was already 

warning that patriotism "did not demand that men sacrifice the 

conditions fought for and obtained in the past,.."̂  ̂ Protesting 

their loyalty to the country, the railroad workers emphasized that 

patriotism did not "rest solely on [their] willingness to sacrifice 

[their] economic welfare unnecessarily for the benefit of [their] 

(71) 
employer." The Union held fast to the principle that both the 

employer and employee must sacrifice equally. 

Writers favoring big business had, by 1918, come to the con­

clusion that the biggest threat to industrial peace did not arise 

from the socialists or pacifists, but from "the union fanatics who 

are devoted, above everything else, to the cause of organized 

labor."(̂ 2) These men, such authors complained, were more interested 

in winning the industrial war than the war against Germany. These 

"union fanatics" were the source from which a tremendous opposition 

developed to Gompers' ties with the government and its resultant 

policies on labor relations. Imbued with the spirit of trade union 

officials were to pose a serious threat to Gompers' policies at the 

forthcoming convention of the A. F. of L. 

70. Journal of Electrical Workers and Operators. XVI (April, 1917), 
551. 

71. The Railroad Trainman. XXIV (September, 1917), 657. 

72. Hendrick, Burton J, "The Leadership of Samuel Gompers," 
World's Week. XXXV (February, 1918), 383-384. 
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The 1917 A. F. of L, convention was historic for it marked the 

first time a President of the United States ever addressed such a 

body of labor. Wilson's presence was deemed advantageous to both 

Gompers and the government. Gompers desired Wilson's attendance as 

a counterweight to the voices of criticism and dissent expected to 

(73) 
be raised against his policies. The government, on the other 

hand, feared that the convention might adopt an "inelastic policy on 

labor relations which would complicate the government's task of 

(74) 
composing differences between capital and labor. 

Concerned by the Wilson Administration that the convention would 

take a hard line on "bread and butter" issues was well founded, 

Dissatisfaction with the rising cost of living and the slow rate of 

wage increases ran across the entire gamut of labor officialdom. 

Although Gompers easily won re-election, the defeat of John B. 

Lennon by Daniel J. Tobin was widely regarded as a defeat of a 

steadfast Gompers supporter by a man whose enthusiasm for the war 

was considered lukewarm. 

73. The Tailor. VI (November, 1917), 7. 

74. Newton D. Baker to Woodrow Wilson, October 18, 1917, Baker MSS. 
Baker was not concerned over Gompers' position but was worried 
about what might happen in the heat of a convention. In compar­
ing the attitude of capital and labor he was to write that in 
his "own dealing with the industrial problems here, [he]... 
found labor more willing to keep step than capital," See 
Baker to Woodrow Wilson, November 10, 1917, Baker MSS. 

75. Coast Seamen's Journal. November 21, 1917. Labor reporter 
Laurence Todd gives an excellent description of the various 
forces moving to undercut Gompers' position. 

76. World's Week. XXXV (January, 1918), 233. 
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Faced with growing opposition to his policies and unwilling 

to take any affirmative action which might jeopardize his arrange­

ments with the government, Gompers was forced more and more to rely 

on government action to help solve some of the erupting industrial 

problems. But the vast bureaucracy which made up the lower 

echelons of government were not always willing to implement with 

good faith what was decided on in Washington, while the upper layers 

of officialdom were either too busy, reluctant or powerless to have 

their decisions implemented. Caught in such uncomfortable circum­

stances, Gompers often sought to spur Washington into taking effec­

tive action by raising the terrifying possibility that if conces­

sions were not made to him his influence would be greatly diminished 

and his following would gradually drift into the camp of the paci­

fists and socialists. 

If Gompers sought to frighten government and management into 

concessions by raising the "specter of communism," Wilson,in 

support of Gompers, let it be known that his backing of labor was 

contingent on its support of Gompers and the Administration's policies. 

When the Texas Federation of Labor worried over the activities of 

anti-union elements, Wilson assured the group it would be protected 

from its enemies so long as the workers pursued the loyal and patri­

otic couse laid down by the Federation. 

77. Gompers to Thomas W. Gregory, January 19, 1918, Gompers MSS; 
E. David Cronon (ed.), The Cabinet Diaries of Josephus Daniels. 
1913-1921 (Lincoln University of Nebraska Press, 1963), 196. 
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As the war drew to a close, Gompers grew ever more confident 

that the policies he pursued were best for labor and that the coming 

years would prove their productiveness. He was now at the zenith 

of his power and recognized as a world statesman. He was proud as 

he recalled labor's wartime gains: recognition by the government 

of organized labor's right to organize and bargain collectively; 

a union membership which had more than doubled; a virtual state of 

full employment, and, above all, his close personal relationship 

with President Wilson remained unimpaired. Still, voices of caution 

began to be heard. The total reliance of the A. F, of L. on 

President Wilson, and the failure to consolidate wartime gains and 

make the Federation more impregnable to attack were questioned in 

view of the shifting political winds which might place in the White 

( 7 9 )  
House a successor unfriendly to labor. 

But the logic behind this analysis did not move Gompers, 

Neither was he impressed with a survey of labor's political in­

fluence, as reported by a pro-labor journalist, showing that in 

the making of national legislation in the coming years the American 

labor movement had less influence than the labor movement of 

any other major nation. 

79. Advance. June 14, 1918. 

80. Seamen's Journal. October 30, 1918. 
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Gompers remained unperturbed, soothed by his own philosophy 

that the war was bringing about a new social era which would re­

cognize the labor movement as a vital factor on the industrial 

scene. Events were soon to prove the chimerical nature of such 

dreams. In the years to come, "labor statesmanship" was to become 

a euphemism applied to those labor leaders who sacrificed their 

membership's welfare in order to be extolled and praised by the 

leaders of society. 
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Chapter VIII 

Organized Labor and Government—Partners in Military Mobilization 

Gompers' aim of making organized labor accepted as a respected 

part of the American scene included a serious attempt to moderate 

the abrasive relations which had existed between labor and other 

important institutions of the state—namely, the military. Any 

objective which envisioned a close working relationship between the 

armed forces and the labor movement was bound to encounter serious 

obstacles. So often had the army been used as an instrument to 

thwart labor's legitimate desires as to awake in the average working-

man an automatic reaction of hatred against anything associated with 

it. Such events were not only relics of a bygone era, but recurred 

frequently enough to remind labor of the role of its traditional 

enemies. Even during the war, when organized labor's aid was wel­

comed by all agencies of the government, the army reverted to its 

old role of strikebreading. Its intervention in an industrial dis­

pute in Newark, New Jersey, was only terminated by the action of 

the Secretary of War.̂  

1. Newton D. Baker to Gompers, June 5, 1917, Gompers MSS. Baker's 
response reflects government concern with labor's attitude toward 
the war: ". . .in these days. . .," wrote Baker, "it is essential 
that the military be esteemed in the eyes of labor, for what it is 
in fact, as representative of the citizenry of the whole people. 
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Gompers faced one of his most difficult problems over the 

question of raising a large army through universal military service. 

Founded on the philosophy of voluntarism as opposed to compulsion, 

the Federation could hardly support a program which was at variance 

with its basic ideology. Seeking to please the government and, 

at the same time, fearing to go against the obvious wishes of his 

membership, Gompers adopted a dual approach. His public statements 

were outright attacks on any military program using compulsary 

military service while, behind the scene, he was a prime influence 

in moving the Administration to propose such a program of compul­

sory military service. This was a classical example of the way 

in which the chief officer of an important interest group may 

influence the decision making process in a manner obviously con­

trary to the wishes of his membership. 

The issue of compulsory military service created a sharp 

division within Gompers' own circle of supporters. A serious 

argument erupted in the Executive Council as to whether the 

Federation would support compulsion not only during the present 

(2) 
conflict, but as a permanent institution in American life. 

A majority of the Council opposed any such policy. But the debate 

was sharp and acrimonious with Gompers siding against the majority. 

2. Official Magazine—Teamsters. XIV (April, 1917), 10-11. In 
a biting comment about those labor officials who favored 
military compulsion on the Council, Tobin wrote that there 
were many who still "like to hear brass bands play and 
the drums roll around their own names." 
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Since constitutionally, the Executive Council was the highest body 

between conventions, it could easily be assumed that its decisions 

would be binding on its officers and guide their actions. But 

a degree of nervousness began to infect many of the members of the 

f3) 
Council over their anticipation of what Gompers would do.v So 

vehement was Gompers in favor of compulsion, that the impression 

grew among Council members that he would commit the Federation to a 

course of action to which the majority was opposed. Cognizant of 

the agitation and uncertainty over what he might do, Gompers sought 

to reassure the Council members. On March 23, he wrote one of his 

most ardent supporters and trusted lieutenants, First Vice-President 

James Duncan, that he would "do nothing by word or act in advocacy 

of universal military service...until after mature discussion with 

you and the other associate members of the Council, Gompers 

went on to pledge that as an organization man he would voluntarily 

submit to the discipline expected of him.̂  How well Gompers sub­

mitted himself to organizational discipline now becomes a matter of 

dispute. 

3. Coast Seamen?s Journal. April 4, 1917, 6. Reports were already 
circulating that Gompers would declare in favor of compulsion. 
In an editorial the Sailor's Union declared that in any such 
declaration Gompers spoke only for himself and had no authority 
to commit the labor movement. Furthermore, the Journal 
believed "that a referendum of the A, F, of L, membership,,, 
would give a substantial majority against Mr, Gompers' 
alleged declaration," 

4. Gompers to James Duncan, March 23, 1917, Gompers MSS. 

5, Ibid. 
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On March 24, at a joint meeting of the Advisory Commission and 

the Council of National Defense, Chairman Willard declared "the 

members of the Commission were, individually, all for universal mili­

tary service, but that the Commission as a whole had not recommended 

its adoption because of the position in which one of its members 

[Gompers] was personally placed.The Commission went on to 

recommend the raising of 1,000,000 men for the army and bringing the 

navy to full wartime strength.̂  

At the same meeting, in explanation of labor's position, 

Secretary of Labor Wilson stated Gompers was for universal service 

but his organization was not. Furthermore, the Secretary continued, 

if Gompers should announce his support for compulsory military 

service, he might defeat its adoption by his organization.̂  In 

the interest of expediency no vote was taken, "but the Secretary of 

War was authorized to interpret the Commission's views to the 

President.Thus Gompers avoided formally committing himself, 

but President Wilson could not help but be impressed by the fact 

that if he advocated universal military service, Gompers would be 

able to dilute labor's antagonism and its opposition would be luke­

warm at best. It would not be inappropriate to draw the conclusion 

that Gompers violated the spirit of his pledge to do nothing by 

6. Martin, Digest of Proceedings. 112. 

7. Clarkson, Industrial America. 32. 

8. Martin, Digest of Proceedings. 112. 

9. Clarkson, Industrial America. 92. 
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"word or act" in favor of compulsory military service. 

Although favoring universal military service in the inner 

councils of government, publicly campaigned against its adoption. 

In letters, speeches, and before the House Military Affairs Comm­

ittee, Gompers supported labor's traditional adherence to voluntary 

institutions as opposed to compulsory legislation. 

In his autobiography, Gompers was to confess to his unauthorized 

behavior. He candidly admitted he "assumed responsibility as rep­

resentative of labor on the Advisory Commission of cooperating in 

(11) 
the development of plans for the draft." He justified his action 

on the basis of his uncanny foresight: "I knew that this draft was 

in harmony with the principles of organized labor and that organized 

labor, after it had the opportunity to consider the new situation 

(12) 
would approve the policy." it was a revealing example of how 

the President of the A. F. of L. was almost, single handedly, able 

to mold Federation policy in the realm of defense and foreign affairs. 

10. After the joint meeting of the Advisory Commission and CND on 
March 24, Gompers kept up a running fire against compulsory 
service. On April 17, he wrote that since voluntary 
principles guided industrial organization, it "must be the 
initial basic principle in the military." Gompers to 
John W. Rogers, April 17, 1917, Gompers MSS. On April 27, 
he supported this view before the Senate. Executive Council 
to Thomas R. Marshall, April 27, 1917, Gompers MSS. For 
further examples of Gompers' and the Executive Council's 
public statements, see Gompers, Labor and the War. 149; A. F. 
of L., Proceedings. 1917, 72, 112. 

11. Gompers, Life. II, 369. 

12. Ibid. 
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As millions of Americans were being drafted into the army, 

Compers became more concerned with established procedures for 

officer recruitment. He criticized the system under which only 

college men could become officers. Gompers felt that among shop 

foremen, trade union officials and the natural leaders of the 

workingmen, there was a great amount of competent material to 

meet some of the army's needs. He went so far as to suggest 

(13) 
that soldiers elect the officers in immediate command of them. 

Although he was persistent in his demands, the response from the 

War Department was less than enthusiastic, 

With the passage of universal military training into law, 

organized labor turned its attention to the system of drafting 

millions of Americans into the armed forces. At the heart of the 

system were the draft boards and their power to determine exemptions. 

Gompers demanded that wage earners he represented upon every board, 

national, state and local, which was responsible for administering 

(15) 
the law,v Of prime importance to labor was the power of these 

boards to determine fitness for military and industrial service. 

13. Gompers to Newton D. Baker, June 12, 1917, Gompers MSS; Memoran­
dum for the Secretary of War from W, L., June 16, 1917, Baker MSS. 

14. Gompers to Newton D. Baker, July 12, 1917, Gompers MSS. 

15. Weekly News Letter. May 26, 1917, 1. 



www.manaraa.com

167 

The appropriate authorities agreed with Gompers and he was able 

to name a representative list of labor men to sit in several 

federal judicial districts to determine claims for exemption from 

military service. 

Gompers* Committee on Labor of the Advisory Commission was a 

largely inactive and ineffectual body throughout the war. It 

was accorded a few tasks to perform and even its one piece of 

major innovation and activity—a bill for the compensation of 

injured sailors and soldiers—was eventually taken from it. 

Gompers originally proposed the idea to President Wilson, 

(17) 
who suggested he discuss it with others. It was presented by 

Gompers to the CND where the suggestion that it be worked upon 

by the Committee on Labor was approved.The Committee en­

listed the aid of Judge Mack to draw up a draft of the bill. At 

this point, Secretary of the Treasurey McAdoo requested of Gompers 

that he be allowed to present the bill first and make the necessary 

recommendations to President Wilson before Gompers presented it to 

the CND. Gompers agreed.Secretary of War Baker was subsequently 

16. Gompers to General Crowder, June 18, 1917, Gompers MSS.; Gompers 
Life. II, 370. 

17. Woodrow Wilson to Gompers, April 19, 1917, Baker, Life and Letters. 
VII, 29. 

18. A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1917, 79-80. 

19. Gompers to Newton D. Baker, July 26, 1917, Baker MSS. 
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to confirm Gompers' authorship of this particular piece of legis­

lation and call it "the greatest single service Mr. Gompers per­

formed during the War. . ."(20) 

Yet, organized labor's response to the welfare of America's 

fightingmen was not always to be taken for granted. Its reaction, 

at times, was spasmodic, responding more to political considerations 

than human welfare. For example, the Central Labor Union of Boston 

voted down a proposal that organized labor obtain from the govern­

ment an increase in soldiers' pay. The rejection was based on the 

possibility that the proposal might serve to embarrass the Wilson 

Administration, and, in the words of the United Garment Workers' 

Union, "men of this country were not going to fight for wages, but 

for the freedom of the world.No action to increase soldiers' 

or sailors' pay was ever brought out by the Federation. 

Through its activity in behalf of the armed forces, the A. F. of 

L. was to form a close working relationship with' the military estab­

lishment. This relationship was to grow ever closer during the 

coming year.̂  ̂

20. Baker to John P. Frey, December 6, 1926, Frey MSS. 

21. The Garment Worker. August 10, 1917, 4. 

22. The beginnings of this relationship can now be firmly established 
through the use of documents in Frey MSS. 
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Organized Labor and Government — Partners in Propaganda 

Unquestionably, large numbers of workers were alienated from 

supporting the war because of the failure of their unions and the 

government markedly to improve their working conditions. Moreover, 

substantial groups of workers also opposed the war because of 

ideological reasons, convinced that the conflict was a rich man's 

war with the workingman merely a pawn in a game from which he would 

reap little gain, whoever the victor. Eventually, both groups were 

to coalesce in a common effort. 

The failure of the working class to give its wholehearted 

support to the war effort was recognized by industrial leaders, 

trade union officials and the Wilson Administration. Fully con­

vinced that Ludendorff was correct in his oft-repeated statement 

that victory in modern day warfare was no longer won by the soldiers 

in the field, but depended mainly on the morale of all the people, 

the United States government organized a Committee on Public In­

formation to coordinate all propaganda and publicity during the war. 

One of its prime objects was to increase labor productivity by 

diffusing pro-war sentiment in the factories and raising the level 

of patriotic fervor. In this effort, it was to obtain the unlimited 

cooperation of the A. F. of L. as well as that of all associations 

representing management. 

As the realization that America had finally entered the conflict 

slowly dawned on the American people, opponents of the war began to 
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create an organizational instrument to give voice to their op­

position. The result was the formation of the People's Council 

for Democracy and Terms of Peace in May, 1917. Issuing the call 

for its first meeting in New York. City were officials from some 

of the leading trade unions in the country, particularly among 

the garment unions.̂  The program of the People's Council 

placed it in direct opposition to the principles held by the govern­

ment and the A. F. of L. It called for the Allied governments 

concretely to state the terms upon which they would be willing to 

make peace; for opposition to conscription; for the preservation 

of democratic liberties within the country; and for the safeguard-

(2) 
ing of labor standards. Its rapid growth and the favorable 

response it received from labor surprised both its organizers and 

the Federation leadership. Exhibiting greater strength than any 

other anti-administration organization since America declared war 

(4) 
on Germany, the Council became of concern to the government.s 

1. Advance. May 25, 1917. The most prominent were Joseph Schlossberg, 
Secretary, Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America; Abraham Baroff, 
Secretary-Treasurer of ILGWU; and James H. Maurer, President of 
Pennsylvania Federation of Labor. 

2. Resolutions adopted by the First American Conference for Democracy 
and Terms of Peace (People's Council), New York City, May 30 and 
31, 1917, may be found in Walsh MSS. The program of the People's 
Council may be found in People's Council Manuscripts, Tamiment 
Library, New York City. 

3. Coast Seamen's Journal. August 8, 1917. The paper echoed the wish 
that the program of the People's Council would receive an enthusi­
astic reception at the A. F. of L. Convention. 

4. New York Times. July 1, 1917, 12. 
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To facilitate its work among trade unionists, the Council organized 

a separate unit known as the Wormen's Council. By August, the 

Workmen's Council embraced the entire United Hebrew Trades num­

bering 250,000 men and women affiliated with the A. F. of L. together 

with 64 local unions among the ILGWU, painters, carpenters, jewelers 

and bakers unions.̂  In Boston, approximately 100 locals joined 

(6)  
its ranks. Cigar workers organized themselves in the Progressive 

Cigar Makers* Union and held a joint meeting with the Council to 

denounce the Wilson Administration.̂  The Furriers Joint Board 

decided to endorse the "principles and politics" of the People's 
/ON 

Council, The influence of the Council among New York City wage-

(9) 
earners was regarded by the A. F. of L. as critical. 

Toward the middle of August, the Council in an optimistic mood, 

issued a statement claiming that a new local union of the A. F. of L. 

was joining it each day, and projecting a membership of two million 

by September which would be made up largely of A. F. of L. members. 

While the Council figures may have been slightly exaggerated, it 

was receiving support from a cross section of American labor to a 

5. The Survey. August 4, 1917, 411. 

6. Ibid. 

7. New York Times. August 20, 1917, 4. 

8. Fur Worker. VI (August, 1917). 

9. A. F. of L. Proceedings. 1917, 95. 

10. New York Times. August 16, 1917, 6. 
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degree which caused Gompers to term the "situation danger ous."̂ "̂  

Particularly distasteful to Gompers was the part of the program 

of the People's Council which called on all the belligerients publicly 

to state their war aims and to amplify the terms upon which they 

would be willing to make peace. Also of great concern to the 

Federation leaders was the intimation of the Coucil that workers' 

rights were deteriorating during the war and that a campaign to 

protect workers' safeguards would have to be waged by it due to 

the abdication of such a role by the A. F. of L. 

The Council played upon the theme that the war aims of the Allied 

powers were purposely obscured because its statesmen harbored designs 

which were not in keeping with its openly proclaimed democratic 

objectives. This feeling was also privately voiced by some in 

Gompers' inner circle who questioned whether the Allies were in 

(12) 
earnest in their advocacy of political democracy and social justice. v 

While the People's Council favored the publication of the nation's 

war aims, the A. F. of L. took an opposite approach and counselled 

against the formulation of specific peace terms until the Central 

powers agreed to unconditional surrender. The Federation went to 

the extent of refusing to bring any pressure on Wilson to delineate 

peace terms in line with labor's postwar goals. This policy was ex­

plicitly stated at the 1918 A. F. of L. Convention where the Committee 

11. Gompers, Life. II, 382. 

12. John B. Lennon to Walsh, May 7, 1917, Walsh MSS. 
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on International Labor Relations expressed the willingness of the 

organization to forward all recommendations and resolutions to 

the President, but would not seek to extract any commitments for 

To forestall mounting criticism of its position, the A. F. of L. 

adopted a set of five principles to be used as standards in the 

(14) 
writing of any peace treaty. The principles set forth by the 

Federation failed to meet the demand for specificity in delineating 

America's war aims, and were so general in character as to allow 

the victorious nations wide latitude in formulating their demands 

at the peace table. For example, in response to the demand for 

"no annexations, no indemnities," the Federation limited its imple­

mentation by favoring "no indemnities. . .[except] to right manifest 

wrongs," and "no territorial changes. . .except. . .in furtherance 

of world peace." The qualifications were vague enough so as to 

give the victorious powers a free hand in revamping the map of 

Europe. 

Hand in hand with Gompers' reluctance for the Allies to specify 

their war aims was his iraalterable opposition to any move which might 

(15) lead to a negotiated peace.v His position was warmly applauded 

13. A. F. of L., Proceedings, 1918, 337. See also American Socialist. 
September 8, 1917, where this position was criticized by the Inter­
national Seamen's Union. 

14. A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1918, 53-54. In addition to these basic 
principles, the A. F, of L. proposed that a set of declarations 
relating to wage earners be incorporated in the peace treaty. 

15. Robbins, Common Welfare. 254; Gompers, Life. II, 405; Gompers, 
Labor and the War. 93-94, 154-155. 
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by the New York Times which editorially described hira as favoring 

'"a dictated peace' as strongly as Mr. Lodge and the rest of us 

„(16) 
• • • 

The formation of the Workmen's Council was regarded by the 

A. F. of L. leadership as not only a threat to the labor organiza­

tion but to their OTTO influence and power.It was seen as a 

dual union, a separatist movement to split the workers away from 

/•to) 
the regular leadership. With European labor divided over the 

issue of a negotiated peace, and the socialist trade û .ion forces 

in the ascendancy, Gompers could not lightly disregard the Council 

as just another movement of dreamers. The twin issues of peace 

and workers' rights were uniting groups which had heretofore found 

no common ground, and were threatening, in 1917, to lead European 

labor organizations in a direction contrary to the wishes of their 

respective governments. If the Federation was to persist in its 

policies, it would have to combat effectively the People's Council 

and its program.The Federation sought its answer in the 

formation of the American Alliance for Labor and Democract. 

The AALD was organized on the initiative of Samuel Gompers. 

He first submitted the plan to the CND and to George Creel who was 

16. New York Times. August 27, 1918, 8. 

17. A. F. of of L., Proceedings. 1917, 94-95; American Federationist. 
XXIV (October, 1917), 837. 

18. Gomoers, Labor and the Law. 114-115; A. F. of L., Proceedings. 
1918, 5. 

19. Gompers, Life. II, 401. 
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appointed by Wilson as director of the Committee on Public 

Information. Gompers* idea was to bring together two previously 

hostile elements—socialists who had left their party in order to 

support the war and the A. F. of L. leadership—into an organiza­

tion which would support Woodrow Wilson's foreign policies and fight 

radicalism within the labor movement. It was to be nominally in­

dependent, but became, in fact, an auxiliary of the CPI which was 

its main source of funds. If its original intention was to propa­

gandize the American workingman̂  it eventually expanded its activities 

into foreign countries and became a conduit of espionage work. The 

Alliance was, in essence, a "front" for a large part of the govern­

ment's work with labor. 

Although the Alliance was to be largely funded by the CPI, this 

was not acknowledged publicly. When the President of the Pennsylvania 

State Federation of Labor addressed an open letter to Gompers asking 

who was financing the Alliance, the head of the A. F. of L. indignantly 

(21) 
refused to answer. In other words, the general public was led 

to believe the AALD was an independent, self-sustaining organization. 

The dual objectives of the Alliance became apparent in the 

pledge of loyalty all prospective members were required to take upon 

joining. Not only were they obliged to pledge their support of the 

20. Stokes to Harriet Jones, October 24, 1917, Stokes MSS; Gompers 
Life. II, 381. 

21. New York Call. October 7, 1917; Social Revolution (formerly"Na­
tional Rip-Saw"), November, 1917. 
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government's war policies, but they also had to affirm their 

loyalty to the A. F. of L. in its struggle against potential 

(22) 
rivals. In effect, federal funds were to be used to support 

a particular trade union and its philosophy against its opponents. 

This was to take concrete form when the IWW began to make inroads 

on A. F. of L. membership. 

A respected labor journalist writing in the iconoclastic 

Seamen's Journal pictured the debate between the AALD and People's 

Council as determining more than just the direction and end of 

United States foreign policy. He saw it as also resolving the 

degree to which the membership of the A. F. of L. should take part 

( 2 3 )  
in the framing of foreign policy.v ' Decades of practice led 

Gompers to favor procedures which placed the decision making pro­

cess in the hands of a small circle of leaders. This was parti­

cularly true in the field of foreign policy. The purpose of the 

Alliance was not to include the A. F. of L. membership in the process 

of making foreign policy, but to convince them of the soundness of 

the position of the A. F. of L. and the government. Thus the efforts 

of the People's Council threatened the tight control leaders like 

Gompers held over the membership. 

22. Gompers, Life. II, 383; Gompers to Robert Maisel, September 29, 
1917, Stokes MSS; Robert Maisel's Report to Executive Council 
of AALD, February 20, 1918, Stokes MSS; Robert Maisel to George 
Creel, March 19, 1918, Committee on Public Information Files, 
1-A1, National AMchives, Washing, D. C. 

23, Coast Seamen's Journal. September 12, 1917. 
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Despite government backing and the wholehearted cooperation 

of the A. F. of L. bureaucracy, the Alliance failed to gain sub­

stantial broad-based support within the labor movement. Its 

opening convention at Minneapolis was to be a preview of its 

future strength and influence. Trade union representation at the 

conference was disappointingly low. More than half the delegates 

present represented various socialist groups, the major exception 

being the Minneapolis delegation which was composed mostly of trade 

(24) 
unionists. This led some unions to object to the convention 

adopting resolutions in the name of organized labor. An attitude 

gaining prominence among trade unionists was that the meeting was 

Gompers' own "personally conducted highbrow conference" which 

was not "competent to speak for the trade union movement. . ."(25) 

The cooperation between the pro-war socialists and the A. F. of L. 

over foreign policy issues was to be of lasting significance to 

the labor movement. Their joint effort was to result in the be­

ginnings of an international policy buttressed by a dedication to 

anti-communism which, at times, tended to obscure all other problems, 

and was to dominate completely A. F. of L. thinking until the present 

day. 

24. Stokes to Gompers, October 16, 1917, Stokes MSS; John Spargo and 
Stokes to Members of the Social Democratic League, November 1, 
1917, Stokes MSS. 

25. Coast Seamen's Journal. September 26, 1917; Fur Worker, VI (October, 
1917). 
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Reaction to the Alliance consisted of a mixture of apathy and 

bitter opposition. It was endorsed by the A. F, of L. convention 

only after a prolonged and acrimonious debate. Indicative of 

labor's lack of support was the reluctance of many unions to contri­

bute financially to its fund raising drives. Appeals by Gompers for 

(27) 
funds met with responses which fell far below expectations. This 

made it increasingly difficult for the AALD to operate with any de­

gree of independence and it became almost wholly dependent on the 

government for its survival. 

Records of the Alliance indicate that it encountered major pro­

blems in the highly industrialized large city areas in the east among 

the Irish, German and Austro-Hungarian ethnic groups, and in New York 

City were the East Side and the garment unions were virtual hotbeds of 

26. A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1917, 283-308. The overwhelming vote— 
21,602 in favor, 402 opposed, and 1,305 not voting—supporting the 
AALD concealed the intensity and breadth of opposition to it. 
Matthew Woll was forced to appeal to the delegates on the basis 
that a rejection of the Alliance would be a repudiation of the 
entire leadership of the Federation and hence damaging to labor 
unity at this crucial time. See also Gompers1 Report to Executive 
Council of AALD, February 21, 1918, Stokes MSS. 

27. Unsigned, undated note, CPI Files, 1-A6, National Archives. Gompers 
made his appeal on January 21, 1918, and by February 1, only $700 
was collected. This writer noted the results as poor. For further 
information on financing of the Alliance, see Gompers to Robert 
Maisel, August 2, 1917, Gompers MSS; Stokes to Maisel, August 22, 
1917, Stokes MSS; Director, Division of Business Management of CPI 
to Stokes, November 13, 1918, Stokes MSS. 
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anti-war sentiment. So strong was opposition to the government's 

policies, among the Jewish population, that the Alliance organized 

a special Jewish Department to combat it. President Wilson 

was sufficiently concerned about the Jewish attitude to urge Clarence 

Darrow to work on the East side in behalf of the government. 

Anti-war sentiment among the foreign born did not abate as the war 

dragged on, and in April, 1918, we find officials of the Alliance 

complaining that the German membership of a large A. F. of L. union 

refused to attend a union ball because it was decided to give the 

(31) 
affair a patriotic theme.v 

In Chicago, work by the Alliance was at a standstill. The 

Chicago unions ignored its existence and would have nothing to do 

(32) 
with its activities. This was not unusual as the Alliance 

found itself weakest in states where organized labor had considerable 

strength—New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, Pennsylvania, and Rhode 

28. New York Times. July 29, 1917, I, 9; American Federationist. XXIV 
(August, 1917), 631-633; Gompers, Life. II, 379; Maisel to George 
Creel, May 3, 1918, 1-A1, CPI Files, National Archives; Colonel, 
General Staff, Chief, Military Intelligence Section to Newton D. 
Baker, November 23, 1917, Baker MSS. 

29. Robert Maisel's Report to Executive Council of AALD, February 20, 
1918, Stokes MSS. 

30. Woodrow Wilson to Clarence S. Darrow, August 9, 1917, Baker, Life 
and Letters. VII, 210. 

31. Machinist's Monthly Journal. XXX (April, 1918), 343-344. 

32. Minutes of Executive Council Meeting of AALD, February 21, 1918, 
Stokes MSS. 

33. Robert Maisel to Stokes, March 28, 1918, Stokes MSS. 
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A crucial test of the Administration's wartime program was 

to take place in the off-year elections of November, 1917. The 

main battleground was to be New York City where Morris Hilquit, 

an avowed member of the Socialist Party and vehement critic of the 

war, was running for mayor on a peace ticket. Hilquit was endorsed 

by the ACWA, ILGWU, Neckwear Workers Union, International Fur 

(34) 
Workers Union, and the United Hebrew Trades. He was opposed 

by the AALD whose Treasurer, T. Phelps Stokes, admitted that the 

( 35) 
vote would be a test of war sentiment. 

The results astounded the nation. Hilquit polled 22 percent 

of the vote carrying 12 election districts and electing 10 assembly­

men and 7 alderman on the Socialist ticket. The most warlike candi­

date, Mayor Mitchell, who lost the elective to the Tamraamy foe, 

polled only 9,267 votes more than Hilquit. Injecting a note of 

realism into a proliferation of rationalizations seeking to ex­

plain the election results, the New York Times candidly viewed the 

vote as the product of extreme anti-war feeling. Similar results 

(37) 
were duplicated in other major cities. 

34. Fur Workers. VI (October, 1917), 7. 

35. The World, October 7, 1917, Stokes MSS. 

36. New York Times. November 7, 1917, 12. The Coast Seamen's Journal. 
November 21, 1917, agreed with newspaper reports that Mitchell's 
defeat was due to his unprincipled labeling as unpatriotic those 
who disagreed with the war. 

37. International Socialist Review. XVIII (September, 1917), 182, the 
editor writes of the situation in Dayton, Ohio, where, for the 
first time, Socialist candidates had a real possibility of elect­
ing a majority to the City Commission. 
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One of the primary objectives of the AALD was to increase 

productivity by inspiring the workingman to exert his utmost 

efforts and energies as a patriotic gesture in support of the war 

effort. This conincided with the aims of government and management. 

The result was a harmonious working relationship between the three. 

However, despite A. F. of L. cooperation, employers continued to 

complain that productivity was abnormally low due to an indifferent 

and almost commerical attitude on the part of their employees. 

Some even lamented the fact that their workers were not acting in 

conjunction with Gompers and the A. F. of L.̂  ̂ It became obvious 

that the call to patriotism was not producing the desired results 

among the workers. Many workingmen saw increased production as a 

boon to employers but of little benefit to themselves. Accompanying 

this attitude was a general lapse in all AALD work. In seeking 

an explanation, Chester Wright, head of the Division of Labor 

Publications, came to the conclusion that "intolerable working con­

ditions" were undermining the work of the Alliance and that any 

"attempt to proceed with loyalty work without an adjudication of 

industrial conditions would be a pure waste of time."̂  ̂

38. 0. Mueller to G. H. Howard, May 17, 1918, CPI Files, 1-A7(1), Na­
tional Archives; L. J. Monahan to C. H. Howard, July 15, 1918, 
CPI Files, 1-A7(1), National Archives; Proposal for Executive 
Order by President Creating Industrial Patriotism Board, 1918, 
CPI Files, 1-A7(2), National Archives. 

39. H. E. Harris to C. 11. Howard, July 17, 1918, CPI Files, 1-A7(1), 
National Archives. 

40. James R. Mock and Cedric Larson, Words That Won the War (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1939), 208-209. 
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A realistic observer of worker attitudes and public opinion, 

Gompers was not unaware of the lack of popular support for the 

(41) 
war. However, he sought to combat it through propaganda and 

repression. If "educational" propaganda did not prove altogether 

successful, Gompers was not hesitant to apply coercive measures. 

Given secondary consideration and emphasis as a means of improving 

working class support for the war was any program drastically to 

improve their working conditions. 

Gompers1 test for patriotism was simple, direct and unencumbered: 

. .one. . .who since the declaration of war has. . .supported. . . 

the Government in the vigorous prosecution of the war to a complete 

and decisive triumph should be regarded as loyal."The deter­

mination of what was "vigorous" was left to the arbitrary discretion 

of the authors. Thus, included in the category of disloyalty were 

millions of Americans who disagreed with the Administration's war 

aims or who had the temerity to challenge Gompers' policies within 

the A. F. of L. Obviously, such broad definitions could and were 

used for personal advantage. 

When the IWW posed a threat to A. F. of L. membership, Gompers 

sought to undermine its effectiveness. Bill Haywood claims he was 

41. Martin, Digest of Proceedings. 147,348; Gompers to Organized Labor, 
January 1, 1918, Official Magazine—Teamsters. XV (February, 1918), 
2-5. 

42. Gompers to Ralph Easley, May 20, 1918, Gompers MSS. 
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told by the writer Robert Bruere that Gompers was responsible 

for interesting the Department of Justice in its campaign to anni­

hilate the IWW.Government policy on departations opened up 

the possibility of crushing radical labor organizations through 

(44) 
wholesale arrests and expulsions. The new Sabotage Act was 

recognized by labor men as intending "to drive large numbers of 

men who. . . had a casual acquaintance with. . . [the IWW] to form 

labor unions under the A. F. of L."̂  ̂ IWW papers and documents 

seized by the Justice Department were turned over to Gompers to 

help the Federation in its struggle with radical Wobblies.̂  ̂

The AALD never protested against government incursions on free 

speech, right of assembly or any of the unconstitutional methods 

used to suppress the IWW. Quite to the contrary,- it continued to 

fan the flames of hysteria by denying that the IWW served any 

labor function and labeling the organization as an agent of the 

Kaiser. 

Once the A. F. of L. and the Alliance could define disloyalty, 

its orators sought to apply the proper punishment for those it con­

sidered unfaithful to the nation. An example of its extremism can 

43. William D. Haywood, Bill Haywood's Book (New York: International 
Publishers Company, 1929), 299. 

44. Zechariah Cohafee, Jr., Free Speech in the United States (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1941), 227. 

45. Seamen's Journal. May 8, 1918, 8. 

46. T. W. Gregory to Gompers, December 7, 1917, Department of Justice 
Files, Gregory Papers, National Archives, WAshington, D. C. 
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be seen in the statement of a Federation official who "asked that 

firing squads be called to deal with the Kaiser-branded seeker 

after peace. . ̂>>(47) -jhe A. F. of L., like Woodrow Wilson, 

tolerated no neutral position on the question of the war. "Each 

must stand up and be counted," the leadership intoned, "for those 

who are not with us [A. F. of L.] are against us.11̂  ̂ Differences 

of opinion were smothered by stigmatizing the dissenters as 

traiterous. Socialists like Adolf Germer, Victor Berger and 

Morris Hilquit were branded by Gompers as German sympathizers, 

not only because of their views, but because of their ethnic German 

, , . (50) 
background. 

Gompers carried his campaign for loyalty into the shops. Dis­

sent from established policies could often subject a worker to loss 

of his job. Niceties such as constitutional procedures were often 

ignored. The function of proof was placed on the accused and he 

had to establish his innocence. Gompers seriously took under consid­

eration arbitrary charges that groups of workers might be disloyal. 

For example, a letter from the Trades and Labor Assembly in Minnesota 

stating that jobs held by German aliens who favored Germany should be 

filled by loyal Americans, and that a list of names of such persons 

was being compiled, was sent immediately by Gompers to Secretary of 

47. New York Times. February 11, 1918, 1 

48. American Federationist. XXVI (March, 1918), 213. 

49. New York Times. January 2, 1918, 7. 

50. Gompers, Labor and the War. 262-263. 
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Labor Wilson for action, It made no difference to Gorapers that 

the list drawn up was based on subjective opinions and not overt 

acts. 

Fightened by growing opposition to the war, Gompers supported 

all legislation rushed through Congress dealing with espionage and 

sedition. He was not overly concerned with setting up guidelines 

for freedom of speech and press. He was content to leave it to the 

(52) 
government to determine what were the permissible boundaries. 

Using such guidelines, the Postmaster General felt justified in 

suppressing the Nation for either criticizing the methods used in 

apprehending draft dodgers or, as Mr. Chaffee writes, more probably 

for criticizing Samuel Gompers. 

In order to ferret out "subversives" in the labor movement, 

Gompers worked closely with the Justice Department, going so far 

as to place labor men on the Department of Justice payroll to act 

as agents and informers. Mr. Ralph Easley of the NCF was usually 

his intermediary in such matters. 

If the original intention of the AALD was to serve as a propa­

ganda instrument directed towards America's workers, it was soon to 

expand its functions by acting as an agent of the government in 

51. Gompers to William B. Wilson, February 18, 1918, Gompers, MSS. 

52, A. F. of L., Proceedings. 1917, 92-93; American Federationist. 
XXVI (January, 1918), 38. 

53. Chafee, Jr., Free Speech. 98-99. 

54, Ralph Easley to Joseph P. Tumulty, May 5, 191.7, NCF MSS; Thomas 
W. Gregory to Ralph Easley, April 2, 1918, NCF MSS. 
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foreign countries. Its main area of endeavor was to be Latin 

America, particularly Mexico. Since the CPI was in close touch 

with the intelligence branches of the army and navy the Alliance 

in all probability engaged in functions for Military Intelligence. 

Organized labor in the United States had not reluctantly 

entered the field of international politics, but, instead, had in­

itiated the idea and strongly urged the government to accept its 

(55) 
services. Gompers, upon his own initiative and later with 

the approval of Wilson, opened up channels of communication with 

the labor movement of Japan for the express purpose of serving 

United States policy in the area. In line with their desire 

to serve, Federation officials made several trips to Europe in an 

effort to induce European labor to support Allied war aims. Ex­

penses for these trips were not borne by the A. F. of L., but were 

wholly financed by agencies of the federal government. ̂7) 

55. W. A. Appleton to John P. Frey, July 24, 1918, Frey MSS. The let­
ter was written by the Secretary of the General Federation of Trade 
Unions who states that in agreement with Frey he found great ac­
ceptance in the British government for a closer association of 
labor with international politics. 

56. Gompers to Woodrow Wilson, February 18, 1917, Wilson MSS; Gompers 
to Bunji Suzuki, February 18, 1917, Wilson, MSS; Woodrow Wilson to 
Gompers, February 27, 1917, Wilson MSS. 

57. Gompers to Executive Council, August 14, 1918, Gompers MSS. 
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This certainly opens up to question the possibility of the A. F. 

of L. adopting an independent position in the realm of foreign 

affairs. 

The craving of the A. F. of L. to be allowed to play a 

greater role in foreign policy matters became ever more apparent 

in its ventures in Mexico, where it virtually implored the President 
/tr o\ 

to sanction its plans for the area. In this endeavor, Gompers 

was not to be disappointed. 

Gompers had sent an American Labor mission to Mexico to report 

on the inroads made by German propaganda, and to suggest ways of 

educating the public to the United States viewpoint. The mission 

made several important suggestions: it formulated a plan of pro­

paganda to make known to the Mexican people that the democratic 

aims of American foreign policy; it suggested that the best agency 

to improve relations between the two governments was the organized 

labor movement of both countries; and, if the A. F. of L. was to 

conduct such a campaign, the government would have to bear the en-

(59) 
tire financial burden because labor was unable to do so. Since 

Congress had cut appropriations for the CPI, Gompers suggested to 

President Wilson that the entire project be funded through the spec­

ial fund placed by Congress at the disposal of the President for 

special wartime needs. He recommended that the money be placed 

58. Gompers to Woodrow Wilson, April 16, 1918, Wilson MSS; Gompers to 
Joseph P. Tumulty, April 24, 1918, Gompers MSS. 

59. Gompers to Woodrow Wilson, July 19, 1918, Gompers MSS. 

60. Ibid. 
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In the hands of trustees,and that its disbursement be directed by 

(61) 
the Executive Council of the A. F. of L. 

In arguing for his proposals, Gompers further emphasized 

his belief that in foreign affairs organized labor had a "genuine 

f 62̂  
function that [could] be served by no other agency.' He pleaded 

with the President "that labor ought to be given the opportunity to 

accomplish this big thing in international relations. 

Wilson succumbed to Gompers' appeal, but differed with the 

Federation chief on how to handle disbursements. After discussing 

the situation with Creel, Wilson decided to have the funds pass 

through the CPI in the same manner "as we have been using the 

Y.M.C.A."̂  ̂ The AALD was chosen as the instrument to carry on 

this work and funds were to pass through the hands of its treasurer, 

J. G. Phelps Stokes/65̂  

The end objective of the work of the Alliance was to organize 

all Latin American unions into a Pan-American Federation of Labor. 

As a practical matter, such federation would be under the influence, 

if not domination, of the A. F. of L. because of its size and financial 

backing. This was seen as further enhancing United States policies 

in Latin America. 

61. Gompers to Woodrow Wilson, July 30, 1918, Gompers MSS. 

62. Ibid. 

63. Ibid. 

64. Woodrow Wilson To George Creel, August 2, 1918, George Creel Manu­
scripts, Manuscript Civision, Library of Congress, Washington, D. C. 

65. Gompers to J. G. Phelps Stokes, August 8, 1918, Stokes,MSS; Gompers 
to George Creel, August 8, 1918, Gompers MSS. 
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In order to publicize its views, the Alliance organized 

the Pan-American Labor Press, issues of which were to be dis­

tributed in Mexico and the United States. Speaking tours and mass 

meetings were planned all the way from New York to Los Angeles, 

and along the border. The efforts of the Alliance appeared 

successful in checking German propaganda, and in bringing about 

the conference in Laredo, Texas, in November, 1918, which organized 

the Pan-American Federation of Labor.Thus the A. F. of L. was 

to achieve its dual objective: extension of its influence below 

the border and its development as an instrument in carrying out 

America's foreign policies. This was another of the joint projects 

carried out together by organized labor in the United States and 

the Wilson Administration in order to serve their mutual needs. 

66. John Murray to Chester M. Wright, September 21, 1918, Stokes MSS: 
Leaflet "Pan-American Labor's Mass Meeting," October 20, 1918, 
Stokes MSS. 
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Chapter X 

Conclusion 

The role of American labor in United States foreign policy has 

been a topic sorely neglected by scholars. Countless reams of paper 

have been consumed detailing the history of the labor movement, the 

impact of collective bargaining on the economy, and the influence 

of organized labor on domestic politics, but until recently, few 

articles and certainly no books have appeared on the subject of 

labor and foreign policy. Yet, with the advent of the First World 

War and the beginning of America's expanded commitments abroad, 

organized labor has become an increasingly important factor in the 

carrying out of United States foreign policy. As labor's role has 

become more open and controversial, scholars have become concerned 

with the American Federation of Labor and its outlook on international 

affairs. 

The international polices pursued by the A. F. of L., and its 

successor, the AFL-CIO, were originally fashioned by Gompers in his 

reaction to the European conflict of 1914. Theoretically and struct-

ually, the guidelines laid down by Gompers have found genuine 

sympathy and acceptance by George Meany. All that has changed is 

the context within which these policies are being carried out. 

Thus, an understanding of organized labor's militancy in adopting 

as its own the cold war objectives as laid down by Secretary of 
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State John. Foster Dulles, or its unwavering support of President 

Johnson's Viet Nam policy, can best be grasped by means of an acquaint­

ance with the fundamental principles which motivated Samuel Gompers 

to favor policies leading to a continuation and spread of the First 

World War, and to hamper any peaceful settlement of the conflict on 

terms other than a "dictated peace." 

Since this study purports to examine the impact of the 

A. F. of L. on this nation's foreign policy between 1914 and 1918, an 

attempt will be made, at this point to measure the degree of in­

fluence wielded by labor; finally, we will summarize the causes 

which propelled the A. F. of L. in the direction it was to follow. 

In this author's opinion, the effect of organized labor on Wilson's 

foreign policies may be termed as considerable. However, in order 

further to enhance our understanding of the role of the A. F. of L. 

in international affairs, it is necessary to examine in a more precise 

fashion, how, where, and on whom this influence was exerted. 

At no time during the four years of the European War did the 

American workingman express any enthusiasm over the aims and object­

ives of the conflict. He was not apathetic to the war and United 

States involvement; he was hostile to it. These attitudes stimulated 

the forces of movement for peace which became strong and articulate, 

and presented the main domestic threat to the Administration's 

policies overseas. It was within such a context that the leaders of 

the A. F. of L. were forced to operate in support of Wilson's program. 
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In that sector of the American population which had taken an 

active part in opposition to the war, the Federation was in a strategic 

and enviable position. Years of struggle against industry and govern­

ment had given many of its leaders a degree of credibility with 

this group. The A. F. of L. was the largest institutional body 

and the most highly organized of all those groups engaged in re­

forming our economic system, and it, alone, was capable of giving 

mass impetus to the demands of many of its members for peace. Had 

the A. F. of L. mounted an offensive against the government's 

policies, it is more than likely that Wilson would have been forced 

to make drastic revisions in his policy of "reasonable preparedness," 

and in his decision to ask for a declaration of war against Germany. 

As a supporter of the President, the Federation was able to divide 

these forces of movement, deprive them of working class support, 

narrow their base of support to a few ethnic groups and middle 

class intellectuals, and, by this process of isolation, to make 

these groups succeptible to charges of disloyalty and anti-patriotism. 

More than any other man Gompers was responsible for preventing 

the peace forces from drastically altering the foreign policies 

pursued by the Administration in Washington. If the labor movements 

in Europe were the largest single force pressing their respective 

governments in behalf of a peaceful termination of the conflict, 

in the United States organized labor was the most dependable supporter 

of the President in the struggle against a negotiated peace. 
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Thus, the chief role of the Federation, was to make the 

government's foreign policies acceptable to America's workers. 

This author could find no evidence of labor playing a part in the 

actual creation of overall policy. Rather, it was content to re­

act to policy once it had been formed. However, as the war con­

tinued, the A. F. of L. occasionally took a position independent 

of that of the Administration. This was particularly true in the 

harsher line it adopted against Germany. Any peace proposal by the 

German Government short of an unconditional surrender was roundly 

condemned by Gompers. It is unlikely that such a position by as 

strong a supporter of the government as the A. F. of L. could have 

had no influence on Wilson. It certainly gave added impetus to 

those who favored a "dictated peace." 

Gompers was more than willing to allow the administrative 

machinery of the A. F. of L. to be used as an instrumentality in 

the carrying out of United States foreign policy. On his own 

initiative, he established contacts with trade union officials in 

foreign countries for the sole purpose of exerting American in­

fluence on behalf of the State Department. The organization of a 

system for propagandizing Mexico and Latin America through the 

offices of the AALD originated with, and was carried out by 

Gompers in cooperation with President Wilson and George Creel of 

the CPI. It was to result in the formation of the Pan-American 

Federation of Labor in which the A. F. of L. was to play a leading 

role. The organization was to serve the interests of both the 
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A. F. of L. and the United States Government. It granted the A. F. 

of L. hegemony over all organized labor south of the border and 

thereby it enhanced the position of the Federation in the inter­

national labor movement; at the same time, it was expected that 

the Wilson Administration would gain a valuable and important agent 

in carrying out this country's relations with all of Latin America. 

In summary, the A. F. of L. acted primarily upon the public 

opinion of certain segments of the American people, but, as it be­

came more deeply involved in foreign affairs, its position had to 

be taken into account by the President and the Congress. It was of 

immeasurable help in strengthening those forces within the govern­

ment which took an uncompromising stand in their attitude toward 

Germany. 

At first blush, a comparison of the Federation's domestic and 

foreign policies appears so contradictory as to defy understanding. 

Since its inception, the A. F. of L. has waged a relentless struggle 

to increase its membership, to improve the lot of the workingtnan, 

and mainly to survive. It was at odds with the leaders of industry 

and government. Its domestic program was bitterly attacked by the 

National Association of Manufacturers as well as by Presidents of 

the United States. Yet, as the United States began to entertain the 

idea of assuming the role of a world power, the A. F. of L. found 

itself in unaccustomed agreement with some of its life long opponents 

over the nation's policies abroad. This was partly due to the 

benevolent attitude toward organized labor adopted by the Wilson 
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Administration. But in the main, it flowed from the theoretical 

conceptions of the A. F. of L. leadership regarding the role of 

organized labor in American society. 

Although the preamble to the A. F. of L. Constitution reads like 

a Marxian call for the class struggle, the leaders of the Federation 

never envisioned such a role for labor. They were in complete 

agreement with the economic system and political institutions within 

which they lived and worked, and sought to bolster each. What the 

A, F. of L. desired, essentially, was to secure a place for itself 

within the established system. Its main problem lay in the fact 

that the major industrialists of the country regarded the trade 

unions as composed of trouble making radicals, and the A. F. of L. as 

an institution, detrimental to business. As a result, they were 

not willing to reach any accommodation whatsoever with the conser­

vative trade union leaders, and lost no opportunity in taking ad­

vantage of any situation to crush the labor movement. 

Continuing employer hostility, which limited the growth of 

the craft unions, forced the A. F. of L. leadership to choose be­

tween two pressing alternatives: either to mobilize the working class 

and engage in mass struggles for workers rights; or, conversely, 

to try to arrive at some agreement with employers by convincing the 

latter that unions, far from being a liability to business, could aid 

in increasing productivity and, furthermore, act as a preventive to 

the rise of more radical elements among the workers. 

The former alternative offered some frightening possibilities. 
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Once the workers were set in motion, the leaders of the Federation 

realized, they would be hard to stop and the end would be difficult 

to imagine. The momentum of such a movement might even carry it to 

the point where it would topple the conservative A. F, of L. leaders 

from their relatively secure positions of authority. Besides, the 

leaders of the Federation had little confidence in their ability to 

successfully organize mass numbers of workers and force the leading 

industrialists to engage in collective bargaining. With the decision 

of the A. F. of L., at the beginning of the 20th Century, to partic­

ipate in the work of the National Civic Federation, organized labor 

made known its decision to choose the latter alternative. 

How to convince business of the identity of interest between 

it and labor became the chief preoccupation of the Federation. On 

the domestic front, labor found it difficult to convince industry of 

its "reasonableness." Any attempt by the Federation to soften its 

demands on "bread and butter" issues became immediately noticeable 

to the membership, and often evoked a high level of discontent and 

active opposition. Also, many of the officials of the national and 

international unions were vehemently opposed to such an approach and 

refused to cooperate in its implementation. 

The election of Woodrow Wilson and the growing importance of 

international affairs in American life presented to Gompers and his 

allies a unique opportunity to implement their strategic concept of 

integrating the labor unions in the economic life of the nation by 

reaching a workable accord with the business community. Involve-
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merit in foreign affairs offered the leaders of the A. F. of L certain 

distinct advantages. They could pursue a policy closely aligned 

to that of business and the government without evoking the same 

degree of antagonism that a similar position in domestic affairs 

would have brought out. Of equal importance, they could easily 

camouflage their conservative position on foreign policy under a 

cloak of loyalty, patriotism and true Americanism. Also, with the 

cooperation of the business -world and the Wilson Administration, 

Gompers foresaw an opportunity, in exchange for his pro-government 

stand, of utilizing both these groups to crush his internal enemies 

within the A, F. of L. and his external enemies outside of it. 

Furthermore, Gompers viewed the expansion of United States influence 

abroad as being accompanied by a corresponding growth in A. F. of L. 

prestige thus enabling the Federation to play a leading role in the 

world trade union movement. Acting under this premise, Gompers 

favored the granting of huge loans to the Allies because he felt 

it would lead to United States hegemony on the continent and 

A. F. of L. dominance over the European trade unions. As the 

European War erupted, Gompers undertook as his primary task the 

unification of the American labor movement around the foreign 

policies of President Wilson. 

One of the most effective weapons utilized by Gompers to stamp 

his policies on a somewhat reluctant membership was to interpret the 

powers of his office and to take advantage of the entire war period 

as an emergency which necessitated his use of extraordinary powers, 

even though they might be in conflict with the spirit of the 
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A. F. of L. Constitution. Gorapers developed the concept that his 

office was imbued with an "intrinsic authority" to act in an 

emergency in a manner he best saw fit to protect the interest of 

labor. In effect, Gompers allocated to his office almost limitless 

powers which could only be checked by internal political consider­

ations. Neither was he loath to use these powers. The Federation's 

sweeping endorsement of possible United States intervention in the 

European conflict at the March 12, 1917 Conference, the binding of 

organized labor to the open shop under the Baker-Gompers Agreement, 

and the organization of the American Alliance for Labor and Democracy 

were all undertaken by Gompers despite the fact that he had en­

croached on the constitutional domain of the national and inter­

national unions and that no authority was vested in his office to 

commit the A. F. of L. to any of these actions. As a result, it 

was Gompers who formulated labor's foreign policies while the auton­

omous and independent craft unions merely assented. 

Of course, if, as the thesis of this study suggests, there was 

widespread opposition to the war among labor, the question remains 

as to how Gompers was able successfully to foster his policies on 

the A. F. of L. No single answer suffices. A multiplicity of 

reasons accounted for their progress. Of prime importance was the 

willingness of President Wilson to great concessions to Gompers in 

exchange for labor support of his Administration. This tended to 

strengthen Gompers' position within union circles since labor offic­

ials were often in need of favors from the White House. Gompers' 
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personality, the political favors owed him because of his unswerving 

devotion to craft union principles, as well as a willingness on the 

part of many union officials to leave foreign policy formulation to 

"Sam," also contributed to the ability of the A. F, of L. President 

irrevocably to tie labor to the government's program in international 

affairs. Again, we cannot overlook the hysteria of the period, ably 

fostered and utilized by Gompers, which made many labor men hesi­

tant to oppose him and the government for fear of being labeled dis­

loyal, un-American, or agents of the Kaiser. 

As the war gained momentum in 1915, Gompers, because of the 

opposition of his membership, was forced to conceal his pro-British, 

pro-interventionist policies under a cloak of legalistic or human­

itarian arguments, or to explain them as being designed to be of 

direct benefit to the worlcingman. Thus, to understand the role of 

labor in the war we must take into consideration the fact that while 

the program of the A. F. of L. was fashioned to appear palatable 

to the country's workingmen and women, its main thrust was in the 

direction of continuing and enlarging the war. As a result, Gompers 

never favored a policy of strict neutrality in the sense that United 

States activity would have an equal effect on all the belligerents. 

He favored a strict legal interpretation of the term because British 

control of the seas enabled Britain to benefit from the willingness 

of the United States government to sell arms to any of the bell­

igerents. This policy tended inevitably to drive the United States 

into a war with Germany. 
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If Gompers sought to undermine any policy of "neutrality" which 

did not favor the Allies, he just as stringently fought for a policy 

of increased national rearmament and preparedness. But in supporting 

a program of increasing the size and strength of the armed forces, 

Gompers ran into entrenched trade union hostility which had long 

regarded the army as its enemy. Past and present experiences had 

conditioned the workingmen to be suspicious of the military. 

Besides, the philosophy of economic determinism had seized the mind 

of the average worker and all wars with their attendant increase in 

armament production were looked upon as a boon for the wealthy 

munitions manufacturers, and as an ultimate catastrophe for the 

workers. 

Gompers, in cooperation with management and the government, 

mounted a two-pronged attack. Military preparedness was presented as 

a device for improving the educational and physical well-being of 

the people. By stressing the latter qualities as important to the 

selfdefense of the nation and minimizing the fact that preparedness, 

in reality, would be accompanied by vast increases in munitions 

production and a growth in America's standing army, Gompers hoped 

to minimize opposition to Wilson"s program of "reasonable prepared­

ness." 

Also, a new element had appeared which was to be an even more 

potent weapon in convincing many trade union leaders to follow the 

lead of the Federation in foreign affairs. Increased armament pro­

duction coupled with loans to the Allies was creating a temporary 



www.manaraa.com

201 

economic boom resulting in decreased unemployment and a rapid 

growth in union membership. The prevalence of overtime was also 

increasing the average worker's pay. To a pragmatic trade union 

leadership, moral and ethical considerations were giving way to the 

practical benefits derived from a foreign policy necessitating a 

wartime economy. It marked the beginning of organized labor's tie 

to the nations industrial and military complex. This, it saw as 

economically feasible to the country as well as to its own future. 

Since foreign policy was the instrument chosen by Gompers 

to advance best the interests of the labor movement, he sought 

to insure the success of his program by entering into clandestine 

communication with the representatives of foreign governments as 

well as with some of the worst enemies of trade unionism. Through 

the auspices of the National Civic Federation, Gompers was in 

frequent touch with the British Embassy which sought to impress 

upon the labor chief the urgency of increased production of war 

material, and the imperative need of hampering the American peace 

movement whose rapid progress had the potential of crippling the 

entire allied war effort. In order to facilitate these goals, 

Gompers secretely with some of the leading industrialists of the 

country, many of whom would never permit union to enter their plants, 

to make plans for the elimination of any inpediments to production. 

Such agreements and understandings were to prove conclusively 

the interrelationship between foreign and domestic policy. In other 

words, a foreign policy dedicated to ends which were not in the best 
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interests of working people, either at home or abroad, could not 

produce a domestic situation which could be regarded as politically 

or economically beneficial to the worlcingman. Armament production may 

have served to stimulate temporarily the economy and aid the workers 

by reducing unemployment and increasing overtime, but during the 

years 1915 - 1918 workers made little headway in terms of real wages, 

as opposed to money wages, or in strengthening trade unionism 

throughout the country. Quite to the contrary, war production 

fostered a repressive political atmosphere in which any movement by 

workers to organize or strike for better conditions was labeled as 

unpatriotic, disloyal, and the work of foreign agents. Unfortunately, 

Gompers was a prime mover in the creation of such an atmosphere. 

Convinced of the necessity to sacrifice domestic gain in order 

that the government should succeed in its international policies, 

Gompers, throughout 1915 and 1916, was already at work undermining 

strikes entered into solely for economic gain by implying they were 

instigated by German agents. Fearful that his unsupported charges 

might bring retribution at the hands of an outraged membership, 

he encouraged the NCF to find evidence to support his charges. In 

turn, the NCF looked to big business for help. Needless to say, 

these activities of the A. F. of L. acted as a depressant on the 

membership and local union officials and certainly failed to stimulate 

them to achieve higher standards and goals in the interests of the 

labor movement. 
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After the United States entered the war, Gompers still refused 

to use the Federation's newly enhanced bargaining power to win 

solid gains for his membership. Statistics indicate that in most 

cases, even in the most highly unionized industries, real wages 

either failed to keep pace with the cost of living or barely equaled 

it. Also, the A. F. of L did not conduct any widespread organizing 

campaign in areas which were traditionally non-union. Increases in 

union membership were due mainly to the influx of workers in in­

dustries which were already unionized. The reluctance on the part 

of the A. F. of L. to use its strategic wartime position to attempt 

to smash the non-union strongholds or to seriously campaign to 

better working conditions was due to its agreement with the Wilson 

Administration not to upset the equilibrium between industry and 

labor during a period of crisis. 

In effect, Gompers committed labor to a status quo policy 

during the wartime emergency. Translated into economic terms, this 

meant that the unions had to accept the open shop where it existed 

and forego organizing drives in the major non-union centers. In 

return, the government recognized the right of unions to organize, 

pledged its acceptance of prevailing union wages and hours in each 

locality, and agreed to the setting up of government machinery to 

handle labor complaints. However, the exchange worked to the 

disadvantage of the A. F. of L, Expansion of the closed shop and 

the extension of unionism were basic to the existence and growth 

of the Federation while improvements in wages and hours were 
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temporary and depended for their maintenance on strong trade unions. 

The post-war period was to bear ample testimony to the severity of 

labor's strategic losses during the war. 

While the A. F. of L. was concerned with working conditions and 

the growth of union membership, it regarded these aims as secondary 

to its primary demand that labor be accorded representation on all 

government boards and agencies dealing with industrial matters 

equal with that of all other interests. This was a key demand to 

Gompers not only because it was important for labor to have a say in 

matters affecting it, but because the A. F. of L. saw this as 

presaging a new industrial order in which the government would play 

a larger role in determining the welfare of the workers. Emergency 

measures which involved the government in industrial relations were 

regarded as permanent by Gompers, and as marking the beginning of 

a new "welfare" state which the labor movement xjould be recognized 

as an important, if not essential, factor. He saw this as emanating 

from the deroocratic nature of United States foreign policy and 

sought to hasten its development by undeviatirg support of the 

Wilson Administration's international programs. 

But Gompers' dream of co-equal representation was never to 

materialize, Labor men became representatives on those government 

boards and agencies dealing with labor problems, but were never able 

to gain membership, for example, on those important government bodies 

which were responsible for the awarding of government contracts. 

Given the anti-labor bias of the bureaucracy, the A. F. of L. found 
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that government contracts were going largely to non-union firms. The 

final result was that the Federation developed into an instrument to 

pacify and control the workingman rather than to represent him. 

As the country moved toward a wartime economy, the Wilson 

Administration, cognizant of labor unrest in Europe, gradually 

brought the A. F. of L. into the government to aid it in reshaping 

the economy. Gompers became a member of the Council of National 

Defense which was the foremost body in adjusting the nation to meet 

the demands of war. This was the beginning of a veritable influx 

of labor men into the government. Coupled with the all-out support 

given the Administration by the A, F. of L., it virtually trans­

formed that labor organization into an agent serving the government; 

its independence as a body having aims and objectives of its own 

was suppressed. In fact, so interwoven had the function of the two 

become that the Federation appeared almost to lose its own identity. 

The results of Gompers' policies were to prove catastrophic 

for the labor movement. As soon as the emergency ended, labor lost 

its preferred status. The government was no longer anxious to 

please the labor leaders. Industrialists were determined to destroy 

whatever gains labor had made during the war. Because of its 

failure to extend unionism to the non-union strongholds, and to 

insist on the closed shop in arrangements with the government, the 

A. F. of L. was unable to resist the coming onslaught against it. 
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Undeviating support of United States foreign policy was not to 

bring to labor the recognition it had so ardently sought. On the 

contrary, it was to create conditions detrimental to the working-

man. Armament production and a wartime economy were not the 

answers to labor's future. Yet, the labor movement still seems 

wed to the same policies which caused it much - grief during the 

First World War. 
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