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Labor in Action-The 1932 Campaign

It is the presidential campaign year 'of 1932. At the very bot
tom of the worst depression in American history, the voters will
ballot for the man who is to head the government for the coming
four years. Most of these voters are workers, either employed or
unemployed. How are they to cast their ballots?

The Republican nominee is Herbert Hoover, running for his
second term. President since March, 1929, he had drifted aim
lessly throughout the depression, at first denying that any existed,
and then predicting, time after time, that prosperity would be
found around some mythical corner. Under Hoover, the giant
industrial and financial interests had been in control, and the
interests of labor had been ignored throughout. Should workers
vote for Hoover? "Yes," said William L. Hutcheson, president
of the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners of America,
and one of the foremost labor leaders connected with the Ameri
can Federation of Labor. Throughout the campaign Hutcheson
served as director of the Labor Bureau of the Republican Na
tional Committee.

The Democratic nominee is Franklin D. Roosevelt, governor
of the state of New York for four years. He had proved mod
erately liberal as governor, though from his economic and social
background one could expect only a typically employer-minded
official. In the face of Tammany corruption he had been weak.
Which would triumph if he reached the peak, his liberal tenden
cies or his conservative interests and background? Should labor
gamble on him in this emergency? "Yes," said Daniel J. Tobin,
president of the International Brotherhood of Teamsters, Chauf
feurs, Stablemen and Helpers of America, and former treasurer
of the A. F. of L. As chairman of the labor division of the Demo
cratic National Committee, he matched statements with Hutche
son. Also supporting Roosevelt, along with many other labor
leaders, was Edward F. McGrady, legislative representative of
the American Federation of Labor, who later became Assistant
Secretary of Labor.
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Opposing both old parties is the Socialist P arty, with Norm an
Thomas an d James H. Maurer as its stan da rd b earers. F or years
Thomas had b een a familiar figure on the picket lines, in fights
for civil liberties, or wherever else labor had asked h im to serv e.
For 16 years Maurer had served labor as president of the P enn
sylv an ia State F ederation of Labor. Should labor vote for Thomas
and Maur er? "Yes," said Emil Rieve, president of the American
F ederation of Full F ashioned Hosiery Workers, another A. F. of
L. affiliate, who activel y suppor te d the Socialist nominees
throughout the campaign.

Nor was this all. The Communist P arty nominated for presi
den t William Z. Foster, who in 1919 had led the great steel
strike. The Socialist Labor Party likewise had candidates in the
field. Both these parties made their appeal to workers.

Throu ghout the campaign, therefore, leadin g A. F. of L.
chieftains fought each other to obtain the labor vote for their reo
spective can didates. The American F ederation of Labor itself,
through its execu tive council, en dorsed no one. It m erely printed
the r ecords of Hoover an d Roosevelt, and urged work ers to judge
for themselves in order to elect labor 's friend and defeat its
enemies. In this confusion, what was John Smith, a r ank and file
worker, to do? If he turned to the labor mo vemen t for guidance,
the ch ances were that he would come away in greate r doubt an d
indecision than b efore.

Why did the labor movement present this picture of con fu
sion and ineffectiveness in the 1932 camp aign ? Was it b ecause
control of the government wa s of little consequence to labor?

Ways in which the Government Affects Labor
On the con trary, the gove rn ment affects labor in m any vital

wa ys, and the con trol of governmen t is of en orm ous consequence
to all workers. Whether or not there are jobs enough to go around
is determined b y the nature of the social and economic system,
which can b e changed b y the government. The amount of relief
that the unemployed r eceive is directly fixed by the gove rnmen t .
Wages an d hours may b e r egulated b y it, p ro vided the judicial
branch of the government p ermits. The distribution of the
national income is decided in large m ea sure b y the laws made by
government, an d the system of taxation determines whether the
wealthy or the poor shall pay the gove rnment's expenses. The
aged and sick m ay be ignored b y th e gove rnment, or care pro-
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vided for them. Housing, sanitation, education, recreation-all
these and many other vital matters fall within the province of
gove rnment . Finally life and death are in the h ands of the gov
ernment, for it has the power to declare war and to draft workers
into the armed forces. '

Whether workers succeed in forming unions and winning
their strikes is often dep endent upon the attitude of the gove rn
ment, whether federal, state, or local. In the early years of the last
century, m any judges h eld that a strike was illegal under any
circumstances. Even today, in m an y states, the legalit y of the
strike for certa in pu rposes, suc h as the closed sh op, is questioned.
Judges h ave b roken countless strikes through injunctions, an d
police, sher iffs, militia, an d even the regular army have b een
sen t to break up picket lines. The use of the boycott, one of
labor's most powerful weapons, has b een cr ippled by reactionary
court decisions. In many instances where labor has obtained
friendly le gislation from Con gress and state legislatures, the
h igh est courts of the nation and the states have nullified the acts
by declaring them unconstitutional. In other cases the cour ts,
through unfriendly interpret ation, h ave m ade the laws of little
or no va lue, or even injurious, to labor.

Control of the gove rnment, for these reasons, is of the utmost
importance to the labor m ovemen t. Let us see how the American
F ed eration of Labor seeks to con trol the government through the
use of its political power.

The Non-Partisan Policy of the A. F. of L.
The traditional political policy of the American F ederation of

Labor is to supp ort i ts friends and oppose its en emies, regardless
of th eir political affiliation. Workers are urged to vote for prin
ciples, p rograms, and persons r ather than for p arties. In conven
tion afte r conven tion the F ed eration h as r eaffirm ed its loyalty
to this non-partisan policy. Article III, Sec tion 8, of the constitu
tion of the A. F. of L. provides that "Party politics, wh ether they
be Democratic, Republican, Socialist ic, Populistic, Prohibition
or any other, sh all have no place in the Conventions of the Amer
ican F ed eration of Labor."

In n ation al camp aign yea rs representatives of the A. F . of L.
are sent to conven tions of the m ajor p arties to suggest the in
clus ion in their platforms of planks accep table to l ab or. Afte r
th e platforms h ave b een adop ted, the F ederation p ublishes a
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pamphlet containing the lahor planks submitted to the Demo
cratic and Republican parties, and compares them with planks
actually adopted. The labor records of presidential and congres
sional candidates are likewise published and circulated. Trade
unionists are supported wherever possible.

After elections are over and Congress and the state legislatures
convene, the work of influencing legislation in labor's interests
is actively carried on. Enough pressure must be brought upon the
members of Congress to defeat unfriendly measures and to pass
favorable ones. Congressmen are interviewed, testimony is pre
sented at committee hearings, and some bills are drawn up by
labor and introduced at its request. The legislative committee
which performs these functions for the Federation often co
operates with farmers' organizations and other friendly groups.
A number of national unions likewise maintain legislative repre
sentatives at Washington, and state federations of labor attempt
to influence state legislation in a similar manner. Their success
with legislators depends primarily on labor's effectiveness at the
polls in defeating its enemies and reelecting its friends.

Federation chieftains argue that this is the most practical
policy for the labor movement to pursue. Efforts to build inde
pendent parties of labor in the past, they assert, have led to
dissension within the ranks, defeat at the polls, and disappear
ance of the sponsoring labor groups. Such action, they add,
creates enemies in the old parties, and makes it more difficult to
obtain favorable action on labor's bills. The Federation asserts
that through the non-partisan method it masses the political
power of workers, and develops partisanship to principles rather
than to a party.

To support their assertion that the non-partisan policy has
proved successful, Federation spokesmen point to the long list of
measures favorable to labor that have been enacted by the fed
eral and state governments. Prominent in the list is the Clayton
Anti-Trust Act of 1914, with its provision that "the labor power
of a human being is not a commodity or article of commerce,"
and its attempt to regulate the labor injunction. The creation of
a separate Department of Labor in 1913, the passage of the Sea
men's Act in 1915, the Senate's refusal to confirm Judge Parker
to the U. S. Supreme Court in 1930, and the passage of the Norris
LaGuardia anti-injunction measure in 1932 are other conspicu
ous legislative victories of labor.
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In some cases vigorous efforts have heen made to defeat par
ticularly hitter enemies of Iahor. Such was the case in 1906, for
example, when the Federation waged a strenuous campaign to
prevent the reelection of Representative Littlefield of Maine.
Littlefield won, hut hy a greatly reduced majority. Such efforts
on the part of the Federation are apt to he successful where the
old parties are evenly matched in strength, and where Iahor,
for this reason, may h old the balance of power.

Criticism of the Non-Partisan Policy
Critics of the non-partisan policy point out, however, that the

results are scarcely equal to the time, effor t, and money ex
pended. The political influence of labor is very small as compared
with the power of the organized employers, or the influence of
labor in the democratic states of Europe. For half a century the
Federation h as sought without success to render illegal the fu r
nishing to employers of armed guards h y so-called detective
agen cies . The injunction, a m ajor menace since the 1890 's, still
cripples strikes. Even some of the greatest victories of Iabor have
proved illusory. Little was left of the Clayton Act of 1914 when
the Supreme Court finished interpreting it. Judge Parker was
indeed defeated, bu t Justice Roberts, who was confirmed in his
place, has b een on the r eactionary side in b y far the greater
number of deci sions.

Nor is it true, as advocates of the non-partisan policy assert,
that political action has weakened the unions that engaged in it,
and caused their di sappearance. The National Labor Union an d
its political fiasco in 1872 used to be cited hy Samuel Gompers
in proof of this. The National Labor Union, however, h ad all hut
ceased to exist when it decided to en te r the campaign. In mo st
other cases, political action on the part of unions h as come when
they were strong, and th ere is no eviden ce that p olit ical act ion
has tended to weaken them . In countries such as En gland,
Sweden, and Denmark, the effect of independent political action
h as h een to strengthen the unions.

Old-party politicians do not greatly fear the pronouncements
of the F ed eration, for they have learned by experience that, ex
cept in unusual cases, not en ough votes are changed by it to
affect the result. All candidates prefer to get lahor's support, of
course, hut few believe the labor mo vement responsible for elect
ing them. Mo st office-holders feel that they owe their victory to
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the old-party political machine that nominated and elected them,
and to the business interests that provided the funds. Few of
them, at best, have any labor or liberal sympathies, and even
these often feel that to support labor on a critical issue is to com
mit political suicide.

A contributing force to labor's political weakness is its lack
of unity. Far from massing labor's political strength, the non
partisan policy divides it. The 1932 situation, previously de
scribed, is typical rather than exceptional. Local labor leaders,
moreover, are often cogs in the dominant old-party machine of
the locality. The central labor body of New York City was long
closely allied with Tammany Hall. In 1924 its executive com
mittee, contrary to the votes of the delegates, supported the
Democratic candidate, though most of the labor movement ral
lied b ehind the Progressive candidacy of LaFollette.

The non-partisan policy, except in rare cases as in the 1924
campaign, means a choice between the Democratic and the He
publican candidates. Since labor's influence on nominations is
for the most part negligible, it must accept one or another can
didate put forward by rival old-party machines. The Republican
Party, openly and unashamed, is the party of big business and
of powerful and reactionary employers. Its presidential candidate
in 1936, Alf M. Landon, was primarily sponsored by the labor
hating publisher, William Randolph Hearst. The Democratic
Party, though it possesses some liberal tendencies, is controlled
by reactionary plantation owners in the South and by corrupt
political rings in the North. Its Southern sections are viciously
anti-Negro. Both parties are financed and controlled by owners
and employers, not by workers. Democratic as well as Repub
lican presidents have used federal troops to crush strikes, and
the National Guard has been sent into action against strikers by
Democratic governors as frequently as by Republican. A particu
larly bitter enemy of labor may indeed be defeated by a strenu
ous campaign, but there is no assurance that his successor will
be any better.

The non-partisan policy, finally, lacks the militancy necessary
to inspire the mass of workers. To advise workers to vote for some
Republicans and for some Democrats, or to shift from one party
to the other in successive elections, is to dull their interest in
politics or confuse them. A clear, vigorous policy, such as the
formation of a party of labor, would unite workers on the polit-
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ical as well as on the industrial front, and provide inspiration
and enthusiasm to the masses. Such action would give new sig
nificance to the political struggle.

If a union decides, notwithstanding these considerations, to
support an old-party candidate in any given campaign, then at
least it should insist upon substantial concessions in return. As
the non-partisan policy has usually worked out in the past, an
old-party candidate is merely endorsed upon his record or upon
a platform which vaguely promises consideration for labor. This
is far from enough. Until a labor party is organized, unions that
follow the non-partisan policy should prepare a list of specific
measures, and insist upon their unqualified endorsement as the
price for support. Such pledges must be made publicly, so that
candidates for office, if elected, may be held publicly responsible.
Secret pledges and private assurances are insufficient.

A non-partisan policy is most successful where a closely knit
group can sway enough votes to affect the outcome. This is par
ticularly true where the group is interested in but a single issue,
as prohibition, the soldiers' bonus, or the Townsend Plan, espe
cially if that issue cuts across existing party lines. Under such
circumstances many candidates for office will endorse the idea,
whether or not they actually favor it. Labor's situation, however,
is very different. It presents, not a single issue on which old-party
leaders are divided, but a comprehensive program along class
lines that challenges everything for which the old parties stand.
A non-partisan policy may indeed win a few minor reforms, but
only a party of, by, and for labor can achieve the fundamental
changes that workers need.

Even before a labor party achieves political success, its influ
ence will be very great. Its mere formation will frighten the
politicians in both old parties, and lead to concessions that are
more important than the occasional victories won by the non
partisan policy. The old parties will hasten to remedy long-stand
ing grievances in order to prevent a powerful rival from arising,
just as non-union employers increase wages and remedy the worst
abuses when a union organizing campaign gets under way. When
British labor elected 29 members to Parliament in 1906, the old
parties of that country hastened to enact the Trades Disputes
Act, which prevented the collection of strike damages from
unions by the employers. The election of even a much smaller
number of labor congressmen in this country would lead to a
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wave of favorable legislation such as the non-partisan policy
could scarcely force through.

Working Through the Old Parties
vs. an Independent Party

There are still some who urge an attempt to capture one of
the old parties rather than the formation of a new party. Masses
of voters, they assert, are bound by tradition and habit to one of
the existing major parties, and will support it regardless of the
economic views of the group in control. To change the political
allegiance of these voters, it is said, is a much harder job than
to capture their party. Once the conquest is made, the new group
will enjoy the support of the traditional members of the party.

The direct primary is the agency through which this may be
accomplished, it is urged. In most other democratic countries,
political parties nominate candidates and the voters merely re
cord their preference. If a group is dissatisfied with all existing
candidates, its only remedy is to form a new party and nominate
candidates of its own. In the United States, however, the direct
primary permits the registered voters of any party to select the
nominees they desire, and anyone is at liberty to file. Any group,
therefore, can enter candidates, and become the dominant force
in the party if its adherents vote in the primary in sufficient num
ber. It was the use of the direct primary in this fashion that made
the old Non-Partisan League of the agricultural Northwest a
powerful political factor between 1915 and 1921.

Our system of single member districts, moreover, makes it
more difficult for a new party to achieve success. Where p ropor
tional representation is in effect, the legislature fairly represents
each political tendency among the voters. Our system of election,
however, over-represents a lar ge party and under-represents a
small one. In 1912 the Socialist Party, though it polled six per
cent of the national vote cast, elected only one congressman. Had
proportional representation existed, it would have obtained six
per cent of the seats in Congress, or 26 in all. Since elections are
won by a plurality vote in single member districts, a young party
has little chance to gain representation. The direct election of the
president, moreover, makes it hard for small local groups to get
wide attention in presidential campaign years. The checks and
balances of the American system of government, and the fact that
the president is directly elected by popular vote and not chosen
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by Congress, likewise diminish the influence of young and small
parties.

Those who believe it possible to capture one of the old
parties, furthermore, overlook the realities of party politics, par
ticularly in large cities. The political machines in control of these
cities possess well-disciplined armies of party workers, most of
whom are paid either directly by the party or indirectly through
governmental jobs. Together with the votes that they control,
they cast a total of votes in the direct primary that labor and
liberal forces can seldom hope to match. The indifference of most
voters to primary elections almost always permits the machine
to win.

The machine, moreover, has ample funds at its disposal.
Those to whom it provides governmental jobs must make their

.contributions. The big sums, however, come from business groups
who want favorable legislation passed or who seek profitable
governmental contracts. If labor presented a serious threat, the
contributions from business would be enormously increased.
These political machines form part of the apparatus by means
of which business functions, and employers would freely open
their pocketbooks to prevent a labor group from winning control.

The old parties, financed primarily by the owning and em
ploying class, cannot be expected to win improvements for the
workers any more than company unions, similarly financed by
employers, can adequately represent workers on the economic
front. Only a party owned and financed by labor can be en
trusted with the vitally important task of fighting labor's legisla
tive battles.

To participate in old-party primaries means to discredit one's
self with all the reaction and corruption attached to the old
labels. It means compromises from the start, and the absence of
any stirring appeal that can make the working masses enthusiastic
about political action. Even if some places are captured on the
ticket, the running mates will be unsavory. If a state is captured,
the national ticket will still be reactionary. If the primary is lost,
the labor group will either have to support the victors in the
general election or file independent candidates against them. To
adopt the former policy would be to support enemies of labor;
if the latter course is to be followed, a new party might as well
be organized at the beginning.

The rapid rise of the Republican Party at the middle of the
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last century shows that old political loyalties can be shifted when
a sufficiently strong emotional appeal is made. The United States
today is ripe for such an appeal from a new source. More and
more, workers are recognizing that both old parties are the
parties of the employers. The failure of the Roosevelt administra
tion to solve the vital problems of unemployment, insecurity,
low living standards, and war is evidence of the bankruptcy of
liberals within the old parties. Labor's recent political successes
in France, Spain, and the Scandinavian countries show what po

·lit ical enthusiasm can be aroused among the working masses
when a vigorous policy is followed by the labor movement. De-
spite the peculiar problems that the United States presents, the
same results can be obtained here.

The rapid growth of all sorts of curious movements, such as
the Epic Plan, the Utopians, and the Townsend Plan, and the
political influence enjoyed by the late Huey Long, show that
many of our people are ready for a change and that a new polit
ical movement may quickly acquire a mass following. Indeed,
the labor movement should start a political party on a solid
labor foundation, and with a program that will really aid the
working masses, to prevent the prevailing discontent from being
drained off in useless or harmful channels.

Labor Party, Third Party, and Revolutionary Party
, When a new party is organized, workers must insist that it be

a labor party, not merely a third party. If the new party is to
have any real significance, it must be based squarely upon the
labor movement, in structure, philosophy, and program. Those

.who desire merely to make politics honest and to protect small
business from monopoly capitalism can only effect a series of
minor reforms without presenting a working class program. They
can build only a third party of business, somewhat more honest
and liberal than the two dominant parties. Liberals are welcome
as allies of labor, but they must not be permitted to dominate.
Employers and their professional allies are the natural enemies
of labor, in politics as in trade union activities. A new party is
worth building only if it represents labor in a vigorous fight
against these reactionary forces. This can be done only on a
working class basis and a working class program.

A labor party likewise differs from a radical or revolutionary
party. It i~ broad enough to include within its ranks all who wish
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to advance the interests of labor, no matter how conservative
their social philosophy may be. A revolutionary party, on the
other hand, includes only those who accept the ideal of a coop
erative commonwealth, and who can unite upon some proposed
method of attaining it. The revolutionary parties in the United
States have not succeeded in building a mass membership, and
the overwhelming majority of workers have remained allied with
and loyal to the old, conservative parties. A labor party is the
logical development in this country because it is the only type
of organization that can put the masses of workers into an im
mediate political movement directed against the employing class.
Most of the radical political groups are likely to affiliate with a
labor party that is formed on a large enough scale to offer hope
of eventual success.

The radical groups realize, moreover, that disaster may over
take us before they are strong enough to prevent it. An emergency
may soon arise, either through a fresh business collapse or the
outbreak of war. The United States is not immune to the fascism
that has swept over so many European countries. Indeed, ample
fascist tendencies exist in this country today, and a powerful
fascist movement, given the proper conditions, might quickly
arise. A mass labor party offers the only hope of developing
sufficient political power in time to prevent disaster.

In many states a mass labor party would soon become the
only effective opposition. There is no Republican Party worth
mentioning in many states of the South, and in some states of the
North and West the Democratic Party is of little consequence. In
such states the new labor party would offer the only challenge to
the dominant party. In states where both the old parties are
strongly developed, a labor party might win a three-cornered
contest even if it did not command a majority.

Why a Labor Party Has Not Yet Appeared Here

The political backwardness of American labor can be ex
plained primarily in terms of this country's economic and social
development. In Europe the present system of production devel
oped on the ruins of an ancient feudal order, with its rigid class
relationships. Workers remained members of the class into which
they had been born, with no hope of ever rising to another class.
They wereprepared by the conditions under which they lived

13



for a class solidarity that would naturally express itself in the
political as well as in the economic sphere.

Conditions in the United States were very different. Ours was
a new and rich continent, to which few came with wealth and
social privileges acquired abroad. Unclaimed land stretched away
endlessly to the West, and the pioneer became the symbol of
America. The opportunities for acquiring independence and
wealth, both at the agricultural and mineral frontier in the West
and at the commercial and manufacturing frontier in the East,
stamped our national thinking with a distinctive individualism.
The economic conditions that called forth that individualism
have now largely disappeared, and class relationships are rapidly
approaching those of Europe. Our social thinking, however, still
lags behind, with our school system drilling into the minds of
working class children an individualism that is harmful to the
working class movement and helpful to open shop employers.

The American Federation of Labor, moreover, has placed less
emphasis on political action than have most of the European
labor movements. F~r many years the A. F. of L. had a deep.
seated distrust of governmental acts, and a fear that the loyalty
of workers to their unions would be weakened if too many gains
were made by legislation. The A. F. of L. leaders argued that
what a legislature granted it could later take away, but that what
workers won through economic power was theirs permanently.
It was for reasons of this sort that the A. F. of L. long opposed
maximum hour laws for men and unemployment insurance. This
overlooked the fact that legislators representing the political
parties of the employers, like employers in their direct dealings
with workers, give only what the organized pressure of labor
forces them to concede. If labor's political strength diminishes,
the concession will indeed be taken away, but this is likewise
true of gains made in collective bargaining with an employer.

Other factors have also had a contributing effect. The arrti
quated governmental system under which we live, with its checks
and balances, its division of powers between federal and state
governments, and its rigid and outworn constitutions, makes con
trol of the government seem of less consequence than in other
countries. The United States Supreme Court, with its nullification
of pro-labor legislation, has served to reinforce this tendency.
The mixture of races, religions, and nationalities in this country
has divided the workers into groups, often suspicious of and
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hostile toward each other. The general belief in American supe
riority, and the distrust of ideas developed abroad, make it diffi
cult for us to admit that we can learn a lesson from the European
labor movement.

The development of a political party of labor has also been
delayed by the practice of choosing the lesser evil in any given
situation. In most campaigns, though neither old-party candidate
is likely to be a friend of labor, one will probably be a greater
enemy than the other. It is always easy to argue that, should an
independent party of labor be formed, enough votes might be
taken from the more progressive candidate to elect his reaction
ary opponent. In each campaign some such emergency is pleaded,
and action postponed until the impulse to form a new party
disappears.

Occasional primary victories by politicians friendly to labor
have seemed to indicate that labor could make headway through
the old-party machinery. These victories have been far too few
to accomplish anything substantial for labor. They have served,
however, to draw from the movement to organize a new party
many who otherwise would have joined it.

One delay merely breeds another delay. The sooner a labor
party is formed, the sooner will workers make genuine political
progress.

Difficulties that a Labor Party Must Face
The old parties, in their attacks on each other, can be vicious

enough. No way in which the rival party might be injured is apt
to be overlooked when control of the government is at stake. Yet
these attacks are as nothing compared with the onslaughts that
will be made upon a labor party, when it is strong enough to
constitute a menace. For not merely governmental office will then
be at stake, with the honor and financial rewards that go with it.
At stake will be a class program designed to strengthen the work
ing masses at the expense of the present rulers of industry. In
order to escape that program the wealthy will finance campaigns
of slander such as have never been seen before. The old parties
will use their control of the press, the radio, and the school sys
tem to prejudice the public against the party of labor. The new
party will be accused of fostering communism, anarchism, athe
ism, un-Americanism, free love, and anything else that fright
ened Tories and highly paid publicity agents can think of.
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In the past, enough minor threats have been presented by
labor or reform parties to show to what depths the old parties
will stoop. The Working Men's parties organized in this country
between 1828 and 1832 were attacked as seeking to overthrow
religion and the existing government. The Delaware party was
accused of advocating polygamy. The red scare was raised even
in those days, with parties that asked only for minor reforms
being accused of seeking the equal distribution of property. A
century ago professional politicians had already learned to enter
the labor parties, in order to control them or break them up
before they became a menace. With the technique of labor spies
so well developed today, it is unquestionable that extensive use
will be made o~ this weapon.

Intimidation will doubtless be employed on a huge scale.
William Jennings Bryan, with his inflationary program, was not
nearly as great a threat to the established interests as a mass
labor party would be. Yet in his campaign as Democratic candi
date for president in 1896 his working class followers were sub
jected to a terroristic campaign by their employers. If they voted
for Bryan, large numbers of workers were told, they need not
report for work after election day. If Bryan won the factories
were to be shut down, or the amount of employment greatly reo
duced. Foremen were made election judges so that they might
observe whether the workers under them voted as they were told.
In many parts of the South, Negroes are today prevented from
voting for fear that they would vote Republican; what will the
dominant Democrats do when the Negroes start to vote Labor?

Every trick that Tammany Hall has learned in more than a
century will be used against labor. Money and liquor will be used
freely to buy and debauch voters. If elections cannot be won they
will be stolen. The Socialist Party has never been the threat
that a mass labor party would quickly become, yet elections have
been stolen from it. In 1919 two Socialist candidates, reported
defeated in their campaign for aldermen in New York City, had
to get a court order to force a recount. The recount showed that
they had been elected, but their term of office was already over.
Tammany could not steal elections from Meyer London, three
times successful in his campaign for Congress on the Socialist
ticket. In 1922, therefore, the Democratic and Republican m emo
bers of the state legislature united to gerrymander his district
and so insure his defeat. Where all else fails, as in Reading, Pa.,
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the old parties combine against the Socialists. All of these de
vices and many others will be employed against a mass labor
party.

Thus far the best example of the tactics that will be used
against labor when it becomes a serious political threat has been
furnished in the state of California. In 1934 Upton Sinclair, hav
ing renounced his Socialist affiliation, advanced his Epic plan of
operating idle factories for the unemployed, and obtained the
Democratic nomination for governor. Against him there was un
leashed a campaign of slander and villification such as this coun
try had never seen before.

Huge sums were spent in an appeal to ignorance and preju
dice, and garbled quotations from Sinclair's books blanketed the
state. Predatory business defended the sanctity of the home and
of the marriage tie from the imaginary menace of Sinclair.
Workers were told that wage increases were being postponed
until Sinclair had been defeated, or that the company would
leave the state if Sinclair won. Wholesale disfranchisement of
voters was attempted as the campaign reached its close. The
motion picture industry, one of whose leading executives, Louis
B. Mayer, was Republican state chairman, manufactured anti
Sinclair propaganda interviews which were released as newsreels.
Press and radio were used to the utmost, and pressure brought
on ministers to oppose Sinclair as an atheist.

Where all else seems likely to fail, the old parties will use
their control of the legislature to put legal difficulties in the way
of labor. Already it is difficult for new parties to get on the ballot
in a number of states. Large sums are required in some states
before a place on the ballot is obtained, or enormous numbers of
signatures must be collected. The number who must attend state
and county conventions is sometimes fixed at high figures. Poll
taxes and other devices will disfranchise many who would sup
port the labor ticket.

More subtle methods have likewise been employed. Old par
ties have tried to pose as the friends of labor, and adopted planks
from labor party platforms in order to kill off the enthusiasm
for a separate movement. They have likewise sought to bribe
labor leaders with nominations and political jobs.

Labor must also guard against dangers from within. Self
seekers, with no real interest in advancing labor's cause, will flock
to its banner when success seems likely. Particularly if any of
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these obtain positions will there be danger of corruption. The
experience of the Union Labor Party of San Francisco, a by
product of the bitter waterfront strike of 1901, should serve as a
warning to all labor parties against corrupt elements.

Labor must also sever its ties with the old parties if it is to
launch a political venture of any meaning. Proposals will likely
be made to nominate only for certain offices, and to endorse old
party candidates for the remainder. The LaFollette movement
of 1924, in this tradition, made separate nominations only for
president and vice-president. Early labor parties, as the Working
Men's parties of a century ago, nominated candidates who were
also on the tickets of the old parties. Self-seeking politicians, as a
result, sought labor nominations primarily to increase their
chances of getting old-party nominations. The greatest fiasco in
the history of labor political efforts was in 1872, when the presi
dential and vice-presidential candidates of the National Labor
Union, failing to get other nominations as well, withdrew when it
was too late to select other candidates. A clean break with the old
parties will avoid these dangers.

Problem of Uniting City Workers and Fanners
One of the greatest problems that will have to be solved is

that of uniting city workers with working farmers in a common
political effort. This problem has been acute, not only in the
United States, but also in many European countries. In Austria
the city workers were solidly Social Democratic, but the rural
areas became fascist strongholds. In Germany, likewise, the work
ing class parties never gained much strength among the peasantry.
In England the agricultural regions, for the most part, have been
conservative. The French peasants rally to the moderately pro
gressive Radical Socialist Party rather than to the Socialists or
Communists. In all these countries the city workers have been
much farther advanced in their political thinking than the small
farmers or peasants. In many of the European countries the
peasants have remained under the influence of great landed
families, some of them descended from feudal lords.

In this country the problem is different. Our farmers, espe
cially those of the Middle West, have not lost the independence
of their pioneering fathers. They are indebted to banks and in
surance companies, overcharged by railroads and equipment
manufacturers, and underpaid by the middlemen to whom they
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sell. This combination of circumstances has brought forth angry
waves of protest in periods of low agricultural prices, especially
when many foreclosures were attempted. Farm holidays and milk
strikes have become frequent occurrences in the depression years,
and foreclosure sales have been stopped or the farms and equip
ment bought in by friends for a few pennies. American farmers
have not been behind city workers in militancy.

Nor have they been behind city workers in political protest
movements. The Granger movement was one of farmers, and the
Greenback and Populist parties both had their major strength
in agricultural regions. The farming states of the Middle West
provided many of the LaFollette strongholds in 1924, and the
most successful third party movements today are in Minnesota
and Wisconsin.

One of the chief difficulties has been the temporary nature of
many of these movements. Called forth by low prices for agri
cultural products, they have lost strength when prices rose again.
The farmers, moreover, have usually sought in inflation a remedy
for their ills. Their mortgage and other debts are fixed in terms
of dollars and remain the same, whether the selling price of their
crop is high or low. If prices rise, it therefore requires a smaller
percentage of the crop to payoff the debt. City workers, on the
other hand, suffer during a period of inflation, for prices always
rise much faster than wages. It was this consideration that led the
executive council of the A. F. of L. in May, 1936, to oppose the
inflationary Frazier-Lemke bill for refinancing farm mortgages,
urgently desired by the farm organizations. In the depression of
the 1870's city workers indeed favored an increased volume of
paper money, so that interest rates might be reduced and indus
try stimulated. As a rule, however, industrial workers have fought
inflationary proposals in an effort to protect their living
standards.

Industrial workers, on the other hand, have launched their
political ventures either during periods of depression or as an
aftermath of industrial disputes, especially where troops have
been used to break strikes. If the former, they have tended to
desert politics for pure and simple union activities upon the
return of prosperity. If the latter, their anger has usually sub
sided with the passage of time or the defeat of the hated officials.
Radical city workers, moreover, have usually sought a solution
of their problems through socialization of the means of produc-
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tion, This has frightened away individualistic farmers, who
feared that ownership of their farms might be attacked. Yet the
two groups have as common enemies the bankers, the private
utilities, and the industrialists, and neither can hope to win na
tionally without the help of the other. In all their struggles their
interests are similar, for each group furnishes a market for the
products of the other.

The problem of uniting working farmers and city workers can
be solved, and must be solved if progress is to be made. The La
Follette campaign of 1924 witnessed the most successful coopera
tion between the two groups that has yet taken place, and other
instances occurred earlier in our history. Cooperation is possible
if the farmers are permitted to determine the agricultural pro
gram, while city workers write the program to be applied to
industry. Working farmers should be protected either in individ
ual ownership or in the formation of cooperatives as they choose,
and the middleman eliminated by marketing cooperatives. The
farmers, in turn, will doubtless unite with industrial workers in
socializing public utilities and manufacturing, and in shifting the
chief burden of taxation to private wealth.

Type of Party to be Established
A labor party, to be significant, must be based upon the or

ganized labor movement. The groups around which it is built
must be the trade unions, for these embrace the mass of organized
workers. Unions are the most elementary, fundamental, and all
inclusive organizations of wage-earners. The workers who belong
to unions have a consciousness of their class interests that unor
ganized workers do not possess. They have learned to work to
gether, and have developed machinery through which they can
function. They have acquired stability and power, and learned
how to express and obtain their demands. For all these reasons
the trade unions, as in Britain, must provide the mass base and
mass support of a labor party.

Allied with the unions should be organizations of farmers,
especially working farmers, and the unemployed. The radical
parties, provided that they loyally submit to the discipline of the
labor party, should be allowed to affiliate as groups. Though
small numerically, these parties may wield an important influ
ence, for their members are class conscious, devoted, energetic,
and politically experienced. The peace societies may be permitted
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to affiliate, though they are primarily middle class, because the
only hope of peace is in a world run by labor. National minority
groups, such as Negroes, should also be welcomed, for there is no
hope for them in the existing order. Additional help will doubt
less come from lower middle class elements, such as small busi
ness men, professional men, and technicians, who are slowly
being crushed by monopoly capitalism.

All of these organizations should combine to form a federated
labor or farmer-labor party. The party will probably function
through national, state, and local conventions, which will select
committees to carryon the work in the intervals. A method of
representation at conventions will have to be worked out, to
insure democratic control. Provision may also be made for indi
vidual membership for persons who are not eligible for member
ship in any of the affiliated groups. Such persons, however, will
have only limited voting strength at conventions. Local farmer
labor clubs may be organized to give such persons a place in
which to function. A problem will arise in the case of unions
whose constitutions forbid affiliation of this sort, and some tem
porary plan, such as farmer-labor clubs for union members, may
have to be employed until the union constitutions can be changed.

The finances of the labor party will require very serious at
tention. The large gifts from business interests that flow into the
old-party treasuries, of course, will be absent. Nor should a small
number of large contributions be sought as the financial base
of the labor party, for whoever contributes the money will in
a very real sense possess control. For this reason it is essential that
the bulk of the money be provided in the form of dues and con
tributions by the workers who comprise the party. This form of
financing not only makes for stability and democratic control,
but heightens the interest of the rank and file. The best form of
collecting money is through a per capita tax on all affiliated
groups. This might be fixed at from 25 cents to one dollar a
year, payable in monthly or quarterly installments. Those who
are unemployed should be permitted a lower standard of dues.
A stamp system could readily be worked out for individual
memberships.

A problem will doubtless arise in the case of those union
members who remain active in one of the old parties, and who
object to part of their union dues being used to finance a labor
party. The union attitude in this case should be similar to that
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toward workers in a shop who object to paying union dues.
Whether they realize it or not, the fight is in their interests and
in the interests of the working class as a whole, and they should
bear their fair share of the expense. A sort of "closed shop"
should be established on the political as well as on the economic
front. The old-party sympathizers may resort to legal action, and
our reactionary judges may likely prohibit unions from making
payments on behalf of workers who object. The whole matter
of union discipline over the political actions of members will
have to be worked out very carefully.

An effective discipline will have to be maintained over party
officials and nominees. No candidates can be tolerated who do
not subscribe whole-heartedly to the platform of the party. Such
was the case in the Farmer-Labor Party of Minnesota in 1934,
when Henrik Shipstead, candidate for the United States Senate,
rejected the party's platform and campaigned for reelection on
his record. Elected officials will find themselves exposed to finan
cial temptation and to the subtle influence of the "social lobby."
If they are not solidly grounded in a class conscious philosophy,
there is grave danger that they may go over to the other side.
MacDonald in England and Mussolini in Italy are but two of the
European leaders who started their political careers in the work
ers' movement, and ended in the camp of the reactionaries. Simi
lar developments will doubtless occur in the United States, and
the labor party must be prepared to expel its national leaders, if
necessary, when they refuse to obey party discipline or show
signs of wavering.

The Labor Party Platform
The labor party resolution introduced at the 1935 A. F. of L.

convention by the delegates of the United Textile Workers of
America proposed that the party's program include immediate
economic demands such as unemployment insurance at the ex
pense of employers and the government, higher wages and shorter
hours, resistance to higher prices and increasing cost of living,
and a moratorium on farm debts; prevention of all armed inter
vention in times of economic struggle; release of our natural and
mechanical productive facilities and immediate liquidation of the
army of unemployed; and a militant coalition of the working
classes and other sections of the population against the growing
menace of fascism and the imminent danger of world war.
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The platform of a labor party, when one is organized, will
probably follow these general lines. A demand for a constitu
tional amendment permitting Congress to legislate on social and
economic questions, or removing the Supreme ·Cour t's power to
hold legislation unconstitutional, will likely be included. Em
phasis will be placed upon civil liberties, and upon the rights
of workers to organize without interference by employers or the
government. Legislation will be sought to abolish the labor in
junction and to render company unions illegal. A comprehensive
system of social insurance will be urged. The party will doubtless
oppose all forms of imperialism and discrimination against Ne
groes, and demand that child labor be abolished. Possibly the
nationalization of railroads, banks, and public utilities will be
advocated.

Upon such a program all working class and liberal groups
could unite. This program is far less than radicals would prefer,
for it does not call for the socialization of the means of produc
tion and the establishment of a cooperative commonwealth. In
all likelihood, however, the logic of economic events will push
the party steadily to the left, until eventually it will propose the
end of capitalism and the establishment of a classless society.

Early Labor and Farmer Political Movements
American trade unions, whatever their political backwardness

today, formed the first labor party in the modern world. A strike
of Philadelphia building trades workers for the lO-hour day in
1827 led to the formation of the Mechanics' Union of Trade Asso
ciations. In the following year the Mechanics' Union gave birth
to the Working Men's Party. In the next four years Working
Men's parties were organized in most of the industrial towns in
the United States, and elected a number of their candidates to
state legislatures and city councils.

The Working Men's parties were formed in response to griev
ances of labor which could only be corrected by governmental
action. Foremost in the platforms of the Working Men's parties
was the demand for free public education. The workers also de
manded the enactment of mechanics' lien laws, the abolition of
compulsory militia service and imprisonment for debt, legislation
to protect women and children factory workers, equal suffrage
without property qualifications, the end of licensed monopolies,
and equal taxation of property.
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By 1834 the Working Men's parties had disappeared, before
they could be combined into a national organization. In New
York City, where one of the strongest movements existed, internal
fighting caused splits and then collapse. In other places it was a
combination of inexperience of its leaders, slander by its enemies,
and the adoption of some of its popular demands by one of the
old parties.

Not until after the Civil War did the next important political
movement of labor appear, though some efforts were made, espe
cially by the Industrial Congresses between 1845 and 1856, to
influence legislation in the interests of workers. Following the
Civil War a new trade union movement arose in the National
Labor Union, which lasted from 1866 to 1872. Its chief demands
related to the 8-hour day and cheap money, and the National
Labor Union was of necessity interested in .political action. It
established the first permanent labor lobby in Washington, en
gaged in local politics, and at the end of its career, when most
of its strength was gone, attempted to form a national party.
With the belated decision of its candidates not to run, the polit
ical effort was abandoned.

The center of political insurgency now shifted to the agricul
tural states of the Middle West. The Granger movement, which
began in the early 1870's, represented the struggles of farmers
against railroad companies and monopolies. Like most other
movements of farmers, the Grangers advocated inflation. Some
support was obtained from industrial workers, especially in the
small towns. In 1876 a national independent party was formed
and Peter Cooper, a prominent philanthropist, was nominated
for president and polled almost 100,000 votes.

The severe depression in the middle and late '70's called forth
angry waves of protest both from city workers and from farmers.
In 1877 widespread strikes swept the railroad systems of the
country, with severe battles in many cities between strikers and
state militia or federal troops. The strike movement, spontaneous
and largely unorganized, was crushed, but the workers took re
venge by forming local labor parties or by voting for the candi
dates of the newly formed Socialist Labor Party.

The farmers' movement, their chief demand being the issu
ance of paper money or greenbacks in large quantities, showed
surprising strength in local elections in 1877. In 1878 the scat
tered Greenback and labor party forces united to form a national
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party, which polled 1,000,000 votes in the 1878 elections. Four
teen representatives were sent to Congress, and several hundred
candidates elected to state legislatures. The largest Greenback
votes were in the agricultural states of the Middle West and
Southwest, though several of the industrial states of the East also
returned substantial votes. The Greenback vote fell to 300,000
in 1880, however, and to 175,000 four years later. Improvement
in economic conditions in the 1880's was fundamentally respon
sible for the decline of the party.

Independent Political Efforts in the '80's and the '90's
The Greenback movement was aided, especially in Pennsyl

vania, by the Knights of Labor, the trade union movement that
immediately preceded the A. F. of L. Formed in 1869 as a secret
organization, the Knights of Labor reached the peak of its
strength in 1886, when its membership rose to about 700,000.
The Knights were greatly interested in political action, though
no national party of labor was formed by them. Many local
assemblies of the Knights, however, either cooperated with the
Greenback movement, or nominated independent tickets of their
own. In 1890 the Knights favored the formation of an inde
pendent political party of labor, but were too weak to make
the attempt. .

Another important political revolt occurred in the strike
year of 1886. In that year American workers launched their
mass offensive for the 8·hour day, and employers replied with
a campaign of hysteria following the bomb explosion in Hay
market Square in Chicago. The workers, everywhere in motion
against the employers on the economic front, entered into the
political struggle as well in numerous localities. The labor par
ties captured a number of municipalities and elected some can
didates to state legislatures. An attempt was made to combine
these scattered parties into a national organization, but the
movement soon subsided.

The most stirring political battle of labor in this period
occurred in New York City. Aroused by a judicial decision
against labor in a boycott case, the Central Labor Union in 1886
led a coalition of all labor and liberal groups into independent
political action. Henry George, founder of the Single Tax move
ment, was nominated for mayor, and obtained 68,000 votes to
90,000 for the Democratic candidate and 60,000 for the Repub-
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lican. Had the votes been honestly counted, it is probable that
George would have won. The labor party organization was ex
tended to the state, but internal fighting and an improvement
in industrial conditions led to a speedy collapse.

The economic sufferings of the farmers in the South and
West led to the formation of the People's Party, which played
an important role in the 1892 and 1894 campaigns. The farmers'
grievances included falling prices for agricultural products, high
tariffs which raised the prices of manufactured articles, and un
fair practices of the railroads. The Populists, as they were known,
received some support from industrial workers, but their chief
stren gth lay in the agricultural regions. The 1890 elections re
turned to office three governors, as many United States senators,
and 52 congressmen pledged to the program of the new party.
Control of seven state legislatures was also won.

The Populists' chief demand was for the free and unlimited
coinage of silver and gold at the ratio of 16 to 1, as a means of
raising the price level. Their platform also called for the national
ization of the railroads and for other progressive measures. The
Populist candidate for president in 1892, General James B.
Weaver, received about 1,000,000 votes or about nine per cent
of the total cast, and carried four states. In 1893 the country
suffered a severe panic, and another half million votes were
added to the Populist total in the congressional elections of 1894.

Within the Democratic Party there was a bitter struggle in
1896 between the conservative forces of the East and the infla
tionary groups of the South and West. The latter won, and Wil
liam Jennings Bryan of Nebraska was nominated for president
on the 16-to-l plank taken from the People's Party platform.
The Populists, meeting in convention two weeks later, likewise
nominated Bryan for president. By this act of fusion with the
Democratic Party, they ceased to exist as an important inde
pendent force. Returning prosperity and rising prices diminished
the enthusiasm for independent politics, and not until the Wodd
War period did the American farmers rise in political pro
test again.

Political Attitude of the American Federation
of Labor

One of the four chief objects of the Federation of Organized
Trades and Labor Unions of the United States and Canada, as
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announced at its first meeting in 1881, was "to secure legislation
favorable to the interests of the industrial classes." A legislative
program was adopted, a legislative committee elected, and labor
groups were urged to obtain proper representation in all law
making bodies by means of the ballot. It was decided to keep
the Federation strictly non-partisan. As early as 1882 the legis
lative committee urged the election of labor's friends and the
defeat of its enemies. When, in 1886, the name of the organiza
tion was changed to the American Federation of Labor, the same
political policy was followed, and indeed it is still being fol
lowed today.

Samuel Gompers was responsible more than any other per
son for the political policy that was adopted. Yet Gompers was
not entirely unfriendly in his early years to independent politi
cal ventures. He had voted for Cooper in 1876 and for Weaver
in 1892, and he played an active part in Henry George's cam
paign for mayor of New York in 1886. In that year, under the
influence of that and other labor party campaigns, the conven
tion of the A. F. of L. adopted a resolution urging that the
independent political movement of the workingmen be gener
ously supported. By the following year the labor parties were
on the decline, and Gompers opposed formation of an inde
pendent political party. In 1889 Gompers almost campaigned
for a seat in the New York senate. The Republican Party nomi
nated him and a faction of the Democrats gave him their support.
The Socialists, however, refused to support him on an old-party
ticket, and Gompers withdrew from the race.

In the years immediately following 1886, the A. F. of L. lost
much of its interest in political action. The period was rela
tively prosperous, and direct trade union action claimed more
and more attention. Opposition to political action was increased
by bitter fights with the Socialist Labor Party, then the driving
force behind the independent party movement.

The greatest success of the Socialists was in 1893, when the
A. F. of L. convention by an overwhelming vote adopted a reso
Iution endorsing the independent political policy of the British
unions. A political program, including collective ownership by
the people of all means of production and distribution, was sub
mitted as a basis for a labor party, and the labor unions were
asked to instruct their delegates to the next convention on this
subject. At the 1894 convention, Gompers and his associates
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eliminated the socialist plank and defeated the proposal to form
an independent party. In revenge the Socialists helped to elect
John McBride of the United Mine Workers to the presidency of
the A. F. of L. for a year's term.

Late in 1895 Daniel DeLeon, the leading Socialist of the
period, despairing of ever capturing the A. F. of L., launched
the Socialist Trade and Labor Alliance in the hope of replacing
it. The Alliance failed to grow, but the formation of the dual
union by the Socialists made the Federation their bitter enemy.
The 1896 convention of the Federation amended its constitution
to provide that party politics of any sort should have no place in
the conventions of the A. F. of L. This provision still remains
part of the fundamental law of the Federation. A resolution
passed by the 1898 convention of the Federation opposed parti
san politics, and urged workers to cast independent votes.

The rapid forward movement of the A. F. of L. that began in
1898 was checked in 1904, due partly to the increasing use of the
legal weapon against labor. Injunctions were being used more
and more regularly against strikers, and the measures proposed
by the Federation to Congress were being ignored. A period of
depression set in, and employers took advantage of it to intensify
their open shop drive. The legality of the boycott, one of labor's
most effective weapons, was being questioned in the courts.
British labor, by way of contrast, scored a stirring political suc
cess in 1906, electing 29 labor members to Parliament and achiev
ing substantial victories in the legislative field.

Labor in 1906 therefore found its attention turned more
sharply to politics and the government. The A. F. of L. drew
up Labor's Bill of Grievances, containing its principal legislative
proposals. These proposals were ignored by Congress, however,
and the A. F. of L. thereupon embarked upon a more vigorous
political program. The non-partisan policy was reaffirmed, but
steps were now taken to make it more effective. Political cam
paigns were entered in an effort to defeat the worst enemies of
labor.

In 1908 and again in 1912 the Democratic Party, making a bid
for the labor vote, adopted labor planks proposed by the A. F.
of L. With the triumph of the Democrats in 1912, a number of
favorable labor bills were passed. In 1913 the A. F. of L. held
out some hope for the formation of a labor party in the future.
With the outbreak of the war, labor's political influence became
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temporarily very great, for the cooperation of labor was essential
if the war was to be won. With the end of the war this influence
was considerably reduced, and labor placed on the defensive.
The A. F. of L. prepared its program for peacetime, emphasizing
shorter hours, living wages, and the right of workers to organize.

Socialist Labor Party, Socialist Party, and
Communist Party

The Socialist Labor Party is the oldest American party fol
lowing Marxian principles, and proposing socialization of the
means of production. Formed in 1876 as a merger of several
earlier socialist groups, it adopted its present name in the follow
ing year. It enjoyed temporary success following the strikes of
1877, but with that exception its influence was long limited, for
the most part, to recent immigrants, especially those from Ger
many. Not until 1892 did the Socialist Labor Party nominate
a presidential candidate. It has participated in every presidential
election since then, its vote ranging between 13,000 and 36,000.

The excursion into dual unionism through the Socialist Trade
and Labor Alliance in 1895 cost the Socialist Labor Party much
of its union support and influence. Several years later part of
the membership that objected to this labor policy and to other
tactics of the controlling group split away. In 1901 they joined
with the followers of Eugene V. Debs, a former militant leader
of the railway workers, to form the present Socialist Party.

The Socialist Party grew rapidly, and by 1912 it had 118,000
dues-paying members. Debs was its candidate for president in
four campaigns, polling 897,000 votes in 1912, or six per cent
of the total number cast. The Socialist Party in the years before
the WorId War had a great and growing influence within the
ranks of the A. F. of L., and Socialist delegates regularly intro
duced resolutions in Federation conventions calling for the for
mation by labor of an independent political party.

The war, however, changed all of this. The Socialist Party,
opposing the war, was subjected to governmental persecution.
Its meetings were broken up, its papers denied mailing privi
leges, and some of its leading spokesmen jailed. In 1919, follow
ing the seizure of power by the Bolsheviks in Russia and the
formation of the Third or Communist International, the left wing
of the Socialist Party broke away to form the Communist move
ment. Then came a period of relative business prosperity, in
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which the masses were indifferent to the radical message. The
Socialists su pp or te d LaFollette in 1924, and nominated Norman
Thomas for president in 1928, 193 2, and 1936. Thomas' vote in
1932 wa s 885,000, or 2.2 per cen t of the total cast. In 193 6 som e
of the more conservative elemen ts split away from the Socialist
Party to form the Social Democratic Federation.

The Communists, following an early p eriod of illegal or
underground activity, h ave functioned as a legal p arty since 1921,
fir st thr ough the W orkers' P arty and now as the Communist
P arty. Through the Trade Union E ducational League, the Com 
m unists sough t in their early career to increase their in flu ence
in the A. F . of L. unions b y "b oring from within." Later they
attempte d, b y m eans of the Trade Union Un ity League, to b uild
a series of indepen den t unions. These h ave sin ce b een liquidated,
an d now th e Com munists are again wo rking within the F eder a
tion. The LaFollette movement r ej ected Communist support in
1924, and the Communist P arty n om in ated Willia m Z. Foster
for p resident in 1924, 1928, and 1932. Foster's largest vo te,
103,000, was in 1932. T here are al so several independent com 
m unist facti ons, of wh ich the Communist P arty (O pposition) is
the best known .

Third Party Movements After 1918
The greatest success in the use of the n on-partisan method

wa s made by the N on-Partisan League, a militant or gan ization
of farm ers form ed in North Dakota in 1915. T he Lea gue entered
th e primaries of both ol d parties in an effor t to n ominate its
slate of candidates. I t quickly attained a majority in both houses
of th e North Dakota legisl atur e and became an important p oliti
cal factor in Minnesota, Idaho, Montana, and South Dakota.

The general ferm en t in the im m ediate post-war period gave
rise to a wave of labor par ties. The unions, after having con
trib u ted their b est services during the war, found themselves
ignored by the government and bitterly attacked by the em 
p loyers. T he gr eat steel strike of 1919 fa iled, depression soon
followed, an d a vigorous open-sh op campaign laun ch ed b y anti
union employers wiped out man y of labor 's war-time gain s. The
membersh ip of the A. F. of L., which had rise n from 2,000,000
in 1916 to an all-time peak of 4,000,000 in 1920, was reduced by
1922 to a little m ore th an 3,000,000.

Various local and state lab or p ar ties were formed soon afte r
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the Armistice, and the Chicago Federation of Labor led the
movement to combine these into a national party. The response
of the A. F. of L. chieftains was to wage the traditional non
partisan campaign in the 1920 election more vigorously than
usual, and to bring pressure on central labor unions and state
federations of labor to get them to withdraw from the inde
pendent political movement. Many central bodies, yielding to
this pressure, abandoned the labor party movement, and some
that persisted in independent political action were reorganized
by the A. F. of L. Nevertheless the presidential candidate of the
Farmer-Labor Party, Parley P. Christensen, polled about a
quarter of a million votes, making his best showing in the
Northwest.

The railroad unions took the leadership in the next venture
into independent politics, and joined with other unions, organi
zations of farmers, and progressive political groups to launch
the Conference for Progressive Political Action in 1922. The
Conference took an active part in the congressional campaign of
that year. In 1924 it entered the presidential campaign, and
nominated the liberal Senator Robert M. LaFollette of Wis
consin for president. LaFollette, in accepting, stipulated that no
candidates be nominated except for president and vice-president,
so as not to interfere with the election of progressive senators or
representatives running on the old-party tickets. The question
of forming a permanent third party was left to be answered after
the election.

With conservatives nominated by both old parties, and enor
mous labor support already obtained by LaFollette, the execu
tive council of the A. F. of L. endorsed him as the best friend
of labor among the presidential candidates. The council made it
clear, however, that in so doing it was not identifying itself with
an independent party movement. LaFollette polled 4,300,000
votes, or one-sixth of the total cast. He carried his own state of
Wisconsin, and ran second in 11 other states. The union leaders,
professing disappointment at this showing, opposed formation
of a permanent party, and a few months after the election the
Conference for Progressive Political Action ceased to exist.

Though the 1924 platform was in many ways a disappointment
and the movement built too largely around one man, the cam
paign witnessed the most successful cooperation of labor and
farmers in this country's history. Had this promising beginning
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been followed by a permanent organization, the depression might
have found the new party of workers, farmers, and liberals a
serious rival to the Democratic and Republican parties. After
1924 the Farmer-Labor Party of Minnesota remained as the only
survivor of the many third party movements of the immediate
post-war period.

Current Labor Party Developments
The immediate effect of the depression wa s to destroy much

of labor's power and confidence. The weakened unions were in no
position to undertake independent political action. With the
rapid growth of unions in the N. I. R. A. p eriod, however, vigor
and self-confidence returned. A wa ve of strikes swept the country,
and workers in many industries found their efforts to organize
and win better conditions blocked by the power of employers
and the indifference or active opposition of government. A wave
of lo cal labor parties followed in New Jersey, Connecticut,
Massachusetts, Ohio, and other states. I nfluen tial national unions,
including the International Ladies' Garment Workers' Union,
the United Textile Workers of America, the Amalgamated Cloth·
ing Workers of America, and the United Hatters, Cap and
Millinery Workers' International Union, combined to form a
powerful group within the Federation favoring a national labor
party. Many city central bodies and state federations of labor
added their support. The Farmer-Labor Party of Minnesota gr ew
in influence, and the LaFollette wing of the Republican Party
in Wisconsin broke away to form the Progressive Party. More
recently the P rogressive P ar ty has joined with the state federa
tion of labor and the Socialists to form the Farmer-Labor Pro
gressive Federation.

The growing interest in independent political action by labor
wa s evi denced by the introduction of 13 resolutions dealing with
that sub ject at the 1935 convention of the American F ederation
of Labor. One of these resolutions, introduced by the I . L. G.
W. U., would have instructed the executive council to study the
subject with the view of taking the initiative in the formation
of a labor party. Another, sponsored by the U. T. W., called for
instructions to the president of the A. F. of L. within three
months to communicate with affiliated unions recommending
the formation of sta te labor p arties. It further would have in
structed him within one year to call a national congress of state
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labor parties to determine whether to launch a national labor
party. The remaining 11 resolutions simply called for the organi
zation of a labor party. The convention rejected these resolu
tions, however, and reaffirmed the traditional non-partisan policy
of the A. F. of L. No roll call vote was held upon the labor party
proposal, but the delegates favoring it were known to possess
about one-sixth of the total voting strength at the convention.

Early in 1936 a number of prominent labor leaders, including
George L. Berry of the International Printing Pressmen, John
L. Lewis of the United Mine Workers, and Sidney Hillman of the
Amalgamated Clothing Workers announced the formation of
Labor's Non-Partisan League to obtain united support for the
reelection of President Roosevelt. Leaders of the League sug
gested that it might continue after the 1936 election, and perhaps
form the basis of a labor party. Labor leaders farther to the left
have criticized this move on the ground that Roosevelt's record
does not entitle him to labor's votes, and that a labor party is
not best promoted by one last support of an old-party candidate.
Moreover, many .assert that if old-party candidates are ever
assisted by labor, it should be only upon definite pledges obtained
in advance to support labor legislation. The executive council
of the A. F. of L. is expected to adhere to the non-partisan policy
throughout the campaign, though William Green and most of the
other members will personally support Roosevelt for reelection.

Prospects for a Labor Party by 1940
It is quite likely that by 1940 a national labor party or

farmer-labor party will be formed on a sufficiently broad basis
to challenge the supremacy of the Democratic and Republican
parties. The American Federation of Labor has reversed itself
on other issues in the past, and may similarly change on this
issue in the near future. Depression and low living standards,
refusal to permit labor to organize, and the use of injunctions
and troops against strikers will likely combine to urge workers
into independent political action on a permanent basis. If such
a development occurs, it will possess significance and offer hope
of success only if it is built solidly on the mass organizations
of workers and farmers, if it makes a clean break with the old
parties, and is run as a democratic but disciplined movement.

In all likelihood experimentation with local labor parties
will continue in the near future. These local parties, while they
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serve as educational agencies and provide valuable experience,
will prove of permanent value only as they pave the way for a
national party. The national party, however, should not be
started prematurely. If launched before sufficient strength has
been gained, it may make a disappointing showing in its first
election, discourage its supporters, and so delay the development
of a genuine mass movement. If started on a sufficiently large
basis, on the other hand, it should arouse genuine enthusiasm,
attract broad masses of workers and farmers to its support, and
march on from victory to victory.

Those who favor independent political action by labor may
differ as to the precise strength that should be obtained before
the new party is launched. Roughly, however, it may be esti
mated that the affiliation of working class organizations with a
combined membership of about a million should be obtained
before the party gets under way. If it has this much support in
advance, it will be taken seriously by the great mass of voters.
In its first national election it should be able to match the La
Follette vote of 1924, and in its second election it should far
surpass that vote.

Nor is this membership of a million too much to hope for.
The International Ladies' Garment Workers' Union, the largest
national union favoring a labor party, has a membership of more
than 200,000. The Amalgamated Clothing Workers is well above
100,000 in dues-paying members, and the United Textile Workers
is not far under that figure. The unions favoring a labor party
possessed about 5,000 votes at the 1935 A. F. of L. convention,
and represented about 500,000 dues-paying members. This is half
the strength that has been estimated as necessary. Organizations
of farmers and unemployed will supply additional thousands.
By 1938, it is to be hoped, the figure of 1,000,000 will have been
reached and surpassed, and the congressional campaign of that
year may witness the first bid for power of the new party. By
1940 the labor party should be a serious contender for power.

The old parties can offer labor nothing. Hopelessly reaction
ary and corrupt, owned and financed by the wealthy, they are
the political agencies of the employers. Labor must form its own
party, just as it has formed its own unions. It must fight against
employers in the voting booth, as it fights against them on the
picket line. Shorter hours, higher wages, social security, the
right to organize-these and labor's other political demands can
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be won only by a party of, by, and for the working masses. The
few immediate reforms that a non-partisan policy m ay win
amount to little in the long run. To continue to em phasize them
is to delay the formation of a labor party, and to sac r ifice the
impor tan t political objectives that only a labor party can attain .

Labor parties are nothing new in this country. F or sligh tly
more than a century they h ave come and gone, only to appear
again. The significan t lesson is not that they have so often failed,
but that labor h as n ever stopped trying. If the mistakes of th e
past are avoided, an d labor builds soundly and well, th e next
effort m ay lead to success. Along that road lies labor's hope for
peace and freedom, fo r a rich er an d happier world.
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