
american federation of labor history

American Federation of Labor history is a rich and complex narrative that traces the evolution of labor

organization in the United States from the late 19th century to the present day. Founded in 1886, the

American Federation of Labor (AFL) played a pivotal role in shaping the labor movement, advocating

for workers' rights, better wages, and improved working conditions. This article explores the origins,

significant milestones, and lasting impact of the AFL on American labor history.

Origins of the American Federation of Labor

The AFL emerged during a period of rapid industrialization in the United States, which saw a dramatic

increase in the number of factories and the workforce. The labor landscape of the time was marked by

poor working conditions, long hours, and minimal pay, leading to the rise of labor unrest and strikes.

The Formation of the AFL

1. Predecessor Organizations: Before the AFL, various trade unions existed, but they were often

fragmented and lacked a unified voice. The Knights of Labor, founded in 1869, sought to unite all

workers, regardless of skill level, but it struggled to maintain its influence.

2. Founding Convention: In December 1886, labor leaders from various trade unions gathered in

Columbus, Ohio, for a convention to establish a more cohesive organization. Samuel Gompers, a

prominent cigar maker and labor leader, was elected as the first president of the AFL.

3. Initial Goals: The AFL focused on skilled workers and aimed to improve working conditions through

collective bargaining, advocating for shorter workdays, higher wages, and the right to organize.



Key Milestones in AFL History

Over the years, the AFL achieved several significant milestones that bolstered its influence and

credibility within the labor movement.

The Rise of Gompers and the AFL

1. Leadership of Samuel Gompers: Under Gompers’ leadership, the AFL grew rapidly, expanding its

membership from just a few hundred thousand to over one million by the early 1900s. Gompers

emphasized the importance of pragmatic trade unionism, focusing on immediate economic gains rather

than broader social reforms.

2. The Establishment of the AFL's Structure: The AFL was structured as a federation of national and

international unions, allowing it to represent a wide array of skilled trades. This structure helped

maintain a centralized leadership while giving autonomy to individual unions.

Labor Strikes and Advocacy

The AFL was involved in several notable labor strikes, which highlighted the struggles of American

workers.

1. The Homestead Strike (1892): This violent labor dispute at the Carnegie Steel Company illustrated

the tensions between labor and management. Although the strike was ultimately crushed, it brought

national attention to labor issues.

2. The Pullman Strike (1894): Initially a boycott of Pullman railroad cars, this strike expanded into a

nationwide conflict that involved the American Railway Union. The federal government intervened,

leading to violent clashes. The AFL, while not directly involved, offered support to the striking workers.



The AFL in the 20th Century

As the 20th century progressed, the AFL continued to adapt to the changing political and economic

landscape.

The AFL and World War I

1. Support for the War Effort: During World War I, the AFL took a pro-war stance, believing that

supporting the war would strengthen the labor movement's position. This strategy paid off, as labor

unions gained increased visibility and respect during wartime.

2. Post-War Challenges: After the war, however, the AFL faced challenges, including inflation and

rising unemployment, leading to a wave of strikes in 1919. The Red Scare also led to a backlash

against labor movements, and the AFL found itself in a defensive position.

The AFL's Relationship with the Congress of Industrial Organizations

(CIO)

1. Formation of the CIO: In the 1930s, the CIO was established as a rival to the AFL, focusing on

organizing unskilled workers in mass production industries. This division reflected different approaches

within the labor movement regarding organization strategies.

2. Merger of the AFL and CIO: After decades of rivalry, the AFL and CIO officially merged in 1955,

creating a more powerful unified labor organization that represented a larger segment of American

workers.



Impact of the American Federation of Labor

The AFL's influence on American labor history cannot be overstated. Several key impacts include:

Advocacy for Workers' Rights

1. Labor Legislation: The AFL played a crucial role in lobbying for labor-friendly legislation, including

the Fair Labor Standards Act, which established minimum wage and overtime pay.

2. Collective Bargaining: The AFL pioneered the practice of collective bargaining, establishing it as a

fundamental right for workers to negotiate terms of employment through their unions.

Shaping Labor Culture

1. Union Solidarity: The AFL emphasized the importance of solidarity among workers, fostering a

culture of mutual support and collective action that continues to resonate in labor movements today.

2. Establishment of Labor Day: The AFL was instrumental in promoting Labor Day as a national

holiday, highlighting the contributions of workers to American society.

Conclusion

The American Federation of Labor history is a testament to the struggles and triumphs of the American

labor movement. From its inception in 1886 to its influence in contemporary labor issues, the AFL has

been a driving force advocating for the rights and dignity of workers. Its legacy endures, as it laid the

groundwork for future labor movements and remains a symbol of the ongoing fight for workers' rights



in the United States. Understanding the history of the AFL is essential for appreciating the complexities

of labor relations in modern America and the importance of collective action in improving the lives of

workers.

Frequently Asked Questions

What year was the American Federation of Labor (AFL) founded?

The American Federation of Labor was founded in 1886.

Who was the first president of the American Federation of Labor?

Samuel Gompers was the first president of the American Federation of Labor.

What was the primary goal of the American Federation of Labor?

The primary goal of the AFL was to organize skilled workers into national unions to improve their

working conditions, wages, and hours.

How did the AFL differ from the Knights of Labor?

The AFL focused on skilled workers and sought to negotiate better conditions through collective

bargaining, while the Knights of Labor included all workers and aimed for broader social reforms.

What major labor event did the AFL play a crucial role in during the

early 20th century?

The AFL played a crucial role in the formation of the Labor Day holiday, advocating for a day to honor

the contributions of workers.



What was the significance of the AFL's merger with the Congress of

Industrial Organizations (CIO)?

The AFL's merger with the CIO in 1955 created a more unified labor movement, combining both craft

and industrial unions to strengthen workers' rights.

What strategies did the AFL use to gain power and influence?

The AFL used strategies such as collective bargaining, strikes, and political lobbying to gain power and

influence in labor relations.

What role did the AFL play during World War I?

During World War I, the AFL supported the war effort and worked to ensure labor stability, gaining

recognition and influence in the government.

What was the impact of the Taft-Hartley Act on the American

Federation of Labor?

The Taft-Hartley Act of 1947 restricted the activities and power of labor unions, impacting the AFL by

making it more difficult to organize and strike.

How did the AFL contribute to the civil rights movement?

The AFL contributed to the civil rights movement by advocating for racial equality in the workplace and

supporting legislation that aimed to eliminate discrimination.
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