
history of american federation of
labor
The history of the American Federation of Labor (AFL) is a compelling
narrative that highlights the evolution of labor rights and the struggle for
fair working conditions in the United States. Founded in 1886, the AFL
emerged as a response to the Industrial Revolution’s impact on workers,
advocating for their rights and interests through organized labor. This
article delves into the origins, significant milestones, challenges, and
eventual transformations that shaped the AFL over the decades.

Origins of the American Federation of Labor

The late 19th century was a time of significant economic change in the United
States. The Industrial Revolution led to the rise of factories, creating a
new working class that faced harsh conditions, long hours, and minimal pay.
Workers began to realize that they needed to unite to advocate for better
treatment.

In this context, the American Federation of Labor was established in December
1886. It was founded by a group of trade unions that aimed to consolidate
their efforts for the betterment of workers’ rights. Key figures in the
formation of the AFL included:

Samuel Gompers: The first president of the AFL, who played a crucial
role in its establishment and growth.

John McBride: A prominent miner who was instrumental in the early
activities of the AFL.

Other labor leaders and representatives from various craft unions.

The AFL was initially formed as a federation of skilled craft unions,
focusing on the interests of workers who had specific skills, unlike the more
inclusive Knights of Labor, which sought to organize all workers irrespective
of skill or trade.

Early Years and Growth

In its early years, the AFL faced several challenges, including competition
from other labor organizations, such as the Knights of Labor, which had
peaked in the mid-1880s. However, the AFL's focus on skilled workers and



realistic demands helped it gain traction. Key aspects of the AFL's early
growth included:

Focus on Craft Unions: The AFL prioritized skilled labor, which allowed1.
it to maintain a more stable membership base and negotiate better wages
and working conditions.

Advocacy for Practical Reforms: Instead of seeking radical changes, the2.
AFL aimed for achievable goals, such as shorter workdays, higher wages,
and safer working environments.

Use of Strikes and Boycotts: The AFL employed strategic strikes and3.
boycotts as tools for negotiation, which proved effective in raising
awareness and garnering public support for labor issues.

During the 1890s, the AFL experienced substantial growth, increasing its
membership from around 100,000 to over 500,000 by the turn of the century.

Key Milestones in the AFL's History

As the American Federation of Labor evolved, it reached several significant
milestones that marked its influence on American labor history.

The Formation of the AFL-CIO

In 1955, the AFL merged with the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO),
creating the AFL-CIO. This merger represented a significant moment in labor
history, as it combined the strengths of both organizations. The CIO had
focused on organizing industrial workers, while the AFL concentrated on the
craft unions. This coalition aimed to create a more unified labor movement to
confront the challenges facing workers in the post-World War II era.

Political Engagement and Advocacy

Throughout its history, the AFL has played a vital role in American politics.
From advocating for labor rights to influencing legislation, the organization
sought to improve the lives of workers. Some notable political engagements
include:

Support for New Deal Policies: The AFL endorsed Franklin D. Roosevelt's
New Deal, which brought significant reforms and protections for workers



during the Great Depression.

Advocacy for Labor Laws: The AFL was instrumental in the passage of key
labor legislation, including the National Labor Relations Act (NLRA) in
1935, which established the right of workers to organize and bargain
collectively.

Political Campaigning: The AFL actively supported pro-labor candidates
and policies, contributing to the establishment of labor-friendly laws
and initiatives at both state and federal levels.

Challenges and Decline

Despite its successes, the AFL faced numerous challenges throughout the
latter half of the 20th century. Increasing globalization, technological
advancements, and shifts in the economy led to the decline of traditional
manufacturing jobs, which affected membership numbers. Some key challenges
included:

Deindustrialization: The decline of manufacturing jobs in the U.S.1.
resulted in significant job losses and reduced union membership,
particularly among blue-collar workers.

Rise of Service Sector Jobs: As the economy shifted from manufacturing2.
to services, the AFL struggled to organize workers in these emerging
industries.

Internal Divisions: The AFL-CIO faced internal conflicts and divisions3.
among its member unions, leading to fragmentation within the labor
movement.

The Modern Era of the American Federation of
Labor

The 21st century has brought both challenges and opportunities for the AFL
and the labor movement as a whole. The relevance of unions has been
questioned in an increasingly digital and service-oriented economy. However,
the AFL continues to adapt and advocate for workers' rights.



Recent Initiatives and Adaptations

In response to contemporary challenges, the AFL has implemented various
initiatives, including:

Organizing New Workers: The AFL has focused on organizing workers in
non-traditional sectors, including gig economy workers and employees in
service industries.

Advocacy for Fair Wages: The organization has been at the forefront of
the fight for a higher minimum wage and improved working conditions
across various sectors.

Community Engagement: The AFL has sought to strengthen ties with
community organizations and social movements, recognizing that labor
issues are interconnected with broader social justice concerns.

The Future of the AFL

The future of the American Federation of Labor is likely to be shaped by
several factors, including the evolving nature of work, shifts in political
landscapes, and the increasing importance of social justice movements. To
remain relevant, the AFL must continue to:

Adapt to Changing Workforces: Embrace new organizing strategies that1.
cater to the diverse and changing demographics of today’s workforce.

Strengthen Coalitions: Build alliances with other social movements to2.
address broader issues of inequality and injustice.

Innovate Communication Strategies: Utilize technology and social media3.
to reach and engage with younger workers who may be less aware of union
benefits.

Conclusion

The history of the American Federation of Labor is a testament to the
resilience and determination of workers in the United States. From its
inception in 1886 to its current efforts to adapt to a rapidly changing
economy, the AFL has played a crucial role in advocating for workers' rights.
As the labor movement continues to evolve, the lessons learned from the AFL's



history will serve as a foundation for future generations of workers striving
for dignity, respect, and fair treatment in the workplace.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary goal of the American Federation
of Labor (AFL) when it was founded?
The primary goal of the AFL was to organize skilled workers into national
unions to promote their interests and improve working conditions, wages, and
hours.

Who was the founding president of the American
Federation of Labor?
Samuel Gompers was the founding president of the American Federation of
Labor, serving from its inception in 1886 until his death in 1924.

What significant event led to the formation of the
AFL in 1886?
The AFL was formed during the period of labor unrest following the
unsuccessful National Labor Union, aiming to create a more effective
organization for skilled laborers.

How did the AFL differ from the Knights of Labor?
The AFL focused on organizing skilled workers and sought practical gains
through collective bargaining, while the Knights of Labor aimed for broader
social reforms and included all workers regardless of skill level.

What role did the AFL play in the labor movement in
the early 20th century?
The AFL played a crucial role in the labor movement by advocating for labor
rights, organizing strikes, and helping to establish labor laws that improved
workers' conditions.

What was the significance of the 1912 Bread and
Roses Strike in relation to the AFL?
The 1912 Bread and Roses Strike highlighted the AFL's focus on skilled
workers, as the AFL did not initially support the strike, which was led by
unskilled workers and immigrants, showing a divide in labor representation.



What was the impact of the Great Depression on the
American Federation of Labor?
The Great Depression posed significant challenges for the AFL, leading to a
decline in membership and influence, but it also prompted the AFL to adapt
and address the needs of a broader range of workers.

How did the AFL respond to the rise of the Congress
of Industrial Organizations (CIO) in the 1930s?
The AFL initially opposed the CIO, which focused on organizing industrial
workers, but later the two organizations merged in 1955 to form the AFL-CIO,
uniting their efforts to strengthen labor representation.

History Of American Federation Of Labor

History Of American Federation Of Labor

Related Articles
hempel philosophy of natural science
heemskerck voor gibraltar
hebrews to negroes

Back to Home

https://www.incase.study/archive-ga-23-27/history-of-american-federation-of-labor.pdf
https://www.incase.study/archive-ga-23-27/hempel-philosophy-of-natural-science.pdf
https://www.incase.study/archive-ga-23-27/heemskerck-voor-gibraltar.pdf
https://www.incase.study/archive-ga-23-27/hebrews-to-negroes.pdf
https://www.incase.study

