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The History of American Federation of Labor: A Journey Through Labor's Evolution

history of american federation of labor is a fascinating narrative that traces the roots of organized labor in the
United States. This story is not merely about the formation of a labor union but reflects a pivotal chapter in
the struggle for workers’ rights, fair wages, and improved working conditions. Understanding this history
helps illuminate how modern labor laws and unions came to be, shaping the American workforce as we
know it today.

The Origins of Labor Unions in America

Before diving into the detailed history of American Federation of Labor (AFL), it’s important to recognize
the broader context of labor movements in the 19th century. Industrialization transformed America,
bringing vast factories and an influx of workers, many of whom toiled in harsh conditions with little
protection. Early labor organizations were often local and fragmented, lacking the power to influence
national change.

The rise of early trade unions, craft unions, and workers’ associations set the stage for a more unified
approach to labor rights. Workers sought to collectively bargain for better wages and safer workplaces, but
faced fierce resistance from employers and often hostile government policies.

The Founding of the American Federation of Labor

Samuel Gompers and the AFL’s Vision

The history of American Federation of Labor officially begins in 1886 when a group of craft unions united
under Samuel Gompers’ leadership. Gompers, a cigar maker by trade, was an influential labor leader who
advocated for what he called “pure and simple unionism.” This approach focused on practical goals such as
higher wages, shorter hours, and improved working conditions rather than broader political reforms.

The AFL was formed as a federation of autonomous craft unions, meaning each trade retained its
independence but worked together on common goals. This structure distinguished the AFL from previous
labor organizations that were either too radical or unfocused.



Goals and Strategies of the AFL

The AFL concentrated on collective bargaining and strikes as primary tools to achieve labor improvements.
Unlike some radical labor groups of the time, the AFL avoided political entanglements and revolutionary
rhetoric, believing that tangible economic gains were the best path forward for workers.

The federation aimed to organize skilled workers—carpenters, machinists, electricians, and others—who
had specific trades. This focus on skilled labor was both a strength and a limitation, as it often excluded
unskilled workers and women.

Key Milestones in the History of American Federation of Labor

Growth and Influence in the Late 19th Century

During its first decades, the AFL steadily grew in membership and influence. By the 1890s, it had become
the most powerful labor organization in the country. The federation successfully negotiated numerous
contracts that improved wages and working conditions for its members.

One of the AFL’s notable achievements was its role in advocating for the eight-hour workday. Although
this goal took many years to realize nationwide, the AFL’s persistent efforts helped set the standard for
labor hours, influencing legislation and industry practices.

Challenges and Criticisms

Despite its successes, the AFL faced criticism, especially for its exclusionary policies. Many unskilled
workers, immigrants, and African Americans found themselves outside the federation’s reach. This led to
tensions and the eventual rise of rival labor organizations that adopted more inclusive or radical approaches.

The AFL’s reluctance to involve itself in political activism or broader social reforms also frustrated some
labor advocates. However, its pragmatic approach helped maintain relative stability and fostered practical
gains for its members.

The AFL’s Role in American Labor Movement Evolution



Impact on Labor Legislation

The history of American Federation of Labor is closely linked to significant labor reforms during the early
20th century. By lobbying for laws that protected workers’ rights, regulated hours, and improved
workplace safety, the AFL helped shape the legal framework for modern labor relations.

During the New Deal era, the AFL supported key legislation like the National Labor Relations Act of 1935,
which guaranteed workers the right to unionize and bargain collectively. This law fundamentally
transformed the labor landscape in the United States.

The AFL and the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO)

A major turning point in the history of American Federation of Labor came in the 1930s with the rise of
the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), which focused on organizing industrial workers regardless of
skill level. The AFL initially resisted the CIO’s approach, leading to a split in the labor movement.

However, by 1955, the AFL and CIO merged, combining their strengths to form the AFL-CIO, a powerful
federation representing millions of American workers across diverse industries. This merger marked the
end of an era and the beginning of a new chapter in American labor history.

Legacy and Lessons from the History of American Federation of
Labor

The history of American Federation of Labor offers valuable insights into the evolution of workers’ rights
and collective bargaining in the United States. Its emphasis on practical gains, skilled labor organization, and
negotiation set a foundation that influenced future labor movements.

For modern labor advocates, the AFL’s story underscores the importance of balancing inclusivity with
strategic focus and the power of unity among diverse groups. While the labor landscape continues to
evolve with new challenges—from globalization to automation—the lessons from the AFL remain relevant.

Understanding this history also reminds us that progress in labor rights often comes through persistent
effort, negotiation, and adaptation rather than radical upheaval. The American Federation of Labor’s
journey is a testament to the enduring spirit of workers striving for dignity and fairness in the workplace.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the American Federation of Labor (AFL)?
The American Federation of Labor (AFL) was a national federation of labor unions in the United States,
founded in 1886 to represent skilled workers and advocate for their rights.

Who founded the American Federation of Labor?
The AFL was founded by Samuel Gompers and other labor leaders in 1886 as a response to the need for a
more organized and effective labor union federation.

What were the main goals of the AFL?
The AFL focused on securing better wages, working hours, and working conditions for skilled workers
through collective bargaining and political lobbying.

How did the AFL differ from the Knights of Labor?
Unlike the Knights of Labor, which aimed to organize all workers regardless of skill, the AFL concentrated
on skilled workers and emphasized practical economic goals rather than broad social reforms.

What role did Samuel Gompers play in the AFL?
Samuel Gompers was the first and longest-serving president of the AFL, guiding the organization with a
pragmatic approach focused on incremental gains for workers through collective bargaining.

How did the AFL influence labor laws in the United States?
The AFL played a significant role in advocating for labor-friendly legislation, including laws related to fair
wages, working hours, and the right to unionize.

What challenges did the AFL face during its early years?
The AFL faced challenges such as opposition from employers, internal disagreements over membership
criteria, and competition from other labor organizations like the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW).

When and why did the AFL merge with the CIO?
In 1955, the AFL merged with the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) to form the AFL-CIO,
uniting skilled and industrial workers to strengthen the labor movement in response to changing economic
conditions.



What is the legacy of the American Federation of Labor today?
The AFL's legacy includes establishing the foundation for modern labor unions in the U.S., promoting
workers' rights, and influencing labor policies that continue to impact the workforce.

Additional Resources
American Federation of Labor: A Comprehensive Historical Review

history of american federation of labor reveals a pivotal chapter in the evolution of labor movements in the
United States. Founded in the late 19th century, the American Federation of Labor (AFL) became a
cornerstone organization that shaped the landscape of workers’ rights, collective bargaining, and unionism
in America. Understanding the AFL’s origins, ideological stance, and its impact on labor relations offers
critical insights into both the successes and limitations of early organized labor efforts.

Origins and Founding of the American Federation of Labor

The history of American Federation of Labor traces back to 1886, when several craft unions came together
under the leadership of Samuel Gompers to form a federation distinct from the more radical labor
organizations of the era. Unlike the Knights of Labor, which aimed to unite all workers regardless of trade
or skill level, the AFL focused on skilled workers and sought pragmatic improvements such as better
wages, hours, and working conditions rather than sweeping social reforms.

This strategic choice reflected the AFL’s philosophy of “pure and simple unionism,” emphasizing
incremental gains through collective bargaining rather than political activism. The AFL’s formation was a
response to the volatile labor environment of the late 1800s, marked by strikes, unrest, and the rise of
industrial capitalism. By consolidating skilled trade unions, the AFL aimed to present a united front capable
of negotiating effectively with employers.

Key Figures and Early Leadership

Samuel Gompers, the AFL’s founding president, played an instrumental role in shaping the federation’s
direction. His advocacy for trade unionism centered on practical economic benefits for workers rather than
ideological pursuits. Under Gompers’ leadership, the AFL grew steadily, attracting numerous craft unions
and establishing a reputation as a moderate and pragmatic labor organization.

Other notable figures included William Green, who succeeded Gompers and continued to expand the
AFL’s influence through the early 20th century. Their leadership styles emphasized negotiation over
confrontation, which distinguished the AFL from more militant labor groups.



Philosophy and Strategies of the AFL

The history of American Federation of Labor is marked by its distinctive approach to labor organizing. The
AFL prioritized skilled laborers and focused on trade-specific unions, which allowed it to leverage
specialized skills as a bargaining chip with employers. This approach had several implications:

Exclusive Membership: Limiting membership primarily to skilled workers excluded large segments
of the workforce, such as unskilled laborers, women, and minorities.

Collective Bargaining: The AFL championed collective bargaining agreements that secured wage
increases, shorter workdays, and safer working conditions.

Political Neutrality: The federation largely avoided political entanglements, preferring to focus on
economic gains rather than legislative reforms.

This approach helped the AFL achieve tangible results but also exposed it to criticism for its exclusivity and
conservative stance. The federation was often seen as resistant to the broader labor movement’s push for
social justice and inclusion.

Comparison with Other Labor Movements

Contrasting the AFL with contemporaneous organizations like the Knights of Labor or later the Congress of
Industrial Organizations (CIO) highlights its unique position within the labor movement. While the
Knights of Labor aimed for a broad, inclusive worker solidarity, the AFL’s focus was narrower and more
pragmatic. The CIO, emerging in the 1930s, adopted industrial unionism, organizing workers across entire
industries, including unskilled laborers, which the AFL had largely neglected.

This divergence in strategy led to tension and competition between the AFL and CIO until their eventual
merger in 1955. The AFL’s history is therefore deeply intertwined with the broader narrative of labor
organization diversification and consolidation in the United States.

Major Achievements and Challenges

Throughout its history, the American Federation of Labor played a significant role in improving labor
standards and influencing labor policy. Some of its notable achievements include:



Securing the Eight-Hour Workday: The AFL was instrumental in advocating for shorter work1.
hours, a key demand for workers during the industrial age.

Improving Wages and Conditions: Through collective bargaining, AFL-affiliated unions negotiated2.
better pay and safer workplaces.

Influence on Labor Legislation: The federation lobbied for laws that protected workers’ rights, such as3.
the establishment of the National Labor Relations Board.

However, the AFL also faced numerous challenges. Its exclusionary policies limited its appeal to many
workers and hindered solidarity across the labor force. Moreover, resistance from employers and
government entities often resulted in violent clashes and suppression of union activities.

Impact on American Society and Economy

The AFL’s influence extended beyond its immediate membership. By legitimizing trade unionism and
collective bargaining, the federation contributed to the normalization of labor negotiations in industrial
relations. This change helped shape the American workplace, fostering a more cooperative, albeit
sometimes contentious, relationship between labor and management.

Economically, the AFL’s efforts contributed to the rise of a more assertive working class that demanded fair
treatment and economic security, laying the groundwork for later labor reforms during the New Deal era.
Socially, however, the AFL’s limited inclusivity reflected and reinforced broader societal inequalities,
particularly along racial and gender lines.

Legacy and Evolution

The history of American Federation of Labor culminated in its 1955 merger with the Congress of Industrial
Organizations to form the AFL-CIO, a unified federation representing a broad spectrum of American
workers. This merger symbolized a significant shift toward industrial unionism and a broader labor
coalition.

Today, the AFL-CIO remains a powerful voice in labor advocacy, with its roots firmly embedded in the
AFL’s early history. The legacy of the American Federation of Labor is thus a blend of pragmatic labor
activism, strategic exclusivity, and foundational contributions to the modern American labor movement.

Understanding the history of American Federation of Labor offers valuable perspectives on the
complexities of organizing labor in a diverse and evolving industrial economy. It underscores the tensions



between inclusion and exclusivity, pragmatism and idealism, and highlights the enduring struggle for
workers’ rights in the United States.
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