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The 1919 Steel Strike Has Valuable Lessons for the Steel Workers Who Have
Just Been So Crassly Betrayed, Says William Z. Foster, Veteran Labor Leader

By WM. Z. FOSTER
HE gutting of the steel

strike movement and the
turning over

situation to Roosevelt consti- |

tutes one of the greatest be-
trayals in the history of the

American labor movement.

The great masses of the steel work-
ers were undoubtedly ready to fight.
If théy had been given leadership,
douhtless they would havé developed
a tremendous struggle, one that
would have surely resultéed in es-
t2blishing trade unionism firmly in
the steel indusiry, and carried
through other demands.

But this perspective was terrify-
ing to the reactionary labor leader-
ship of the A. A. and the A. F. of L.
No less than the steel companies
and the government which, as faith-
ful lackeys of the employers,

of the whole

ship and 7he government made a|
similar effort to break it up. In|
my hook, “The Great Steel Strike |
jand its Lessons,” I pointed out the
general lines along which this
| strike-breaking attempt was made
and how we successfully combatted
it. It may be fitting, however, to
cite the following more deétailed
statement, written several months
ago and taken from my forthcom-
ing book entitled “From Bryan to
Lenin,” an account of my personal
experiences in the labor movement:

“In the New York Worker of April
4, 1922, Samuel Gompers charges
me with responsibility. for the 1919
steel strike as follows: ‘This is the
same Foster, who in the face of def-
inite information that the United
States Steel Corporation was pre-
pared for and wished a strike in
1819 and in the face of a request
of the President of the United States
that the strike be at least post-
poned, insisted upon that-disastrous

dreaded such a strike. So they
spared no eflforts to dynamite the
whole business and., unfortunately, |
they have succeeded. They have|
administered a great defeat to the|
steel workers. i
Especially contemptible in this
debacle was the role of the “Com-
mittee of Ten” leaders. They had
the confidence of the rank and file
who wanted action. Yet they
proved themselves the cheapest |
demagogues and double-crossers.
After filling the press with dire
threats of bloody struggle, they
went into the convention and fol-
lowed like meek lambs the treacher-
ous lead of Tighe and Green. They
accepted tamely Green's proposition,
which is essentially the company
union program of the steel com-
panies and Roosevelt.
Brothers Under the Skin
Their conduct in so doing is in-
excusable. It is nonsense to say
simply that they were inexperienced
and outwitted by the old labor
fakers, They have demonstrated
that when it comes to a pinch their
policy is the same as that of the
ultra-reactionary Tighe, Their sur-
render was a vote of confidence in
the corrupt Tighe administration,
the crooked Green leadership and
the enemy of labor, Roosevelt. They
have crassly betrayed the steel work-
ers and have disqualified themselves
for rank and file leadership.
= - »
UST as the 1919 strike was about
to begin, the A. F. of L. leader-

struggle” I am proud to accept
this responsibiliy; for never was a
strike historically more necessary |
than that of the steel workers in !
1919. To have adopted Gompers
policy of ‘postponing’ the strike in
accordance with President Wilson’s
wishes, would have amounted to the
rankest betrayal of the steel work-|
ers and the complete demoralization |
of their movement,

“The situation was the following:
After a bitter year’s struggle in the |
face of A. F. of L. sabotage and
Steel Trust terrorism we had or-
ganized 250,000 steel workrs, they
had formulated their demands, pre-
sénted them to the Steel Trust,
been refused a conference, had
taken a national strike vote, and
set a strike date for Sept. 22, 1019. |
As for the companies, they had
completely suppressed free speech
and the right to hold meetings
throughout Pennsylvania and were
discharging our workers everywhere
by the thousands, at least 30,000 be-
ing already on the streets. The
workers, correctly, were all set for
the strike, the first time they had
ever had a chance to deal a real
blow at their Steel Trust oppressors. |

“It was at this critical juncture.
on Sept, 11, that President Wilson
publicly demanded a pcstponement
of the strike until after his Na-
tional Industrial Conference, which, |
beginning on Oct. 6, was to set
about establishing indust:ial peace
between Capital and Labor in the
United States. Gompers, without

consulting us, at once gave out a
public statement endorsing Wilson's
demand and also calling upon us
to postpone the strike. Then, show-
ing a concerted movement to wreck
this strike, there poured into our
National office, a stream of endorse-
ments of Wilson’s and Gompe:s’
stand from a majority of the Inter-
national Union Presidents who made
up the National Committee for Or-
ganizing the Iron and Steel Work-
ers. Let me cite some of these here-
with:

‘I wish to be recorded as in
favor of complying with the Presi-
dent’s request.’—W. H. Johnston,
Pres. Int’l. Assoc. of Machinists,

‘Engineerg will abide by sugges-
tion of President Wilson that we
delay action until after labor con-
ference at Washington” — M.

Snellings, Pres.,, Stationary En-
gineers.
‘The Executive Board of the

Bricklayers, Masens and Plaster-
ers International Union desires ac-
tion in steel strike postponed till
after industrial conference in
Washington.'—Wm. Bowen, Pres,

‘It is our opinion that there
should be no strike called until
after the October conference.'—J.
R. Alpine, Pres, Plumbers and
Steamfitters.

‘A strike at this time would be
very inopportune’—M. F. Ryan,
Pres., Bro. Railway Carmen.

‘It will be better to postpone
the calling of the strike until after
President Wilson's conference of

Oct, 6’—Wm. Atkinson, Acting |

Pres., Boilermakers. ‘We oppose
a strike in the steel industry until
after the adjournment of the in-
dustrial meefing cailed by Presi-
dent Wilson'—J. Wilson, Pres.,
Patternmakers.

“Several other union presidents
affiliated to our committee sent
similar notifications by wire or
through local representatives. As
for the officials of the Amalgamated
Assoeiation, they had been against
the entire organizational campaign
ahd strike mcvement from the very
start, openly opposing and cove:tly
sabotaging every phase of it. The
overwhelming majority of our Na-
tional Committee was against the
strike. In fact, the only Presidents
who oppos2d postponement were
those of the Blacksmiths and the
Mine, Mill and Smeltermen.

A Tricky Postponement

“We were in a real crisis indeed.
Here we were confronted with a

Misleader of Labor

| Leader of Labor

l
i

WILLIAM Z. FOSTER
Leader of the Steel Strike of
1919, who will cxpose the heads
of the A, F. of L. in hit forth-
I coming bock,

MICHAEL TIGHE
President of the Amaigamatled l
Asvociation ef Iron, Tin and.
Steel Workers, a devoted servant

i
1
| of the steel barons.

|demand from the President of the | were strongly organized, 250,000 of Our National Committee, he agrcedi

| United States, backed by Gompeis |them, and had a good chance in
|and a great majority of our Na-|a strike and secondly, the only way
tional Committee, that our stiike be |to secure any possible consideration
lcalled off. And worse yet, this|from Wilson's conference was to
demand was framed in such an in- hang a great strike over its head.
sidious way as to make it appear I was, therefore, firmly convinced

that what was involved was only
a short postponement until the
whole matter could be adjusted by
“Labor’s friend,” President Wilson,
at his widely heralded conference.

“As for myself, I was convinced
that any postponement of the strike
would mean a terrific disaster. I
had not the slightest confidence in
Wilson’s doing anything for the
steel workers, nor his-October coh-
ference made up of “Capital,”
“Labor” and the “Public.” Even a
short postponement would demor-
alize the woikers by wrecking their
confidence in us and by throwing

try.

and wildeal strikes.
movement would inevitably be de-

be an open struggle, even if it were
{lost. In the first place the workers

[
|

|

stroyed. Incompaiably better would councils.
of telegrams, showing an over- | fOrt being made to win the strike. |shattered the 12 hour day in the|

{

of the absclute necessity of the
strike and I resolved to do all in
my power to make it go on in spite
of all the official opposition.

“But what was to be done? Simply
to call the National Committee to-
gether would have been suicidal, as
a majority were for postponing the
strike, It was also impossible to
put out a vote to the workers as
to call a big, representative rank
and file conference, as it was only
a few days before the strike date
and already the woikers were be-
coming demoralized by all the talk
in the newspapers and by company

them at the mercy of the employers ‘ agents about the prorosed calling
who were then discharging them by | off of the strike.
thousands all over the steel indus- | responsibility, I wired and phoned
Any attempt to postpone thP!cur field o:ganizers, at least 95 per
strike would doubtless wreck the cent of whom were honest and
unions in a swelter of confusion|wanted earnestly to have the steel
The whole | workers organized, to express their

So, upon my own

opinion and that of their local steel
Immediately I got a flood

whelming mass demand for the

| st:ike and against postponement
{Bome of the more important of
|these are as follows:

‘Unless you call the strike be-
fore Friday morning we will be
forced to take matters into our
own hands,'—Gary and South Chi-
cago Steel Councils in Joint Ses-
sion.

‘General Committee of all unions
at Bethlehem unanimously voted
to demand strike action by your
committee.’ — Dave Williams, Or-
ganizer. ‘We cannot be expected
to meet the enraged workers who
will consider us traitors if strike
is  pesiponed.’—Organizers of
Youngstown District. ‘It is im-
perative that the sirike be not
| pesiponed as the resuit will be a
demoralization of our forces and
the creating of a situation that
will be positively dangerous.’
~—District Organizing Secrefaries
| of Youngstown, Rankin, Braddock,

Homestead, Butler, Pittsburgh,
| Johnstown, Wheeling, Steuben-
ville, Buffalo.

| “Such telegrams

were

organizers in the same vein. As
for John Fitzpat:ick, Chairman of

{with my size-up of the situation,
'though he had little faith in strikes
{in general.
Make A. F. L. Fakers Back Down
“Here was a head-on conflict be-
tween the masses of stzel workers,
led by the field organizers, and the
reactiona:y A. F. of L. officialdom.
We made it quite clear to the lead-
ers that if they attempted to post-
pone the strike it would go on any-
way in spite of them. It was soon
evident to them that they could
not dare such a chance. They were
fearful of the consequences to them-
selves.
meeting which decided the matter
and which, as usual, was made up
almost entirely of field organizers,
the sentiment against postpone-

|retract. We, therefore, sent a tele-
gram to Gompers in which it was
said: ‘Postponement would mean
{absclute demoralization and utter
{ruin for our movement. It would
be a thousand times better for the
entire labor movement that we lose
the strike and suffer complete de-
|feat.” We insisted upon every ef-

“So, we rejected the demand of

supple- |
{mented by scores of reports of field

At the National Committee | it

{ment was so strong that Tighe and |
{other top officials present had to|

:Wilson, Gompers and the union |conditions over many years, and, far
jheads in the steel campaign. They more important, it taught the steel
had to back up and give the strike workers that they could organize
their ‘endo:sement’, though they|and bring this great industry to a
sabotaged it all the more vxciousl_\nistandstil} in spite of the Steel
| The great strike went on, as per Trust’s supposédly invincible des
{schedule. It was a bitter struggle. fense of spy systems, welfare syse
ITwenty lost their lives, thousands| tems, company unions and every
|were clubbed, shot, arrested. The other known device for terrorizing
{masses made heroic sacrifices. But:and deluding the workers. Gompe
the strike was finally lost and we ers’ charge that I was responsible
called it off on Jan. 8. 1920. At/ for this epochal strike I take as a
{least the workers had had a chance|great, if altogether unintended,
| to fight. And the strike could have}compument."
{been won hands down had the|
{heads of the A.F. of L. and Rail-
{road Brotherhcods ceased their O MUCH for the history of the
{strike-breaking sabotage and given|~ 1919 strike. The need was no
|the embattled steel workers even a!less great for going through with
.. 05 Sa—. |strike action in 1934 in spite of the
“The later course of the National|gstrike-breaking tactics of Tighe,

| Industrial Conference showed that|g oo and Roosevelt. Nothing but
(we were quite right in having no|gemoralization, disorganization and
|confidence whatever in it. At this| . coot can come from following
{time the employers nationally Were | ipair policy. A militant strike at
{Just launching into the greatest| ;) -"tima paralyzing the whole in=
open shop qnve in Amerxcanhlabor:dusm. would have brought the steel
 history.  They were organizing ai,... ¢ ty {heir knees for, with the
| tremendous offensive to wrest back great wave of radicalization now
from the workers all the conces- among the wo:kers generally and

sions, in condiiions and organiza- ., . c1endid fiehtin irit of the
tion, that they had won during the|_ S ~oigny i str’jzk:pnow wotild

y | steel workers,
g(\)’::‘feu:]!on”;: tgge?glx‘r:t'rv Nearly|pave been carried through with far
J - J

hed 10 poitar chances of winning than in
{wage a desperate struggle against 1019,

being crushed. Under these cir-|
cumstances, of course, it would have| The betrayal of the Committee of
'been folly to expect Wilson's con-|Ten, jointly with the Tighe-Green
|ference to chastise the militant  clique, has done great damage. But
| Steel Trust and to force it to grant the workers, with their splendid
The National In-|fighting spirit, will not be completely
| dustrial Conference, made up of the | demoralized if the militants among
greatest employers in the country,|them will hold them together and
had to and did reflect their mili-|give them a new perspective of
tant antagonism to Labor. It was| struggle. Events of the next pericd
so hostile to Labor that hardly had|will expose the hollowness of the
it met when it split over the st.eel‘sell~out arrangements, and a great
strike and even the nactionary.strike will become clearly necessa:y.
Gompers ciique had to walk out of | We must prepare for that strike.
it. | The workers must take full charge
Won Certain Conditions |ot the A. A. from top to bottom,
v § { thrusting aside the Tighe and Com=-

Clearly the only chance for the | iitee of Ten misleaders. The
steel workers to win was by an ef- | Steel and Metal Workers Industrial
fective st:ike and strike hard they!Unicn must redouble its efforts to
did. Had we postponed our strike organize the unorganized. Then,
{it would have thrown the steel|with the A. A. and the 8. & M. W.
workers at the mercy of the em-;I. U. going jointly together with a
ployers. Our forces would have been

{our demands.

| united front movement and the

swiftly cut to pieces and have gone whole under real fighting leade:-
{down to ignominious defeat with-éshlp, the steel werkers can and wil
| out even strikxing a blow. The great|carry through a great strike that
| steel strike of 1919 was completely | will dwarf 1919 and result in a tre-
[ justified. Although it was broken, |mendous victory.

it was by no means all lost. It| AR o B
Join the Red Builders!

| steel industry, improved general Earn Expenses Selling “Daily”




