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Samuel Gompers, Leader Of The American Federation Of Labor, Believed That Resistance Measures,

Such As strategic labor actions, collective bargaining, and organized protests, were essential tools for

American workers seeking fair wages, improved working conditions, and labor rights during the late

19th and early 20th centuries. As a prominent labor leader and founder of the American Federation of

Labor (AFL), Gompers championed pragmatic approaches to labor activism, emphasizing the power of

organized, peaceful resistance over radical or violent measures. This article explores Gompers’ beliefs

about resistance measures, their historical context, and their impact on the labor movement in the

United States.

Understanding Samuel Gompers and His Role in the Labor

Movement

Who Was Samuel Gompers?

Samuel Gompers (1850–1924) was a British-born American labor leader who served as the founding

president of the American Federation of Labor (AFL). Under his leadership, the AFL became the

dominant national labor organization in the United States, advocating for skilled workers and

emphasizing practical, incremental improvements through collective action.

Gompers believed that the primary goal of labor organizations was to secure better wages, hours, and

working conditions without resorting to radical upheaval or violence. His philosophy centered on "pure

and simple unionism," which prioritized economic gains through organized, disciplined bargaining.



The Philosophy of Gompers and the AFL

Gompers’ approach was characterized by:

- Emphasis on craft unionism, focusing on skilled trades

- Use of peaceful resistance measures such as strikes and boycotts

- Negotiation with employers rather than political agitation or revolutionary tactics

- Building strong, unified labor organizations to increase bargaining power

This pragmatic strategy helped the AFL grow steadily, but also drew criticism from more radical

factions that believed in broader social change.

Resistance Measures Advocated by Samuel Gompers

Gompers believed that resistance measures were vital for workers to assert their rights and improve

their conditions. His advocacy centered on methods that would exert pressure on employers and

promote fair negotiations.

1. Strikes and Work Stoppages

The most prominent resistance measure Gompers endorsed was the strike. He viewed strikes as a

legitimate tool for workers to demonstrate their collective strength and to force employers to meet their

demands.

Key aspects of Gompers’ stance on strikes:

- Used selectively to avoid unnecessary hardship

- Emphasized the importance of solidarity and discipline among workers

- Aimed at achieving specific economic goals rather than political revolution

Gompers believed that strikes should be conducted responsibly, with clear objectives and well-

organized plans, to maximize their effectiveness.



2. Boycotts

Boycotts were another essential resistance tactic. Workers would refuse to purchase or handle goods

produced by non-unionized or unfriendly companies, thereby applying economic pressure.

Benefits of boycotts in Gompers’ philosophy:

- Non-violent and peaceful

- Helped to weaken opposing companies financially

- Encouraged unionization within industries

He saw boycotts as a powerful way to support union goals without resorting to violence.

3. Collective Bargaining

While not a direct form of resistance, Gompers viewed collective bargaining as a fundamental method

for workers to negotiate directly with employers.

Features of Gompers’ approach to bargaining:

- Negotiating for better wages, hours, and conditions

- Using strikes as leverage when negotiations failed

- Building a strong, united front to improve bargaining power

He believed that well-organized collective bargaining was the most effective and sustainable resistance

measure.

4. Picketing and Public Demonstrations

Picketing was used to raise awareness and rally public support. Gompers supported peaceful

demonstrations as a way to highlight workers’ grievances.

Advantages of picketing:



- Draw public attention to labor issues

- Discourage customers from patronizing non-union businesses

- Foster solidarity among workers

Gompers emphasized the importance of maintaining order and legality in such actions.

The Rationale Behind Gompers’ Resistance Strategies

Gompers’ resistance measures were rooted in his belief that labor rights could be achieved through

steady, organized, and peaceful means. He was wary of revolutionary tactics, which he thought could

alienate public support and lead to violence or repression.

Core principles underpinning Gompers’ resistance measures include:

- Economic pressure is more effective than political agitation

- Strikes and protests should be strategic and disciplined

- Building strong unions is essential for sustained influence

- Respect for the law and order enhances legitimacy

He argued that these methods would not only advance workers’ immediate goals but also foster long-

term respect for organized labor.

Impact of Gompers’ Resistance Measures on the Labor

Movement

Gompers’ emphasis on organized resistance had a profound impact on the evolution of the American

labor movement.



Achievements of Gompers’ Strategies

- Significant gains in wages and working conditions for skilled workers

- Establishment of stable labor unions with broad membership

- Enhanced public perception of organized labor as a legitimate force

- Creation of a blueprint for pragmatic, non-violent resistance

Limitations and Criticisms

Despite successes, Gompers’ approach faced criticism:

- Excluded unskilled workers, limiting the AFL’s reach

- Sometimes prioritized economic gains over broader social change

- Critics argued that his methods were too conservative and failed to challenge systemic inequality

Legacy of Samuel Gompers and His Resistance Philosophy

Gompers’ pragmatic resistance measures laid the foundation for modern organized labor in the United

States. His belief in peaceful, strategic action continues to influence union tactics today.

Key aspects of his legacy include:

- The establishment of a disciplined, craft-based union movement

- Advocacy for collective bargaining as the primary resistance tool

- Demonstration that organized, peaceful resistance can achieve tangible gains

Although the labor movement has since diversified in tactics and scope, Gompers’ emphasis on

organized, non-violent resistance remains central to union strategies worldwide.



Conclusion

Samuel Gompers, as a leader of the American Federation of Labor, believed that resistance measures

such as strikes, boycotts, collective bargaining, and peaceful protests were crucial in empowering

workers and securing their rights. His pragmatic approach to labor activism prioritized disciplined

organization and strategic action over radical or violent measures, shaping the course of the American

labor movement for decades. Understanding his philosophy helps appreciate the enduring importance

of organized, peaceful resistance in advocating for workers’ rights and social justice.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What resistance measures did Samuel Gompers support in the labor

movement?

Samuel Gompers advocated for strategies such as strikes, boycotts, and collective bargaining to

improve workers' conditions and resist unfair labor practices.



How did Samuel Gompers view strikes as a resistance measure?

Gompers believed strikes were a legitimate and effective way for workers to resist poor working

conditions and press for better wages and benefits.

Did Samuel Gompers support peaceful resistance measures in the

labor movement?

Yes, Gompers emphasized peaceful methods like negotiations, strikes, and protests over violent

resistance to achieve workers' goals.

What role did boycotts play in Samuel Gompers' strategy for resisting

employer practices?

Boycotts were a key resistance measure endorsed by Gompers, used to pressure employers by

refusing to purchase their products or services.

How did Samuel Gompers' views on resistance influence the

development of the AFL?

His emphasis on organized, peaceful resistance measures helped shape the AFL's focus on collective

bargaining and strikes as primary tools for labor advocacy.

Did Samuel Gompers believe in resistance measures outside of strikes

and boycotts?

Gompers also supported lobbying, political activism, and negotiations as part of resistance strategies

to promote workers' rights.

What was Samuel Gompers' stance on violent resistance measures?

Gompers strongly opposed violent resistance, advocating instead for organized, lawful, and non-violent



methods to achieve labor reforms.
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Introduction

In the annals of American labor history, few figures are as influential and complex as Samuel

Gompers. As the founder and long-time leader of the American Federation of Labor (AFL), Gompers

played a pivotal role in shaping the trajectory of organized labor in the United States. His beliefs,

strategies, and philosophies continue to be studied for their impact on labor rights, union tactics, and

resistance measures. One of the most significant aspects of his leadership was his perspective on

resistance measures—those actions taken by workers and unions to oppose capitalist exploitation,

improve working conditions, and advocate for rights. This article aims to explore Gompers' views on

resistance, examining the methods he endorsed, his philosophical stance on strikes and other

resistance tactics, and how these shaped the labor movement.

---

Samuel Gompers: A Brief Biography and Context

Before delving into his stance on resistance, it is essential to understand Gompers' background and

the context in which he operated.

Early Life and Rise to Leadership

Born in London in 1850, Samuel Gompers emigrated to the United States with his family at the age of



13. He worked as a cigar maker—an occupation that would anchor his lifelong commitment to craft

unionism and the rights of skilled workers. His early experiences with factory conditions, exploitation,

and the challenges faced by immigrant workers fueled his desire to organize.

Founding of the American Federation of Labor

In 1886, Gompers co-founded the American Federation of Labor, an organization that championed

"pure and simple unionism," emphasizing skilled craft workers' rights. Unlike the broader, more radical

Knights of Labor, the AFL focused on pragmatic, incremental improvements through collective

bargaining, strikes, and other resistance measures.

---

The Philosophy of Resistance in Gompers’ Leadership

Gompers’ approach to resistance was rooted in a pragmatic, disciplined philosophy that prioritized

economic pressure over revolutionary upheaval. His beliefs can be summarized as follows:

- Resistance should be strategic, targeted, and aimed at achieving tangible improvements.

- Strikes and other resistance measures are legitimate tools but should be used judiciously.

- The ultimate goal is to secure better wages, hours, and working conditions through peaceful,

organized action.

---

Resistance Measures Advocated by Gompers

Gompers understood that the power dynamics between workers and capitalists necessitated effective

resistance strategies. His endorsement of particular measures shaped the AFL’s tactics and

philosophy.



1. Strikes as a Principal Tool

The Centrality of Strikes

Gompers viewed strikes as the most effective means for workers to exert economic pressure. He

believed that strikes, when well-organized and strategic, could compel employers to meet workers'

demands.

Conditions for a Successful Strike

Gompers emphasized the importance of:

- Adequate preparation and organization.

- Clear, achievable objectives.

- Solidarity among union members.

- Maintaining public support.

Limitations and Cautions

Despite endorsing strikes, Gompers was cautious about their potential consequences. He warned

against unnecessary strikes that could weaken the union or alienate public opinion. He believed that

strikes should be a last resort after negotiations failed.

2. Boycotts and Picketing

Gompers supported the use of economic resistance measures such as:

- Boycotts: Encouraging consumers and companies to avoid products made under unfair labor

conditions.

- Picketing: Mobilizing workers to protest outside workplaces, discouraging others from entering and

applying pressure on employers.



He saw these methods as non-violent ways to exert pressure and garner public sympathy.

3. Negotiation and Collective Bargaining

While resistance measures are often confrontational, Gompers prioritized negotiation:

- He believed that direct bargaining between unions and employers was the most sustainable

resistance measure.

- This approach aimed for incremental gains and long-term improvements rather than immediate,

disruptive actions.

4. Political Resistance and Legislation

Although less inclined toward radical political action, Gompers recognized the importance of:

- Supporting labor-friendly legislation.

- Lobbying efforts to improve labor laws.

- Participating in political processes to influence policy.

Resistance Measures Opposed by Gompers

While supportive of various resistance tactics, Gompers also cautioned against certain actions he

deemed counterproductive.

1. Violent Strikes and Riots

Gompers was firmly opposed to violence and riots, viewing them as damaging to the labor movement's

reputation.

2. Sabotage and Unlawful Acts



He discouraged unions from engaging in sabotage, arson, or other unlawful activities, fearing these

would undermine public support and legal standing.

3. Political Radicalism

He distanced himself from radical labor movements that aimed for revolutionary change, preferring

pragmatic, reform-oriented resistance.

---

Gompers’ Strategic Philosophy on Resistance

Gompers’ approach to resistance was characterized by:

- Pragmatism: Emphasizing practical, achievable goals.

- Discipline: Advocating for organized and disciplined actions.

- Incrementalism: Favoring gradual improvements over revolutionary upheaval.

- Legal Compliance: Working within the legal framework to advance workers’ rights.

He believed that resistance measures should serve the broader goal of economic betterment without

jeopardizing union stability or public support.

---

Impact of Gompers’ Resistance Strategies on the Labor Movement

Gompers’ leadership and his stance on resistance had lasting effects:

1. The Growth of Craft Unionism

His focus on skilled workers and pragmatic tactics led to a resilient, organized labor movement that



prioritized economic gains.

2. Institutionalization of Resistance

The AFL’s reliance on strikes, boycotts, and collective bargaining established a blueprint for organized

resistance that influenced future unions.

3. Limitations and Criticisms

Some critics argue that Gompers’ cautious approach limited the labor movement’s scope, preventing

more radical action that might have achieved broader social change.

---

Case Studies: Resistance in Action Under Gompers’ Leadership

The Homestead Strike (1892)

While not directly orchestrated by Gompers, the AFL’s stance on such violent conflicts reflected his

opposition to unnecessary violence. The Homestead Strike became a cautionary tale about the

importance of strategic resistance.

The Pullman Strike (1894)

Gompers’ leadership was tested during this nationwide railroad strike. He condemned the violence but

supported the strike’s economic resistance, emphasizing the need for organized, peaceful protest.

---

Legacy and Modern Interpretations



Gompers’ emphasis on resistance measures—particularly strikes, boycotts, and negotiation—laid the

foundation for modern labor tactics. His pragmatic approach has been both praised for its effectiveness

and criticized for its conservatism.

Contemporary labor advocates often reflect on Gompers’ strategies, debating the balance between

militant action and pragmatic resistance.

---

Conclusion

Samuel Gompers believed that resistance measures such as strikes, boycotts, and collective

bargaining were essential tools for workers to challenge economic and social injustices. His pragmatic,

disciplined approach emphasized strategic planning, solidarity, and legal compliance, shaping the

American labor movement’s tactics for decades. While he cautioned against violence and radicalism,

his advocacy for organized, peaceful resistance helped establish a resilient foundation for workers’

rights in the United States. Understanding Gompers’ views on resistance measures provides valuable

insight into the evolution of labor strategies and the enduring tension between militant activism and

pragmatic reform in the ongoing struggle for workers’ justice.

---
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