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PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION 

THIS BIOGRAPHY of William Z. Foster, former National Chairman of the 
American Communist party, was near completion in 1 9 9 1 when Russia's 
new government outlawed the disgraced Communist party of the Soviet 
Union and seized its main archive collections. The subsequent "opening" 
of these previously secret records created an excellent opportunity to ex
pand my knowledge of Foster's career. 1  The former central party archives 
in Moscow, now known as the Russian Center for Research and Preser
vation of Documents on Modern and Contemporary History (RTsK-
hIDNI), contained Foster's personal papers. In addition, it was revealed 
that from 19 1 9 to 1 9 4 4, the American Communist party had deposited 
its own papers, correspondence, and records of operation in Moscow at 
the now-opened Soviet archives. The RTsKhIDNI also contained the pa
pers and records of the Communist International (Comintern), a large 
and very secretive apparatus headquartered in Moscow that coordinated 
the activities of Communist parties around the world from 19 1 9 until its 
dissolution in 1 9 4 3. Also available at the archives were the records of the 
Red International of Labor Unions (Profintern), which served as a coordi
nating body for Communist activities in labor unions in different coun
tries. This was of particular interest to me because Foster's main sphere of 
activities during his career as a Communist was in the American labor 
movement. 

During extended trips to Moscow in 1 9 9 2 and 1 9 9 3 for research for 
this book, I examined the Profintern (American section, 1 9 2 1- 1 9 3 3 ) and 
the Foster collections most thoroughly, surveying all of the relevant files 
in each. The Foster papers, useful as they are, contain mostly political 
documents and correspondence; I was disappointed to find that they con
tain very little that can shed light on his family and closest personal rela
tionships. With regards to the very large CPUSA and Comintern collec
tions, I focused my research on periods of intraparty controversy, records 
of significant strikes and organizing campaigns, and files containing cor
respondence with party leaders before 1 9 3 2, the year Foster suffered a 
breakdown that put him out of commission for several years. The CPUSA 
and Comintern documents thin out considerably after 1 9 3 6. Nonethe
less, as a result of my research in Moscow, I was able to add considerable 
new information to my biography of Foster, which was published in 
1 9 9 4. In 1 9 9 6, I conducted additional research on a topic related to the 
history of the American Communist party. This research yielded some 
additional information on Foster. In this preface I discuss the most impor-



xii PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION 

tant new material on Foster that I have discovered since the first pub
lication of this book. 

The opening of the RTsKhI DNI has made available much new evi
dence for historians who have debated whether the American Communist 
party was directed and sustained primarily from Moscow by Soviet po-
liticans and the Comintern, or whether it was a relatively independent 
political movement that responded primarily to social and economic con
ditions in the United States. This biography of Foster contends that al
though American Communism was connected in complex ways to Soviet 
ideology and politics, its impetus, motivation, and accomplishments were 
derived from mostly American sources. There is, of course, considerable 
documentation of the party's relationship with the Communist Interna
tional and the Soviet Communist party in the recently opened archives. 
Because of the secrecy of the Communist movement, it is tempting to treat 
these previously unavailable documents as decisive "revelations" that 
finally uncover the "true" nature of American Communism. However, 
the information contained in these collections often raises as many ques
tions as it resolves. The reports of various organizers show a degree of 
"diplomatizing " with higher party officials, but they also show how 
strikes, organizing campaigns, and other acts of protest had a spontane
ous, ad hoc dimension that often defied convenient Soviet political analy
sis or the exigencies of "line." The documents show that debate over pol
icy at all levels was often vigorous and open, especially in the 1 9 2 0s . 
Thus, the personalities of organizers and high-level officials like William 
Foster can be given new complexity. 

When I undertook research in the archives, my requests for specific 
materials were vetted but in every case eventually ap proved. The cata
logues in each collection are organized by files ( "delo" ) that are indexed 
under general topics. The CPUSA and Profintern collections are princi
pally in English, accompanied by Russian translations of the most impor
tant documents. Foster's correspondence is scattered in many different 
Profintern, Comintern, and CPUSA files and occasionally surfaces unex
pectedly. As far as I am aware, the largest amount of Foster's correspon
dence was with Solomon Lozovsky, the director of the Profintern. These 
letters help to ex plain the nature of Foster's working relationship with the 
Profintern and Comintern, and illustrate his continuing attempts to es
tablish a sphere of Communist trade-union organizing that was relatively 
independent from party political activities. Lozovsky was usually sympa
thetic with Foster's aims, and perhaps for this reason Foster's letters to 
him are straightforward, honest, and reportorial in style, rarely pleading 
or evasive. I was unable to locate Lozovsky's letters to Foster. Letters 
announcing Foster's plans or activities were often marked "received" by 
the Profintern weeks and occasionally as many as three months after the 
date they were written. Foster sometimes complained about not receiving 
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Lozovsky's criticisms or news of important resolutions in good time.2 The 
letters illustrate that while overall strategy was often set in Moscow, the 
day-to-day tactics of party activists were largely beyond the purview of 
the Comintern. 

A large number of documents in the CPUSA collection, especially per
taining to the Party's early years (1919-1922) are in code. Appearing 
without translation, these documents illustrate some of the problems in
volved in gaining a comprehensive view of the early history of the Party, 
and Foster's role in it. In addition, pseudonyms were commonly used at 
various points by high-ranking party officials. Foster, for instance, had 
several. However, despite his and the Party's secrecy, Foster did not ap
pear to have significant interaction with Soviet intelligence agencies. I 
found evidence that he was not considered a particularly reliable Com
munist politician by the Comintern apparatus in Moscow. This conclu
sion, however, must be considered tentative, since the archives of the var
ious Soviet intelligence agencies, including those of the Central Commit
tee International Department from the 1940s and early 1950s, the K G B's 
First Chief Directorate (foreign intelligence), and the Foreign Ministry 
were unavailable to me when I was in Moscow. It is worth noting that the 
" Venona" transcriptions of covert intelligence communication between 
the U.S. and Moscow from 1942-1948, recently released by the Ameri
can National Security Agency, contain little mention of Foster, and it is 
significant that when he is mentioned, he does not appear under the guise 
of a "cover name."3 

I should acknowledge that some of my personal experiences and en
counters in Moscow influenced my ideas about Foster. When I began 
research, polite and friendly archive officials, many of whom had worked 
at the archive in the Soviet era, were still somewhat unaccustomed to the 
idea of individual archival research as a legalized public right. In 1992, 
this access was considered a most important political objective by dissi
dents, journalists, and historians anxious to discredit the many lies prom
ulgated during the Soviet era. I met Russian historians for whom western 
concerns about objectivity and "textuality" were trivial and conceited, 
and who scoffed at the idea of writing a biography of Foster. As students, 
some had been assigned to read Foster's writings on U.S. history; now he 
was dismissed as nothing more than a hack, a convenient and willing 
mouthpiece for Soviet propaganda. 4  I was asked: What could possibly be 
the significance of Foster's discredited writings? I visited the sloping hill 
behind the Novospassky Monastery in Moscow, which holds the remains 
of hundreds of executed Comintern officials, including those of the Amer
ican Communist John Pepper ( Joseph Pogany). 5  In October of 1993, on 
the day when Communists and rebellious members of the Russian parlia
ment staged a violent attempted coup against the government, I happened 
to walk through a giant tank barricade that had been erected by Yeltsin 
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supporters on Pushkin street near the closed archives. Initially, I had con
ceived my study of Foster as primarily a work in American labor and 
social history. When it was completed it also sought to address some of 
the questions raised by the demise of Soviet Communism. 

One of the chief interests of historians of the Communist International 
and American Communism has been the nature of Communist discipline 
in these organizations. In the United States, accusations that members of 
the Communist party acted primarily as covert agents of a foreign, enemy 
regime and ideology were not trivial, and provided a rationale, morally 
and intellectually compelling to many, for repressive measures taken 
against Communists in the labor movement, government, and academy.6 

As a labor organizer concerned with the building of larger and more 
powerful unionns, Foster was familiar with the complex problem of es
tablishing discipline in working-class organizations. At the same time, his 
temperament was consistent with the "necessary style of work" suppos
edly formulated by Stalin himself: "American practicalism plus revolu
tionary zeal."7 In the 1920s, Foster directly challenged Comintern policy 
on several occasions, implying that he might leave the party if Comintern 
decisions prevented him from "effective work."8 In 1929, before a special 
"American Commission" called in Moscow to resolve a bitter dispute 
between him and a Party faction led by Jay Lovestone, Stalin directly 
accused Foster of "rotten diplomacy" and "disgraceful" conduct in his 
relations with the Comintern, which he termed the "holy of holies" of the 
working class. I have recently located Foster's speech in reply to these 
accusations. Foster obediently suggested that the Comintern send repre
sentatives to the U.S. to "take over the party, to correct its line." How
ever, the heart of Foster's speech to the assembled Soviet officialdom was 
an affirmation not only of loyalty to the Comintern, but also of his own 
essential independence:9 

Comrade Lovestone stated that the Comintern bought me. Well, I feel in

clined to say, Comrade Lovestone, that the Comintern didn't buy me but the 

Comintern could sell you for a nickel and make a big profit. No, the Com

intern didn't have to buy me. The AFL would have found several rich posi

tions for me, I was offered good jobs. I came to the Comintern and I stayed 

with the Comintern and I shall be with the Comintern when many of those 

comrades who have got the guts to stand up and criticize me will be on the 

other side of the barricades, and I ask the Comintern to put a stop to this 

campaign against me, it doesn't enable me to work effectively in the Party 

and I ask that a stop be put to it. 

Foster did indeed stay with the international Communist movement 
for the rest of his life. However, his occasional dissents against official 
policy continued to resonate within the American movement. I found that 
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in 1 9 3 2, a scant three years following the above encounter with Stalin, a 
Comintern representative in the U.S. reported to Moscow that Foster had 
openly disobeyed his instructions concerning the conduct of a large coal 
miners' strike in the Pittsburgh area. He observed that Foster virtually 
ignored the party and "political work" during the strike, serving as a 
"mere" trade union functionary among the workers and refusing to men
tion the party with "even a single word." Under Foster's direction, he 
asserted, the Communist party was reduced to an adjunct to the union 
and its immediate needs. This constituted an open defiance of the Party's 
"Third Period" line, which emphasized the Party's need to take open 
leadership of strikes and unions in the United States. In order to correct 
Foster's "sectarian, trade-unionist, syndicalist attitude," the outraged 
representative felt a direct intervention was necessary: 1 0  

When I made use of the absence of Comrade Foster in order to enlighten the 

staff of section organizers on this question and to work out with them the 

arrangements for the speeches for the following Sunday mass meeting, Com

rades Foster and Stachel were extremely indignant. After their return to 

Pittsburgh they organized an open drive against me, called a special confer

ence of the section organizers so as to convince them of their 'left deviation' 

and to withdraw my 'dangerous influence.' However, their drive was frus

trated by the interference of the Polit Bureau [of the American party]. 

The reasons for the eventual failure of this important strike are com
plex, but the strike was carried out largely according to Foster's designs, 
and it is now clear that he made no secret of his contempt for the pro
nouncements and maneuvers of the American party leadership and the 
Comintern representative at the time. 

Perhaps the most significant instance of Foster's unruliness and "syndi
calism" occurred in 1 9 3 7, at a vital juncture in the history of the Ameri
can Communist party and the industrial union movement in the United 
States. In order to maintain the Party's Popular Front alliance with 
John L. Lewis and leaders of the CIO, Earl Browder and his adjuncts in 
the Communist leadership in the U.S. sought to suppress unauthorized 
sit-down strikes of autoworkers in Detroit that occurred from March 
through November. The strikes were particularly significant because they 
revolved around the explosive issue of shop-floor authority. The strikes 
also raised the question of the extent to which Communist organizers 
would assist the CIO and the new United Auto Workers' union in disci
plining its members and establishing its credibility with General Mo
tors. 1 1  It is now clear that during this period, Foster initiated a full-scale 
behind-the-scenes attack on Browder and his conduct of the American 
Popular Front. Foster derided Browder and the Party hierarchy for their 
passivity, "tailing" after Lewis and the New Deal labor coalition center-
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ing around Franklin D. Roosevelt rather than working to establish a firm 
identity for the Party as a champion of workers' "immediate" demands. 
Foster and William Weinstone, the Party chairman in Detroit, initially 
supported the strikes, or at least refused to criticize them at a time when 
the UAW had come under intense journalistic scrutiny for harboring 
Communists in its ranks. At an enlarged Politbureau meeting of the 
American party in November, with approximately 80 party leaders pres
ent, Foster duly pointed out the dangers the strikes posed to the Party, 
and endorsed a rationale for ending the strikes or at least the Party's asso
ciation with them. However, it is a measure of Foster's contempt for for
mal Party procedure and pronouncements that a few days later Wein
stone and Bill Gebert, the leading organizers under him in the auto union, 
"carried out the exact opposite of the decision, and instead . . . initiated 
a fight in the [UAW] executive for the legalization of the strikes as a pre
condition for their ending," according to Browder. Browder accused Fos
ter of insubordination and eventually told him that a vote for removal of 
Weinstone had to include his assent. "Comrade Foster responded in an 
extremely subjective manner, such as we have not had in our Party leader
ship for many years." Browder, appearing before yet another "American 
Commission" in Moscow in January 1938, termed Foster's actions a 
"basic challenge to the conduct of our Party." In statements in Moscow, 
Browder acknowledged his and the Party's debt to Foster as an indispen-
sible organizer, but nonetheless accused Foster of common purpose with 
Trotskyist and Socialist dissenters in the auto union who opposed the 
logic of the Popular Front. If he challenged Foster on an issue of organiza
tion, Browder incanted, "it is only because I have, I hope, been learning 
from even greater teachers, from the greatest teacher of all, Comrade 
Stalin."12 In Moscow in 1938, in the midst of Stalin's terror, Browder 
called for unity in the American party because at any moment, 

war may cut off our connections with the comrades of the Comintern, and 

from Comrade Dimitroff whose guidance has become for us as precious as 

the air we breathe. [It] becomes a matter of life-and-death for our Party to 

consolidate its leadership completely and without qualification. Our Party 

must model its leadership, to the full extent of our powers, upon the glorious 

example of the All-Union Communist party, whose teacher and guide is also 

fully ours. 

In reply, Foster denied being "shaky" on the Comintern line, maintain
ing that his critique of Browder's leadership was entirely consistent with 
the general aims of the Popular Front. However, Georgi Dimitroff, direc
tor of the Comintern, sternly rebuked Foster for sectarianism, for fear of 
"going into the masses, particularly of going into the petty bourgeois 
masses, of going forward together with the Democratic and Republican 
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p r o g r e s s i v e e l e m e n t s . " Mor e p o i n t e d l y , i n h i s s p e e c h h e a l i g n e d F o s t e r ' s 
a l l e g e d s e c t a r i a n i s m w i t h t h e " i n f l u e n c e o f ' l e f t ' e l e m e n t s , Tro t s k y i t e e l e 
m e n t s , t h o s e a g e n t s o f f a s c i s m w h o t a k e a d v a n t a g e p r e c i s e l y o f s u c h s e c 
t a r i a n r e m n a n t s a n d u t i l i z e t h e m f o r c o n d u c t i n g c o u n t e r - r e v o l u t i o n a r y 
p l o t t i n g i n t h e P a r t y a n d t h e w o r k i n g c l a s s . " 1 3  F o s t e r r e t u r n e d f r o m Mos 
c o w c h a s t e n e d , a n d Wei n s t o n e w a s l a t e r r e m o v e d a s d i s t r i c t o r g a n i z e r . 
H o w e v e r , t h e d e b a t e i n Mos c o w w a s l a r g e l y p o s t f a c t o ; t h e m o s t i m p o r 
t a n t d e c i s i o n s r e g a r d i n g t h e Com m u n i s t s ' r e l a t i o n t o t h e w i l d c a t s t r i k e s 
h a d a l r e a d y b e e n m a d e i n t h e U n i t e d St a t e s . 1 4  

Conf i d e n t i a l Com i n t e r n a s s e s s m e n t s o f F o s t e r i n t h e 1 9 3 0 s a n d 1 9 4 0 s 
q u e s t i o n e d h i s m o t i v e s a n d d o u b t e d h i s a b i l i t y t o l e a d t h e P a r t y . At t h e 
h e i g h t o f St a l i n ' s r e p r e s s i o n s i n t h e USSR, r e p o r t s i n h i s " p e r s o n n e l " f i l e 
p o i n t e d t o F o s t e r ' s p a s t a s s o c i a t i o n s w i t h Tro t s k y i s t s a n d i n d e e d s h o w e d 
t h a t h i s f i r s t v i s a t o t h e So v i e t U n i o n w a s p r o c u r e d b y Alf r e d R o s m e r , 
l a t e r a F r e n c h Tro t s k y i s t l e a d e r . 1 5  Suc h p a s t a s s o c i a t i o n s p r o b a b l y w o u l d 
h a v e p l a c e d a Sov i e t p a r t y o f f i c i a l i n m o r t a l d a n g e r . As a p r o m i n e n t p u b 
l i c f i g u r e i n a l e g a l p a r t y , F o s t e r w a s u n d e r n o t h r e a t o f i m p r i s o n m e n t o r 
e x e c u t i o n . Thi s f a c t n o d o u b t e m b o l d e n e d F o s t e r i n h i s c r i t i q u e s o f t h e 
o f f i c i a l l e a d e r s h i p a n d i n h i s c o n t i n u i n g e f f o r t s t o m a k e t r a d e u n i o n o r 
g a n i z i n g t h e m a i n f o c u s o f t h e P a r t y . "We h a v e g r e a t r e s p e c t f o r Com r a d e 
F o s t e r a n d w e v a l u e h i m v e r y m u c h , " Dim i t r o f f a s s e r t e d i n t h e m i d s t o f 
h i s p h i l i p p i c o n F o s t e r ' s " s e c t a r i a n i s m . " 1 6  F o s t e r ' s v a l u e t o t h e Com i n 
t e r n l a y p r e c i s e l y i n h i s e x p e r i e n c e w i t h a n d k n o w l e d g e o f t h e Ame r i c a n 
l a b o r m o v e m e n t . As a r e s u l t h e w a s f i n a l l y l e s s " d i s p o s a b l e " a n d m o r e 
i n d e p e n d e n t t h a n o t h e r l e a d e r s o f t h e Com m u n i s t p a r t y . 

Thu s , t h e Com i n t e r n f i l e s s h o w e d F o s t e r ' s " d i s c i p l i n e " w a s r a t h e r t e n 
u o u s b u t s e l f - w i l l e d a n d e n d u r i n g n o n e t h e l e s s . I n t h i s b o o k I s u g g e s t t h a t 
F o s t e r ' s a c c e p t a n c e ( o r r e j e c t i o n ) o f t h e v a r i o u s t u r n s o f Com m u n i s t d o c 
t r i n e c o r r e s p o n d e d w i t h b o t h h i s l i v e d e x p e r i e n c e s a n d l a r g e r c h a n g e s i n 
t h e Ame r i c a n p o l i t i c a l e c o n o m y f r o m t h e p e r i o d o f Wor l d War I t h r o u g h 
t h e Gre a t Dep r e s s i o n . New i n f o r m a t i o n o n F o s t e r ' s c a r e e r c o n t i n u e s t o 
p o i n t , i n m y o p i n i o n , t o i n d i g e n o u s f a c t o r s a s t h e m o s t c o m p e l l i n g e x p l a 
n a t i o n s f o r h i s r a d i c a l i s m . 

NOTES 

1. On research in the RTsKhIDNI, see Harvey Klehr, John Haynes, and Fri-
drickh I. Firsov, T he Secret World of A meri c a n Com m u n ism (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1995), esp. pp. 329-33; reviews by Maurice Isserman, "Notes 
From Underground," N a t ion , June 12, 1995, pp. 846-56, and Edward Jo-
hanningsmeier, L a bor H istory 36 (Fall 1995) 634-35, with replies by Klehr and 
Haynes, L a bor H istory 36 (Summer 1996) 453-56. See also, Cold War Interna
tional History Project, "Bulletin," Woodrow Wilson International Center for 



x viii PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION 

Scholars, Washington D.C.: 1 - 8 (Spring 19 9 2 -Winter 19 9 6 / 1 9 9 7); Patricia Ken
nedy Grimsted, " R ussian Archives in Transition," American Archivist 5 6 (Fall 
1 9 9 3), pp. 6 1 4 - 6 1. 

2. On Lozovsky and the Profintern, see Daniel Calhoun, The United Front: 
The TUC and the Russians: 1923-1928 ( Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1 9 7 6), pp. 1 2 - 1 5 ; Geoffrey Swain, "Was the Profintern Really Necessary? " Eu
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INTRODUCTION 

AMONG twentieth-century American radicals, William Z. Foster will 
surely stand as one of the most implacable. His was an obstinate revolu
tionary temperament, unadorned by complex ideological convictions and 
only lightly constrained by legal or political convention. Driven by a 
deeply held hostility to many of the central assumptions of American pol
itics and economic life, his career as a socialist, Wobbly, syndicalist, labor 
organizer, and Communist spanned five decades. 

Foster's long and circuitous political journey began at the turn of the 
century in Philadelphia, where a compelling soap-box speaker inspired 
his first identification with the American socialist movement. However, 
his articulate public life as a radical began in the 1910s. During these 
early years as an itinerant labor agitator and journalist, he sought to 
adapt the complex dynamics of the "new unionism" to the development 
of a coherent revolutionary program for American labor. At the end of 
the decade, working as a "free-lance" radical within the American Fed
eration of Labor, he was the architect of unprecedented organizing drives 
in the meat-packing and steel industries. During World War I and imme
diately afterward, he was considered by many to be one of America's 
most effective (and dangerous) labor organizers. Yet, despite his activi
ties during these years, it was his subsequent career in the Communist 
party that would largely define his place in the history of the American 
labor movement.1 

In the early 1920s, when Foster joined the American Communist 
movement, it was a tiny underground sect engaged in a debilitating fac
tional quarrel over whether or not it should function openly as a "legal" 
party. Moreover, at the founding conventions of the Communist and 
Communist Labor parties in 1919, few in attendance had any knowledge 
of or experience in the trade union movement. By 1936, the Party could 
portray itself as an organization with substantial roots in American labor 
unions. As the Party's chief labor organizer during its early years, Foster 
played an important role in bringing about this transition in the Party's 
membership and orientation. Yet, in many respects his personality and 
outlook were not suited to the new politics of labor that emerged in the 
1930s. Later, during the Cold War, he would preside over a period of 
sharp decline in the Party's influence among American radicals. At the 
end of his life, he was a deracinated figure, tragically out of touch with the 
native oppositional traditions that had nurtured his career. 
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Despite his prominence, historians have not been particularly attentive 
to the man whose activities and ideas contributed significantly to the 
character of American Communism. Foster was one of the few leadership 
figures to remain in the movement from the first years of its development 
through its decline in the 1950s; understandably, treatments of his per
sonality and politics have focused on these years. Generally, he has been 
portrayed within this milieu as an adroit factional infighter and oppor
tunist, a politician more in tune with the ideological requirements of the 
Comintern than with the needs of the American working class. Theodore 
Draper, in his two detailed studies of the early years of the party, The 
Roots of American Communism and American Communism and Soviet 
Russia, documented Foster's rapidly shifting positions on issues such as 
the labor party movement of the early 1920s, "American exceptional-
ism," and trade union organizing strategy. According to Draper, these 
changes illustrated Foster's "ability to change, or appear to change, his 
convictions as often as the party line demanded." 2 Draper's view of Fos
ter corresponds to his thesis that the American Communist Party was 
chronically hindered by its fealty to policies and strategies set in the Soviet 
Union. 

This study of Foster's life seeks to address a different set of issues. Most 
basically, it begins with the assumption that it is impossible to understand 
Foster's career in the Communist party in isolation from his earlier radi
calism. When he joined the Communist movement in 1921, he was forty 
years old. A stubbornly independent figure, he was a fully formed person
ality with coherent ideas about the problems confronting American un
ionism. He commanded a respectful audience among influential progres
sives in the mainstream labor movement. In other words, he was hardly 
a cipher upon which a political movement, however disciplined, could 
easily inscribe its ethos and ideology. One measure of this was the fact 
that Foster was never trusted by the Comintern with a confidential over
seas assignment, a rite of passage for most Communist leaders. When he 
acknowledged toward the end of his career that he had made "many po
litical mistakes," his confession was meaningful beyond the ritual re
quirements of Communist self-criticism. 3 Foster was deeply attracted to 
Communism, but the movement was hardly a monolithic phenomenon; 
its appeal encompassed a wide variety of political personalities. Thus, this 
study has not devoted much effort to pushing Foster into any particular 
objective category of "Communist," or specifying a moment of conver
sion. Foster's education as a radical began many years before the found
ing of the Comintern. At the same time, in certain very significant in
stances, his ideas departed from Communist orthodoxy after 1921. 

Once Foster's Communism is grounded in the history of modern 
American radicalism, the influence of the Comintern becomes less impor-
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tant in explaining his motivations. There is no doubt that Foster was a 
devout admirer of the Russian Revolution and respected the revolution
ary authority and resources of the Comintern. But the more important 
question addressed by this study is: What was it in Foster's personality, 
politics, and experience that led him to devote his life to international 
Communism? He was, after all, an American, and his life cannot be fully 
understood without reference to this basic fact. Foster fought for years 
after he became a Communist to establish an "exceptionalist" perspective 
for American Communism. Before he joined the Communist party, Fos
ter's experiences had convinced him that the revolution in the United 
States could be brought about by radicals working within the trade union 
movement. He held himself aloof from the American Socialist party and 
remained suspicious of Marxist doctrine. After he joined the Communist 
party, he retained much of his syndicalist outlook. His unfamiliarity with 
Marxist thought often left him ill-prepared for the numerous theoretical 
disputes that characterized party life at its upper echelons. He was a 
somewhat anomalous figure in the Party; in an organization that was 
dedicated to working-class revolutionary activity, he was one of the few 
members of the leadership who was of undeniably proletarian back
ground. He was also the only leader who had any real experience leading 
"mass struggles" or large-scale strikes. Bertram Wolfe, who joined the 
Communist party at its inception, once suggested that Foster's belief that 
the unions were the most important focus of revolutionary activity in 
America was "the first expression" of American exceptionalism in the 
Communist party. 4 

While this study seeks to locate William Foster in a native tradition of 
labor radicalism, in several important respects his career represented a 
significant departure from an earlier socialist legacy. For instance, during 
the years that Foster was most active in the labor movement, Eugene Debs 
was perhaps the figure who best represented what twentieth-century so
cialists inherited from earlier American radicalisms. Foster and Debs, 
however, were strikingly different figures. While the two agreed briefly in 
the early 19 2 0s on the best strategy that radicals might pursue in the 
mainstream labor movement, Foster was generally disdainful of Debs. 
This disdain, however, not only arose from conventional differences of 
strategy and politics, but was complexly rooted in each man's personality 
and experience. These differences, as well as Foster's critique of the So
cialist leader, provide insight, I believe, into some of the fundamental 
disjunctures that American socialism confronted in the early twentieth 
century. Debs and Foster, ultimately, could not share a viable definition 
of "community" or "citizenship," and this had profound implications for 
one of Foster's central failures: his inability to develop a powerful and 
credible vision of an alternative American social order. Partly this was a 
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failure of language; Foster never developed a radical lexicon that was 
anywhere near as evocative as was Debs's. This study, however, assumes 
that Foster's uniquely disabled voice was the expressive correlative of a 
particular historical experience, an experience that was, in the end, pro
foundly American. 

This study pays particular attention to the history of Foster's rhetoric. 
He and his generation of radicals, after all, are often remembered for their 
distinctive political grammar. Foster was an eclectic thinker and improvi-
sational activist whose rhetoric borrowed from American trade union
ism, various currents in American and European syndicalism and anar
chism, prevailing notions of gender, and to a certain extent, the ideologies 
of American corporate enterprise. He was not a learned or original theo
rist by any means, and it is tempting to dismiss much of Foster's writings 
as mere propaganda or factional posturing. There is a lack of veracity in 
his public speech that many found repellent, but there is another sense in 
which his language was profoundly honest. He did, after all, believe that 
he lived in a world of large economic imperatives and ubiquitous capi
talist power; the terminology of Communism (as well as its "Aesopian" 
evasiveness) did, in this sense, fit with much of his experience. It was a 
world, he believed, in which dialogue was not particularly valuable. 
Nonetheless, ideas were important and useful to Foster, and the public 
presentation of his politics was closely related to his successes and failures 
as a radical. 

Ironically enough, despite the reams of political writing that Foster 
produced, his personality was characterized by certain "voicelessness" or 
aphasia. Of course, his voice was often circumscribed by powerful forces 
outside his control, but he himself often denigrated the "talk" of politics 
in favor of decisive action and the power of organization. Related to this 
was his tendency to downplay the importance of workers' voice not only 
in politics, but in the management of their own labor. The economists 
Richard B. Freeman and James L. Medoff have proposed that one vital 
function of labor unions in our society is to provide workers with a "col
lective voice" in regard to the day-to-day conditions of their employment. 
Tragically, despite his lifelong devotion to labor unionism, Foster often 
underestimated the necessity for developing a truly democratic, participa
tory "voice" in the workplace. However, Foster's peculiar failure of voice 
and language, I have assumed, can be explained as much by an inquiry 
into the complex social history of his times as by an understanding of his 
unique personality.5 

From the very beginning of his career in the Communist movement, 
Foster was among the leadership of the Party. Just as I believe that he was 
not merely a cipher for decisions about policy and orientation made at the 
international level, so do I believe that an examination of his career in the 
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Party can provid e important insig ht s into th e nature of th e Communist 
movement. Li k e any political party, th e Communist party was organiz e d 
around a s et of hi erarc hi cal relationshi p s . In thi s conte xt, th e rank-and -
file members hi p di d not act complet ely autonomously, e v en thou g h it is 
now cl ear that th e relationshi p s b et w e en s hop - floor and community-le v el 
organiz ers and th e party hierarc hy w ere c haracteriz e d by a significant 
d e gre e of ind e p end enc e . 6  W hate v er th e e xact nature of Foster' s political 
influ enc e within th e Party at dif f er ent times, h e was able to leav e a larg e 
and di stinctiv e imprint on its g eneral orientation. 

I arg u e t hat Foster' s syndicalism was partic ularly influ ential in this re 
gard . Earlier ac counts hav e ac knowle d g e d t h e syndicalist bac k ground of 
many of th e Party' s early lead ers, b ut g enerally hav e not trac e d how th e s e 
p ersonal historie s af f e ct e d Communist policy after th e founding of th e 
Comintern. 7  I b elie v e it is pos si bl e to d et e ct si gnificant continuitie s b e 
t w e en Foster' s earlier syndicalism, as formulate d in th e 1 9 1 0 s, and th e 
te xt ure of later policie s adopte d by th e American Communists . In th e 
1 9 2 0 s, originally as a re s ult of L enin' s inj unction that American radicals 
s houl d " g et into" th e trad e union movement, th e party h e sitantly adopte d 
muc h of w hat had come to b e known as "Fosterism," th e id ea that th e 
re volution in th e Unite d State s would come about as a re s ult of th e ac 
tivitie s of a "militant minority" in th e trad e union movement. T hi s id ea 
may s e em anachronistic today, b ut Foster and hi s allie s in th e Party h el d 
to it years after th e d eath of L enin and throu g h a number of c hang e s in 
line . T hi s orientation was by no means ine vitable, neith er was it always 
in ac cord with th e vi e w s of pow erf ul id eologist s in th e ap paratu s of th e 
Comintern. Within th e American Communist movement, op position to 
Foster' s polici e s was often bitter and intens e . I do not b elie v e t hat s u c h 
op position was merely op portunistic ; rath er, it re fl e ct e d g enuine di f f er 
enc e s of interpretation and bac k ground among American radicals, di f f er 
enc e s w hi c h, of cours e, pre date d th e Bols h e vi k R e volution. O ut si d e of th e 
Communist movement, Foster' s strate gy met with d et ermined re si stanc e 
by both th e lead ers hi p and muc h of th e rank and file of th e trad e unions. 
N e v erth el e s s, "Fosterism" prov e d to b e a strong enou g h interpretation of 
American conditions to h el p th e Party gain some of its most important 
s u c c e s s e s in th e labor movement, thou g h it was not ultimately compelling 
enou g h to create a unifie d Communist movement in this country. 

Earl Browd er, w ho p erhap s kne w Foster b etter than any oth er of hi s con
temporarie s, once claimed d e s pairingly that th e wily Communist lead er 
could "abandon his id eas with th e greate st facility of any man I ' v e e v er 
met—and re p u diate th em p u blicly, without th e slig ht e st embarrassment. 
. . . So, if you 're trying to d e v elop a line of Foster' s ov er th e years, you 
may b e able to do it b ut it'll b e fille d with th e most God -aw f ul contra-
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d i c t i o n s . " 8  J a y L o v e s t o n e , a b i t t e r p o l i t i c a l o p p o n e n t o f F o s t e r ' s , f a s t e n e d 
o n h i m t h e n i c k n a m e " Z i g - Z a g . " I h a v e a t t e m p t e d i n t h i s s t u d y t o e x p l a i n 
i n d e t a i l s o m e o f t h e m o r e n o t a b l e a n d a s t o n i s h i n g z i g z a g s i n F o s t e r ' s 
c a r e e r , b u t i n a l a r g e r s e n s e i t m a y b e u s e f u l t o t h e r e a d e r t o t h i n k o f t h i s 
b i o g r a p h y a s c o m p r i s i n g t h r e e l a r g e p a r t s , e a c h d o c u m e n t i n g t h e m o s t 
b a s i c t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s i n h i s l i f e a n d i d e n t i t y . 

A s a y o u n g m a n F o s t e r w a s a d r i f t e r , a m e m b e r o f t h e l a r g e c l a s s o f 
f l o a t i n g A m e r i c a n w o r k e r s a t t h e t u r n o f t h e c e n t u r y w h o a r e o n l y i n t e r 
m i t t e n t l y v i s i b l e a s i n d i v i d u a l s t o t o d a y ' s h i s t o r i a n s . T h e f i r s t t h r e e c h a p 
t e r s o f m y a c c o u n t o f h i s l i f e f o l l o w h i s e a r l y w a n d e r i n g s a s c l o s e l y a s 
p o s s i b l e , a n d d o c u m e n t h i s d e v e l o p i n g p o l i t i c a l a w a r e n e s s . L i k e m a n y 
o t h e r s o f h i s d i s p o s i t i o n a n d s o c i a l c l a s s , F o s t e r l e f t n o j o u r n a l s , a n d o n l y 
a f e w e a r l y l e t t e r s . D e s p i t e s u c h i m p e d i m e n t s , I b e l i e v e i t i s p o s s i b l e 
t o o f f e r a c o m p l e x p o r t r a y a l o f F o s t e r a s a n i m p o r t a n t h i s t o r i c a l a c t o r . 
H e w r o t e d e t a i l e d a u t o b i o g r a p h i e s , a n d h i s a c t i o n s a n d t h o u g h t s c a n b e 
d i s c e r n e d a s w e l l i n t h e c o r r e s p o n d e n c e , t e s t i m o n y a n d m e m o r i e s o f h i s 
a s s o c i a t e s . T h u s t h e r e i s a n a b u n d a n c e o f s o u r c e s f o r t h e h i s t o r i a n t o 
c o n s i d e r . 

T h e m i d d l e ( a n d l a r g e s t ) p a r t o f t h i s s t u d y d e a l s w i t h F o s t e r ' s c a r e e r a s 
a l a b o r o r g a n i z e r a n d C o m m u n i s t . D u r i n g W o r l d " W a r I, h i s r o l e s i n t h e 
m e a t - p a c k i n g o r g a n i z i n g d r i v e a n d t h e Gre a t Ste e l Str i k e p l a c e d h i m a t 
t h e c e n t e r o f m o m e n t o u s c o n f l i c t s a m o n g g i a n t c o r p o r a t i o n s , P r o g r e s s i v e 
p o l i t i c i a n s , a n d o r g a n i z e d l a b o r . H i s a c t i v i t i e s d u r i n g t h e s e y e a r s s h o w 
h i m t o b e a t r a n s i t i o n a l f i g u r e , g a i n i n g n a t i o n a l p r o m i n e n c e a t t h e e n d o f 
a p a r t i c u l a r l y v i o l e n t h a l f - c e n t u r y o f l a b o r u n r e s t , b u t a l s o b e f o r e a n d 
d u r i n g t h e e m e r g e n c e o f t h e m o d e r n l a b o r m o v e m e n t i n t h e U n i t e d Sta t e s . 
Eve r t h e m o d e r n i s t a n d o r g a n i z a t i o n m a n , h e w a s n o n e t h e l e s s a n i d i o 
s y n c r a t i c f i g u r e — e i t h e r a n e w t y p e o f l a b o r o r g a n i z e r , a s s o m e s t y l e d h i m , 
o r a " l o n e w o l f s o r t o f o p e r a t o r , " a s Ear l Bro w d e r d e s c r i b e d h i m . Bot h a s 
a l a b o r o r g a n i z e r a n d C o m m u n i s t , F o s t e r p e r s o n i f i e d t h e c o n t r a d i c t i o n s 
o f t h e " b o r e r f r o m w i t h i n . " W h i l e p r o f e s s i n g l o y a l t y t o t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n , 
h e i n f a c t n e v e r q u i t e f i t — e i t h e r i n t h e A m e r i c a n F e d e r a t i o n o f L a b o r o r 
t h e A m e r i c a n C o m m u n i s t m o v e m e n t . 

T h e f i n a l f o u r c h a p t e r s o f t h i s s t u d y , e n c o m p a s s i n g t h e p e r i o d f o l l o w 
i n g h i s b r e a k d o w n i n 1 9 3 2 t o h i s d e a t h i n M o s c o w i n 1 9 6 1 , a d d r e s s 
F o s t e r ' s r o l e i n t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s t h a t t h e C o m m u n i s t 
p a r t y e x p e r i e n c e d i n i t s r e c e n t h i s t o r y : t h e a b a n d o n m e n t o f s e c t a r i a n i s m 
f o r t h e P o p u l a r F r o n t d u r i n g t h e Gre a t D e p r e s s i o n a n d W o r l d W a r II, a n d 
f i n a l l y t h e r e v e r s a l o f t h i s p o l i c y d u r i n g t h e C o l d W a r . F o s t e r u n q u e s t i o n 
a b l y p l a y e d h i s m o s t i m p o r t a n t r o l e i n t h e l a t e r s h i f t t o w a r d s e c t a r i a n i s m ; 
w i t h o u t h i s p o w e r f u l p r e s e n c e i n t h e c r u c i a l p e r i o d a f t e r 1 9 4 5 , i t i s q u i t e 
p o s s i b l e t h a t t h e A m e r i c a n C o m m u n i s t p a r t y w o u l d h a v e e v o l v e d i n t o 
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a different organization than it is today. However, both hardened and 
transmogrified, "Fosterism" became a logic of decline, isolation, and 
helplessness during the Cold War era. With his death in 1961, William 
Foster left a legacy of complex and often negative lessons for later genera
tions of activists. 



Chapter 1 

BEGINNINGS 

I cannot remember the time when I was not 

imbued with that class hatred against employers 

which is almost instinctive to workers. 

—William Z. Foster, Twilight of World Capitalism 

IN THE INTRODUCTION to his 1937 autobiography, From Bryan to Stalin, 
William Z. Foster explained that "I have tried to show those forces which 
impelled me, an American worker, to arrive at revolutionary conclusions, 
to become a Communist." Similarly, in the introduction to his collection 
of more personal sketches, Pages from a Worker's Life, Foster noted that 
the rationale for the book was to illustrate "the forces that made me ar
rive at my present political opinions." In his deterministic analysis of his 
own life, he left little room for a consideration of his family and the sub
jective experiences of his early childhood. Yet there is no doubt that the 
circumstances of Foster's early life, especially the poverty in which he 
grew up, decisively shaped his political identity. When asked by a Senate 
committee investigating the Great Steel Strike of 1919 to explain his polit
ical views, he began by asserting that "I am one who was raised in the 
slums."1 

In Foster's portrayals of his childhood, only one personality emerges 
from the formidable welter of "forces" he describes to influence his life in 
a decisive manner: his father, James. Even so, his father as well as his 
mother remain shadowy figures, possessing neither complexity nor di
mension in Foster's accounts. His reminiscences reveal no deep affection 
for either one, and he offers no elaboration at all when citing the fact that 
both died while he was still in his teens. 

James was born in County Carlow, Ireland, and was twenty-seven 
years old when he arrived in the United States as a Fenian political refugee 
in 1868. A vigorous, combative, and intensely political man, he was a 
devoted member of a secret revolutionary brotherhood that had con
spired to raise an armed revolt by Irish soldiers of the British garrison in 
Ireland. James told his son of a "traitor" who betrayed him and his com
rades. At the time, British officials were acting decisively to purge the 
garrison of nationalist plotters; the Habeas Corpus Act was suspended 
and police were making wholesale arrests of suspected Fenian insurrec-



BEGINNINGS 11 

tionists. Hundreds of others besides James fled to the United States to 
escape imprisonment.2 

James's forced emigration brought him first to Boston, then to nearby 
Taunton by the late 1860s or early 1870s. It is quite possible that James 
was initially drawn to the town by family ties, but the only evidence for 
this is an occasional proximity of addresses recorded in the city directo
ries. When he arrived in Taunton, the town already possessed a sizable 
population of first- and second-generation Irish immigrants, many of 
whom worked in the town's large textile factories. James, however, ap
pears not to have been directly employed by the mills. His name first 
appeared in the Taunton city directories in 1874, with his occupation 
listed as "hostler"; this is consistent with William's description of his fa
ther's occupation as that of a livery stableman and carriage washer.3 

James's wife, Elizabeth McLaughlin, was born in Carlisle, England, 
into a family of textile workers. It is unclear when or where James and 
Elizabeth met or were married, but James may have met his wife during 
his residency in Taunton. She was ten years younger than James, and 
unlike her husband was a devout Catholic. Neither James nor Elizabeth 
possessed any formal education. Of the two, Elizabeth may have had 
more experience as an industrial laborer; James, a stableman, was "of 
peasant stock." In the mid-nineteenth century, Elizabeth's family, which 
for generations had made their living producing textiles from the hand 
loom, witnessed first-hand the terrifying starvation conditions that had 
attended the transition from the hand to the power loom in the British 
textile industry. Although William recalled that Elizabeth's "political ac
tivities were nil," it is quite likely that his mother possessed at least an 
understanding of the traditions of labor unionism, which were well de
veloped in the English textile industry by the 1850s, particularly so in 
Carlisle.4 

It is difficult to speculate on the nature of James's and Elizabeth's rela
tionship, but the family raised one child whose baptismal record shows 
another woman's name listed as the mother, with James as the father.5 In 
addition, the elder Foster was a heavy drinker whose "special predilec
tion" for fighting Irish policemen often landed him in jail. A restless man 
with few attachments, his most valued possession was a fine homespun 
overcoat that he had brought with him from Ireland.6 In Taunton, James 
was unwilling or unable to establish a home of any permanence for his 
family. When William was born in 1881, the family's address was an 
apartment located on an interior alleyway near the center of town; how
ever, James and Elizabeth made their home at nine different addresses 
during the years in which they lived in Taunton, between 1872 and 1887. 
During this period, according to various records, Elizabeth gave birth to 
nine children, including William E. Foster (the "Z" was added much 
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later). Of these nine children, four survived into adulthood; three are re
corded in Taunton municipal records as having died at age three or 
younger. Two of the children succumbed to common respiratory infec
tions, croup and bronchitis, while two other children "disappeared" in 
the sense that they cannot be accounted for in either municipal records or 
census manuscripts.7 They are not mentioned by name in either of Wil
liam Foster's autobiographies. It is possible that they were given for adop
tion, yet, according to Foster's account in From Bryan to Stalin, most of 
the twenty-three children his mother bore died in infancy.8 

Through these years of frequent moving, the family continued to have 
their children baptized at St. Mary's Catholic Church; the congregation 
may have provided a center of support and orientation for the immigrant 
family, as it did for many of the Irish that settled in Taunton in the 1860s 
and 1870s. The extent of the Fosters' involvement in church, community, 
and ethnic organizations in Taunton remains unclear, however. Such 
memberships, if they were indeed a part of the Fosters' life at this point, 
apparently did not enable them to overcome the problems that resulted in 
frequent childhood deaths in their family: poor health care, inadequate 
nutrition, and uncertain housing. 

In the winter of 1887, James and Elizabeth moved their family to Phil
adelphia. While the reasons for the family's move remain obscure, the 
family's mobility itself is significant, for it is a theme that persists in Wil
liam Foster's early life. Geographic mobility was an important part of an 
immigrant family's strategy for survival and advancement, yet many such 
families cannot be traced by historians or demographers studying the 
social life of a particular community. Not only did William's family re
locate frequently, its members appear and disappear in municipal, census, 
and church records and are often never mentioned. However, despite the 
incomplete evidence available on the precise composition of the family, 
it is possible to locate William Foster in a particular Philadelphia com
munity during the years 1887 to 1900, and to establish what kind of 
"forces" were at work there, as well as the kind of choices that may have 
been available to him. 

It is easy to imagine that the family's relocation in Philadelphia was a 
jolting experience. Census records and city directories reveal no other 
Fosters or McLaughlins living in the vicinity of the neighborhood where 
they settled, suggesting that the family could not rely on the cushion of 
clan loyalties upon arriving in the city. While the Fosters had moved often 
within the medium-sized mill town of Taunton, Philadelphia was a differ
ent environment altogether. In the 1880s, the city was a booming indus
trial metropolis, second only to New York in the size of its manufacturing 
work force and the value of its product. Although Philadelphia was noted 
in the nineteenth century for the exceptional architecture of its public and 
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commercial buildings, developers imposed an efficient yet stark uniform
ity on the residential neighborhoods of the city's working-class popula
tion. In the districts that housed the city's immigrant laborers, vast grids 
of row houses fronted rear alleyways where thousands of families could 
be found living in crowded and squalid backyard houses or shacks.9 

While visitors to Philadelphia were apt to remark on the cleanliness of the 
city or the beauty of the huge Fairmount Park, ugly court and alley slums, 
or "horizontal tenements," characterized districts like Southwark, Grays 
Ferry, Kensington, Port Richmond, and Moyamensing. For some, these 
areas symbolized the promise of Philadelphia's burgeoning industrial 
economy; one civic booster reminded observers that "wherever a great 
city is, extremes meet."10 

William Foster wrote that one street on the block where his family 
lived in South Philadelphia, Kater Street between Sixteenth and Seven
teenth in the old Moyamensing district, "was a noisome, narrow side 
street, made up of several stables, a woodyard, a carpet cleaning works, 
a few whore-houses and many ramshackle dwellings." He also described 
two alleyways on his block where there was no running water, and where 
"half-starved, diseased, hopeless" people lived by "casual labor, begging 
[and] petty thieving." An impoverished African American community 
centered only two blocks north of the Foster residence harbored a "dan
gerous criminal class," according to W. Å. B. Dubois's 1896 study, The 
Philadelphia Negro. Here, according to DuBois, were gathered "shrewd 
and sleek politicians, gamblers and confidence men"; prostitution thrived 
as it did in many other parts of the city. Despite the proximity of Dubois's 
famous Seventh Ward to Foster's neighborhood, Irish gang members rou
tinely attacked African Americans who ventured into their district.11 

An 1895 Philadelphia atlas portrays a residential alleyway of small 
wooden dwellings in the center of the block where James Foster and his 
family lived, but the Fosters occupied a three-story brick row house, de
scribed as a tenement in its property deed, facing South Seventeenth 
Street. The atlas also gives an idea of the mixed economy of the area, and 
suggests that in this district in Philadelphia, work and community were 
closely intermingled. The neighborhood at that time contained several 
small woolen mills, a chemical works, and a smelting works, as well as 
lumberyards, liveries, and stables. While horse-drawn streetcars were 
available in Philadelphia at the time, they were generally too expensive to 
be utilized on a daily basis, and most manual workers lived within a mile 
or so of their place of employment.12 It is therefore reasonable to assume 
that James Foster worked in one of the stables near his home. As for 
Elizabeth, it was unusual for the wife in a working-class family in Phila
delphia to be regularly employed outside the home during this period. In 
a routine autobiographical questionnaire completed years later, William 
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pointed out that his mother "did not work after marriage" and that his 
family was dependent on his father's income.13 

The Fosters did not own the house in which they lived during their 
years in Philadelphia, although many Irish immigrants who had arrived 
in the city a generation earlier had been able to achieve home ownership. 
Few of the residents of Foster's neighborhood owned their own houses, 
but it was not unlikely that the owner of a tenement such as the Fosters 
occupied might have an Irish surname. Writing in 1893 of the apparent 
low proportion of "Paupers and Vicious Classes" in Philadelphia, the 
sociologist Lorin Blodget concluded optimistically that Philadelphia's ex
perience showed that "it is not a necessity of the creation of great wealth, 
that there should follow great poverty to the creators of that wealth." 
Although Blodget attributed Philadelphia's apparent success to the "great 
numbers engaged at wages in productive industries," many observers at 
the time were alarmed by the existence of what seemed to be an idle, 
lawless, and degraded working class in areas like Moyamensing, where 
the Fosters lived. William Foster noted that in his neighborhood, many 
residents never worked, and lived only by their wits. His own family oc
cupied an uncertain position in the industrial society that Philadelphians 
were creating, both as an ideology and as an existing milieu of limited 
opportunity, in the last decades of the nineteenth century.14 

Although many Irish immigrants lived in Moyamensing in the 1880s 
and 1890s, it could not have been accurately described as an ethnic 
ghetto. Several streets near where the Fosters lived were almost entirely 
populated by Irish immigrants, but other blocks were more ethnically 
diverse. In this respect, the area was similar to many other districts in 
Philadelphia. In 1880, while roughly a third of the city's total population 
was of Irish stock, only one person in five of Irish background lived in the 
concentrated clusters of Irish ethnicity. Even in areas that included the 
highest concentrations of Irish, they composed only about half the total 
population. Moreover, in the 1860s the Irish in each residential cluster 
were largely heterogeneous with regard to occupation, unemployment 
rates, and extent of property holdings. As Philadelphia became more in
dustrialized and transportation systems improved, increased social differ
ences in the workplace began to influence choice of residence more than 
ethnicity; unskilled workers, in particular, became more isolated. Simi
larly, social class was steadily becoming more important as a factor in 
determining membership in Irish fraternal or community organizations in 
Philadelphia during this period.15 

Foster remembered that the small area in the Moyamensing district 
that constituted his neighborhood was known as Skittereen. The street 
gang to which he belonged rigorously defined this district as extending 
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from Sixteenth to Seventeenth Streets, between South Street on the north 
and Fitzwater Street three blocks to the south. An examination of the 
census manuscripts of 1880 and 1900 reveals that this neighborhood was 
changing quite rapidly during the period the Fosters lived there. In 1880, 
seven years before the Fosters arrived, the area included a large number 
of poor Irish-born workers, especially on the smaller side-streets. Kater 
Street, for instance, was home to mostly unskilled Irish laborers living in 
tiny two-story row houses, the majority reporting their occupation as 
"carter" or wagon driver. However, the area was still diverse in ethnicity 
and occupation. While far from predominant, skilled workers such as 
carpenters, coachmakers, machinists, metal smiths, printers, and jewel
ers, as well as businessmen and proprietors with boarding servants re
sided on the block in which the Fosters were to live and the streets facing 
it, along with teamsters, other unskilled laborers, and immigrants from 
Germany, England, Scotland, Italy, France, and Cuba. In this diverse 
neighborhood, however, there was a significant sign of economic uncer
tainty. A large number of the residents—on some streets, over half of the 
census respondents reporting an occupation—stated that they had been 
unemployed at some point in the previous year.16 

By 1900, the year that William Foster finally departed, this small sec
tion of Philadelphia was home to a large proportion of African American 
workers, with some streets still showing a mixture of Irish and American-
born white laborers. Many of the recently arrived African Americans 
listed birthplaces in the South, and simply described themselves as la
borers. Those who gave an occupation were often domestics, waiters, 
bootblacks, janitors, and porters. On Kater Street, at the center of the 
block where the Fosters lived, of the approximately sixty-five individuals 
over age twenty who lived there in 1900, only five, comprising one fam
ily, had resided there in 1880. The relatively fluid ethnic composition of 
Foster's neighborhood is suggested by the fact that the three-story tene
ment in which the Foster family had resided from 1887 to the late 1890s 
was occupied in 1900 by three African American families, two of which 
were headed by laborers. Symbolically, a building across the street from 
the Foster residence that housed a workingmen's club in 1889 had been 
converted into a relief mission by 1901.17 

James Foster did not bring his family into a stable ethnic community in 
Philadelphia, but few Irish who moved to the city in the nineteenth cen
tury possessed a coherent national identity in the first place: most loyal
ties were focused on the family, clan, town, or home county. Even fewer 
such immigrants were devoted to the political ideal of Irish nationalism, 
but for James Foster, the idea of a free and united Irish state was of tre
mendous importance.18 
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W i l l i a m F o s t e r c h a r a c t e r i z e d h i s f a t h e r a s a " m i l i t a n t " n a t i o n a l i s t w h o 
m a d e h i s h o m e i n t o a g a t h e r i n g p l a c e f o r Ir i s h p a t r i o t s a s w e l l a s M o l l y 
M a g u i r e s f l e e i n g p e r s e c u t i o n i n t h e m i n i n g r e g i o n s w e s t o f P h i l a d e l p h i a . 
Ir i s h n a t i o n a l i s m w a s t h e " i n t e l l e c t u a l m e a t a n d d r i n k " o f W i l l i a m ' s e a r l y 
y o u t h , a n d h e l a t e r w r o t e t h a t i t w a s h i s f a t h e r ' s p o l i t i c s t h a t f i r s t i m p e l l e d 
h i m t o b e c o m e a " r e b e l . " P h i l a d e l p h i a w a s i n d e e d a h o t b e d o f F e n i a n 
a c t i v i t y , t h e c e n t e r o f Ir i s h n a t i o n a l i s t p l o t t i n g i n t h e U n i t e d Sta t e s i n t h e 
1 8 8 0 s . J a m e s u n d o u b t e d l y h a d s o m e c o n t a c t w i t h W i l l i a m C a r r o l l , a 
p r o m i n e n t a n d m i l i t a n t l e a d e r o f t h e e m i g r e m o v e m e n t w h o h e l d m e e t 
i n g s a t h i s h o m e o n Sou t h Six t e e n t h Str e e t , o n l y t w o b l o c k s f r o m t h e 
F o s t e r r e s i d e n c e a t t h e t i m e . C a r r o l l w a s a l e a d e r o f a n e x t r e m i s t f a c t i o n 
o f t h e C l a n - n a -Gae l , w h i c h a d v o c a t e d v i o l e n t r e v o l u t i o n a r y m e t h o d s t o 
g a i n Ir i s h i n d e p e n d e n c e . 1 9 

A t t h e l e v e l o f s t y l e a t l e a s t , J a m e s ' s r e v o l u t i o n a r y p o l i t i c s a r e e v o c a t i v e 
o f h i s s o n ' s l a t e r a c t i v i t i e s a s a s y n d i c a l i s t a n d C o m m u n i s t . T h e F e n i a n 
o r g a n i z a t i o n s t o w h i c h J a m e s b e l o n g e d i n t h e 1 8 5 0 s a n d 1 8 6 0 s w e r e s e 
c r e t r e v o l u t i o n a r y b r o t h e r h o o d s , c a r e f u l l y o r d e r e d e l i t e g r o u p s e n v e l o p e d 
b y c o m p l e x i n i t i a t i o n a n d o t h e r r i t u a l s . T h e m o v e m e n t i t s e l f w a s s u f f u s e d 
w i t h v a r i o u s k i n d s o f s p e c i a l t e r m i n o l o g y a s w e l l a s s i g n s , p a s s w o r d s , a n d 
o a t h s . P r o m o t i o n w i t h i n t h e b r o t h e r h o o d b r o u g h t h i g h e r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 
a n d e s o t e r i c k n o w l e d g e , a n d i t s i n i t i a t e s t h o u g h t o f t h e m s e l v e s a s m e m 
b e r s o f a l a r g e r i n t e r n a t i o n a l m o v e m e n t . E. J . H o b s b a w m h a s n o t e d t h e 
r e s e m b l a n c e b e t w e e n s u c h i d e a l s a n d t h e s t r o n g g l o b a l i s t p e r s p e c t i v e o f 
l a t e r s o c i a l i s t m o v e m e n t s . M o r e o v e r , t h e b r o t h e r h o o d i t s e l f d i d n o t n o r 
m a l l y o p e r a t e a s p a r t o f a b r o a d e r m o v e m e n t t h a t w a s i d e n t i f i e d w i t h i t s 
p o l i c i e s , b u t r a t h e r p e r m e a t e d c o n s e r v a t i v e i n s t i t u t i o n s ; t h u s t h e l a r g e s t 
k i n d o f r e v o l u t i o n a r y d e s i g n s w e r e c o m b i n e d w i t h a d e f e n s i v e , s e c r e t i v e 
p r a g m a t i s m . In t h e i r s t r a t e g i z i n g , t h e F e n i a n s c o n c e i v e d o f u p r i s i n g s d i 
r e c t e d b y s m a l l g r o u p s o f d e v o t e d i n i t i a t e s w h o w o u l d d r a w t h e m a s s e s 
b e h i n d t h e m i n s o m e u n s p e c i f i e d w a y . 2 0 F o r W i l l i a m , t h e c e n t r a l m e t a 
p h o r w o u l d b e t h a t o f r a d i c a l s " b o r i n g f r o m w i t h i n " t h e A m e r i c a n F e d 
e r a t i o n o f L a b o r . D e s p i t e h i s c u r s o r y t r e a t m e n t o f h i s f a t h e r i n h i s a u t o 
b i o g r a p h i e s , t h e r e i s n o d o u b t t h a t W i l l i a m f o r m e d a n i n t e n s e b o n d w i t h 
h i s f a t h e r : a s a b o y h e d e t e r m i n e d t o d e v o t e h i s w h o l e l i f e t o f i g h t i n g t o 
f r e e Ir e l a n d . It w a s f r o m h i s f a t h e r , u n d o u b t e d l y , t h a t W i l l i a m f i r s t a b 
s o r b e d t h e t a n t a l i z i n g i d e a t h a t s m a l l g r o u p s o f m e n ( m i n u s " t r a i t o r s " ) 
c o u l d a c c o m p l i s h s o m u c h . F i n a l l y , W i l l i a m a d m i r e d h i s f a t h e r a s a 
" r e b e l " a n d a f i g h t e r f o r h i s p o l i t i c a l i d e a l s , b u t h i s o w n r a d i c a l i s m w o u l d 
b e l i m i t e d b y t h e o b v i o u s m a l e n e s s o f t h i s c o n c e p t i o n . In t h e t r a d i t i o n a l 
i c o n o g r a p h y o f t h e A m e r i c a n l a b o r m o v e m e n t w o m e n h a v e h i s t o r i c a l l y 
b e e n e x c l u d e d f r o m r o l e s a s " f i g h t e r s . " In F o s t e r ' s c o n c e p t i o n a s w e l l , t h e 
i d e a l o r g a n i z e r i s a l w a y s t h e m i l i t a n t w o r k i n g / r a m . 2 1 
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From 1 8 9 2 to 18 9 8, James Foster listed his occupation in the city di
rectories as that of a seller of birds and dogs. Wil liam noted that his father 
attempted unsuccessfully to establish a small store while working as a 
stableman, but also points out that James, being an "ardent sportsman," 
made his home a "rallying point" for cockfighters and dogfighters, as 
well as runners, boxers, ball p layers, and "race-track men." 2 2 Writing in 
18 8 4, a Philadelp hia historian observed that while before the Revolution 
cockfighting and dogfighting had been occasionally sponsored by "men 
of the highest respectability," these "barbarous amusements" were, by 
the 1 8 2 0s, "shunned by all w ho laid a claim to social standing." The type 
of business that James conducted in his home typically drew the attention 
of middle-c lass reformers who investigated unsanitary conditions in im
migrant neighborhoods. 2 3 

James undoubtedly began his business as a way to supp lement his low 
wages; if his income as a hostler or stableman approximated that of an 
unskil led industrial worker of the time, he would have been unable to 
achieve the "minimum adequacy" household budget that has been calcu
lated by Mic hael R. Haines for Philadelp hia in 18 8 0. In a world far re
moved from Philadelp hia's "good society," whatever income James Fos
ter may have been able to bring in from selling birds and dogs, or possibly 
sponsoring animal fights, could not be depended upon to provide for 
much economic security. During the depression of the mid-1 8 9 0s, the 
"half-starved" family eked out a living from the neighborhood soup 
kitc hen, presumably the one that was operated only right around the cor
ner from the Foster residence at the time. 2 4 

Because of the family's difficult economic situation, it was important 
for James and Elizabeth's c hildren to be emp loyed outside the home. T he 
wages of working children were the chief means of survival during this 
period for a family w here the head of household's earnings were not 
large. 2 5 However, according to the best information available, w hen the 
Foster family first moved to Philadelp hia in 18 8 7, the eldest child, John, 
was only ten years old. Records from St. Teresa's Church in Philadelp hia 
show that four children were born into the Foster family and baptized 
between 18 8 9, w hen Elizabeth was thirty-eight years old, and 18 9 3. By 
1 8 9 3, the first year of a major depression, there were a minimum of five 
c hildren in the family aged sixteen or younger, and it is possible that the 
family included as many as five c hildren under the age of ten. By the 
1 8 9 0s, earnings from the older children may have begun to make a differ
ence for the family, but even then, for many months during the depres
sion, James and his eldest son John were unemp loyed. Wil liam attended 
a nearby public sc hool for four years until 1 8 9 1, and also managed some 
income hawking newspapers before being forced at age ten to find regular 
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employment. He wrote much later that during this period, "the task of 
being the family providers fell upon my sister and myself, both of us chil
dren hardly in our teens." His older sister, Sarah-Anna, listed her occupa
tion as that of a domestic on her 1898 marriage license.26 

Survival for a working-class family in South Philadelphia during the 
last half of the nineteenth century was predicated on a variety of "mem
berships." Belonging to a community group or fraternal organization, 
church, political party, street gang, or, most basically, a stable family, 
could ensure a measure of security within a larger milieu of uncertainty 
and poverty. It is difficult to judge the extent to which the Foster family 
participated in community-level fraternal or church organizations, but 
William remembered that several kinds of networks existed in his neigh
borhood. Besides his father's militant Irish nationalism, there were the life 
of the street gang, the loyalties of the Republican political machine, and 
the influence of the Catholic Church. 

The family attended St. Teresa of Avila Church at Broad and Catharine 
streets, not far from where the Fosters lived in South Philadelphia. Wil
liam recalled that his mother and Father Joseph V. O'Connor, a prieac at 
St. Teresa's Church and a "friend" of his, unsuccessfully pressured him to 
attend a Jesuit college in order to be educated for priesthood.27 As for his 
own Catholicism, Foster's memory is ambiguous. He claimed in one 
essay that his readings in natural science had taken him "far and away 
beyond the control of the Catholic Church" at an early age. Elsewhere, he 
admitted that he "took Catholicism earnestly" in his youth. Evidently, 
he maintained some ties to St. Teresa's Church until the late 1890s: Fa
ther O'Connor was a priest at St. Teresa's for only one year, from 1897 
to 1898. Yet, Foster's few years of formal education were apparently in 
the public school system, despite the distrust of many Irish Catholics for 
the public schools and the fact that there was a large parish school at 
St. Teresa's. Despite his mother's entreaties, his father's activities were 
more appealing to him at the time, and it is noteworthy that he character
ized his mother's Catholicism as a form of "control." Elizabeth, a pious 
Catholic of English background, may have frowned on her husband's 
militant Fenian politics, questionable business enterprises, and religious 
negligence. IfWilliam associated his identity as a fighter and "rebel" with 
his father's influence, the autobiographical fragments in which he de
scribes his mother and her Catholicism are related in a contradistinctive 
way to his understanding of himself as a revolutionary modernist. In his 
later recollections, he associated his mother's religiosity with what he 
held to be some of the worst aspects of working-class tradition: such be
liefs, he wrote, were mired in "unsubstantiated myths and legends," 
"blind" faith and irrational superstition. Foster's radicalism would al-
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ways be informed by a kind of stark economism or "system thinking" 
that denigrated the complex ontology of faith, custom, and political sym
bolism in workers' lives. 28 

The most important fraternal organization in Foster's small neighbor
hood was the street gang. Such gangs had a long history in Philadelphia, 
and they were commonly seen by the city's upper-class citizens as danger
ous manifestations of Irish criminality. Foster's gang was named the Bull
dogs. The younger members participated in a baseball team, a fife-and-
drum band, and a social club, while the older gang members had a "big 
social-political club" and a mummers' band known as "The Bright Star." 
However, Foster's memories of the Bulldogs were largely negative. There 
were conflicts within the gang between Protestants and Catholics; its 
members were animated by strong "religious, national and race preju
dices." Many of the Bulldogs were criminals, while some were "drunks" 
and "degenerates," "the ripe fruit of the slums." The gang was an "effi
cient school for crime," and a "foundation of the corrupt Republican 
Party" as well. 29 

While there may have been a political dimension to the gang's activi
ties, party loyalties probably did not allow for much self-determination 
for the neighborhood within the larger context of Philadelphia city poli
tics. In Philadelphia, the Republican party organization in the last dec
ades of the nineteenth century was dominated by Anglo-Saxon business 
interests and the Scotch-Irish bosses of the state party. As a result, the 
Irish Catholics in Philadelphia never came to dominate the urban political 
machine as did their counterparts in Boston and New York. Yet, despite 
the uncertain and fragmented status of the Bulldogs, Foster remembered 
that "there was much real proletarian spirit in our gang." As an example 
of this spirit of solidarity, he cited the gang's participation in the strike of 
the Amalgamated Association of Street Railway Employees in 1895.30 

Foster's memory of the 1895 street railway strike is a central event in 
his portrayal of his own childhood. According to his autobiographies, he 
and his family were quite conscious of the struggles of American orga
nized labor in the 1890s. James apparently knew Molly Maguires who 
had been involved in strikes in the Eastern Pennsylvania coalfields, and 
William remembered having paid close attention to the Homestead s trike 
of 1892 and the Pullman strike of the American Railway Union in 1894.31 

Despite their apparent sympathy with striking workers, William does 
not mention that either he or his father belonged to a union during this 
period. The Knights of Labor, an organization that included manual la
borers in its ranks, had organized some hostlers serving the early horse-
driven streetcar lines, but in Philadelphia the union entered a period of 
deep decline after a series of lockouts and unsuccessful strikes in the late 
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1880s. Unionism was not a significant force in Moyamensing in the last 
decades of the nineteenth century, and in this sense as well the residents 
of Foster's neighborhood remained vulnerable and largely powerless. 32 

Nevertheless, William Foster was an active participant in the street 
railway strike. This strike was an unusually violent episode in the tur
bulent history of labor relations in the city in the 1880s and 1890s. Fos
ter considered it his "introduction to the class struggle," even though 
the conflict was more complex than he portrayed it. 3 3 If the strike was a 
"class struggle," it was one in which the workers enjoyed widespread 
public support and sympathy. Many of the citizens of Philadelphia appar
ently felt that the demands of the trolley conductors for recognition of the 
right to belong to the Amalgamated, and for impartial arbitration of em
ployee grievances, were legitimate. However, there was less support for 
the violence and disorder that the strike seemed to engender. It was recog
nized that the strikers themselves were not involved in the riots and wide
spread wrecking of streetcars that accompanied the strike. The Philadel
phia Inquirer editorialized that "there can be no mistaking the fact that 
the sympathy of the people [was] heartily with the strikers—not with 
disorder and riots, for which the strikers were not responsible, but with 
the cause itself." 3 4 

Near Foster's neighborhood, there were several serious disturbances. 
At one point, "fully three-thousand people" gathered in the vicinity of 
Bainbridge and Fifteenth Streets. Only blocks from the grand new city 
hall then under construction, the mob wrecked four trolley cars before 
being dispersed by mounted policemen. Foster himself participated in an 
episode near his house where a street was barricaded and a streetcar de
stroyed. At a gathering near City Hall, he was clubbed by a mounted 
policeman. 3 5 The rioting that Foster participated in seemed to involve 
much more than the specific grievances of unionizing workers. The In
quirer noted that "it is the mob—the half grown youths, the idle popula
tion—that is to be blamed. The strikers themselves have little to do with 
the barricading of streets, the smashing of windows, the overturning of 
cars." The newspaper decried the "arrogance" of the Philadelphia Trac
tion Company, and urged that the corporation recognize the legitimate 
demands of the strikers. The president of the Amalgamated noted that 
"the best people espoused our cause as right and just." Nevertheless, 
what was alarming about the strike, according to the Inquirer, was the 
associated civil disorder, caused in part by "men walking the streets out 
of employment and too lazy to work." 3 6 

Thus, in 1895, the excluded and powerless came briefly and violently 
into the consciousness of Philadelphia's citizens. Years later, when Fos
ter's comrades spoke glibly about the "masses" and "mass movements," 
he must have unconsciously referred back to his memories of this brief 
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b u t s p e c t a c u l a r s o c i a l c o n f l a g r a t i o n i n Phi l a d e l p h i a . To s p e a k o f " t h e 
m a s s e s , " f o r h i m , w a s n o t t o s p e a k o f p o l i t i c a l f o r m u l a e a n d c o m p l e x 
g r a d a t i o n s o f r e v o l u t i o n a r y c o n s c i o u s n e s s . I n s t e a d , i n t h i s i n s t a n c e a t 
l e a s t , t h e p o l i t i c a l e n e r g y o f " t h e m a s s e s " w a s f u e l e d b y a v o l a t i l e m i x t u r e 
o f r e s e n t m e n t s , i m p u l s e s , a n d r u m o r s , a s w e l l a s b y q u i t e r a t i o n a l i d e n t i f i 
c a t i o n w i t h t h e g r i e v a n c e s o f t h e s t r e e t c a r o p e r a t o r s . F o r F o s t e r a s a n 
a d u l t , o r g a n i z a t i o n w o u l d a l w a y s b e t h e k e y t o m a s t e r i n g t h e r e v o l u t i o n 
a r y p o t e n t i a l o f t h e m o d e r n w o r k i n g c l a s s e s . 

F o s t e r r e m e m b e r e d t h a t t h e s t r i k e e n d e d w i t h a c o m p r o m i s e , a n d t h a t 
t h e c o n f l i c t w a s f o r h i m h i s f i r s t p r a c t i c a l l e s s o n i n t h e " h a r s h r e a l i t i e s o f 
t h e l a b o r m o v e m e n t . " His m e m o r y o f t h e s t r i k e s e t t l e m e n t w a s c o r r e c t , 
f o r w h i l e t h e Phi l a d e l p h i a Tra c t i o n Com p a n y d i d r e c o g n i z e t h e r i g h t o f 
i t s e m p l o y e e s t o b e l o n g t o a u n i o n , t h e a g r e e m e n t s t a t e d t h a t t h e u n i o n 
i t s e l f " m u s t n o t e n t e r i n t o t h e r e l a t i o n s b e t w e e n e m p l o y e e s a n d t h e c o m 
p a n y , a n d c a n n o t b e r e c o g n i z e d i n t h e b u s i n e s s c o n d u c t e d b e t w e e n u s . " 3 7 

As fo r t h e r i o t e r s , n e w s p a p e r a c c o u n t s o f t h e d i s t u r b a n c e s a n d t h e i r a f t e r 
m a t h e m p h a s i z e d t h a t s u c h m e n h a d n o t b e e n l e g i t i m a t e l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 
t h e s t r i k e i t s e l f , a n d i n d e e d w e r e n o t t o b e c o n s i d e r e d " c i t i z e n s " o f t h e c i t y 
i n t h e f i r s t p l a c e . I n h i s a u t o b i o g r a p h i e s , F o s t e r f a i l e d t o d r a w s u c h a 
d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n t h e s t r i k e r s a n d t h e r i o t e r s , e v e n t h o u g h r i o t i n g c o n 
t i n u e d s p o r a d i c a l l y a f t e r t h e s e t t l e m e n t o f t h e s t r i k e . He c o n s c i o u s l y i d e n 
t i f i e d w i t h b o t h t h e s t r i k e r s a n d t h e r i o t e r s w h o d i s r u p t e d t h e l i f e o f t h e 
c i t y f o r n e a r l y t w o w e e k s . 

Alt h o u g h F o s t e r r e m e m b e r e d t h e o u t c o m e o f t h e s t r i k e i n a m b i v a l e n t 
t e r m s , h i s d i r e c t i n v o l v e m e n t i n t h e d e m o n s t r a t i o n s d i d n o t f a i l t o i m p r e s s 
u p o n h i m t h e p o s s i b i l i t i e s o f s o l i d a r i t y a n d m i l i t a n t d i r e c t a c t i o n b y a n 
o t h e r w i s e e x c l u d e d c o m m u n i t y o f s u p p o r t e r s f o r a g r i e v a n c e o f l a b o r . 
The s t r e e t c a r s t r i k e r e p r e s e n t e d a b r i e f l y s u c c e s s f u l e x e r c i s e o f c o l l e c t i v e 
p o w e r i n a c o m m u n i t y t h a t F o s t e r p o r t r a y e d a s o t h e r w i s e f r a g m e n t e d , 
n o r m l e s s , a n d p o l i t i c a l l y i m p o t e n t . Alt h o u g h h i s c a r e e r a s a r a d i c a l 
w o u l d a l w a y s b e c h a r a c t e r i z e d b y a c e r t a i n u n e a s i n e s s w i t h s t r e e t d e m o n 
s t r a t i o n s a n d p r o t e s t s , f o r t h e y o u n g F o s t e r , c a u g h t u p i n t h e c r u c i b l e o f 
v i o l e n c e a n d u n r e s t o c c a s i o n e d b y t h e s t r e e t c a r s t r i k e , t h e i d e a l o f t r a d e 
u n i o n i s m w a s d r a m a t i c a l l y f u s e d w i t h t h e i m p u l s e f o r p o w e r , c o m m u 
n i t y , a n d o r d e r . The 1 8 9 5 s t r i k e c a u s e d h i m , h e l a t e r r e f l e c t e d , t o " b e 
c o m e a t r a d e u n i o n i s t , i n t h e o r y a t l e a s t . " 3 8 

I f t h e s t r e e t r a i l w a y m e n ' s s t r i k e w a s a c e n t r a l p u b l i c e v e n t i n F o s t e r ' s 
m e m o r y o f h i s c h i l d h o o d , t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e s o f h i s f i r s t e m p l o y m e n t w e r e 
i m p o r t a n t a t a d i f f e r e n t l e v e l . Her e , t h e p r i v a t e l i f e o f h i s f a m i l y a n d c h i l d 
h o o d s e e m s t o h a v e b e e n o v e r w h e l m e d b y i m p e r s o n a l e c o n o m i c e x i g e n 
c i e s . His f i r s t j o b w a s a s a n a s s i s t a n t t o Edw a r d A. K r e t c h m a n , a c r a f t s 
m a n w h o s e s h o p w a s a t F r a n k l i n a n d N o b l e s t r e e t s , n e a r l y t w o m i l e s 
f r o m t h e F o s t e r r e s i d e n c e i n S o u t h Phi l a d e l p h i a . Thi s w a s a n u n u s u a l l y 
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l o n g d i s t a n c e ; i t i s q u i t e p o s s i b l e t h a t W i l l i a m b o a r d e d w i t h h i s e m p l o y e r 
a t l e a s t p e r i o d i c a l l y . K r e t c h m a n w a s a r e s p e c t e d d i e - s i n k e r a n d m e t a l 
w o r k e r , a n d h e t o o k h i s y o u n g h e l p e r w i t h h i m o n t r i p s t o New Yor k , 
B o s t o n a n d W a s h i n g t o n t o s e l l t h e s o u v e n i r m e d a l s t h a t h e p r o d u c e d . 
F o s t e r p r o b a b l y g a i n e d m u c h o f h i s t r a v e l i n g c o n f i d e n c e , l a t e r p u t t o 
m u c h u s e , f r o m K r e t c h m a n . As w e l l , h i s w o r k i n K r e t c h m a n ' s s h o p u n 
d o u b t e d l y u n d e r l i n e d t h e v a s t d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n t h e s t u b b o r n l y i n d e 
p e n d e n t w o r l d o f c r a f t p r o d u c t i o n , s t i l l m u c h i n e v i d e n c e i n i n d u s t r i a l i z 
i n g P h i l a d e l p h i a , a n d t h e w o r l d o f u n c e r t a i n w a g e l a b o r i n w h i c h h i s 
f a m i l y w a s i m m e r s e d . 

Des p i t e F o s t e r ' s a d m i r a t i o n f o r K r e t c h m a n a n d t h e c r a f t s m a n ' s s t r o n g 
l i k i n g f o r h i m , a t a g e t h i r t e e n h e q u i t t h i s j o b a n d b e g a n w o r k i n g i n a 
s e r i e s o f i n d u s t r i e s , b e g i n n i n g i n 1 8 9 4 w i t h t h e M a c K e l l a r , Smi t h a n d 
J o r d a n Typ e F o u n d r y i n P h i l a d e l p h i a . 3 9 F o s t e r h a s w r i t t e n t w o d i f f e r e n t 
v e r s i o n s o f h i s d e c i s i o n t o q u i t K r e t c h m a n ' s s h o p ; i n Pages from a 
Worker's Life, h e c l a i m s t h a t h e " f e l t n o c a l l t o a l i f e o f a r t , " a n d i n s t e a d 
" w a n t e d t o b e c o m e a n i n d u s t r i a l w o r k e r a n d w a s d r a w n a s b y a m a g n e t 
t o t h e s h o p s . " 4 0 Desp i t e t h e i m p l i c a t i o n t h a t h e d e c i d e d q u i t e e a g e r l y a t 
t h i s y o u n g a g e t o b e c o m e a n " i n d u s t r i a l w o r k e r , " i n a n o t h e r a c c o u n t 
F o s t e r p o r t r a y s t h i s d e c i s i o n i n a d i f f e r e n t l i g h t . H e r e , h e s e e s h i s d e c i s i o n 
i n t h e c o n t e x t o f t h e d e p r e s s i o n o f t h e 1 8 9 0 s , a n d t h e f a c t t h a t "I h a d t o 
m a k e m o r e w a g e s s o m e h o w " i n o r d e r t o h e l p s u p p o r t h i s f a m i l y , w i t h h i s 
e l d e r b r o t h e r a n d f a t h e r u n e m p l o y e d . Con t r a r y t o h i s a c c o u n t i n Pages 
from a Worker's Life, F o s t e r ' s i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e w o r l d o f i n d u s t r i a l 
l a b o r w a s p r o b a b l y a w r e n c h i n g o n e , f r a u g h t w i t h p h y s i c a l h a z a r d . Dur 
i n g h i s a p p r o x i m a t e l y t h r e e y e a r s i n t h e t y p e f o u n d r y , h e b e c a m e " s a t u 
r a t e d w i t h l e a d . " F o s t e r h i m s e l f d e s c r i b e s h i s e a r l i e s t w o r k e x p e r i e n c e s i n 
a b i t t e r a n d a n g r y t o n e . " M e n c o u l d f i n d n o w o r k b u t t h e r e w e r e a l w a y s 
p l a c e s f o r c h i l d s l a v e s , " h e w r o t e . H e r e m e m b e r s t h a t , " d e n i e d t h e o p p o r 
t u n i t y f o r a n e d u c a t i o n a n d l i v i n g i n a p o v e r t y - s t r i c k e n h o m e , I e a r l y f e l t 
t h e i r o n o f t h e c l a s s s t r u g g l e s i n k i n t o m y h e a r t . . . . I d e e p l y r e s e n t e d t h e 
p o v e r t y i n w h i c h I h a d t o l i v e . " H e r e f l e c t e d b i t t e r l y t h a t i t w a s " s u p e r -
h o g c a p i t a l i s t g r e e d " t h a t h a d b e e n r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e j o b l e s s n e s s t h a t h i s 
f a t h e r a n d b r o t h e r h a d e x p e r i e n c e d i n t h e 1 8 9 0 s . 4 1 

P e r h a p s a s a r e s u l t o f t h e e c o n o m i c s t r e s s e s o f t h e 1 8 9 0 s , W i l l i a m ' s 
f a m i l y h a d c o m e a p a r t b y 1 8 9 8 . The r e i s v e r y l i t t l e d e p e n d a b l e i n f o r m a 
t i o n a v a i l a b l e a b o u t i t d u r i n g t h i s p e r i o d , b u t s e v e r a l f a c t s s e e m m o s t 
i m p o r t a n t . J a m e s d i s a p p e a r s f r o m P h i l a d e l p h i a c i t y d i r e c t o r i e s i n 1 8 9 8 ; 
F o s t e r s t a t e s t h a t b y 1 9 0 1 , b o t h o f h i s p a r e n t s w e r e d e a d . It w a s d u r i n g 
t h i s y e a r t h a t t h e f a m i l y ' s t h r e e e l d e s t c h i l d r e n l e a v e t h e c i t y . F o s t e r d o e s 
n o t m e n t i o n t h e s p e c i f i c r e a s o n s f o r h i s o w n d e p a r t u r e , b u t i t i s c l e a r t h a t 
h e b e l i e v e d t h a t P h i l a d e l p h i a d i d n o t o f f e r t h e o p p o r t u n i t y t o e s c a p e f r o m 
t h e p o v e r t y a n d p o w e r l e s s n e s s i n w h i c h h i s f a m i l y h a d b e e n i m m e r s e d i n 
Ski t t e r e e n . 4 2 
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Li k e m a n y o t h e r s w h o b e c a m e i n d u s t r i a l w o r k e r s a t a r e l a t i v e l y y o u n g 
a g e , F o s t e r h a d d i f f i c u l t y f o r m i n g a n y l a s t i n g a t t a c h m e n t t o a p a r t i c u l a r 
j o b o r e m p l o y e r . He wo r k e d a t t h e M a c K e l l a r , S m i t h a n d J o r d a n t y p e 
f o u n d r y u n t i l 1 8 9 7 , a n d t h e n f o u n d e m p l o y m e n t a s a f u r n a c e t e n d e r a t 
t h e Harr i s o n W h i t e L e a d W o r k s i n S o u t h Phi l a d e l p h i a . Thi s j o b l a s t e d f o r 
a p p r o x i m a t e l y a y e a r ; h e e v i d e n t l y m o v e d t o W y o m i s s i n g , n e a r Read i n g , 
s o m e t i m e i n 1 8 9 8 . I n W y o m i s s i n g , F o s t e r l i v e d w i t h h i s r e c e n t l y m a r r i e d 
s i s t e r , S a r a h -Ann a , a n d h e r h u s b a n d , G e o r g e M c V e y ; b o t h m e n w o r k e d 
i n a f e r t i l i z e r p l a n t . J o h n , F o s t e r ' s o l d e r b r o t h e r , j o i n e d t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s 
Army i n J u l y , 1 8 9 8 , d u r i n g t h e S p a n i s h -Ame r i c a n W a r , a n d w a s r e l e a s e d 
i n O c t o b e r o f t h e s a m e y e a r . I n t h e w i n t e r o f 1 9 0 0 , a t a g e n i n e t e e n , F o s t e r 
l e f t W y o m i s s i n g b e c a u s e h e h a d b e g u n t o d e v e l o p t u b e r c u l o s i s a s a r e s u l t 
o f h i s w o r k i n t h e f e r t i l i z e r b u s i n e s s . 4 3 The h a z a r d s t h a t F o s t e r f a c e d a s a 
y o u n g w o r k e r a r e s a l i e n t f e a t u r e s o f h i s r e c o l l e c t i o n s o f h i s e a r l y l i f e . 
W h a t e v e r o t h e r c e n t r i f u g a l f o r c e s m a y h a v e c a u s e d h i s d e p a r t u r e f r o m 
Phi l a d e l p h i a a n d l a t e r W y o m i s s i n g , t h e v e r y r e a l p h y s i c a l t h r e a t s t h a t 
w e r e p o s e d i n e a r n i n g a l i v e l i h o o d a s a y o u n g , u n s k i l l e d w o r k e r s e e m e d 
t o s h a d o w h i m w h e r e v e r h e w e n t . B e c a u s e h e w a s w i t h o u t a t r a d e a n d 
w a s u n a b l e t o s e c u r e u n i o n m e m b e r s h i p , q u i t t i n g w a s o n e o f t h e f e w 
p r e r o g a t i v e s h e c o u l d e x e r c i s e o v e r t h e c o n d i t i o n s o f h i s e m p l o y m e n t . 

O n e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f W i l l i a m F o s t e r ' s y o u t h w a s t h a t n e i t h e r h e n o r 
h i s f a m i l y w e r e m e m b e r s o f a n y g e o g r a p h i c a l l y s t a b l e i n d u s t r i a l w o r k i n g 
c l a s s . The a r e a i n w h i c h t h e F o s t e r s l i v e d i n Phi l a d e l p h i a w a s o n e w h e r e 
s k i l l e d l a b o r e r s w e r e g i v i n g w a y t o a g r o u p o f i n d i v i d u a l s w h o s t r u g g l e d 
t o e k e o u t a l i v i n g o n t h e m a r g i n s o f a d e v e l o p i n g u r b a n c a p i t a l i s m . S k i t -
t e r e e n w a s i s o l a t e d f r o m t h e r e s t o f S o u t h Phi l a d e l p h i a b y v i r u l e n t r a c e , 
e t h n i c , a n d g a n g p r e j u d i c e s . I n a c i t y w h e r e p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h e m a n u f a c 
t u r i n g s e c t o r t r a d i t i o n a l l y p r o v i d e d t h e m o s t p r o m i s e o f e c o n o m i c s e c u 
r i t y o r a d v a n c e m e n t f o r n e w a r r i v a l s , J a m e s F o s t e r ' s o c c u p a t i o n a s a c a r 
r i a g e w a s h e r w a s d e c i d e d l y p r e i n d u s t r i a l i n n a t u r e . 4 4 W i l l i a m F o s t e r ' s 
f i r s t w o r k e x p e r i e n c e a s a c h i l d w a s a s a c r a f t s m a n ' s h e l p e r , a n d h i s i n t r o 
d u c t i o n t o i n d u s t r i a l l a b o r m a y h a v e b e e n a b i t t e r a n d u n h a p p y e x p e r i 
e n c e , d e s p i t e h i s l a t e r d i s c l a i m e r . F o s t e r ' s e x p e r i e n c e s a s a w o r k e r v a r i e d 
q u i t e d r a m a t i c a l l y . He wa s u n d o u b t e d l y f a m i l i a r w i t h t h e l i f e o f i n d u s 
t r i a l l a b o r b y t h e t i m e h e r e a c h e d a g e n i n e t e e n , y e t h e h a d a l s o b e e n i n 
v o l v e d i n a d e c l i n i n g c r a f t m i l i e u . B y t h e t i m e h e w a s t w e n t y , h e h a d 
b e c o m e a n i t i n e r a n t l a b o r e r . At th i s p o i n t i n h i s l i f e , h i s l o c a t i o n i n t h e 
Amer i c a n w o r k i n g c l a s s w a s i l l - d e f i n e d , w i t h o u t c l e a r e t h n i c , r e l i g i o u s , o r 
g e o g r a p h i c d i m e n s i o n s . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , l i v i n g i n t h e u r b a n b a c k w a t e r o f S k i t t e r e e n , W i l l i a m F o s 
t e r ' s f a m i l y h a d e x p e r i e n c e d a k i n d o f p o w e r l e s s n e s s t h a t w a s s i m i l a r t o 
t h a t w h i c h m a n y Afri c a n Amer i c a n f a m i l i e s l i v i n g i n t h e c i t y a t t h e t u r n 
o f t h e c e n t u r y u n d e r s t o o d . I n Phi l a d e l p h i a , b l a c k s h a d f e w o p p o r t u n i t i e s 
t o a c h i e v e e c o n o m i c s e c u r i t y , a n d t h e v a s t m a j o r i t y o f b l a c k m a l e s 
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w o r k e d a t t h e u n s k i l l e d , m a n u a l j o b s t h a t m a n y Ir i s h o n c e f i l l e d . At t h e 
s a m e t i m e , Ir i s h i m m i g r a n t s w e r e s u b j e c t t o a r a c i s m t h a t c o u l d b e a s 
v i r u l e n t a s t h a t w h i c h m a n y b l a c k s e x p e r i e n c e d . One h i s t o r i a n , w r i t i n g i n 
1 9 0 1 o f P h i l a d e l p h i a ' s i m p o v e r i s h e d Ir i s h , n o t e d t h a t t h e y h a d " r e v o l t i n g 
a n d v i c i o u s h a b i t s . B e i n g o f t h e l o w e r o r d e r o f m a n k i n d , t h e y w e r e r e p e l 
l e n t t o t h o s e w h o w e r e f u r t h e r a d v a n c e d i n t h e s o c i a l s c a l e . " 4 5 

F o s t e r f e l t t h a t h i s i n v o l v e m e n t i n t h e s t r e e t r a i l w a y s t r i k e " e x e r t e d a 
p r o f o u n d i n f l u e n c e " o n h i s i d e n t i t y . Dur i n g t h i s p e r i o d , h i s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n 
w i t h Ir i s h n a t i o n a l i s m " b e g a n t o s i n k i n t o a s e c o n d a r y p o s i t i o n . " H e r e 
m e m b e r e d t h a t t h e P u l l m a n a n d H o m e s t e a d s t r i k e s o f t h e 1 8 9 0 s h a d 
h e l p e d d e v e l o p h i s " p r o l e t a r i a n c l a s s i n s t i n c t . " In 1 8 9 3 , h e h a d f o l l o w e d 
t h e p r o g r e s s o f Cox e y ' s Arm y ; h e f r e q u e n t e d t h e a r m y ' s r e c r u i t i n g o f f i c e 
a t Thi r t e e n t h a n d F i l b e r t s t r e e t s , r e a d i n g b u l l e t i n s o n t h e p r o g r e s s o f t h i s 
e a r l y m o v e m e n t o f u n e m p l o y e d w o r k e r s . In 1 8 9 6 , a t a g e f i f t e e n , h e a t 
t e n d e d p o l i t i c a l m e e t i n g s o f t h e B r y a n c a m p a i g n , a n d h e a r d t h e G r e a t 
Com m o n e r s p e a k o n c e . The f a i l u r e s o f Cox e y ' s Arm y a n d t h e P o p u l i s t s 
w e r e i m p o r t a n t e v e n t s i n F o s t e r ' s m e m o r y o f h i s y o u t h . H o w e v e r , i n 
1 9 0 0 , d u r i n g a r e t u r n v i s i t t o h i s n e i g h b o r h o o d i n P h i l a d e l p h i a , h e h e a r d 
a s p e e c h g i v e n b y a s o c i a l i s t t h a t " m a r k e d a g r e a t t u r n i n g p o i n t " i n h i s 
l i f e . The s p e a k e r ' s a r g u m e n t s a n d a n a l y s i s s e e m e d t o p r o v i d e a p e r f e c t 
d i s t i l l a t i o n i n t o p o l i t i c a l t e r m s o f F o s t e r ' s e x p e r i e n c e s . The s o a p b o x e r 
d i s t r i b u t e d a l e a f l e t i n s c r i b e d w i t h a c a r t o o n t h a t F o s t e r n e v e r f o r g o t : a 
l a r g e , p o w e r f u l w o r k e r , "Lab o r , " c o w e r e d u n d e r a w h i p w i e l d e d b y a 
p u n y f i g u r e , " t h e B o s s . " The w h i p w a s " t h e J o b . " Alt h o u g h F o s t e r h a d 
d e v o u r e d b o o k s o n t h e F r e n c h R e v o l u t i o n t h a t h e a c q u i r e d f r o m t h e P h i l 
a d e l p h i a F r e e Lib r a r y , b y 1 9 0 0 h e h a d " n e v e r e n c o u n t e r e d a Soc i a l i s t 
b o o k o r p a m p h l e t " i n h i s n e i g h b o r h o o d . Tha t s a m e y e a r , w h i l e l i v i n g i n 
W y o m i s s i n g , h e w a l k e d s i x m i l e s w i t h h i s b r o t h e r - i n - l a w t o " h e l p " h i m 
v o t e f o r E u g e n e Deb s f o r p r e s i d e n t . F o s t e r w r o t e o f h i s g r o w i n g i n t e r e s t 
i n s o c i a l i s m t h a t " f o r c e s w e r e a t w o r k w h i c h w e r e r a p i d l y d e v e l o p i n g m y 
n a t i v e p r o l e t a r i a n i n s t i n c t i n t o g e n u i n e c l a s s c o n s c i o u s n e s s . " 4 6 

In 1 9 4 6 , F o s t e r a d m o n i s h e d a h i g h - r a n k i n g m e m b e r o f t h e Com m u n i s t 
p a r t y f o r h e r d e c i s i o n t o h a v e a s e c o n d c h i l d . H e t o l d h e r t h a t o n c e h e r 
c h i l d w a s b o r n , " y o u [ w i l l ] h a v e g i v e n a h o s t a g e t o c a p i t a l i s m . " 4 7 This 
s t a r t l i n g d e c l a r a t i o n w a s p r o b a b l y m e a n t t o b e p r a c t i c a l a d v i c e t o a n i m 
p o r t a n t p a r t y c a d r e , y e t i t i s a c o n c l u s i o n t h a t s e e m s c o n s i s t e n t w i t h F o s 
t e r ' s a c c o u n t o f h i s o w n c h i l d h o o d . H i s p o l i t i c i z e d a n d o c c a s i o n a l l y b i t t e r 
d e s c r i p t i o n s o f t h e c o n d i t i o n s i n w h i c h h e l i v e d a s a c h i l d s u g g e s t t h a t h e 
r e m e m b e r e d h i s l i f e i n P h i l a d e l p h i a a s t h a t o f a " p r i s o n e r " i n a c l a s s w a r 
i n w h i c h f a m i l y , e t h n i c , r e l i g i o u s , a n d p o l i t i c a l i n f l u e n c e s h a d b e e n r e n 
d e r e d s u p e r f l u o u s o r i r r e l e v a n t . Suc h a p o r t r a y a l i s t o a c e r t a i n e x t e n t a 
s i m p l i f i c a t i o n o f a m o r e c o m p l e x h i s t o r i c a l r e a l i t y ; t h e c o n c e p t o f a c l a s s 
w a r s e e m s i n a p p r o p r i a t e a s a w a y o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e d y n a m i c s o f F o s 
t e r ' s n e i g h b o r h o o d i n t h e 1 8 8 0 s a n d 1 8 9 0 s , o r t h e s t r e e t r a i l w a y s t r i k e 
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that was so central to Foster's memories of the period. Yet the fact re
mains that for him, his participation as a child in the public sphere of 
work and industry was far more significant than involvement in the more 
private worlds of ethnicity, family, and fraternity. 

Still, while Foster's self-portraits commence with a seemingly deter
mined childhood, his account unconsciously reveals a somewhat more 
complex and contradictory set of themes that would be manifested in 
different guises throughout his later career. A useful key to this the
matic structure is Foster's portrayal of his family's fertility. Although 
his mother's fertility was indeed high for impoverished working-class 
women in Philadelphia, it is very likely that her prodigious childbearing 
was consistent with trends and attitudes within her original family milieu, 
the rapidly industrializing mill towns of northern England. In such towns, 
despite very high levels of infant mortality among workers, a spasmodic 
yet generally expanding demand for industrial labor provided a positive 
incentive for working-class families to attempt to establish and maintain 
large families. Surviving older children could become positive contribu
tors to the family economy as early as the age of ten. In light of this, 
Elizabeth's childbearing may be understood as a rational reproductive 
strategy, not a symbol of her helplessness. However, in William's auto
biographies she is a character without voice and animation, an essen
tially passive figure whose "political activities were nil" and whose life 
of "hardship and drudgery [was] made worse by her excessive child-
bearing."48 

As his comments reveal, William Foster came to be a convinced Neo-
Malthusian, believing that strict birth control would enhance the eco
nomic power of the working class. A radical syndicalist, he declared in 
1912, "knows that children are a detriment to him in his daily struggles, 
and that by rearing them he is at once tying a millstone about his neck and 
furnishing a new supply of slaves to capitalism." It is noteworthy that he 
was thinking along these lines even late in his career, as a Communist. In 
his autobiographies, he portrays his family's fertility (and, indeed, work
ing-class sexuality in general) in negative terms. Rather explicitly in other 
contexts, he located the problem of working-class poverty and powerless-
ness partly in the inability of the poor to control their reproductive lives; 
limitations on fertility could be a key to empowerment, he thought, by 
increasing the effectiveness of a "militant minority" of childless activists 
and by constricting the supply of labor. Foster limned James's and Eliza
beth's fertility as disabling and irrational in the modernizing economy of 
Philadelphia in the 1880s and 1890s, and he himself fathered no natural 
children.49 

What is striking is that Foster's attitude to some extent replicates that 
of modernizing bourgeois reformers who similarly invoked the ideals of 
discipline and restraint in their negative portrayals of working-class fami-
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lies. William Foster himself would always be somewhat of a labor disci
plinarian, and despite his strong admiration for his father's primitive 
rebelliousness, a manifest characteristic of William's life was that he re
lentlessly sought the achievement of a thoroughly modern revolutionary 
movement, which could be achieved primarily through organization, the 
productive channeling and restraint of impulse and spontaneity. Here, his 
portrayal of his family and childhood in Philadelphia merges with the 
idea of an inherently disorderly working class whose lives were punctu
ated by periods of solidarity as well as dangerous collective emotion. 

Foster's own understanding of his childhood is dominated by the cen
tral facts of his family's poverty, and his own experiences as a child 
worker in Philadelphia's huge and diverse economy. By the time he was 
nineteen, he had largely abandoned any ethnic, religious, or political mi
lieu of which his family may have been a part. One historian has pro
posed that Foster's thinking was dominated by his rejection of the impor
tance of the social dimensions of American life; all that is necessary to 
know about American society "can be learned from the economic sec
tor." While there was an ethnic and collective dimension to the small 
community in which Foster lived in South Philadelphia, it proved to be 
quite impermanent, and many of the neighborhood's residents undoubt
edly experienced the kind of debilitating powerlessness that is the result 
of extreme poverty.50 While Foster the "system thinker" undoubtedly im
posed his later structure of beliefs on his account of his own childhood, 
his experience in Philadelphia appears to have been one in which the "sys
tem" loomed most large and destructive, the city's vast economy at once 
inaccessible and fatally intrusive. James Foster's Irish nationalism, Eliza
beth's Catholicism, or William's participation in the gang life of the Bull
dogs may have provided a semblance of order for the family within the 
rapidly changing neighborhood in which they lived. Yet, by his own ac
count, William Foster had difficulty identifying with these allegiances. 
Instead, he joined the Socialist party rather suddenly at age nineteen, and 
departed from Philadelphia without a committed vocabulary of religious, 
communal, or civic metaphors with which he might have framed his sub
sequent political experiences. 

Foster's attachment during the period immediately after he left Philadel
phia appears to have been with his sister, Sarah-Anna, and her husband, 
George McVey. Between periods of wandering, he would return to this 
family. He lived with them in Wyomissing, Pennsylvania, while working 
in the fertilizer industry there. He remained with them only briefly, how
ever, and in 190 0 began a hobo existence as a transient worker that 
would last for approximately a decade. From Wyomissing, he traveled to 
Havana, but was unable to find employment there. Leaving Cuba for 
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Foster as a street railwayman, 19 0 1, age twenty, 
New York City. His first union. 

Florida, he worked briefly with a railroad grading company and later at 
a backwoods lumber camp near Tampa. A fter two weeks at the lumber 
camp, Foster "beat it" to Jacksonville, where he found "a pretty good 
job" at Armour and Company's large fertilizer plant there. Nevertheless, 
he also quit this job and soon left for New York City, where he worked 
as a streetcar motorman for several months and participated in a failed 
effort to organize the workers into the AF L . A fter being fired from his job 
for his attempts, Foster shipped to Galveston, Texas, where he worked 
briefly at a railroad construction camp. From here, he hoboed by train to 
Portland, Oregon, arriving sometime in the winter of 1 9 0 1 . He worked 
for a short time in nearby lumber camps, on railroad construction crews, 
and as a laborer on the thriving port city's docks. 5 1 

In Portland, Foster would become an active participant in local Social
ist politics, thus beginning a career in radical and labor politics that 
spanned nearly half a century. Yet, before his immersion in Socialist party 
activities in Portland, Foster's "revolutionary development suffered a 
rude interruption," as he put it. Beginning an interregnum as a sailor, he 
signed on as an ordinary seaman aboard the Pegasus, a British bark en
gaged in the still-thriving Cape Horn trade to South Africa and Austra
lia. 5 2 When the ship arrived at Newcastle, Australia, in November 19 0 3, 
Foster deserted, and using the alias "Tom Donahoe," signed on to the 
Alliance, a British iron bark bound for Peru. There he joined the County 
of Cardigan, a British iron sailing ship, bound around Cape Horn for 
England. E vidently, the County of Cardigan had had difficulty retaining 
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i t s c r e w . In M a r c h 1 9 0 4 , t h e B r i t i s h Con s u l i n Cal l a o , P e r u , w r o t e t o t h e 
s h i p ' s c a p t a i n r e c o m m e n d i n g t h a t h e d i s c h a r g e " t h e m u t i n o u s m e m b e r s 
o f [ t h e ] c r e w , " a n d h i r e r e p l a c e m e n t s a s s o o n a s p o s s i b l e . F o s t e r a n d 
s i x o t h e r a b l e s e a m e n j o i n e d t h e s h i p a n d s i g n e d a n a g r e e m e n t t h a t g u a r 
a n t e e d w a g e s o f £ 3 p e r m o n t h u n t i l a r r i v a l i n E n g l a n d . F o s t e r l a t e r w r o t e 
t h a t h e p a r t i c i p a t e d i n a " r e f u s a l o f d u t y " w h e n t h e s h i p a r r i v e d i n Tal -
c a h u a n a , Chi l e , a l t h o u g h t h i s i n c i d e n t i s n o t r e c o r d e d i n t h e s h i p ' s 
a r t i c l e s . 5 3 

Sai l o r s o n B r i t i s h m e r c h a n t s h i p s o f t e n d e s e r t e d . Of t h e 1 2 0 m e n w h o 
s a i l e d o n t h e Pegasus f o r a n y p e r i o d o f t i m e d u r i n g h e r a r o u n d - t h e - w o r l d 
v o y a g e i n 1 9 0 3 - 1 9 0 4 , f o r i n s t a n c e , 5 6 a r e r e c o r d e d i n t h e s h i p ' s c r e w 
a g r e e m e n t a s h a v i n g d e s e r t e d i n v a r i o u s p o r t s , u n a b l e t o c o l l e c t t h e i r 
w a g e s . B e c a u s e m o s t o f t h e i r w a g e s w e r e p a i d o n l y a t t h e e n d o f a s h i p ' s 
v o y a g e , a c a p t a i n p o s s e s s e d a l a r g e d e g r e e o f e c o n o m i c , a s w e l l a s s t a t u 
t o r y a u t h o r i t y o v e r h i s m e n d u r i n g a v o y a g e , w h i c h c o u l d b e a s l o n g a s 
t h r e e y e a r s . If l i f e o n b o a r d p r o v e d i n t o l e r a b l e o r d i f f i c u l t f o r a s e a m a n , 
h e c o u l d d e s e r t b u t w a s s u b j e c t t o p e n a l t i e s a n d a b l a c k l i s t . F o s t e r s i g n e d 
h i s c o r r e c t n a m e t o t h e C o u n t y o f C ard i g a n 's a r t i c l e s w h e n h e b o a r d e d i n 
P e r u , b u t h e l a t e r f e a r e d t h a t h e w o u l d b e i d e n t i f i e d a s a d e s e r t e r f r o m t h e 
Pegasus. The c r e w o f t h e C o u n t y o f C ard i g a n , a c c o r d i n g t o F o s t e r , h a d 
a l l d e s e r t e d B r i t i s h s h i p s i n r e c e n t y e a r s , a n d f e a r e d t h a t b e c a u s e o f w a g e 
p e n a l t i e s i m p o s e d o n d e s e r t e r s , " w h e n w e h i t a B r i t i s h p o r t e a c h o f u s 
w o u l d b e c o n f r o n t e d w i t h a n a g e n t o f o u r p r e v i o u s s h i p w h o w o u l d t a k e 
a w a y e v e r y s h i l l i n g w e h a d c o m i n g t o u s a s w a g e s o n t h e C o u n t y o f C ar
d i g a n . " F o s t e r a n d s e v e r a l o t h e r c r e w m e m b e r s t h u s r e f u s e d d u t y f o r a 
s h o r t t i m e w h i l e t h e s h i p w a s i n Chi l e , w e r e i m p r i s o n e d b r i e f l y , a n d 
f i n a l l y r e h i r e d w i t h t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h a t t h e y w o u l d b e p a i d i n f u l l 
w h e n t h e s h i p r e a c h e d p o r t i n E n g l a n d . E v i d e n t l y , t h i s " s t r i k e " w a s w o n , 
f o r t h e s h i p ' s a r t i c l e s r e c o r d t h a t F o s t e r w a s p a i d i n f u l l w h e n h e w a s 
r e l e a s e d f r o m d u t y a t Nor t h Shi e l d s , E n g l a n d , i n Dec e m b e r 1 9 0 4 . 5 4 

B e f o r e a r r i v i n g i n E n g l a n d , h o w e v e r , F o s t e r r e c e i v e d a l e t t e r f r o m h i s 
s i s t e r s a n n o u n c i n g t h e e n g a g e m e n t o f h i s y o u n g e r s i s t e r Cla r a ; t h e l e t t e r 
a l s o m e n t i o n e d a n a t t e m p t b y t h e M c V e y s t o e s t a b l i s h a h o m e s t e a d i n 
Ore g o n . "I e x a m i n e d t h e m a p o f y o u r p l a c e s t h o r o u g h l y a n d f r o m w h a t 
y o u s a y i n y o u r l e t t e r I c o n s i d e r y o u h a v e d o n e a w i s e t h i n g i n t a k i n g u p 
t h e l a n d , " F o s t e r r e p l i e d . H o w e v e r , h e p l a n n e d t o j o i n t h e Atl a n t i c Coa s t 
Sea m e n ' s U n i o n a n d i n t e n d e d t o w o r k o n s t e a m e r s s e r v i n g Ame r i c a n 
p o r t s . H e n o t e d t h a t c o n d i t i o n s o n Ame r i c a n s t e a m e r s w e r e b e t t e r t h a n 
o n E n g l i s h s h i p s , a n d t h a t " a q u a r t e r m a s t e r o r s t e e r s m a n i n a n y g o o d l i n e 
l i k e t h e F a l l R i v e r [ M a s s a c h u s e t t s ] l i n e r e c e i v e s a b o u t $ 4 0 a m o n t h a l l 
f o u n d . " Non e t h e l e s s , l i f e a s a s a i l o r s t r u c k F o s t e r a s h a z a r d o u s ; h e m e n 
t i o n e d a n o c c a s i o n w h e n t w o c r e w m e n f r o m t h e Pegasus w e r e w a s h e d 
o v e r b o a r d a n d d r o w n e d i n a s t o r m o f f Cap e H o r n . In a d d i t i o n , " y o u 



BEGI N N I N G S 2 9 

h a v e n o h o m e , n o f r i e n d s , a n d a r e t h e p r e y o f a l l k i n d s o f l a n d s h a r k s a n d 
a r e l i a b l e t o u n s t e a d y e m p l o y m e n t a n d o t h e r i l l c o n d i t i o n s t o o n u m e r o u s 
t o m e n t i o n. " H e c o m p o s e d t h e f o l l o w i n g v e r s e t o i l l u s t r a t e h i s a t t i t u d e 
t o w a r d s b e i n g a s a i l o r : 

A Bri t i s h s h i p c o m e s s a i l i n g w i t h t h e w i n d g o i n g f r e e 

W i t h a l l s a i l s d r a w i n g a n o b l e s i g h t t o s e e 

B u t a g a i n t h a t o l d s a y i n g , i t s e e m s a l w a y s t r u e 

Tha t d i s t a n c e i t s e n c h a n t m e n t l e n d s t o t h e v i e w 

L i k e a f r i g h t e n e d b i r d a s s h e g o e s r u s h i n g p a s t 

W i t h f o a m c o v e r e d b o w s a n d s p r a y f l y i n g p a s t 

And w h i l e s h e g o e s p i t c h i n g i n t o t h e b i l l o w s h i g h 

Her m a s t s a r e w r i t i n g h u n g e r a l l o v e r t h e s k y 

W r i t i n g f r o m Q u e e n s t o w n , S o u t h A f r i c a , i n N o v e m b e r 1 9 0 4 , F o s t e r 
t o l d h i s s i s t e r s t h a t " y o u r l e t t e r h a s s e t m e t o t h i n k i n g s e r i o u s l y a g a i n a s 
I h a d j u s t a b o u t a d o p t e d t h e s e a a s m y m e a n s o f l i v e l i h o o d. " A l t h o u g h h e 
j o i n e d t h e A t l a n t i c C o a s t S e a m e n ' s U n i o n u p o n a r r i v i n g i n t h e U n i t e d 
S t a t e s i n 1 9 0 4 , F o s t e r s o o n m a d e h i s w a y a c r o s s t h e c o n t i n e n t t o O r e g o n , 
i n o r d e r t o r e j o i n t h e McV e y s. 5 5  

B y t h e t i m e h e r e t u r n e d t o O r e g o n , w h e n h e w a s t w e n t y - t h r e e y e a r s 
o l d , W i l l i a m F o s t e r h a d l i v e d a n d w o r k e d i n T a u n t o n , Phi l a d e l p h i a , 
W y o m i s s i n g , N e w Y o r k C i t y , H a v a n a , F l o r i d a , T e x a s , O r e g o n , a n d a t 
s e a. A n y d e s c r i p t i o n o f F o s t e r a s a n e s s e n t i a l l y d e t a c h e d , u n i n v o l v e d , a n d 
p e r i p h e r a l f i g u r e d u r i n g t h i s p e r i o d m u s t f a i l , h o w e v e r. I f h e w a s u n a b l e 
o r u n w i l l i n g t o a t t a c h h i m s e l f t o t h e s o c i a l a n d e c o n o m i c l i f e o f Phi l a d e l 
p h i a o r a n y o t h e r t o w n a t t h i s p o i n t , h i s w o r k i n a v a r i e t y o f p l a c e s a n d 
i n d u s t r i e s n e v e r t h e l e s s e n g a g e d h i m i n t h e l a r g e d r a m a o f t h e n a t i o n ' s 
e c o n o m i c d e v e l o p m e n t. F o r i n s t a n c e , a s a y o u n g m a n , F o s t e r g a i n e d h i s 
k n o w l e d g e o f r a i l r o a d s w h i l e w o r k i n g i n c o n s t r u c t i o n c a m p s a n d h o b o 
i n g a c r o s s t h e c o u n t r y. W h e n h e r e t u r n e d t o Por t l a n d , h e w o u l d w o r k a s 
a l a b o r e r i n r a i l r o a d y a r d s n e a r t h e c i t y , a n d b r i e f l y a s a n e n g i n e f i r e 
m a n. 5 6  A s a n a d u l t , F o s t e r ' s c h i e f m e a n s o f m o b i l i t y a n d e c o n o m i c s u r 
v i v a l w o u l d b e h i s e m p l o y m e n t a s a r a i l r o a d w o r k e r. I n t h i s w a y , h i s 
" r o o t l e s s n e s s " w o u l d d e e p l y i n v o l v e h i m i n t h e w o r k c u l t u r e o f t h e c o u n 
t r y , a n d p r o v i d e h i m w i t h a l a r g e p e r s p e c t i v e f r o m w h i c h t o v i e w A m e r i 
c a n l i f e. 

F o s t e r ' s f i r s t i n v o l v e m e n t i n r a d i c a l p o l i t i c s i n Por t l a n d , h e b e l i e v e d , 
w a s t h e e n d r e s u l t o f a p r o c e s s t h a t b e g a n d u r i n g h i s c h i l d h o o d i n Phi l a 
d e l p h i a. I n h i s 1 9 1 9 S e n a t e t e s t i m o n y , g i v e n t w o y e a r s b e f o r e h e b e c a m e 
a C o m m u n i s t , h e i n v o k e d t h e s t a r k e c o n o m i c c o n d i t i o n s o f h i s c h i l d h o o d 
a s a s u f f i c i e n t e x p l a n a t i o n f o r t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f h i s b e l i e f s. I n h i s a u t o 
b i o g r a p h i e s , l o o k i n g b a c k o n t h e " f o r c e s " t h a t c r e a t e d h i s p e r s o n a l i t y 
a n d p o l i t i c s , h i s m e m o r y f o c u s e d o n t h e b i t t e r r e a l i t i e s a n d l i m i t a t i o n s h e 
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faced while growing up in an atmosphere of powerlessness in Philadel
phia slums in the 18 8 0s and 18 9 0s. For him, these "slums" did not en
compass an idealized ghetto of ethnic or religious solidarity, nor a mythi
cal arena from which upwardly mobile Americans emerged strengthened 
in character and personality. Any account of Foster's political life must 
begin, then, with the fact that his socialism was not informed by the mem
ory of a stable and self-determining American community life, as was 
Eugene Debs's, for instance.57 While Debs has been described as a social
ist and citizen, Foster's "citizenship" was ambiguous, and was not cen
tered on a particular American community. In Philadelphia, the residents 
of Skittereen demonstrated a measure of power and solidarity during the 
18 95 street railway strike by resorting to tactics that only placed them, 
according to many observers, outside the realm of citizenship. As a sailor, 
Foster lived and worked among a highly transient group of workers who 
exercised few rights other than the ambiguous freedom attendant upon 
the abandonment of their employment. Finally, it is significant that Fos
ter, after leaving his neighborhood in Philadelphia in the late 18 9 0s, 
did not visit it again for thirty years. When he did return, he found that 
the tenuous governance of the Bulldogs had vanished long ago; "even 
their tradition was unknown to the new crop of poverty-stricken slum 
dwellers" in Skittereen.58 
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S O C I A L I S T A N D S Y N D I C A L I S T 

T he revolutionary Working Class ignores 
obnoxious "majority" made laws wherever it has 

the power to do so. 
—William Foster, 191 0 

The workers' movement has been a series of daily efforts 
linked to the efforts of the previous day, not by any 

rigorous continuity but uniquely by the attitude and 
state of mind ruling the working class. The action of the 

working class has not been, I say it again, ordered 

by formulae or by any theoretical affirmations; 
nor has it been a demonstration following a plan 

foreseen in advance by us. 
—V. Griffuelhes, L'Action Syndicaliste 

WHEN W I L L IAM F O STER wr o t e t h a t t h e d r i f t i n g w o r k e r s o f t h e Amer i c a n 
W e s t a t t h e t u r n o f t h e c e n t u r y " u s u a l l y h a d n o h o m e s o r f a m i l i e s , a n d 
o f t e n n o r e l i g i o n , " a n d w e r e " v o t e l e s s a n d t o o k l i t t l e o r n o p a r t i n t h e 
p o l i t i c a l a n d s o c i a l l i f e o f t h e c i t i e s , " h e w a s d e s c r i b i n g a w a y o f l i f e w i t h 
w h i c h h e w a s q u i t e f a m i l i a r b y t h e t i m e h e h a d r e a c h e d a g e t w e n t y . He 
co n s i d e r e d h i m s e l f t o h a v e b e c o m e a n " i n d u s t r i a l w o r k e r " a f t e r h e q u i t 
h i s a p p r e n t i c e s h i p t o Edw a r d K r e t c h m a n i n Phi l a d e l p h i a , b u t h e a l s o r e 
m e m b e r e d t h i s p e r i o d o f h i s l i f e a s a t i m e o f " f l o a t i n g " : f o r m o r e t h a n a 
d e c a d e h e w o u l d b e " p e r p e t u a l l y b e a t i n g b a c k a n d f o r t h o v e r t h e w e s t e r n 
r a i l r o a d s . " N o n e t h e l e s s , F o s t e r ' s t r a v e l s c e r t a i n l y d i d n o t r e s e m b l e t h e 
d e s u l t o r y w a n d e r i n g s o f a d i f f i d e n t p e r s o n a l i t y . D e s p i t e h i s f l o a t i n g 
s t a t u s , h e s e e m e d t o p o s s e s s a s u r e i n t e r n a l c o m p a s s . I n t h e r a p i d l y d e v e l 
o p i n g Pac i f i c N o r t h w e s t , h e q u i c k l y a t t a c h e d h i m s e l f t o c o m m u n i t i e s o f 
h i g h l y c o m m i t t e d r a d i c a l s a n d d i s s e n t e r s , a n d a l w a y s s o u g h t t o m a k e 
s e n s e o f h i s e x p e r i e n c e s i n l a r g e r i n t e l l e c t u a l a n d p o l i t i c a l t e r m s . 1 

W h e n h e s i g n e d t h e c r e w a g r e e m e n t o n b o a r d t h e Pegasus i n Por t l a n d 
i n 1 9 0 3 , h e l i s t e d h i s a d d r e s s a s " c / o G e o r g e M c V e y , The D a l l e s , O r e 
g o n . " I t i s n o t c l e a r w h e t h e r h e l i v e d w i t h h i s s i s t e r a n d b r o t h e r - i n - l a w i n 
O r e g o n b e f o r e g o i n g t o s e a , b u t M c V e y w a s a S o c i a l i s t , a n d s e e m s t o h a v e 
b e e n t h e o n l y m e m b e r o f t h e f a m i l y c i r c l e a t t h e t i m e w h o h e l d s u c h b e 
l i e f s . He ma y h a v e b e e n t h e p e r s o n w h o f i r s t i n t r o d u c e d F o s t e r t o p a r t y 
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life, but both men were also infected with the dream of establishing an 
independent stake for themselves in the West, far from the world of prole
tarian Philadelphia and Skittereen. When Foster arrived back in the 
United States in 1904, he made his way across the continent to Oregon, 
where he took up a 320-acre homestead in the foothills of the Cascade 
Mountains next to the claim that the McVeys had only recently estab
lished. He cleared timber on his land and planted potatoes during the 
summer months. In the winter he found temporary employment in lumber 
camps, on railroads, and once as a sheep herder, in order to support him
self and earn enough capital to make improvements on the land. His hard 
physical labor on his claim earned him very little monetary return; and in 
1907, as a depression swept through the West, he was forced to sell out. 

However, in those three years Foster found another kind of sustenance 
and reward through his involvement in the Portland local of the Socialist 
party. He became a "party worker," hawked subscriptions to the 
enormously popular Socialist weekly, the Appeal to Reason, read Marx
ist classics and, significantly, "nearly all" of the pamphlets written by 
Daniel DeLeon.2 Thus began his involvement in the radical labor move
ment of the American West. However varied his interests and political 
wanderings would be during this period, this unattached, circumspect, 
and self-contained young man always sought the company and special 
knowledge of militant brotherhood. 

By 1904 the Socialist party was becoming a powerful force in national 
politics as well. At the height of its influence in the years before World 
War I the party would enroll over 150,000 dues-paying members, spon
sor or endorse hundreds of periodicals and newspapers, elect nearly a 
thousand of its members to political office, and wield heavy influence in 
the American Federation of Labor as well as the radical Industrial Work
ers of the World. The appeal of the Socialist party would prove wide 
enough to encompass immigrant industrial workers in the eastern me
tropolis as well as hard-pressed farmers in the Southwest. The electrifying 
rhetoric of its most prominent spokesman, Eugene Debs, promised a hu
mane alternative to the grinding cycles of helter-skelter industrialism, as 
well as a credible vision of resistance to the insolent dominance of large 
corporations over American politics and community life. 

However, despite socialism's expanding influence and appeal, it was 
not a tolerant, ecumenical version of the movement that first attracted 
Foster to radical politics in the Pacific Northwest. The Portland Socialist 
party was dominated by Tom Sladden, a contentious left-winger who 
dreamed of a revolutionary movement shorn of bourgeois sympathizers. 
An ardent expositor of the ideal of proletarian purity and heroic mission, 
Sladden doubted whether a doctor, lawyer, preacher or even "a woman 
with radical ideas on the sex question," no matter how nonconformist, 
could be a true revolutionist. He had the cuspidors removed from the 
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Oregon party headquarters upon taking office as state chairman, on the 
grounds that such furniture was characteristic of the bourgeoisie, and 
that authentic proletarians had no use for such conveniences. He argued 
grimly that the effective working-class revolutionist was unencumbered 
by profession, trade, or property, and was contemptuous of education, 
religion, and patriotism. " U pon his shoulders rests the problem of freeing 
society." 3 

A fter selling his homestead, Foster worked briefly as a fireman on a 
Portland railroad, hoping eventually to join the Brotherhood of Locomo
tive Firemen and Engineers. T he security of membership in this elite rail
road brotherhood proved to be an elusive goal, however; he lost his job 
because of the lingering depression and was forced to look elsewhere for 
employment. He moved to Seattle, w here he was able to join a building 
trades union and gain work as a construction worker and in local saw
mills for two years, from 1 9 0 7 to 19 0 9. Once again he sought out the 
Socialist party local, w hich in Seattle was bitterly divided by seemingly 
interminable controversies between reformists and "revolutionaries." A 
central figure in the increasingly sectarian atmosphere in Seattle was Dr. 
Hermon Franklin Titus, a querulous left- wing socialist and editor of the 
Seattle Socialist w ho has been cited as the " father" of socialism in Wash
ington state. He served as Foster's earliest mentor in the complex world 
of radical journalism and politics. 4 

Titus was a former Baptist minister from New York and Massachu
setts who had quit the pulpit in the 1 8 8 0s in order to attend Harvard 
Medical School. A fter graduating, he emigrated to Seattle, w here he 
worked as a contract physician for James J. Hill's Great Northern Rail
way and as a social worker among the city's transient population of tim 
ber workers. He joined the Fabian Society and familiarized himself with 
t he ideas of Lawrence Gronlund, w hose book The Cooperative Com
monwealth, published in 18 8 4 , was one of the earliest popular syntheses 
of Marxian ideas in the Lfnited States. Titus became a prominent figure in 
Seattle's municipal reform movement, and played an important role in 
composing a new charter for the city in 19 0 0. He was a restless, energetic, 
and ambitious man whose Socialist politics were deeply influenced by the 
evangelical and scientific training of his youth and his experiences tending 
the injured and exploited workers of the developing West. At some un
specified point he concluded that "reform was impractical and revolution 
necessary." He began publishing the Seattle Socialist in 19 0 0 , w hich in 
turn gave impetus to the organization of the Socialist party in Washing
ton. The purpose of the new organ was to "Organize the Slaves of Capital 
to Vote their Own E mancipation." 5 

Titus was a full-fledged scientific socialist. " T he attitude of the Revolu
tionary Socialist is the scientific attitude, the modern scientific attitude in 
contrast with the ancient superstitious attitude," he wrote. There was no 
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room for "dreams," "schemes," or "utopias." In addition, he pro
claimed, "there are probably not ten thousand people in the United States 
who thoroughly understand the simple Principles of Revolutionary So
cialism." The process of the education of the working class must begin 
with the "facts." The concept of a strictly inductive, evolutionary social
ism as opposed to normative socialisms based on "dreams" recurs in 
Titus's writings. "To the scientific man, facts are everything, theories 
nothing," he explained. How can a socialist, or revolutionary, look to the 
future, given the necessity of focusing simply on the "facts"? A prominent 
feature of Titus's political writing was his belief in Darwinism and the 
inevitable evolution of society according to the laws of natural history. 
"Karl Marx," after all, "scientifically investigated the facts of human so
ciety and formulated its laws of development, as Charles Darwin did in 
the life history of animals other than man." Thus, "Marxism, like Dar
winism, must be accepted and believed, if its facts are well established." 
Titus proposed that the revolutionary socialist, like the scientist, "never 
guesses at anything."6 

Titus had a propensity for accusing Seattle's AFL-affiliated trade union 
leadership of corruption, and his obsession with doctrinal purity and ex
clusion of those not wholeheartedly committed to revolution alienated 
him even further from the union movement. Among unionists in Seattle, 
"Titusism" and the doctor's "college-bred" didacticism were considered 
highly disruptive; at one point, The Seattle Onion Record, referring to 
Titus, averred that one "full-fledged 'scientific' socialist" could be more 
effective in destroying a labor union than a dozen strikes. Titus's inability 
to establish a working relationship with the AFL-affiliated unions effec
tively cut him off from the most powerful labor organizations in Wash
ington at the time.7 Finally in 1909 the zealous former skid-row physician 
and his supporters walked out of a Socialist party convention in Everett, 
claiming that a reformist right-wing element had unfairly seized control 
of the party. The National Executive Committee of the party promptly 
declared Titus's rival group illegal. By October, this tiny left-wing group, 
to which William Foster belonged, reconstituted itself into something 
called the United Wage Workers Party of Washington, and had changed 
the name of the Seattle Socialist to the Workingman's Paper.8 

For less than a year, Foster remained among the small group of de
voted radicals who followed Titus into the Wage Workers party. He later 
stated that his failure to return to the Socialist party "was perhaps the 
greatest political mistake" of his career. In retrospect, he judged the schis
matic Titus to have been "a brilliant speaker, a forceful writer, an ener
getic agitator and one of the outstanding Marxists then in the United 
States" who nonetheless had a tendency to "incurable 'leftism'" and "bu
reaucratic arbitrariness." Despite these critiques, Foster as a young man 
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was irresistibly drawn, like his mentor, to the vision of a revolutionary 
movement unadulterated by the corrupt yearnings of the bourgeoisie. 
Both dismissed the Socialist party as it was constituted in 1909 as "hope
lessly" middle class. Titus's Wage Workers party was to be composed 
exclusively of proletarians, "as defined by The Comm u n i s t M a n i f e s t o . " 9 

Despite their vast difference in backgrounds, Titus and Foster shared 
certain characteristics that may best be described as stylistic. Both were 
uncomfortable in the world of genteel reformism and "regular" trade 
unionism. Instead, they were drawn to the milieu of the unassimilated 
working-class autodidact, purist and impertinent. Titus's disquisitions 
were heavy with a ponderous naturalism; both Foster and Titus held so
cialism to be as much a codified special knowledge as an irresistible his
torical movement. Both Titus and Foster accepted that while the working 
class possessed the immanent force of the revolution, most workers were 
simply not prepared to accept or comprehend revolutionary science be
cause of their blind acceptance of capitalist propaganda in their churches, 
schools, and press. This was a common theme in socialist polemics of the 
era, but it was especially evident in Titus's disquisitions. Foster's distrust 
of the working class was a deeply felt and insoluble mixture of disdain 
and unrequited devotion more than it was an intellectual construct, but in 
1910 he considered himself well tutored enough to conclude that the 
working class, being "raw and undeveloped," mindlessly accepted mid-
die-class illusions and strove for outmoded "individualist ideals." Titus 
the socialist who "never guesses at anything" shared with his young 
protege a sense of confidence and destiny, even though Foster's revolu
tionary certainty would be tempered by a certain patience and willingness 
to compromise that Titus usually lacked.10 

Moreover, both Foster and Titus were heavily influenced by the ideas 
and writings of Daniel DeLeon. Foster described Titus's Wage Workers 
party as a "hybrid" between DeLeon's Socialist Labor party and the In
dustrial Workers of the World, and claimed that the "DeLeonist train
ing" of many of its members, including himself, led them eventually to the 
IWW and syndicalism. When the Wage Workers party faltered, Foster 
and other followers of Titus considered joining the SLP.11 

Daniel DeLeon, the brilliant and acerbic leader of the Socialist Labor 
party, was one of the earliest theoreticians of twentieth-century American 
syndicalism. He is often cited as an early "orthodox" American Marxist, 
but his writings show a notable willingness to innovate. Although he 
would not have described his own politics as "syndicalist," by the turn of 
the century he was increasingly enamored of and impressed by the power
ful potential of militant industrial unions like the Western Federation of 
Miners and Eugene Debs's American Labor Union. DeLeon became one 
of the founders of the Industrial Workers of the World in 1905, an organ-
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ization dedicated to building a radical alternative to the more conserva
tive, craft-oriented policies of the American Federation of Labor. He 
wrote that same year in the Industrial Union Manifesto that "the political 
movement is absolutely the reflex of the economic organization," and 
that revolutionary industrial unionism should be conceived of as the 
"muscle" that would enforce a socialist political victory. Labor unions, 
rather than any particular political party, would play the primary role in 
bringing about the revolution. DeLeon began to define "political" action 
as an instrument for propaganda and recruitment rather than a means of 
winning office. When Foster concluded in 1910 that the "ballot" was "on 
the bum entirely," he was echoing DeLeon's theory of "industrialism," 
which included the idea that "the value of the 'ballot' as a constructive 
force is zero."12 

In 1909, William Foster, after having left the Seattle Socialist party 
with Titus and his followers, was at a crucial juncture in his life. It is not 
clear at what point, exactly, he decided to make a career of labor politics, 
but it was evidently quite important to him to belong to a viable and 
coherent political movement. A variety of choices were available to him. 
He could attempt to rejoin the Seattle Socialist party, but this was appar
ently not an acceptable option for him because of what he felt was that 
organization's "hopelessly" middle-class orientation. Foster's involve
ment with Titus and the short-lived Wage Workers party brought him 
close to the ideas of Daniel DeLeon's SLP, but he later claimed to have 
been "repulsed" by DeLeon and his "crass sectarianism" and "dogmatic 
utopianism."13 These, however, are adjectives that could just as easily 
have been applied to Hermon Titus, and Foster's judgment must be con
sidered in juxtaposition to his own membership in Titus's schismatic and 
ephemeral party, which echoed many of DeLeon's theories. The Wage 
Workers party dissolved by 1910; Titus never again achieved anywhere 
near the prominence he had previously enjoyed in Washington state poli
tics. True to his obsession with proletarianism, he seems finally to have 
become either an elevator operator or hotel doorman, and died in obscu
rity in New York City in 1931. Joseph Pass, an individual who was quite 
active in Washington radical politics, claimed to have visited Titus, then 
quite ill, at the doctor's Greenwich Village apartment in 1930. Pass re
called that Titus had asked about Foster, and "talked of him as a teacher 
of his pupil."14 

Titus was still struggling to locate a constituency and focus for his new 
party when he sent William Foster to cover an explosion of workers' 
protests and social unrest in Spokane in the winter of 1909. Both men 
could not have helped but be fascinated by the potential of the Industrial 
Workers of the World, which was seeking to organize the workers in 
Spokane. The IWW had led a huge strike of immigrant steel workers in 



SOCIALIST AND SYNDICALIST 37 

M c K e e s Roc k , Pen n s y l v a n i a , i n J u l y . The s t r i k e w a s e s p e c i a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t 
b e c a u s e i t s h o w e d t h a t i m m i g r a n t w o r k e r s , p r e v i o u s l y l a r g e l y n e g l e c t e d 
b y t h e Ame r i c a n F e d e r a t i o n o f L a b o r , c o u l d s u c c e s s f u l l y o r g a n i z e a g a i n s t 
a c o r p o r a t i o n a s h u g e a n d s e e m i n g l y o m n i p o t e n t a s U n i t e d S t a t e s S t e e l . I n 
N o v e m b e r , w o r k e r s b e l o n g i n g t o t h e I n t e r n a t i o n a l L a d i e s G a r m e n t 
W o r k e r s ' U n i o n i n N e w Y o r k Cit y a n d Phi l a d e l p h i a c a l l e d a g i a n t i n d u s 
t r y - w i d e s t r i k e t h a t d r a m a t i c a l l y i l l u s t r a t e d t h e p o w e r o f w o r k e r s o r g a n 
i z e d o n a n i n d u s t r i a l b a s i s t o r e s i s t t h e d e m a n d s o f t h e i r e m p l o y e r s . 
F o s t e r , a m e m b e r o f h i s l o c a l AFL c r a f t u n i o n i n S e a t t l e , t h e B u i l d i n g 
L a b o r e r s , a n d a f o r m e r S o c i a l i s t , b e g a n t o a c h i e v e a n a m e f o r h i m s e l f i n 
t h e l a b o r m o v e m e n t a t a t i m e w h e n w o r k e r s ' s t r u g g l e s a t t h e p o i n t o f 
p r o d u c t i o n w e r e t h e m o s t v i s i b l e m a n i f e s t a t i o n s o f w o r k i n g - c l a s s m i l i 
t a n c y . S o o n , h e w o u l d w h o l e h e a r t e d l y e m b r a c e t h e v i s i o n o f w o r k i n g -
c l a s s e m a n c i p a t i o n t h r o u g h m i l i t a n t t r a d e u n i o n a c t i o n , c u l m i n a t i n g i n 
a n a p o c a l y p t i c g e n e r a l s t r i k e . 1 5 

I t i s n o t e w o r t h y , h o w e v e r , t h a t t h e w o r k e r s t h a t t h e I W W s o u g h t t o 
o r g a n i z e i n S p o k a n e w e r e n o t t r a d e u n i o n i s t s i n t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l s e n s e , 
a n d t h e i r s t r u g g l e w a s c o n d u c t e d f a r f r o m t h e " p o i n t o f p r o d u c t i o n . " The 
S p o k a n e f r e e s p e e c h f i g h t w a s o n e o f t h e e a r l i e s t e f f o r t s b y t h e W o b b l i e s 
t o d r a m a t i z e t h e i s s u e o f t h e l a c k o f c i v i l r i g h t s a m o n g t h e u n o r g a n i z e d 
f l o a t i n g l a b o r e r s o f t h e W e s t . At t h e t i m e , S p o k a n e w a s c o n s i d e r e d t h e 
h u b o f w h a t w a s t h e n c a l l e d t h e I n l a n d Emp i r e , a c o m m e r c i a l c e n t e r f o r 
t h e r e g i o n ' s l u m b e r a n d m i n i n g i n d u s t r y . Hun d r e d s o f u n e m p l o y e d m e n 
w o u l d j o u r n e y t o S p o k a n e i n o r d e r t o b u y j o b s f r o m t h e l o c a l e m p l o y 
m e n t a g e n c i e s o r " s h a r k s , " w h i c h h e l d a m o n o p o l y o n t r a n s i e n t j o b s i n 
t h e a r e a . S u c h e m p l o y m e n t a g e n c i e s w o r k e d i n c o l l u s i o n w i t h f o r e m e n t o 
b u y a n d s e l l t e m p o r a r y e m p l o y m e n t ; a g e n c i e s w o u l d o c c a s i o n a l l y s e l l 
n o n e x i s t e n t j o b s t o t h e v u l n e r a b l e i t i n e r a n t w o r k e r s . W o b b l y o r g a n i z e r s 
w e r e d i s p a t c h e d t o c u l t i v a t e a n d f o c u s t h e d i s c o n t e n t o f t h e s e w o r k e r s , 
a n d b y N o v e m b e r t h e j a i l s w e r e f i l l i n g w i t h I W W s o a p b o x e r s a n d o t h e r s 
w h o , i n d e f i a n c e o f l o c a l r e s t r i c t i o n s o n s t r e e t s p e a k i n g , w e r e a r r e s t e d 
w h i l e h a r a n g u i n g p a s s e r s b y a g a i n s t t h e e m p l o y m e n t a g e n c i e s . O n e p a r 
t i c i p a n t i n t h e f i g h t w r o t e t h a t b e f o r e t h e I W W a r r i v e d , t h e r e h a d b e e n n o 
s e m b l a n c e o f o r g a n i z a t i o n a m o n g S p o k a n e ' s f l o a t i n g w o r k e r s . "The y 
w e r e a f a c e l e s s , w a n d e r i n g m a s s o f w o r k e r s , m o v i n g f r o m j o b t o j o b , w i t h 
n o s e n s e o f d i r e c t i o n o r u n i t y . The I W W p r o p o s e d t o c h a n g e t h i s s t a t e o f 
a f f a i r s . " 1 6 

W h e n F o s t e r d e p a r t e d f o r S p o k a n e a s Tit u s ' s c h o s e n c o r r e s p o n d e n t , i t 
w a s d e c i d e d t h a t h i s n a m e s h o u l d b e e m b e l l i s h e d w i t h a " Z . " A fr i e n d o f 
F o s t e r ' s , Har r y Aul t , l a t e r a s s e r t e d t h a t h e h a d s u g g e s t e d t h e a d d e d i n i t i a l 
a s a w a y o f a d d i n g d i s t i n c t i o n t o t h e b y l i n e " W i l l i a m F o s t e r . " Tit u s h i m 
s e l f e x p l a i n e d t h a t t h e " Z " w a s a d d e d s o t h a t F o s t e r c o u l d b e s u r e o f 
r e c e i v i n g m a i l t h a t o t h e r w i s e m i g h t b e d e l i v e r e d t o a n o t h e r " W i l l i a m E." 
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in Spokane. In any event, Foster never referred to himself as William "Ze-
bulon," and the "Z" was never intended by Foster to indicate a middle 
name. Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, a nineteen-year-old IWW organizer who 
had arrived in Spokane in November, met William Z. Foster during her 
trial on charges stemming from her participation in the free speech fight. 
She described Foster, then twenty-eight years old, as "tall, slender, blue-
eyed and soft-spoken," a regular "skinny marink." Titus described him 
only as a "quiet, gentle-spoken man, of slight build."17 

The desultory but determined struggles of the "faceless, wandering 
mass of workers" in Spokane were immediately compelling to the novice 
socialist reporter. Foster's dispatches to the Workingman's Paper in No
vember and December were sympathetic to the IWW and the free speech 
fight, but the feature of the protest that seemed to impress him most was 
the "excellent discipline" of the participating men and women. Soon after 
he arrived, he was arrested, as Titus put it, "for standing on a sidewalk in 
Spokane." Evidently, police had identified Foster as the correspondent 
for the Workingman's Paper and the IWW newspaper, Solidarity, with 
which Foster was sharing his reportage, and arrested him at a free speech 
gathering. Foster's first foray into radical journalism and street protest 
landed him an assignment on the rockpile. At one point he was put in 
solitary confinement, on a bread-and-water diet, accused of helping or
ganize IWW meetings and activities in the jail itself. A visitor remarked 
that Foster looked "pretty seedy. He made no complaint, but his hands 
were cut and in bad shape. His shoes were worn out and I know his feet 
are cold." He was finally released after spending forty-seven days in the 
city jail on a charge of disorderly conduct.18 Shortly afterward, he and 
two other men were elected as an IWW executive committee to negotiate 
a settlement of the fight with the Spokane mayor and other officials. The 
final agreement ratified by the authorities and the ragged army of deter
mined Wobblies allows some insight into Foster's later critiques of the 
IWW and its tactics.19 

The IWW executive committee that met with the mayor and his aides 
made four basic demands: that the meetings in their hall be conducted 
free from police harassment; that the Industrial Worker be allowed distri
bution on the street without interference; that all IWW prisoners in city 
and county jails be released; and finally, that the police would not inter
fere with street speaking. The final agreement fell short of these objec
tives. It provided that the IWW would be permitted to speak only in "un
restricted" areas like vacant lots, and offered a vague promise that the 
mayor would ask the city council to revise the street speaking ordinance. 
It was agreed that the police would not interfere with IWW meetings, and 
The Industrial Worker was to be allowed free distribution. Wobblies who 
were prisoners in the county jails were to be released only gradually, 
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p e n d i n g t h e r e t u r n o f I W W n a t i o n a l o r g a n i z e r F . W . Hes l e w o o d f r o m 
Coe u r d 'Ale n e , I d a h o , w h e r e h e h a d b e e n r e s i s t i n g e x t r a d i t i o n f o r p r o s e 
c u t i o n i n S p o k a n e o n c r i m i n a l c o n s p i r a c y c h a r g e s . The I W W a g r e e d t o 
d r o p a l l o f i t s c i v i l s u i t s a g a i n s t c i t y a u t h o r i t i e s . At a m a s s m e e t i n g h e l d 
t h e e v e n i n g f o l l o w i n g t h e a g r e e m e n t , t h i s "Tre a t y o f S p o k a n e " w a s e n 
d o r s e d " p e n d i n g t h e g o o d f a i t h o f t h e a u t h o r i t i e s . " How e v e r , o n e 
S p o k a n e n e w s p a p e r r e p o r t e d t h a t " s o m e o f t h e r a n k a n d f i l e o f t h e I W W 
w h o s e l e a d e r s a g r e e d t o a p e a c e p a c t w i t h t h e c i t y a u t h o r i t i e s a r e d i s 
g u s t e d w i t h t h e t u r n o f e v e n t s . " The S p o k a n e Pres s c o n c l u d e d t h a t t h e 
" t r e a t y " w i t h t h e I W W b r o u g h t m a t t e r s " t o e x a c t l y t h e s a m e c o n d i t i o n s 
t h a t e x i s t e d b e f o r e t h e f i g h t w a s t a k e n u p . " Pol i c e a l l o w e d u s e o f t h e 
I W W h a l l a n d p u b l i c a t i o n o f i t s n e w s p a p e r , b u t W o b b l i e s " w i l l n o t b e 
p e r m i t t e d t o s p e a k o n t h e s t r e e t s . "20 

I n h i s l a t e r w r i t i n g s o n t h e o u t c o m e o f t h e f r e e s p e e c h f i g h t , F o s t e r 
e m p h a s i z e d t h a t t h e S p o k a n e d e m o n s t r a t i o n s w e r e a v i c t o r y f o r t h e I W W 
a n d f o r t h e p r i n c i p l e o f " d i r e c t a c t i o n . " Y e t , h e a l s o i n t i m a t e d t h a t t h e 
c o m m i t t e e t o w h i c h h e b e l o n g e d h a d b e e n n e g o t i a t i n g f r o m a p o s i t i o n o f 
w e a k n e s s : "The I . W . W . , h a v i n g p r e t t y m u c h u s e d u p i t s r e s o u r c e s o f m e n 
a n d m o n e y , " c o n s i d e r e d t h e c o n c e s s i o n s o f t h e c i t y a u t h o r i t i e s , " i f n o t a 
c o m p l e t e v i c t o r y , a t l e a s t a s a t i s f a c t i o n o f t h e i r p r o p o s e d a r r a n g e m e n t . " 
Y e t , F o s t e r w a s u n d o u b t e d l y a w a r e t h a t t h e " t r e a t y " w a s a s o m e w h a t 
a m b i g u o u s a c c o m p l i s h m e n t . W h i l e j u d i c i a l d e c i s i o n s b y W a s h i n g t o n 
S t a t e c o u r t s e v e n t u a l l y d e c l a r e d t h e S p o k a n e s t r e e t s p e a k i n g o r d i n a n c e s 
u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l , t h e h a t e d e m p l o y m e n t a g e n c i e s c o n t i n u e d t o o p e r a t e 
f r e e l y a f t e r t h e c o n c l u s i o n o f t h e f r e e s p e e c h f i g h t . I n d e e d , i n t h e n e x t t w o 
y e a r s , t h e n u m b e r o f e m p l o y m e n t a g e n c i e s o p e r a t i n g i n S p o k a n e i n 
c r e a s e d m a r k e d l y . M o r e o v e r , t h e I W W p r o v e d u n s u c c e s s f u l a t p r o v o k i n g 
t h e k i n d o f l a b o r s o l i d a r i t y t h a t w o u l d h a v e b e e n n e c e s s a r y f o r f u n d a 
m e n t a l c h a n g e t o t a k e p l a c e . The AFL u n i o n s i n S p o k a n e g a v e l i t t l e s u p 
p o r t t o t h e f i g h t , a n d F o s t e r i m p l i e d t h a t t h e S p o k a n e p o l i c e c h i e f h a d 
d e c i d e d t o m o v e a g g r e s s i v e l y a g a i n s t t h e I W W o n l y a f t e r i t b e c a m e c l e a r 
t h a t m o s t c r a f t u n i o n s i n t h e c i t y v i e w e d t h e W o b b l i e s w i t h h o s t i l i t y . The 
I W W a n d t h e AFL r e m a i n e d f u n d a m e n t a l l y s e p a r a t e o r g a n i z a t i o n s i n 
S p o k a n e , w i t h d i f f e r e n t c o n s t i t u e n c i e s a n d c o n f l i c t i n g p h i l o s o p h i e s o f o r 
g a n i z a t i o n a n d t a c t i c s .21 

I n 1 9 0 9 t h e I W W h a d y e t t o p r o v e i t s e l f . I t s m e m b e r s h i p h a d d e c l i n e d 
d r a s t i c a l l y s i n c e i t s f o u n d i n g i n 1 9 0 5 . F r o m a f a r , D a n i e l D e L e o n h a r s h l y 
c r i t i c i z e d t h e I W W f o r i t s e x c l u s i v e r e l i a n c e o n d i r e c t a c t i o n ( h e i m p l i e d 
t h a t t h e S p o k a n e f i g h t h a d a c t u a l l y r e s o l v e d i n t o a " p o l i t i c a l " s t r u g g l e 
a n y w a y ) a n d w a s f i n a l l y e x p e l l e d o n t h e b a s i s o f t h e f a c t t h a t h e w a s n o t 
a " w a g e e a r n e r . " The p o w e r f u l W e s t e r n F e d e r a t i o n o f M i n e r s h a d w i t h 
d r a w n f r o m t h e I W W b y 1 9 0 8 , a n d b y t h e n Eug e n e D e b s h a d l e t h i s 
m e m b e r s h i p q u i e t l y e x p i r e . D e s p i t e t h e f a c t t h a t w o r k e r s a c r o s s t h e n a -
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tion were showing signs of militancy and willingness to engage in strikes 
for industrial unionism and workers' control, editorialists were asking by 
1910 "Is the IWW to Grow?" 2 2  

Foster wrote from Spokane that his experiences in the free speech fight 
were invaluable to him. "Through it I have learned a few of the possibili
ties of organization and direct action, and more especially of the marvel
ous effectiveness of the passive resistance strike, in addition to learning 
many new wrinkles about the law, police, etc." While he was in the 
Spokane jail, he noted approvingly that the Wobblies held regular meet
ings, set aside separate evenings for "business" and "propaganda," estab
lished 10:30 P . M. as lights out time, elected a secretary and propaganda 
committee, and had enacted "dozens of other rules and regulations." Yet, 
despite what he witnessed during the Spokane struggle, Foster would 
never be able to accept what he saw as the IWW's dependence on sponta
neity and its inability to build lasting organizations in the towns where its 
strikes and free speech fights took place. In his later formulations of revo
lutionary tactics, he would embrace the idea that small groups of mili
tants were best able to encourage strikes when they operated under a 
decentralized organizational form. However, he more often equated 
power not only with system and order, but organization with centraliza
tion. As a Communist, he would end up writing of "the paralyzing effects 
of the naive and infantile decentralization tendency" among the Wobblies 
in Spokane." 23 

An incident that occurred a continent away, in his former home city of 
Philadelphia, undoubtedly reinforced Foster's interest in the "possibilities 
of organization and direct action" and belief that "it is really possible to 
organize the working class." In May 1909, the city was once again 
shaken by a strike of street railwaymen against its giant streetcar mo
nopoly. Then in February 1910, after a settlement had broken down and 
the renewed strike had turned violent, representatives of Philadelphia's 
central labor union ordered the first general strike in modern American 
history. Two Socialists were on the strike committee, and one observer 
noted that "socialist philosophy tinctured the whole movement." When 
the general strike took effect, thousands of nonunion workers left work 
in a huge show of solidarity with the street railwaymen. Eugene Debs 
addressed an overflowing crowd at the Labor Lyceum. Ultimately, the 
strike came apart when a conference between representatives of the com
pany and the car men created the impression that a settlement would soon 
be made. Despite the disintegration of the strike, the disturbances in Phil
adelphia created a strong impression among labor radicals throughout 
the country. One noteworthy feature of the strike was that it was initiated 
and organized by AFL trade unions; socialists pondered the meaning of a 
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g e n e r a l s t r i k e i n w h i c h o r g a n i z a t i o n s t h a t t h e y h a d o f t e n d e r i d e d f o r t h e i r 
v o l u n t a r i s m a n d c o n s e r v a t i s m , t o o k s u c h a p r o m i n e n t r o l e . O n e w r i t e r 
c o n c l u d e d t h a t " u n i o n i s m a n d s o c i a l i s m c l a s p e d h a n d s a s n e v e r b e f o r e . 
The i n c i d e n t t a u g h t , b e t t e r t h a n c a n t o m e s o f t h e o r y , t h e w i s d o m o f 
w o r k i n g i n h a r m o n y w i t h t h e t r a d e s u n i o n s t o t h e v e r y u t m o s t . "24 I n 
S p o k a n e , t h e Phi l a d e l p h i a s t r i k e w a s f r o n t - p a g e n e w s a t t h e t i m e w h e n 
F o s t e r w a s e n g a g e d i n n e g o t i a t i n g t h e e n d t o t h e f r e e s p e e c h f i g h t . He 
c o u l d n o t h a v e h e l p e d b u t b e i m p r e s s e d b y t h e f a c t t h a t w h i l e t h e I W W 
c a m p a i g n i n S p o k a n e w a s c o m i n g t o a n i n c o n c l u s i v e e n d , t h e AFL c e n t r a l 
c o u n c i l i n Phi l a d e l p h i a w a s o r g a n i z i n g a m a s s i v e g e n e r a l s t r i k e . 

I n t h e m e a n t i m e , S p o k a n e w a s i t s e l f e x p e r i e n c i n g a n e p i s o d e o f l a b o r 
u n r e s t t h a t c o n f i r m e d t h e p o w e r o f l o c a l AFL - a f f i l i a t e d u n i o n s d e c i s i v e l y 
t o i n f l u e n c e c i t y p o l i t i c s . S i m u l t a n e o u s l y w i t h t h e c a l l i n g o f t h e g e n e r a l 
s t r i k e i n Phi l a d e l p h i a , w i t h i n d a y s o f t h e s e t t l e m e n t o f t h e f r e e s p e e c h 
f i g h t , t h e S p o k a n e Cen t r a l L a b o r Cou n c i l a n n o u n c e d p l a n s f o r a l a r g e 
d e m o n s t r a t i o n . The l a b o r u n i o n s d e m a n d e d a h i g h e r w a g e r a t e f o r w o r k 
e r s w h o w e r e e m p l o y e d u n d e r c i t y c o n t r a c t s a n d t h e h i r i n g o f t h r e e p o l i c e 
m a t r o n s t o b e s t a t i o n e d i n t h e c i t y j a i l . I n i t i a l l y , i t w a s p r o p o s e d t h a t t h e 
d e m o n s t r a t i o n b e h e l d o n a l a r g e l o t n e a r t h e t o w n c e n t e r , s i n c e s p e a k e r s 
w e r e s t i l l " b e i n g d e n i e d t h e r i g h t t o h o l d m e e t i n g s o n t h e s t r e e t s b y v i r t u e 
o f t h e s t r e e t s p e a k i n g o r d i n a n c e . " How e v e r , t h e p o l i c e c h i e f f i n a l l y 
g r a n t e d a p e r m i t t o " o r g a n i z e d l a b o r " t o c o n d u c t a p a r a d e , t h e p u r p o s e 
o f w h i c h w o u l d b e t o p r e s s u r e t h e S p o k a n e Cit y Cou n c i l , m e e t i n g t h e 
s a m e d a y , t o a d o p t t h e m e a s u r e s e n d o r s e d b y t h e Cen t r a l L a b o r Cou n c i l .25 

W h e n t h e p a r a d e t o o k p l a c e , f o r t y - n i n e u n i o n s m a r c h e d i n a p a r a d e 
t h a t w a s e s t i m a t e d a t b e t w e e n t w o a n d f i v e t h o u s a n d s t r o n g . I n t h e l i s t o f 
p a r t i c i p a t i n g u n i o n s , h o w e v e r , t h e I W W w a s n o t i n c l u d e d . I n d e e d , t h e 
s i z e o f t h e p a r a d e d w a r f e d a n y p r o t e s t t h e I W W h a d b e e n a b l e t o g e n e r a t e 
d u r i n g t h e f r e e s p e e c h f i g h t . The p r o c e s s i o n c u l m i n a t e d i n a l a r g e p r o t e s t 
m e e t i n g n e a r t h e j a i l , a n d t h e c i t y c o u n c i l c h a m b e r w a s s u b s e q u e n t l y d i s 
r u p t e d b y a " n e a r r i o t " w h e n c o u n c i l m e m b e r s t h r e a t e n e d t o i g n o r e t h e 
d e m a n d s o f t h e u n i o n s . Res p o n d i n g w i t h a h a s t e u n t y p i c a l o f s u c h b o d 
i e s , t h e c i t y c o u n c i l r e v e r s e d i t s e l f a n d a c c e d e d t o t h e d e m a n d s o f t h e 
p r o t e s t e r s a t a m e e t i n g t h e f o l l o w i n g d a y . S i g n i f i c a n t l y , t h e c o u n c i l f i n a l l y 
v o t e d u n a n i m o u s l y t o r e p e a l t h e s t r e e t - s p e a k i n g o r d i n a n c e u n d e r w h i c h 
t h e W o b b l i e s h a d b e e n a r r e s t e d . The p r e v a i l i n g s e n t i m e n t w a s t h a t " n o w 
t h a t t h e I W W s h a v e b e e n c r u s h e d . . . t h e r e i s n o n e e d t o m a k e c i t i z e n s 
h o l d m e e t i n g s i n t h e m i r e o f b a r n y a r d s a n d b a c k d o o r s , a s w a s d o n e a t t h e 
p r o t e s t m e e t i n g i n t h e r e a r o f c i t y h a l l j a i l l a s t n i g h t . "26 

Thu s , d u r i n g t h e w e e k s t h a t h e l i n g e r e d i n S p o k a n e a t t h e c o n c l u s i o n 
o f t h e f r e e s p e e c h f i g h t , W i l l i a m F o s t e r b o t h r e a d o f t h e AFL ' s s u c c e s s i n 
c a l l i n g a g e n e r a l s t r i k e i n Phi l a d e l p h i a , a n d w i t n e s s e d a d i s p l a y o f p o w e r 
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b y t h e l o c a l AFL ce n t r a l l a b o r b o d y t h a t w a s f a r m o r e p e r s u a s i v e i n i t s 
e f f e c t s o n t h e c i t y ' s g o v e r n m e n t t h a n a n y t h i n g t h e IW W h a d h e r e t o f o r e 
b e e n a b l e t o m a n a g e . W r i t i n g i n 1 9 1 1 , h e c a l l e d i t a " v e r i t a b l e p o l i t i c a l 
u p r i s i n g . . . e q u a l l y h o s t i l e t o t h e IW W a n d t o t h e c o r r u p t l o c a l g o v e r n 
m e n t . "27 D e s p i t e h i s r o l e i n n e g o t i a t i n g t h e e n d t o t h e Spo k a n e f r e e s p e e c h 
f i g h t , F o s t e r r e t a i n e d h i s m e m b e r s h i p i n t h e IW W f o r o n l y a s h o r t p e r i o d . 
Soo n , h e w o u l d b e a r g u i n g v e h e m e n t l y t h a t W o b b l i e s c o u l d b e s t s e r v e t h e 
l a b o r m o v e m e n t b y j o i n i n g l o c a l AFL un i o n s a n d s e e k i n g t o c o n v e r t t h e s e 
b o d i e s i n t o r e v o l u t i o n a r y o r g a n i z a t i o n s . 

Rat h e r s u d d e n l y a f t e r t h e c o n c l u s i o n o f t h e e v e n t s i n Spo k a n e , F o s t e r 
d e p a r t e d f o r Eur o p e . Eli z a b e t h Gur l e y F l y n n s u g g e s t e d t h a t F o s t e r ' s o r 
g a n i z a t i o n a l a n d n e g o t i a t i n g a b i l i t i e s d u r i n g t h e Spo k a n e f r e e s p e e c h f i g h t 
h a d " a t t r a c t e d t h e a t t e n t i o n " o f IW W l e a d e r V i n c e n t St. J o h n , a n d t h a t 
F o s t e r l e f t f o r Eur o p e w i t h " t h e Sai n t ' s b l e s s i n g . " It i s l i k e l y t h a t t h e r e 
w a s s o m e i n f o r m a l a g r e e m e n t b e t w e e n St. J o h n a n d F o s t e r u n d e r w h i c h 
t h e l a t t e r w o u l d w r i t e a r t i c l e s a b o u t t h e Eur o p e a n l a b o r m o v e m e n t f o r 
t h e IW W p r e s s a n d r e p r e s e n t t h e IW W a t a c o n f e r e n c e o f t h e In t e r n a 
t i o n a l Tra d e U n i o n Sec r e t a r i a t i n B u d a p e s t i n e x c h a n g e f o r a n i n i t i a l 
g r a n t o f t r a v e l e x p e n s e s . The t r i p r e p r e s e n t e d a g r e a t o p p o r t u n i t y f o r F o s 
t e r t o e s t a b l i s h a n a m e f o r h i m s e l f i n t h e w o r l d o f r a d i c a l p o l i t i c s a n d 
j o u r n a l i s m , a n d b e c a u s e o f h i s r e l e n t l e s s c u r i o s i t y a n d t r a v e l i n g c o n f i 
d e n c e , h e w a s a b l e t o t a k e g o o d a d v a n t a g e o f St. J o h n ' s a s s i g n m e n t . As h e 
n e a r e d h i s t h i r t i e t h b i r t h d a y F o s t e r w a s u n c o n n e c t e d b y c l o s e f a m i l y t i e s 
a n d w i t h o u t d e p e n d a b l e e m p l o y m e n t . He a i m e d t o t r a v e l t o F r a n c e i n 
o r d e r t o " l e a r n a l i t t l e , " a s h e p u t i t , a b o u t d i r e c t a c t i o n .28 

This s t a t e m e n t i m p l i e s t h a t F o s t e r c o n s i d e r e d h i s " e d u c a t i o n " i n 
Spo k a n e i n c o m p l e t e , b u t Ame r i c a n l a b o r r a d i c a l s h a d b e e n e n t r a n c e d b y 
t h e w e l l - p u b l i c i z e d a c t i v i t i e s o f t h e F r e n c h Con f e d e r a t i o n Gen e r a l e d u 
Tra v a i l (CGT) si n c e t h e t u r n o f t h e c e n t u r y . It i n e r a n t a g i t a t o r s a n d r a d i 
c a l j o u r n a l i s t s l i k e F o s t e r a s w e l l a s m a n y r a n k - a n d - f i l e W o b b l i e s r e a d 
w i d e l y i n Eur o p e a n p h i l o s o p h y a n d f o l l o w e d e v e n t s i n t h e l a b o r m o v e 
m e n t s o f o t h e r c o u n t r i e s q u i t e c l o s e l y . It i s s t r i k i n g t h a t F o s t e r c l a i m e d t o 
h a v e r e a d Gib b o n , D a r w i n a n d Spe n c e r a s a y o u n g m a n , y e t t h e s e a u t h o r s 
w e r e f a m i l i a r t o m a n y o t h e r s o c i a l i s t s a n d W o b b l i e s a t t h e t i m e a s w e l l .29 

F o s t e r ' s r e p o r t i n g f r o m b o t h F r a n c e a n d Ger m a n y w a s i n t h e s a m e 
s t y l e a s h i s w r i t i n g f o r Tit u s ' s Workingman's Paper: d r y a n d c a r e f u l l y 
d e t a i l e d , w i t h o c c a s i o n a l l a p s e s i n t o b i t t e r s a r c a s m . He b e g a n h i s r e p o r t s 
i n Gar y , In d i a n a , w h e r e h e s t o p p e d o n h i s w a y a c r o s s t h e c o n t i n e n t t o 
New Y o r k Cit y f r o m Spo k a n e . The f u t u r e o r g a n i z e r o f a g i a n t s t r i k e 
a g a i n s t t h e s t e e l i n d u s t r y c a r e f u l l y e x a m i n e d o n e o f t h e t o w n ' s m i l l s , f o r 
t i f i e d a g a i n s t a t t a c k f r o m t h e o u t s i d e b y s t r i k e r s . As h e w a t c h e d w o r k e r s 
s t r e a m i n g i n t o t h e p l a n t b y w a y o f a b r i d g e , h e c o n t e m p l a t e d " h o w v a i n 
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all these fortifications will be against an army of educated workers who 
thus have the privilege extended to them of capturing the works daily by 
way of the main gate." Writing from New York City, he indulged in a 
dark and deprecatory meditation upon his visit to an East Side ghetto, a 
slum not unlike that in which he had lived as a child: "In streets covered 
with stinking filth and litter, a densely-packed mass of squalling, brawl
ing, fighting, crying, playing, hawking, bargaining human beings live 
their allotted span in this 'best of worlds.' The pitiable part of it all is that 
these poverty-stricken wretches take their miserable fate almost as a mat
ter of course. Ignorance rules supreme among the denizens of the 
'Ghetto.'" He described Coney Island as merely "the playground of 
New York's vast army of slaves." 30 

Foster's steamer landed at Cherbourg in August. Upon arriving in 
Paris, he was amazed by the prominence of the labor movement in the life 
of the city; "all over Paris on every wall are flaming syndicalist posters, 
calling on the proletariat to unite, giving notice of strikes, lockouts, etc." 
At first, his correspondence reflected his belief that organized labor in 
France was far more "advanced" than the American movement in nearly 
every respect. It seemed immediately evident to him that "the American 
labor movement is in its swaddling clothes." Moreover, the "slaves" in 
France struck him as "not so submissive as they are in the States." At one 
point, after witnessing a demonstration by French workers, he remarked 
that he was "filled with disgust when I thought of the tame and unfeared 
American labor movement that I am doomed to return to in all likeli
hood. If it were possible for me to learn French in a couple of years, good 
enough to speak it fluently, I would surely stay here and cast my lot with 
these red-blooded syndicalists." 31 

Foster was fortunate in the timing of his voyage to France, because he 
arrived in time to observe the French syndicalists in action during the 
"general" railroad strike of 1910. The strike was ultimately crushed 
when Aristide Briand, the French premier and former Socialist who had 
once authored a popular pamphlet on the uses of the general strike, or
dered a general conscription of all railway workers. Faced with courts-
martial as army deserters, the strikers finally capitulated; at one point the 
entire strike leadership was arrested for hindering the operation of the 
trains. The strike itself was widely considered to have been unsuccessful; 
it showed, in part, that the radical syndicalists within the CGT could not 
effectively extend local strikes into national ones. Only small numbers of 
workers, all from the building trades, obeyed a call by the CGT for sym
pathy strikes. The "betrayal" of the workers by Briand and the strong 
governmental measures taken to defeat the strike impressed upon Foster 
the lesson that "when the government deems it necessary it will proceed 
to any length, regardless of law." 3 2 
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During his weeks in France, Foster befriended several internationally 
prominent organizers, and searched diligently for ideas that could be use
ful in the United States. He noted that in France, power within the organ
ized labor movement lay overwhelmingly with the syndicats (trade un
ions), or the local federations of unions, the bourses du travail. French 
syndicalists within the CGT did not always perceive the question of craft 
as opposed to industrial organization as a primary issue. In the United 
States, the development of a highly centralized industrial economy 
seemed to require, according to radicals in the IWW, a centralized indus
trial union movement as way of balancing the growing power of large 
integrated business concerns. Radical syndicalists in France, while in 
favor of the idea of the greve generate (general strike) and industrial un
ionism, believed that the realities of French economic development, 
which remained localized well into the twentieth century, required radi
cals to make their demands felt through participation in the existing 
craft unions, rather than through the formation of separate industrial 
unions. 3 3  

Many French syndicalist leaders eschewed formal doctrine in favor of 
the ideal of working-class spontaneity. When the revolution came, vic
tory would depend not so much on philosophical purity or precision as 
on the elan of the workers, their fighting spirit, expressed in class warfare 
at the point of production. Furthermore, as in any war, the ideal of class 
warfare entailed no compromises, no complex blurring of categories be
tween contestants. Thus, the French syndicalists eschewed the idea of de
mocracy and political action because these involved bargaining and col
laboration with the bourgeoisie, and inevitable betrayal of the working 
class. The idea of the class war was most appealing to Foster, and no 
other American radical of his generation would elaborate the idea as 
thoroughly as he. It was a concept that satisfied deeply felt and complex 
urges in his personality, and promised a transcendence that reformist so
cialism was not able to offer. 3 4  

Foster was also struck by the fact that within the CGT, the syndicalist 
leadership was a militant minority that was able to dominate a trade 
union movement very similar, in its decentralized structure and cautious, 
craft-conscious membership, to the American Federation of Labor. The 
French movement, Foster noted approvingly, is "dominated by 'danger
ous leaders,' who are attempting to force a rather reluctant and ignorant 
rank and file to adopt the most approved methods of class warfare." Dur
ing his visit, however, Foster had still not concluded that American radi
cals should "bore from within" in the AFL; the American federation, he 
reaffirmed, seemed "incapable of evolution," and "time after time" reac
tionary cliques had "frustrated the attempts of progressive members of 
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t h e r a n k a n d f i l e t o m a k e t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n s m o r e i n a c c o r d w i t h m o d e r n 
c o n d i t i o n s . " 3 5  

Rath e r , F o s t e r s e e m e d e n a m o r e d o f t h e o v e r t l y i n s u r r e c t i o n i s t s t y l e o f 
G u s t a v e Her v e , a p r o m i n e n t f i g u r e o n t h e l e f t o f t h e F r e n c h l a b o r m o v e 
m e n t . D u r i n g t h e 1 9 1 0 s t r i k e Her v e c a l l e d f o r w i d e s p r e a d s a b o t a g e a n d 
" i n d i v i d u a l t e r r o r i s m . " F o s t e r r e p o r t e d a s s i d u o u s l y o n t h e p o s t u r i n g o f 
Her v e ' s j o u r n a l La G uerre S o c iale a n d t h e a r r e s t o f i t s e d i t o r s , a n d i m 
p l i e d t h a t s a b o t a g e o f t h e r a i l s y s t e m s e e m e d t o b e t h e o n l y e f f e c t i v e 
m e t h o d f o r f o r c i n g t h e e m p l o y e r s t o r e h i r e s t r i k e r s w h o h a d b e e n f i r e d . 
F o s t e r h a d a c h a n c e t o v i s i t Her v e i n p r i s o n , w h e r e t h e F r e n c h r a d i c a l 
u r g e d F o s t e r t o " t e a c h A m e r i c a n w o r k e r s t o p r a c t i c e s a b o t a g e " a n d e v e n 
a d v o c a t e a s s a s s i n a t i o n " w h e n n e c e s s a r y . " W h i l e i n F r a n c e , F o s t e r w r o t e 
t h a t " g o v e r n m e n t l a w s s h o u l d b e e n t i t l e d t o n o m o r e c o n s i d e r a t i o n t h a n 
t h e r u l e s o f t h e f a c t o r y , i f t h e y o p p r e s s t h e w o r k e r s . It i s t h e w o r k e r s ' 
p r i v i l e g e t o b r e a k t h e m i n a n y m a n n e r t h e y s e e f i t , o r a r e a b l e t o d o . " 
M o r e o v e r , t h e F r e n c h w o r k e r s u n d e r s t o o d t h a t s a b o t a g e " s t a n d s f o r t h e 
m o s t r e v o l u t i o n a r y s e n t i m e n t s t h e w o r k i n g c l a s s c a n h a v e , i . e . , u t t e r c o n 
t e m p t f o r c a p i t a l i s t l i f e a n d p r o p e r t y . " 3 6  

F o s t e r ' s d i s p a t c h e s w e r e p e r m e a t e d w i t h h i s b e l i e f i n t h e g r e a t i m p o r 
t a n c e o f w h a t h e w a s w i t n e s s i n g , a s e n s e t h a t t h e Eur o p e a n w o r k i n g c l a s s 
a n d i t s l e a d e r s w e r e m a k i n g h i s t o r y . D e t e r m i n e d t o m a k e t h e m o s t o f h i s 
Eur o p e a n v i s i t , h e m o v e d o n f r o m F r a n c e t o G e r m a n y . If h e w a s a t t r a c t e d 
t o t h e s t y l e o f t h e F r e n c h l a b o r m o v e m e n t , t h e o p p o s i t e w a s t r u e o f h i s 
i m p r e s s i o n s o f G e r m a n s o c i a l i s m . He w a s d i s m a y e d b y t h e l a c k o f a m i l i 
t a n t d e m o n s t r a t i o n b y w o r k e r s o n M a y D a y i n B e r l i n , a n d , a f t e r o b s e r v 
i n g a m a s s f u n e r a l f o r a Soc i a l i s t p a r t y l e a d e r , n o t e d t h a t " t o o n e w h o h a s 
b e e n t a u g h t t o c o n s i d e r t h e G e r m a n m o v e m e n t a s t h e v e r y a c m e o f r e v o 
l u t i o n a r y e n d e a v o r , t h e d e m o n s t r a t i o n w a s a d i s a p p o i n t m e n t . " He e x 
p r e s s e d a m a z e m e n t a t h o w w e l l d r e s s e d w e r e t h e G e r m a n s o c i a l i s t s a t 
t e n d i n g t h e f u n e r a l , a n d n o t e d b i t t e r l y t h a t h e h a d b e e n e x c l u d e d f r o m 
p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n t h e f u n e r a l p r o c e s s i o n a n d c e r e m o n y b e c a u s e o f t h e f a c t 
t h a t h e l a c k e d t h e p r o p e r a t t i r e . Thi s i n c i d e n t u n d e r l i n e s t h e f a c t t h a t 
F o s t e r , t h e f u t u r e c h a i r m a n o f t h e C o m m u n i s t p a r t y i n t h e U n i t e d St a t e s , 
n u r s e d a p r o f o u n d d i s t r u s t o f M a r x i a n s o c i a l i s m a t t h i s v i t a l a n d f o r m a 
t i v e s t a g e o f h i s c a r e e r . A l i e n a t e d a s h e w a s b o t h b y t h e f r u i t l e s s p o l e m i c s 
o f Her m o n Tit u s a n d b y t h e r e s p e c t a b l e g r a d u a l i s m o f t h e So c i a l D e m o c 
r a c y , h i s i n s t i n c t s d r e w h i m t o t h e s y n d i c a l i s t s o f t h e IW W a n d t h e F r e n c h 
m o v e m e n t . 3 7  

W e c a n g a i n a r e v e a l i n g g l i m p s e o f F o s t e r ' s p e r s o n a l i t y t h r o u g h a c 
c o u n t s o f h i s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n a c o n f e r e n c e o f t h e In t e r n a t i o n a l Se c r e t a r i a t 
o f N a t i o n a l Tra d e U n i o n C e n t r e s i n B u d a p e s t . He a t t e n d e d t h e c o n f e r 
e n c e , d o m i n a t e d b y s o c i a l i s t a n d r e f o r m i s t Eur o p e a n u n i o n i s t s , a t t h e b e -
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h e s t o f St. J o h n , w h o h o p e d t h a t F o s t e r w o u l d g a i n a m e a s u r e o f i n t e r n a 
t i o n a l r e c o g n i t i o n f o r t h e IW W . F o s t e r a n g r i l y c o n t e s t e d t h e c r e d e n t i a l s 
o f J a m e s Dun c a n , t h e o f f i c i a l AFL de l e g a t e , o n t h e g r o u n d s o f t h e AFL's 
a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h t h e " c l a s s c o l l a b o r a t i o n i s t " Nat i o n a l Civ i c F e d e r a t i o n . 
He w a s a b l e t o t i e u p t h e e n t i r e f i r s t f u l l d a y o f t h e c o n f e r e n c e w i t h h i s 
p r o t e s t a g a i n s t t h e s e a t i n g o f Dun c a n . He w a s f i n a l l y s u p p o r t e d o n l y b y 
Leo n J o u h a u x , s e c r e t a r y o f t h e CGT, a n d Geo r g e Yve t o t , t h e o t h e r CGT 
de l e g a t e . Dur i n g t h e d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e m o t i o n , F o s t e r l o s t c o n t r o l o f h i s 
t e m p e r . "His l a n g u a g e w a s f o u l , v u l g a r a n d v e h e m e n t . He e v e n t h r e a t 
e n e d a s s a u l t , a n d s u b s i d e d o n l y t o p r e v e n t [ h i s ] e x p u l s i o n f r o m t h e 
r o o m , " a c c o r d i n g t o o n e d e l e g a t e . Des p i t e h i s g e n e r a l l y s t o l i d d e m e a n o r , 
F o s t e r ' s t e m p e r c o u l d b e q u i t e e x p l o s i v e . B a c k i n t h e Uni t e d Sta t e s t h e 
p r e s i d e n t o f t h e Ame r i c a n F e d e r a t i o n o f Lab o r , Sam u e l Gom p e r s , i n h i s 
r e p o r t t o t h e a n n u a l AFL co n v e n t i o n i n 1 9 1 1 , r e f e r r e d t o F o s t e r ' s " e f 
f r o n t e r y " a n d " t h e r e p u d i a t i o n o f t h e s o - c a l l e d In d u s t r i a l W o r k e r s o f t h e 
W o r l d " a t t h e B u d a p e s t c o n f e r e n c e . 3 8 

F o s t e r ' s d i f f i c u l t i e s a t t h e c o n f e r e n c e w e r e e x a c e r b a t e d b y t h e f a c t t h a t 
h e w a s a r r e s t e d f o r v a g r a n c y t h e n i g h t a f t e r t h e f i r s t s e s s i o n . Hav i n g n o 
m o n e y f o r l o d g i n g , F o s t e r h a d a t t e m p t e d t o s l e e p i n a h o r s e - d r a w n m o v 
i n g v a n o n t h e o u t s k i r t s o f B u d a p e s t . His p r e d i c a m e n t c a m e t o t h e a t t e n 
t i o n o f t h e c o n v e n t i o n w h e n a s u b s c r i p t i o n p a p e r w a s c i r c u l a t e d , s o l i c i t 
i n g c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o s e c u r e h i s r e l e a s e f r o m j a i l . A Hun g a r i a n t r a d e u n i o n 
o f f i c i a l g a i n e d h i s r e l e a s e , a n d J o u h a u x a n d Yve t o t l e n t h i m t e n d o l l a r s 
u n t i l St. J o h n w i r e d m o r e m o n e y . St. J o h n c o n s i d e r e d t h e e p i s o d e e m b a r 
r a s s i n g t o t h e IW W , p e r h a p s b e c a u s e i t u n d e r l i n e d i t s i m a g e a s a n o r g a n 
i z a t i o n o f h o b o e s a n d " b u m s . " 3 9 

W h i l e i n Eur o p e , F o s t e r p a i d p a r t i c u l a r l y c l o s e a t t e n t i o n t o d e n i g r a t i n g 
t h e " p a t r i o t i s m " o f t h e w o r k i n g c l a s s — w h e t h e r m a n i f e s t e d i n p a r t i c i p a 
t i o n i n m i l i t a r y p a r a d e s a n d c e r e m o n i e s , o r i n s i m p l e o b e d i e n c e t o t h e 
l a w s o f t h e s t a t e . He a d m i r e d Her v e ' s B l a n q u i s t " a n t i p a t r i o t i s m , " a n d 
u p o n o b s e r v i n g a m i l i t a r y c e r e m o n y i n B e r l i n i n w h i c h t r o o p s w e r e b e i n g 
r e v i e w e d b y t h e k a i s e r , h e r e m a r k e d t h a t t h e s o l d i e r s ' p a t r i o t i s m " s h o w s 
w h a t d a m n e d f o o l s w o r k i n g m e n c a n m a k e o f t h e m s e l v e s . " F o s t e r ' s d i s 
d a i n f o r t h e i n t e l l i g e n c e a n d p a t r i o t i s m o f t h e m a j o r i t y o f w o r k e r s w a s 
u n e x c e p t i o n a l a m o n g Ame r i c a n W o b b l i e s , a n d F r e n c h a n a r c h o - s y n d i c a l 
i s t l e a d e r s w e r e , a s Alb e r t Lin d e m a n n h a s p u t i t , " u n a p o l o g e t i c e l i t i s t s 
w h o f r e q u e n t l y e x p r e s s e d c o n t e m p t f o r t h e m u n d a n e c o n c e r n s o f t h e a v 
e r a g e F r e n c h w o r k e r . " 4 0 

F o s t e r p o s s e s s e d a f i e r c e l y s e d i t i o u s t e m p e r a m e n t , a n d h i s r e v u l s i o n a t 
p a t r i o t i s m a n d p a t r i o t i c d i s p l a y s a p p l i e d t o t h e Uni t e d Sta t e s a s w e l l a s t o 
f o r e i g n c o u n t r i e s . Alt h o u g h t h e r h e t o r i c o f c i t i z e n s h i p s u r f a c e d o c c a s i o n 
a l l y i n h i s w r i t i n g s , i t i n e v i t a b l y s e e m e d a w k w a r d a n d s y n t h e t i c i n h i s 
h a n d s . F o r h i m , Ame r i c a w a s a s e t o f c o n d i t i o n s t o b e t r a n s c e n d e d . If 
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e a r l i e r r a d i c a l s h a d s e e n Ame r i c a a s r e p r e s e n t i n g c e r t a i n d e m o c r a t i c i d e 
a l s t h a t m i g h t b e u t i l i z e d i n t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f a b e t t e r s o c i e t y , F o s t e r ' s 
r a d i c a l i s m w a s d e e p e r a n d m o r e u n a p p e a s a b l e , f o r t h e v e r y r e a s o n t h a t h e 
h a d n o t e x p e r i e n c e d , l e t a l o n e b e l i e v e d i n , t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f s u c h a t r a n s 
f o r m a t i o n . I n a n a r t i c l e i n 1 9 1 1 , h e r i d i c u l e d t h e f a c t t h a t Eug e n e D e b s 
d e l i v e r e d h i s l e c t u r e s f r o m a p l a t f o r m " s m o t h e r e d i n Ame r i c a n f l a g s . " 
W h e n h e a s s e r t e d t h a t " t h e b e s t s o c i a l i s t s a r e t h e b e s t p a t r i o t s , " h e w a s 
w r i t i n g i n a n e n t i r e l y n e g a t i v e , s a r c a s t i c s e n s e . 4 1  He w a s o n h i s w a y t o 
b e c o m i n g w h a t c h a m b e r o f c o m m e r c e p a t r i o t s o f h i s t i m e m o s t f e a r e d : a n 
u n a t t a c h e d w o r k i n g - c l a s s a g i t a t o r , t h e " f a m i l i a r o u t s i d e r " w h o s e a l i e n a 
t i o n c o u l d n o t b e d i s c e r n e d i n h i s e t h n i c i t y , r a c e o r p h y s i o g n o m y . L o n g 
b e f o r e h e b e c a m e a s y n d i c a l i s t , o r e v e n a Com m u n i s t , h o w e v e r , F o s t e r 
w a s a n " u n -Ame r i c a n " Ame r i c a n . 

F o s t e r r e t u r n e d t o t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s i n t i m e t o a t t e n d t h e s i x t h c o n v e n 
t i o n o f t h e I W W i n Chi c a g o i n S e p t e m b e r 1 9 1 1 . At t h i s c o n v e n t i o n , 
w h i c h w a s a t t e n d e d b y o n l y t h i r t y - o n e d e l e g a t e s , h e r a i s e d t h e p o s s i b i l i t y 
o f d i s s o l v i n g t h e I W W , r e c o n s t i t u t i n g t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n a s a p r o p a g a n d a 
l e a g u e , a n d " g e t t i n g i n t o t h e o r g a n i z e d l a b o r m o v e m e n t " f o r t h e p u r p o s e 
o f " r e v o l u t i o n i z i n g " e x i s t i n g u n i o n s . Thi s a u d a c i o u s p r o p o s a l w a s c o n 
s i s t e n t w i t h h i s e x p e r i e n c e s a n d o b s e r v a t i o n s i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s a s w e l l 
a s Eur o p e , b u t s o o n h e w o u l d b e a c c u s e d o f p r o m u l g a t i n g a " f o r e i g n " 
i d e a w i t h i n t h e I W W . At t h e c o n v e n t i o n , h e w a s n o m i n a t e d b y a f a c t i o n 
o f " d e c e n t r a l i z e r s " a s a c a n d i d a t e f o r t h e e d i t o r s h i p o f t h e W o b b l y n e w s 
p a p e r , The Industrial Worker. W i t h a n a r t i c l e p u b l i s h e d i m m e d i a t e l y 
a f t e r t h e c o n v e n t i o n , h e b e g a n h i s c a m p a i g n r a d i c a l l y t o r e c o n s t i t u t e t h e 
o r g a n i z a t i o n t h a t h e h a d j o i n e d o n l y t w o y e a r s e a r l i e r . 

F r o m m i d - N o v e m b e r t o m i d - D e c e m b e r 1 9 1 1 , t h e e d i t o r s o f The Indus
trial Worker a n d Solidarity o p e n e d t h e i r c o l u m n s t o l e t t e r s a r g u i n g f o r o r 
a g a i n s t F o s t e r ' s p r o p o s a l t o c h a n g e t h e c h a r a c t e r o f t h e I W W . His a r g u 
m e n t s , c o m i n g s o s o o n a f t e r h i s r e t u r n f r o m Eur o p e , w e r e c a r e f u l l y 
t h o u g h t - o u t a n d o r g a n i z e d , s u g g e s t i n g t h a t t h e y h a d b e e n f o r m u l a t e d 
w e l l b e f o r e h i s a r r i v a l i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s . F o s t e r p r e s e n t e d t h e i d e a t h a t 
t h e AFL c o n s t i t u t e d t h e " o r g a n i z e d " l a b o r m o v e m e n t i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s 
a s a n a l m o s t s e l f - j u s t i f y i n g a r g u m e n t i n f a v o r o f r a d i c a l s f o c u s i n g t h e i r 
a c t i v i t i e s w i t h i n i t . Y e t h e w a s a l s o s u p r e m e l y c o n f i d e n t t h a t a s m a l l c a d r e 
o f d i s c i p l i n e d a c t i v i s t s c o u l d b e n d j u s t a b o u t a n y o r g a n i z a t i o n t o i t s e n d s . 
Thi s s y n c r e t i s m w o u l d a l w a y s l u r k n e a r t h e c o r e o f F o s t e r ' s r a d i c a l i s m , 
a n d i n f o r m e d h i s t e n d e n c y t o u n d e r s t a n d r e v o l u t i o n a r y t r a n s f o r m a t i o n 
i n t a c t i c a l , r a t h e r t h a n h i s t o r i c a l t e r m s . 4 2  

F o s t e r ' s a r g u m e n t s c o n t a i n e d a f o r m i d a b l e c r i t i q u e o f t h e I W W , e s p e 
c i a l l y i n l i g h t o f d e v e l o p m e n t s i n t h e Eur o p e a n l a b o r m o v e m e n t a n d t h e 
a p p a r e n t l y d e c l i n i n g s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e I W W i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s . As h e 
n o t e d , Eur o p e a n i n d u s t r i a l u n i o n m o v e m e n t s o r g a n i z e d a l o n g t h e l i n e s o f 
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the IW W remained pathetically isolated and ineffective. In the United 
States, membership in the IW W had stagnated in the years between 1 9 0 5 
and 1 9 1 1 , while by 1 9 1 2 workers belonging to industrial unions within 
the A F L vastly outnumbered the membership of the IW W , and those un
ions seemed more vital than industrial unions outside the federation. 4 3  

Nonetheless, rank-and-file Wob blies rushed to defend their organiza
tion against Foster's rhetorical assault. One argument was that many 
Wob blies, belonging to what one correspondent characterized as the 
"floating element" of American workers, could not even get into the craft 
unions to " bore from within," because of hig h dues and the culture of 
craft exclusiveness that permeated the A F L. It was often pointed out that 
Wob blies would simply be expelled if they attempted to undermine the 
traditional structure of the A F L unions. 4 4  

Foster was not at all convinced that Wob blies were the victims of that 
much persecution. He knew that in such A F L unions as the Western Fed
eration of Miners, the United Mine Workers, and the Shingle Weavers, 
Wob blies were tolerated and some even held official positions. In an un
published article that was refused by Solidarity, Foster outlined his think
ing about boring from within: " Let [the Wob blies] forsake the doctrine 
that in order to change the minds of the workers and educate them, it is 
necessary to destroy their present unions and to organize themselves into 
brand new ones—a mode of reasoning that the workers seem unwilling to 
accept. Let them adopt a policy of always standing squarely for the best 
interests of t he unions of which t hey are members—which are synony

mous with those of the working class —and, it will become next to impos
sible to expel even the most militant of them." 

He went even further, though , meditating that craft unions would be 
fully justified in expelling Wob blies " by the present hostile attitude of the 
IW W towards them." T his was an odd sentiment from one who only 
months earlier had been denied a seat at the conference of Social Demo
cratic trade unionists in Budapest, having been characterized by the A F L 
as a "disrupter." Yet it reflects that despite his seething anger at self-
satisfied and complacent union officials and gradualist Social Democrats, 
Foster understood the powerful appeal of "immediate" demands for the 
American working class, and still yearned for some measure of the stabil
ity and legitimacy afforded by the A F L. He signed his letter " Yours for an 
Effective Organization." 4 5  

W hen Foster's critics accused him of using the history of the labor 
movements of other countries as a template for American activists, he 
pointed to the successes of British syndicalists. In the summer of 1 9 1 1 , 
while Foster was in Germany, two huge strikes in Great Britain, by the 
dock workers and the railwaymen, riveted the attention of the European 
labor movement. Tom Mann, a hard-nosed English labor leader who had 
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played an important role in developing these paralyzing nationwide 
transport strikes, had unabashedly borrowed from the ideas of the same 
French syndicalists whom Foster had found so inspiring. Thorough pre
paratory organization, solidarity actions, sympathetic strikes, and 
"Amalgamation Committees" designed to coordinate the actions of the 
disparate craft unions were tactics that the English syndicalists borrowed 
from the French. According to Foster, the experiences of the British syndi
calists, as well as the unprecedented solidarity exhibited by British craft 
unions, suggested that the tactics of the French radicals could be applica
ble to labor movements operating in highly industrialized economies. He 
accused the Wobblies' leadership of unthinking "patriotism" in dismiss
ing the ideas of European radicals. The debate raged in the pages of the 
IWW paper Solidarity for weeks, until finally the editors declared the 
discussion over. 4 6  

Foster, of course, failed in his efforts to convert the IWW from a revo
lutionary industrial union into a propaganda league. He blamed his lost 
bid for the editorship of the Spokane Industrial Worker on a rigged vote, 
and finally he had to decide whether to repent and remain in the IWW or 
choose another path to the revolution. At the Chicago IWW convention 
where he first publicized his ideas, Foster and several like-minded Wob-
blies decided to carry on a propaganda campaign within the IWW in 
order to "win it over to the policy of boring-from-within." At this point, 
he was designated national secretary of a proposed federation of small 
propaganda groups that would be created within various IWW locals. In 
January 1912, he duly established an organization called the Syndicalist 
Militant Minority League in Chicago. 4 7  

Foster worked hard in Chicago to win influential trade unionists to his 
views. One evening, he appeared before a "well-attended" meeting in 
which the audience included "several men prominent in the AF of L," as 
well as "some of the Old Guard of Industrial Unionism in America." 
Before this audience, Foster argued that contrary to IWW "dogma," the 
AFL "could evolve," and that "the militant worker should be within its 
ranks playing his active part in that evolution." He pointed to the UMW 
as an example of an AFL union that had become increasingly a "class 
organization no less than an industrial one" in recent years. The French 
railway strike and the industrial unrest in England showed the results of 
the activity of militants within existing unions, according to Foster. An 
observer at the meeting succinctly recorded his aims: "Make industrial 
unionism our program from within unions and further its propagation 
and application as circumstances dictate." The policy of Foster's pro
posed militant minority would be "abolition of contracts; closer affilia
tion, thereby extending the scope of organization, and so giving growth 
to industrial unionism in application; reduce high initiation fees, advo-
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cate General Strike, Sabotage, and when need be, dual organization. . . . 
fight political socialists within unions." 4 8  

On February 15, an article appeared in The Agitator, a small but influ
ential anarchist newspaper published at Home Colony in Washington 
state, announcing that Foster would make a tour of the West Coast and 
discuss his ideas at IWW locals along his route. Foster's trip west to build 
up his Syndicalist Militant Minority League coincided with the successes 
of the IWW during the spectacular Lawrence textile strike. It was a stress
ful period for him, as the events in Lawrence had suddenly made his pro
posal to change the course of IWW tactics from within seem "quite bar
ren." Moreover, his six thousand-mile trip by railroad from Chicago to 
the Pacific Northwest proved to be difficult and hazardous. His route 
took him through St. Louis to McCook, Nebraska, and from there to 
Akron, Colorado. He rode from Nebraska to Colorado on an open car 
full of bridge steel; during this ten-hour ride he nearly froze to death. 
However, he found a welcome haven at Home Colony. 49 

The colony was an unpretentious Utopian community located on the 
banks of Joe's Bay, a scenic inlet off southern Puget Sound. The founding 
principles upon which the colony was based included, simply, the state
ment that each member should be allowed "the personal liberty to follow 
their own line of action no matter how much it may differ from the cus
tom of the past or present, without censure or ostracism from their neigh
bor." Some Home Colony residents, free to pursue their personal pana
ceas, practiced free love, or "variety" as it was called. Other practices 
included vegetarianism, various kinds of spiritualism, and nudism. Por
traits of Karl Marx, Ferdinand Lasalle, Peter Kropotkin, and Michael 
Bakunin graced the walls of the colony's schoolroom. Residents contrib
uted to support various IWW free speech fights, the Russian revolution of 
1905, and the defendants in the Haywood-Moyer murder trial. The anni
versaries of the executions of the Haymarket protesters were ceremoni
ously observed, and patriotic holidays like the Fourth of July were 
mocked and ridiculed. Occasional visitors included Harry Ault, Hermon 
Titus, Emma Goldman, Alexander Berkman, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, 
William D. Haywood, Ben Reitman, and Elbert Hubbard. Later, a former 
anarchist described Home as a haven for "crackpots, cultists and radical 
high-binders," an "old time get-away for reds, real ones: dynamiters, 
riot-provokers, slackers, anti-military propagandists, and all around 
'unAmericans.' " 50 

When Foster appeared there in 1912, Home Colony's most notorious 
resident was perhaps Jay Fox, editor and publisher of The Agitator. Fox, 
born in 1870, grew up in Chicago's "back of the yards" district. Like 
Foster, he was the son of an Irish immigrant and had belonged to an Irish 
street gang in his youth. At age sixteen, while working at the Malleable 
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Jay Fox. 

Iron Works in Chicago, he joined the Knights of Labor. He was shot and 
wounded by police during a demonstration by striking workers at the 
nearby McCormick Reaper Plant on May 3, 18 86, and witnessed the 
tragedy at Haymarket Square the subsequent evening. A metalworker by 
trade, he became a charter member of Debs's American Railway Union in 
18 93 while working in the machine shops of the Illinois Central Railroad 
in Chicago. He was among those arrested during a roundup of anarchists 
after the assassination of William McKinley in 19 01. In 19 0 5 he attended 
the founding convention of the IWW but remained skeptical about the 
new organization's chances of success. A collaborator of Lucy Parsons, 
the widow of Haymarket martyr Albert Parsons, Fox was quite active in 
Chicago anarchist circles before he came to Home in 19 0 8. 51 

Within a few years Fox had attracted a swirl of attention to tiny Home 
Colony, above all because of his probable background role in the dyna
miting of the offices of the staunchly open-shop Los Angeles Times by 
individuals connected with the Los Angeles local of the Bridge and Struc
tural Iron Union. Following the arrest of the brothers John J. and James 
McNamara for the notorious bombing, detectives for the William Burns 
agency, convinced that Fox had been either involved in the bombing or 
was helping to hide accomplices of the McNamaras, visited Home and 



52 CHAPTER 2 

placed him under surveillance. Burns was at least on the right trail, for an 
informant at Home was able to lead him to the McNamaras' accomplices, 
who were arrested and extradited to California. Later, in a self-promot-
ing book about the affair, Burns titillated readers with descriptions of 
Fox's unmarried living arrangement with an unnamed anarchist woman 
and her children. That woman, Esther Abramowitz, would soon there
after enter into a lifelong relationship with William Foster.52 

Esther Abramowitz evidently first met Jay Fox in Chicago; they at
tended the 19 05 convention of the IWW together. The radical journalist 
and author Hutchins Hapgood described Fox and Abramowitz in his 
19 0 7 book, The Spirit of Labor. He wrote that Fox "had more fibre and 
calmness and strength than the rank and file of the anarchists. He talks 
well, and reasons, not emotionally, but coolly; and in character he is bal
anced, tolerant and kind. He is a learned man . . . school-masterly in 
look, and talks in a slow, deliberate way." During her years in Chicago, 
Esther was apparently a "varietist" or "free lover." 

Esther is what Jay calls his "companion." She is a beautiful Jewess. . . . 

She is melancholy and affectionate and gentle and sensual, and has had an 

unhappy experience with men. She left her husband some years ago, "be

cause we didn't develop together." And Jay and his wife separated for the 

same reason. Then these two met, and each discovered that the other had 

"high ideals." 

So they simply live together. They have a great respect for one another, 

and Jay is so tolerant that Esther's "longings" are completely satisfied, even 

when they lead her away from Jay for weeks at a time. But Jay's soul is 

fortified and tested: he is not emotionally vulnerable. . . .53 

William Foster claimed that Esther Abramowitz became his wife in 
1912; however, they were in fact married in Chicago in 1918. Foster's 
relationship with Esther began through their mutual acquaintance 
with Fox, who had once editorialized that "a consistent belief in nat
ural selection, in justice, in liberty, will lead to free love." Esther had 
been born in the Russian province of Kovno; her family came to the 
United States when she was a young girl. Before she began living with 
William, she had three children as a result of earlier relationships: Re
becca, Sylvia, and David. Of these David and Sylvia eventually adopted 
the Foster name; Rebecca, much more distant from the family, died in 
1922. As William relentlessly pursued his labor and syndicalist enter
prises, Esther and her children remained largely in the background. Fos
ter, according to the description of one of his contemporaries, resembled 
Fox, "though [Foster] was younger and more sociable. They were both 
about the same height, slim and lithe, and both imperturbable. Between 
them moved the dark and voluptuous Esther Fox, a figure of Oriental 
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Esther Abramowitz and her children, Sylvia and David, at Home Colony. 

romance." Fox and William and Esther Foster would remain lifelong 
friends. 5 4  

Thus William Foster, with a seemingly insatiable appetite for political 
and geographical wandering, began moving in an anarchist milieu soon 
after his return from Europe. Here, the legacy of Haymarket, as inter
preted and articulated by Jay Fox, was particularly resonant. Fox wrote 
that Home Colony was merely "a place where people out of harmony 
with capitalism could associate together and enjoy each [other]," but he 
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was preoccupied intellectually with an attempt to update, in light of 
"modern" developments, the radical traditions to which he had been ex
posed as a young man. Fox's theories before 1911 were a curious amal
gam of the old anarchist "Chicago idea" and Social Darwinism. The 
"Chicago idea" harked back to the conceptions of the anarchists Albert 
Parsons and August Spies—the idea that the trade union was an instru
ment of social revolution that, in its ideal form, "would be satisfied with 
nothing less than the elimination of capitalism." It advocated a "militant, 
a revolutionary unionism, which sought to get at the root of bureaucra
tism and compromise." At the same time, for these anarchists, the trade 
union was to be the "embryonic group of the future 'free society.'" Signif
icantly, in the early 1910s, Foster and Fox would operate a syndicalist 
league out of the Chicago home of Lucy Parsons. 5 5  

Fox was confident that as modern society evolved, the unionist would 
come to understand that the ultimate aim of the union was to gain "the 
full value of labor expended" for workers. Unions were noncoercive in 
that they were based on the "scientific" principle of voluntary, evolution
ary organization. "The anarchist sees in the growth of the trade union an 
evidence of the tendency towards the simple, natural, yet scientific state of 
society he is working for." As labor unions grow and strikes become 
more extended, "it only requires time and experience to develop the de
sire for a GENERAL STRIKE," he wrote. The aim of the anarchists, he 
averred, "is the abolition of capitalism and every vestige of authority; this 
is to be displaced by a society of free socialism in which the various trade 
unions own the means of production and distribution in common, and 
freely exchange with each other on the mutual basis of social equality, 
individual liberty and real justice." 56 

Fox was critical of the IWW, which he believed had centralized power 
in the organization's general executive board. For this anarchist, the AFL 
was appealing because of its voluntarist model of organization. In addi
tion, while "the AFL is slow to move, like all large bodies," it was none
theless "advancing towards industrialism." He noted that the IWW had 
failed "to reach the masses of union men with its propaganda." The 
French syndicalists, on the other hand, "did not organize unions except 
where no unions existed," and have shown that "the form of organiza
tion makes little difference if the membership has the revolutionary 
spirit." Syndicalism is "the evolutionary method, growing out of the 
ranks of labor, instead of the philosopher's brain." Foster seemed to 
share this outlook; the IWW made a "fetish" of the form of industrialism, 
he wrote, and the conservatism of German industrial unions showed con
clusively that the idea of industrial unionism alone was an insufficient 
basis upon which to build a radical labor movement. 5 7  
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Fox's brand of anarcho-syndicalism was evident in the series of articles 
that Foster wrote in the A g i t a t o r beginning in the spring of 1912, entitled 
"Revolutionary Tactics." Foster's writings for the A g i t a t o r showed that 
he had embraced an eclectic brand of anarchism and syndicalism, 
strongly influenced by the examples of the British, French, and American 
labor movements. The articles argue for the creation of a national propa
ganda league, modeled explicitly along the lines of the British syndicalist 
leagues created by Tom Mann. From the French and British labor move
ments Foster reiterated the lesson that syndicalists must "bore from 
within" in existing labor movements, although this policy had definite 
antecedents in the United States, most notably as part of the anarchist 
movement to which Jay Fox belonged. This anarchist tradition provided 
an analogue in the American labor movement for what Foster had ob
served in Europe, especially with regard to the issue of decentralization 
and voluntarism. Fox wrote, in support of Foster's proposals, that "the 
plan of organization and the spirit of the IWW is towards centralization. 
Syndicalism moves in the opposite direction." For Foster, at this stage of 
his career, centralization meant bureaucracy and conservatism; decentral
ization would enable the "autonomy of militant minorities." These 
n o y a u x would be in a position to form new unions if the present trade 
unions "proved incapable of evolutions." He noted approvingly that in 
France, railway workers, mindful of the "abuses and incompetence" of 
the railway union's strike committee, "launched a new railroader's 
union, claiming the national committee had outlawed itself." In the 
United States, he wrote, the creation of new unions, if carefully under
taken, "would doubtless go far towards breaking up the notorious job 

. .  CO 

trust unions. 
It was clearly an exciting time for Foster. He had quite literally traveled 

around the world in search of his ideal of militant brotherhood. He knew 
that the labor movements of Europe and America were in upheaval and 
that the new philosophers of syndicalism were often in the forefront of 
events. It seemed as if anything might be possible for a clear-sighted mili
tant minority, gifted at once with an understanding of the science of 
history and the will to move workers' organizations in a progressive 
direction. 
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THE SYNDICALIST LEAGUES 

The real "radicals" are in the labor movement; those 

hanging on the outside began with the movement, too, 

but then became too weak for it. . . . My experience 

is that the radicals make a mistake in neglecting the 

trades-union movement. If they are trades-unionists they 

can have a hall to speak in undisturbed by police. 

—Anonymous anarchist, 1907 

THE HISTORY of the nomenclature of American radicalism includes cer
tain terms that seem to have been wholly and immediately unassimilable, 
incapable from the moment of their introduction of achieving any wide
spread use other than in a negative or entirely derogatory sense. Such 
terms appear, in retrospect, to have required no huge mobilization of 
public opinion in order to guarantee their estrangement from public dis
course. Yet, these "disabled" terms, categories, and labels, described par
ticular social ideals or modes of action that were influential enough to 
elicit a response from certain elites, and were perceived by them as dis
tinctly threatening in a very material sense. Somehow it is appropriate 
that William Z. Foster would be associated with several such terms 
throughout his career; these included "anarchism," "bolshevism," and 
the unfortunate "boring from within." During the years after he returned 
from Europe the concept with which he was most closely associated was 
"syndicalism," a word that loosely described aspects of an indigenous 
social movement, but which was at the same time widely disparaged as an 
un-American "ism." 

From 1910 to 1914, "syndicalism" became a most important topic for 
American editors and journalists, a matter for extended debate and care
ful consideration. One writer nervously declaimed that syndicalism is 
"more dangerous than labor unionism because it is less stupid and less 
corrupt." A recurring theme in numerous articles in the mainstream press 
was that although syndicalism originated in Europe, its prospects in the 
United States must be taken quite seriously. A writer for the New York 
American proposed that European workers had learned the tenets of syn
dicalism from the managers of trusts and monopolies. European monop
olists operated under the assumption that power only resided in the 
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workplace and in control of the means of production, and had th us 
"t urned law and politics into mere tools of deception and repression." 
Unless legal and political reforms were undertaken q uickly, according to 
this correspondent, A merican workers mig ht readily adopt the direct ac
tion tactics advocated by E uropean labor leaders. Another writer em p ha
sized that syndicalists were a radically new type of labor agitator, unat
tached to traditional forms of working-class ethics and custom. Q uoting 
a letter from Jay Fox's Agitator, the reporter proposed that syndicalists 
"are out for plunder and respect nothing their enemies venerate. You may 
talk to them of country, of duty, of law and order, and they will shru g 
their shoulders at these words, which have no meaning to them. " Most 
alarming was the prospect that modern society would sim ply be over
whelmed by the " unattached proletarian elements" it had bred.1 

Most observers, of course, associated syndicalism with the Industrial 
Workers of the World, and the h u ge strikes of textile workers at Law
rence and Paterson in 1912-13. By the su m mer of 1913, however, the 
I W W ap peared to many observers in the labor movement to be on the 
verge of disintegration. Wob bly leaders like Frank Donovan and Eliza
beth G urley Flynn decried the reliance of the I W W on spontaneity, and 
the accompanying lack of em p hasis on b uilding stable organizations.2 

However, the A merican Federation of Labor, which had criticized the 
I W W strikes in Lawrence and Patterson as "anarchistic," showed no 
more promise than the I W W in addressing the problem of how to organ
ize unskilled, im mi grant workers in the face of the massive op position of 
em ployers. At the level of semantics, the I W W eschewed the syndicalist 
label, socialists debated the exact meaning of the word, and, by 1915, 
there were indications that "syndicalism " had been "defeated" in the 
arena of p u blic discourse as well. By 1915, the debate and alarm over 
syndicalism had largely su bsided in the A merican press. 3  

In the period before the outbreak of World War I, only one A merican 
organization was bold enoug h to identify itself specifically as "syndical
ist," and that was William Foster's Syndicalist Leag ue of North A merica. 
As early as Novem ber 1910, in the first issue of The Agitator, Jay Fox had 
called for the establish ment of "agitator grou ps" that would spread prop 
aganda for industrial unionism among organized workers. A fter Foster 
and Fox met at Home Colony, they went to work to realize their common 
plans. " I was im pressed by hi m as by few other labor agitators I have 
met," Fox wrote of Foster. " I was struck by his great determination to 
carry out [ his plans], He was devoid of that riotous egotism I had found 
so common in propagandists. I took to the chap rig ht away and was 
ready to go along with the program." 4  Foster's relentless ef forts in the 
next few years j ustified his friend's assessment. As Fox intimated, he was 
a restless b ut extremely dedicated personality, an individual endowed 
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with extraordinary willpower. In this respect he personified a favorite 
syndicalist slogan: "Vouloir, c'est pouvoir." 

During the Western tour that first brought him to Home Colony in the 
winter of 1912, Foster was able to convince several groups of disaffected 
Wobblies of the relevance of his ideas; these small nuclei eventually devel
oped into the groups that would constitute the Syndicalist League of 
North America. One such group, convinced of the impossibility of chang
ing the IWW from within, quit the revolutionary union and joined AFL 
locals. From the beginning, they saw themselves as part of an interna
tional movement. Writing from Nelson, British Columbia, in April, J. W. 
Johnstone reported to The Syndicalist, a British newspaper established by 
Tom Mann and his Industrial Syndicalist Education League, that "we 
have started a Syndicalist League here, and are making headway." 
Johnstone wrote that he had been a member of the IWW for five years, 
and had recently begun to realize that the aim of the IWW, "building up 
an entire new Labour movement," was impossible. The IWW claimed 
that the AFL couldn't be made "revolutionary," but, according to 
Johnstone, "there are a great many of us, members of the IWW, who not 
only deny it, but have arguments so strong that the IWW Press refuses to 
publish any of them."5 

After his hobo propaganda tour in February of 1912, Foster returned 
to Chicago, but he did not establish a permanent residence there. He 
found a promising job as a railway car inspector, and joined the AFL 
local in his trade, but the following summer he spent three months as a 
canvasman with a wagon tent show that wandered throughout the Mid
west. Foster's account of these experiences is revealing. He remembered 
that the show "went over big" in corn belt towns in the Midwest, and 
wondered how the small-town audiences could be so credulous when 
some of the actors were obviously drunk. The "natives," as he called 
them, could remember the smallest details about performances given by 
the same tent show three or four years earlier. The people in the small 
towns that the show visited were "starved for diversion." 6  Having lived 
most of his life in large urban environments, Foster had difficulty compre
hending the lives that people in these rural communities led. As he trav
eled around the Midwest with a troupe of actors and charlatans, he wrote 
a pamphlet that revealed his understanding of the traditional narratives 
of American politics as illusion and farce. His was a radicalism that was 
profoundly antinostalgic. He had little use for or interest in the kind of 
theatre and traditional emotive symbolism that characterized the populist 
socialism that was then sweeping parts of the West and Midwest. 

The forty-seven-page pamphlet, Syndicalism, bore the names of Wil
liam Foster and Earl Ford. According to Foster, Ford's role in the produc
tion of the booklet was mostly to supply the funds to enable its publica-
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tion. Despite the obscure origins of the booklet, it gained a certain 
amount of attention. The conclusion of an alarmed reviewer for the Inde
pendent was that the implications of this "lurid red pamphlet" could be 
ignored only at the nation's peril. Citizens must face the fact that there is 
"a faction in federated labor that is trying with an eager passion, which 
would be religious if it were not so demoniac, to capture all federated 
labor and all socialism to the methods of merciless violence, murder and 
ruin." A perusal of Syndicalism revealed that its authors advocated noth
ing less than a "reign of terror," and government by an "aristocracy of 
assassins." A somewhat less frightening assessment appeared in the Jour
nal of Political Economy, and the pamphlet provoked serious analyses by 
William English Walling and Louis Fraina in separate articles in the Inter
national Socialist Review.7 

Syndicalism is a detailed attempt to explain an idea about revolution
ary tactics that many American radicals had themselves dismissed as es
sentially inapplicable to American conditions. The booklet reiterated 
many of the positions that Foster had articulated in his previous writings. 
The importance of the general strike, the uses of sabotage, the hopeless
ness of Socialist electoral politics, and the necessity of building a class-
based revolutionary labor movement from within existing trade unions 
are all familiar elements of Foster's thinking as it had developed by 1912. 
Certain features of the pamphlet, however, are noteworthy because they 
show Foster's politics at their most radical. Relatively early in his analy
sis, he repudiated outright the notion that modern revolutionists must 
look to an American republican tradition for their vocabulary. The syndi
calist, according to Foster, has "learned that the so-called legal and inal
ienable 'rights' of man are but pretenses with which to deceive working-
men." Capitalists can only understand "naked power," and this the 
syndicalist must accumulate through the careful choice of weapons, with
out consideration of traditional issues of what might be "fair," "just," or 
even "civilized." He must not allow legality, religion, patriotism, honor, 
or duty to "stand in the way of his adoption of effective tactics."8 

Foster's polemic calls openly for industrial warfare, unmitigated by 
reciprocal obligations of any kind with "capitalists." "Every forward 
pace humanity has taken has been gained at the cost of untold suffering 
and loss of life, and the accomplishment of the revolution will probably 
be no exception," he observed. Moreover, the prospect of bloodshed dur
ing a general strike does not frighten the syndicalist, for he is "too much 
accustomed to risking himself in the murderous industries and on the 
hellish battlefields in the niggardly service of his masters, to set much 
value on his [own] life." Indeed, in the context of the most threatening 
situation for a syndicalist, scabbery, murder is justifiable. Despite his later 
denials that his rhetoric implied that it was appropriate to take the life of 
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a strikebreaker, the sense of Foster's writing is unmistakable. In France, 
he noted, strikebreakers are becoming "pleasingly scarce and expensive," 
for they are "literally" hunted by militants "as they would wild animals." 
In such a situation, a scab "becomes so much vermin, to be ruthlessly 
exterminated." In the pages of Syndicalism, Foster's rage is only partly 
subsumed by his attempt to couch his polemic in the style of "scientific" 
certainty. For Foster, syndicalism was "the science of working-class di
rect action."9 

Syndicalism showed that in the course of his geographical and intellec
tual wanderings, Foster had managed to immerse himself in the writings 
of Michael Bakunin, who was widely admired by American anarchists. 
His portrait was prominently displayed in the main hall at Home Colony, 
and his voice echoed in Foster's writings of this period. Thus Bakunin had 
written that the revolutionist "despises and hates present day social mo
rality in all its forms. He regards everything that favors the triumph of the 
revolution. . . . All soft and enervating feelings of friendship, love, grati
tude, even honor must be stifled in him by a cold passion for the revolu
tionary cause. . . . day and night he must have one aim—merciless de
struction." In addition, "every forward step in history has been achieved 
only after it has been baptized in blood." The true militant was to "re
nounce all egoistic and vain interests of patriotism." For Bakunin, as for 
Foster, the proletariat lacked two things: organization and science.10 

What is perhaps most striking about Syndicalism is Foster's conception 
of the postrevolutionary society. He thought that given the spread of in
dustrial warfare in Europe and the United States, it was important to 
address such issues as soon as possible. While he discussed his ideas in 
this respect more fully in a later article for The Toiler, a newspaper pub
lished by a group of syndicalists in Kansas City, his understanding of the 
future society was apparently developed while traveling with the tent 
show in the summer of 1912. According to Foster's theory, after a violent 
general strike overthrew the established order, there would of course be 
no state mechanism, but the future society would be far from anarchic. 
Traditional syndicalist theories proposed that unions would assume con
trol of their particular industries; Foster had no faith in this conception. 
He argued that the unions' "democratic character" rendered them inca
pable of exercising control over production. Instead, he proposed a gov
ernment based on what he called "shop organizations." While these 
would include "every worker" in a particular industry, they would be 
governed by experts or foremen who would guide production and intro
duce new technologies according to "scientific" principles. 

Here, Foster took the momentous step of extending the syndicalist dis
dain for democratic politics to the workplace. He would retain "monopo
lized" industries, which he conceived as the "autonomous" structures of 
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the future shop organizations. He imagined that under these organiza
tions production and distribution would be "automatic," merely a pro
cess of filling orders as efficiently as possible. In this sense, "chance and 
arbitrary industrial dictatorship" would be eliminated; the "whole indus
trial process," after all, is "becoming a matter of obeying facts and fig
ures." Thus, industrial life would be hyperorganized and instantly cali
brated according to supply and demand; plants would be opened or 
closed automatically in response to consumer wants. In the plants them
selves, the workers of the shop organizations would choose their own 
superintendents and foremen "by examination," but Foster strongly im
plied that in the future society expertise would everywhere take prece
dence over majority preference. There would be no place for politics in 
"the adoption of far-reaching measures, such as the creation of new in
dustries, reorganizing old ones, adoption of new industrial process, etc.," 
regardless of their social impact. For instance, the introduction of a 
cheaper, more efficient productive process in the steel industry would be 
settled simply by "figures" determining whether it would pay interest on 
the cost of its installation. There is no mention of traditional craft prerog
atives or the problem of unemployment. Lurking in his conception is the 
idea that the mass of workers are simply interchangeable.11 

Confident that in the future society they would have no interest "to 
bilk their fellow beings, as they now have," Foster would endow "thor
oughly organized specialists" with the power to make social law. In the 
shop organizations, such specialists would be chosen "on the score of 
their fitness," rather than "on the score of their ability to secure the sup
port of an ignorant majority, through their oratorical powers, good 
looks, influence, or what not, as is the ordinary democratic procedure." 
During a period when workers across the nation were striking against the 
introduction of Taylorism and scientific management techniques in in
dustry, he betrayed little sense of the possible uses of "science" as ideol
ogy. As workers' knowledge of the process of production in industry was 
being continually constricted and fragmented, Foster proposed that 
workers could have authority only if they were "specialists."12 

Foster claimed to have derived his theory of the "producing organiza
tions" of the future society from J. A. ("Jack") Jones, Elizabeth Gurley 
Flynn's first husband, a drifting labor agitator and former Wobbly with 
a reputation as a dynamiter, whom he may have met in Chicago. With his 
mangled hands (supposedly the result of his bomb-making efforts), long 
hair, and wild clothing, Jones was a remarkable figure in Chicago radical 
circles.13 

Whether from Jones or elsewhere, Foster's ideas certainly had antece
dents in American radical and socialist thought, as well as in the writings 
of European anarchists like Bakunin and Peter Kropotkin. Bakunin wrote 
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of postrevolutionary "free productive associations," organized on the 
basis of "special knowledge" and expertise, which would manage pro
duction according to statistics. Kropotkin wrote in his God and the State 
that "In the matter of boots, I defer to the authority of the bootmaker; 
concerning houses, canals or railroads, I consult the engineer." Kro-
potkin envisioned quasi-authoritarian "producers' associations" that 
would carefully measure individual performance and supervise the distri
bution of goods and services in the new society.14 Such ideas had proved 
easily adaptable to more modern American conceptions. Foster's idea of 
an authoritarian, "automatic" producing organization is reminiscent of 
Edward Bellamy's industrial army, as outlined in the earliest versions of 
Looking Backward, for instance,15 and similar themes surfaced in the 
philippics of Daniel DeLeon. 

As a relentless modernizer concerned to update anarchist theory, Fos
ter was clearly outside the tradition of criticism of the alienating effects of 
industrial process, standardization, and consumerism, to be found in the 
works of such writers as John Ruskin, William Morris, and even Kro-
potkin. During the period when Foster was writing, intellectuals of di
verse political persuasions sought to adapt the form of "modern" indus
trial organization to their particular conceptions of Utopia. After all, once 
abstracted from self-interest and profit, the social relationships within 
large-scale corporate enterprises "looked a great deal more promising 
than the traditional social divisions and organizations that then divided 
and dominated the United States," as one historian has put it. Also, Fos
ter probably understood his proposals as an antiutopian counterposition 
to that of the IWW, wherein a mass-based "one big union" would some
how govern industries democratically.16 

It is striking that Syndicalism is composed of violent revolutionary 
rhetoric, mixed with insights that are essentially managerial in nature. 
Foster portrayed his theory of syndicalism as essentially detached from 
considerations of politics or ideology. The problem of tactics is addressed 
by reference to the theory of the "militant minority." In every group, 
Foster noted "there are to be found a certain few individuals who exercise 
a great influence over the thoughts and actions of the rest of the mass of 
individuals composing the group. They are the directing forces of these 
groups—the sluggish mass simply following their lead." Foster held out 
the prospect that through sheer strength of personality, dedicated revolu
tionaries could succeed in driving history. For him it was a fundamental 
principle that workers themselves were blinded by their own "political, 
moral, religious, patriotic, craft and other illusions"; the "masses" con
sisted not of an active citizenry, but of malleable consumers of capitalist 
propaganda. At a time when workers were increasingly confronting a 
separation of conception from execution in the workplace, Foster was 



THE SYNDICALIST LEAGU ES 63 

valorizing a similar kind of alienation in the realm of radical unionism. 
Not only do syndicalists possess superior acumen and "scientific" exper
tise, their understanding has been perfected through a kind of social Dar
winism; syndicalism as a doctrine is "a product of natural selection."17 

Thus, Foster's Syndicalism combined the rhetoric of nineteenth-cen
tury anarchism with elements of managerial ideology, all in the service of 
"workers' control." His vision of a reconstituted workers' community or 
"future society" in which order was the predominant value perhaps arose 
from his experiences in Philadelphia; Foster's distrust of the ability of 
workers to organize themselves remained a strong theme in his writing, 
even after the Spokane free speech fight. At the same time, years before 
the Russian Revolution, his writings foreshadowed Lenin's enthusiasm 
for the accomplishments of American scientific management. Writing in 
1937, Foster proposed that there were certain parallels between his the
ory of the producing organizations and the nature of Soviet government. 
He wrote that in the Soviet Union, industries were directed by "economic 
bodies under the direction of the state . . . somewhat akin to our Produc
ing Organizations, while the trade unions . . . play only an auxiliary role 
in production." However, in an ominous and revealing passage, Foster 
noted that his earlier theory had proven inapplicable to Soviet experience. 
According to his conception in Syndicalism, the entire economic organi
zation of capitalist society, presumably including its managers and intelli
gentsia, would be carried over into the new society. In the Soviet Union, 
such an apparatus had to be "rebuilt" through the "creation of a new 
technical personnel." Significantly, Foster conceived of the "producers" 
in the new society not as individual, autonomous citizens, but rather as 
"organizations" in which there was little collective control.18 

Ironically, Foster's pamphlet contained certain themes that expressed 
the dynamism and some of the contradictions of the developing "new 
unionism" of the 1910s. Largely based on renewed militancy within older 
AFL affiliates, the new unionism aimed at the recruitment of unorganized 
workers, the development of proto-industrial methods of craft-union 
amalgamation, and a general rejection of labor "Progressivism" and 
labor-management cooperation. Syndicalism attacked piecework and ad
vocated slowdowns and sabotage despite Foster's apparent fascination 
with modern managerialism.19 His ideal union was one that maintained 
local autonomy in order to eliminate the power of bureaucrats and offi
cials and guarantee the power of the rank and file. Foster's interpretation 
was that craft autonomy would lead to working-class solidarity, not frus
trate it; it was the officialdom, through their interference and opportun
ism, that perpetuated the lack of coordination between crafts. At the same 
time, the ideal union would be composed of all the workers, skilled and 
unskilled, in a particular industry. 
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While Syndicalism concluded with the assurance that the Syndicalist 
League of North America was a "possibilist organization with a practical 
program," the overall approach of the pamphlet must have seemed for
eign to many of its readers. Foster accepted the necessity of violence and 
bloodshed in the course of revolutionary struggle, and bitterly denounced 
patriotism and democracy. His polemic was filled with references to the 
ideas of French, German, and English socialists and syndicalists. He ad
vocated neo-Malthusianism, or strict birth control, since the syndicalist 
"knows that children are a detriment to him in his daily struggles." At the 
same time, Foster averred that a syndicalist accepted the anarchist posi
tion on marriage.20 His vision of the postrevolutionary society contained 
intimations of Taylorism, a doctrine that undoubtedly held little appeal 
for most workingmen. What Foster was promising in Syndicalism was 
violent class war that would culminate in the establishment of a society in 
which traditional conceptions of family, law, work, and nation had little 
or no meaning. 

Syndicalism was strongly flavored by the radical positivism and teleol
ogy that were characteristic of the writings of Hermon Titus and Jay Fox. 
These themes would resurface continually in Foster's own writings as a 
Communist, and they underlay the mechanistic quality of some of his 
later conceptions. However, the central problem of Foster's pamphlet re
volved around the contradiction between the need for autonomy and 
spontaneity among workers making their demands felt through direct ac
tion, and the feeling that "democracy" had somehow become inappropri
ate as a way of securing revolutionary change. This contradiction is 
implied in the theory of the "militant minority"; in Foster's conception, 
unorganized workers can be readily provoked into large strikes by a small 
cadre of highly disciplined radicals. Yet, "great strikes break out sponta
neously and, also . . . spontaneously produce the organization so essen
tial to their success." Foster the anarcho-syndicalist affirmed that syndi
calists must be "anti-authoritarians, their national labor unions being 
decentralized and their local unions possessed of complete autonomy." 
Foster the future Leninist proclaimed the necessity of a militant "van
guard" cadre that would inevitably lead workers' struggles. While he 
claimed that what was needed in the American labor movement was "not 
less autonomy, but more of it," workers must be organized into unions 
that included "all skilled and unskilled workers directly connected with a 
given craft or industry." Foster's tangled arguments about the nature of 
the worker, as well as his attempt to reconcile the voluntarism of the 
anarchists with the efficiencies of corporate forms of organization, were 
the most important features of his thinking as a syndicalist. His ideas 
reflected an acute tension between an older, craft-based radical impulse 
and the organizational ethos of the Progressive era.21 
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One salient feature of Syndicalism that was to prove so threatening and 
alarming, not only for several reviewers in 1912 but for a wider public 
during the 1919 steel strike as well, was the rhetoric of class war that 
served as the background for much of Foster's analysis. A tone of bitter
ness and anger was present in some of his writing for the IWW press while 
he was in Europe, but it is in Syndicalism that one can most readily sense 
Foster's rage. It is a rage against capitalists, "Utopians" in the IWW, and 
the "horde of doctors, lawyers, preachers and other non-working class 
elements" that "infested" the Socialist party. The revolutionary must be 
prepared for violence, bloodshed, and destruction during the course of 
his struggles, and he must take "no cognizance" of "Society." Foster's 
vision is a kind of twentieth-century Hobbesianism in which social trans
actions consist of maximally organized, yet unmediated, violence against 
the working class in the form of the wages system. As a result, the syndi
calist must be as 

" u n s c r u p u l o u s " i n h i s c h o i c e o f w e a p o n s t o f i g h t h i s e v e r y d a y b a t t l e s a s f o r 

h i s f i n a l s t r u g g l e w i t h c a p i t a l i s m . . . . 

The o n l y s e n t i m e n t h e k n o w s i s l o y a l t y t o t h e i n t e r e s t s o f t h e w o r k i n g 

c l a s s . He is i n u t t e r r e v o l t a g a i n s t c a p i t a l i s m i n a l l i t s p h a s e s . His l a w l e s s 

c o u r s e o f t e n l a n d s h i m i n j a i l , b u t h e i s s o f i r e d b y r e v o l u t i o n a r y e n t h u s i a s m 

t h a t j a i l s , o r e v e n d e a t h , h a v e n o t e r r o r s f o r h i m . He g l o r i e s i n m a r t y r d o m , 

c o n s o l i n g h i m s e l f w i t h t h e k n o w l e d g e t h a t h e i s a t e r r o r t o h i s e n e m i e s , a n d 

t h a t h i s m o v e m e n t , t o d a y s e n d i n g c h i l l s a l o n g t h e s p i n e o f i n t e r n a t i o n a l c a p 

i t a l i s m , t o m o r r o w w i l l p u t a n e n d t o t h i s m o n s t r o s i t y . 

Syndicalism is nothing less than "daily warfare" against capitalism, 
since capitalism has "organized the whole fabric of society" in its at
tempts to maintain the working class in "slavery." No other American 
radical of his generation would embrace the metaphors of warfare as 
completely as did Foster. The central images of Foster's Syndicalism re
volve around the idea of the destruction of subjectivity; workers are 
"slaves," without essential motives or inalienable rights, and capitalism 
itself is so highly organized and insidious that for the syndicalist, mere 
survival is a tenuous proposition. The capitalist class is not a remote or 
abstract entity, but rather the worker's "mortal enemy" which must be 
overthrown for him merely to "live."22 Foster's vision of society and rev
olutionary struggle is a bleak one, in which a syndicalist must be utterly 
unattached to family, country, or society in order to survive. 

By 1912, at age thirty-one, Foster's personality must be considered to 
have been more or less fully formed. By all accounts, he was a quiet man, 
but possessed of a quick temper and a willingness to engage in bitter 
argument with those who disagreed with him. He was uncomfortable 
speaking before large audiences, yet during one speech before a group of 
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workers in the 1920s he leapt from the podium and physically assaulted 
a heckler. His lifestyle was ascetic in the extreme. Throughout his life he 
accumulated few personal possessions, and he sought, quite successfully, 
to live without concern for property or even personal financial security. 
At least in his later years, Foster never purchased clothes for himself, and 
habitually gave away whatever cash he possessed, much to the chagrin of 
his immediate family. Despite the fact that he claimed to have married 
Esther Abramowitz in 1912, he does not mention that she accompanied 
him on his numerous hobo trips or agitation tours in the 1910s. His con
tacts with his sisters, who settled into conventional lives on the West 
Coast, were "rare," and he never mentions the fate of his older brother. 
The man who came to play such a significant role in the American Com
munist party was essentially a loner. He was not a particularly gregarious 
man, and had few close personal friends outside of his immediate family 
circle. 23 

During the 1919 steel strike, a reporter for the New York Tribune 
described the alienation and anger that lay at the center of Foster's per
sonality. "Soft-spoken though he is, it is not difficult to perceive a certain 
hard bitterness underneath. An almost academic vocabulary is occasion
ally made picturesque by a selection of hot expletives spoken coolly. It is 
then that you see the bitterness." In 1912, Foster's bitterness was plainly 
evident in the pages of Syndicalism. His personality was undoubtedly 
complex, and perhaps so evasive that the exact sources of his alienation 
will remain obscure. However, a number of vignettes from Pages from a 
Worker's Life help to put Foster's rage in context. The New York Trib
une reporter who observed him closely in 1919 sensed that Foster's per
sona was partly attributable to the rough work and "unticketed" experi
ences of a railroad carman. Foster, he noted, was undoubtedly quite well 
acquainted with the world of "break beams and bumpers," and his ap
pearance easily approximated that of an off-duty railway worker. 24 The 
reporter's observations provide a conceptual link between Foster's occu
pation as a railroad worker in the 1910s and his personality; this connec
tion can be explored through reference to Pages from a Worker's Life as 
well. A variety of incidents in which Foster was a participant or witness 
serve to elaborate Foster's self-conception as a revolutionary syndicalist, 
and confirm certain themes contained in his pamphlet Syndicalism. 

As an autobiography, Pages from a Worker's Life is a valuable account 
of Foster's life, yet many of the incidents that the book records are simply 
unverifiable; they often occur in isolation, without a social or organiza
tional context of any permanence. The individuals, places, and work situ
ations in Foster's stories are themselves presented as prosaic and ephem
eral. As an author or observer Foster is socially decentered, even though 
the work milieu which he observed and recorded is itself part of a specific 
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historical reality. The "syndicalist" must be, as Foster noted in his pam
phlet, "anti-Society." 

Although Foster rejected much of American society, its structures of 
belongingness and hence its means of verifying experiences, his employ
ment as a railway laborer engaged him quite deeply in the nation's work 
culture. From 1901 to 1919, he worked and lived in many different ca
pacities on American railroads, the network of transportation that helped 
the nation define itself as a coherent commercial and political entity. For 
the men who were employed on the railroad, however, work among the 
cars, engines, and machinery could be dangerous and violent. Foster had 
ample opportunity to witness this kind of violence; during his years as a 
railroad worker, he found employment as a fireman, second cook on a 
grading crew, airbrake repairman, interchange car inspector, car carpen
ter, and brakeman, mostly in Chicago's switching district. Between peri
odic hobo trips to the West, and an interregnum as an organizer of timber 
workers in Washington state, Foster worked in Chicago railway yards 
from 1911, the year of his return from Europe, until 1917, when he be
came a full-time organizer for the American Federation of Labor. During 
this period, he witnessed workers being crushed, decapitated, and crip
pled as they worked among the heavy machinery in the car shops. Foster's 
descriptions of these accidents are simple and unemotional; in one inci
dent, a worker's body was "crushed flat, almost cut in two, between the 
car sills and the wheel, and he died instantly without uttering a sound." 
In another case, as a result of a braking error, both trucks of one railroad 
car passed over a worker. "His head was cut off completely." 25 

The subject of these stories is the danger of railway work, and the greed 
of employers. Foster's accounts of his years after he returned from Europe 
and attempted to organize a syndicalist movement in the United States are 
permeated with a sense of utter insecurity. The recurring themes of Fos
ter's descriptions of his experiences working on different railway lines 
and hoboing across the country are transience, invisibility, and the oblit
eration of lives in obscure and meaningless circumstances. These themes 
are especially evident in his accounts of his "unticketed" experiences on 
the railways. Far from romanticizing the hobo lifestyle, Foster empha
sizes its utterly ephemeral and violent nature. As a brakeman and car 
inspector, Foster was familiar with trains and knew how to ride inside the 
trucks, or wheel structures under passenger cars. He described the dan
gers involved in cramming into the complex wheel mechanisms of the 
trains and riding inches above the tracks in high-speed passenger trains. 
It is a striking evocation of the possibilities of violence and personal de
struction that are implied when a hobo attempts to adopt modern ma
chinery and technology to his own purposes. Foster noted that one wrong 
calculation as he was riding the "trucks" could cause him to be "instanta-
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neously cut to pieces, as hundreds of hoboes had been before me." 26 Fos
ter's narrative reflects a kind of fatalism about the ubiquity of technologi
cal power in modern society melded with an intensely felt resistance to 
capitalist exploitation. 

In other instances, the theme of obliteration recurs. Many hobos, mis
calculating their leaps as they sought to board moving trains, had "been 
picked up along the right-of-way, a bloody, mangled mass," Foster re
counted. In a small town in Idaho, he witnessed the aftermath of an inci
dent in which a shifting load of lumber had crushed a hobo in a railway 
car; "his bones were crushed like pipe-stems and his flesh was smeared 
against the shattered car end. . . . they gathered up what they could of the 
shapeless mass and put it into a wheelbarrow." While riding on top of a 
car in Maryland, Foster saw a fellow tramp killed instantly when the train 
passed under a low wagon-road bridge. Once, while hanging precari
ously between two cars, Foster narrowly escaped being "thrown beneath 
the wheels and ground to pieces." Another time, he and several other 
hobos saw a hobo attempt to board a train only to be dragged under the 
wheels and cut to pieces: "it happened so suddenly that he never even 
screamed." A special fear of hobos, Foster remembered, was being locked 
in a car and left at an isolated siding to starve to death. "Many's the time 
trainmen and car inspectors have opened foul-smelling box-cars and dis
covered dead hoboes, starved to death." 27 

The literal truth of these stories is not so important as their thematic 
structure. At the heart of the syndicalist ideal lay the concept of the class 
war, but there is never any sense of the possibility of "return" in Foster's 
vignettes; no Edenic community or vitalizing participatory life exists at 
this point in his autobiography. The overwhelming sense is of incipient 
invisibility and obliteration. Indeed, those chapters of Pages From a 

Worker's Life that describe his life in the years after his return from Eu
rope seem to affirm his implied self-description in Syndicalism. It is a 
convincing portrait of brutality, alienation, resistance, and survival. 

After the production of Syndicalism in the summer of 1912, Foster 
returned to Chicago and found a job as a railway car inspector. He 
worked diligently to bring some semblance of organizational coherence 
to his embryonic syndicalist league. 2 8  By October, Fox had decided to 
leave Home Colony and devote his energies to the development of Fos
ter's tiny syndicalist movement in Chicago. From Home, he wrote to Jo
seph Labadie that "This berg is becoming too small for the Afgitator]. It's 
outgrown the state. We want to take the center of the industrial stage. The 
syndicalists want me to go there and make the paper the central organ of 
the movement. And this movement is going to grow, Jo. It's better than 
our pure and simple anarchy at this stage." 29 Thus, Foster and Fox hoped 
to adapt their peculiar brand of anarcho-syndicalism to the task of organ-
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izing a mass revolutionary movement in Chicago, a huge and diverse me
tropolis. Each man prided himself on his "realism"; Foster always took 
care to present himself as an anti-utopian, and Fox had left Home Colony 
and moved to Chicago so that syndicalism might "take the center of the 
industrial stage." In line with these sentiments, both men sought to bring 
about the revolution by helping to speed the evolution of "higher" forms 
of working-class organization. In November 1912, the last issue of Fox's 
The A gitator appeared. ByJanuary 1913, Fox had renamed his paper The 
Syndicalist, though legal entanglements kept him in Washington until 
early spring. 30 

Foster and Fox operated the Syndicalist League out of the rooming 
house operated by Lucy Parsons at 1000 South Paulina Street, in a heavily 
Slavic community in Chicago's Near West Side. The league attempted to 
collect dues of five cents per month from its members and forbade, on 
pain of dismissal, the use of official titles or funds in support of any polit
ical party. 31 On Sundays, the two men read together and carried on the 
correspondence necessary to keep the league functioning. It was a sign of 
the increasing influence of syndicalism among radicals that after Foster 
and Fox arrived in Chicago, Parsons, the widow of the famous anarchist 
and "Haymarket martyr" Albert Parsons, increasingly embraced syndi
calism as the focus of her political activities. She added S yndicalism to her 
literature list, contributed to The Syndicalist, and changed the title of her 
standard speech from "Anarchism: Its Aims and Objects" to "Syndical
ism: Its Aims and Objects." 3 2  

The new organ of Foster's league, The S yndicalist, advocated indus
trial sabotage. It carried a column entitled "Society Notes," in which its 
author, J. A. Jones, provided readers with insights such as "A few drops 
of sulphuric acid placed on top of a pile of woolen or cotton goods never 
stops going down," or, "Engine cylinders are expensive articles. A 
clogged lubricator means a cut cylinder. Dirt in the oil can mean a clogged 
lubricator." Other "hints" were more ominous. One proposed that ar
sonists might employ sausage skins strung on wire and filled with gaso
line to accomplish their aims; another noted that "New York's gangsters 
are using Maxim silencers to silence their opponents." 3 3  While Foster 
later claimed that as a syndicalist, he had accepted the "revolutionary 
economics, class struggle and historical materialism of Marx," the 
"Worker's University," a list of books for sale through The S yndicalist, 
did not contain a single work by Marx. Rather, books by Proudhon, 
Emma Goldman, Tolstoy, Nietzsche, Kropotkin, and Pouget were recom
mended as those that would ideally fill the shelves of the informed syndi
calist. In S yndicalism, Foster made a point of recommending Kropotkin's 
The Conquest of Bread, the classic text of "communitarian" anarchists. 3 4  
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The Syndicalist League of North America developed into a small but 
widely noticed propaganda society for radical trade unionists. Foster 
later recalled regretfully that because of his belief in decentralization, the 
national league was incapable of developing into a very unified organiza
tion. At the local level, groups were organized in Kansas City, St. Louis, 
San Diego, and Omaha that were affiliated in a vague way with the 
league. The various syndicalist groups that came into existence were 
highly autonomous, Foster wrote, and "collected what funds they saw fit, 
issued their own journals, and worked out their own policies." He esti
mated that the membership never exceeded two thousand, and was 
mostly concentrated in Chicago. 3 5  

In that city, Foster's league included a small group of militants, among 
whom were Jones, Joseph Manley, and Samuel Hammersmark. Manley, 
who would later marry Esther's daughter Sylvia, was a bridge and struc
tural iron worker. He was born in Dublin, Ireland, and told the labor 
biographer Solon DeLeon in the 1920s that his father had been a physi
cian and African explorer. He probably met Foster at Home Colony, 
where he was an infrequent visitor; the two men would work together 
closely in the Chicago Federation of Labor, the 1919 steel strike, and the 
Communist party. Hammersmark was an anarchist who was also listed 
as the publisher of Whyf, a short-lived radical journal with Tacoma, 
Washington, as its address. He became actively involved in the Chicago 
Federation of Labor, but ended up managing the Communist party's 
bookstore in that city in his later years. Another anarchist who became 
involved with the Syndicalist league was Foster's future wife, Esther 
Abramowitz. Esther's relationship with the Chicago anarchists went back 
much further than Foster's. Besides having been Jay Fox's lover, she was 
associated with a milieu at the turn of the century that included Parsons, 
Emma Goldman, Alexander Berkman, and Anton Johannsen. By the 
1920s, Johannsen had become the chairman of the Organization Com
mittee of the Chicago Federation of Labor. 36 It was the Kansas City syndi
calist group that developed into the strongest component of the national 
league, and its activities give a fairly clear picture of the league's ambi
tions with regard to the labor movement. It had "practical control" of the 
Cooks, Barbers, and Office Workers unions, and "virtually controlled" 
the Kansas City Central Labor Council according to Foster. Moreover, 
working under Max Dezettel, a former Wobbly, the group was instru
mental in launching a strong Labor Forward Movement in the city. Em
ploying aggressive, quasi-evangelical methods, Labor Forward activists 
organized a number of trades in the city, including shoe repairers, retail 
clerks, waitresses, laundry workers, bootblacks, telephone operators, and 
packinghouse workers. The movement attracted the attention of Gom-
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pers, and was officially cited for its efforts at the AFL national convention 
of 1914. The Kansas City radicals were able to publish a newspaper of 
their own, The Toiler. The editorials were in line with SLNA theory, and 
Foster contributed several articles during the paper's run from October 
1913 to January 1915. "Toiler Boosters," including Foster, were selling 
between eighty and one hundred subscriptions per month by early 
1914.37 

A good indication of the league's general philosophy was the central 
illustration on the first page of the premier issue of The Toiler. It showed 
a group of workers, tools in hand, gazing upon a rising sun. Inscribed 
upon the sun were the initials "AFL." Beneath the illustration was the 
epigram: "The Hope of the Workers." However, none of the local syndi
calist leagues subscribed to the spirit of narrow reformism and wage-
consciousness typically associated with AFL-style unionism. "In America 
today," according to the organ of the St. Louis league, "we find the whole 
country in a turmoil of strikes and lockouts. These strikes, undoubtedly, 
are but the skirmishes preceding a series of great general strikes that will 
make every institution of capitalism creak and tremble to their very foun
dation."38 

It was the activities of the Kansas City syndicalist league that first 
brought Foster into contact with a personality with whom he would have 
a very long, complex, and difficult relationship, which in certain respects 
would end up defining both men's political careers: Earl Browder, future 
general secretary of the American Communist party. Born in Wichita in 
1891, Browder had joined the Socialist party at age sixteen, and left home 
for Kansas City in 1912. By 1914, as an accountant for a subsidiary of 
Standard Oil, he had become president of his office workers' union, and 
a delegate to the Kansas City central labor body. 

In the early 1910s, as a young socialist in Kansas City, Browder read 
Friedrich Engel's book Socialism, Utopian and Scientific. He wondered 
whether the IWW constituted a form of "Utopian" trade unionism as 
Engels defined the term. "If there [was] one thing I didn't want it was to 
be a Utopian," he reflected much later. "I was trying to find some connec
tion between the ideas about a better world and practical everyday life." 
In 1913, at a meeting in the city's labor temple, Foster came down from 
Chicago to speak before his union. At this first meeting, Browder came 
away impressed by Foster's practical program, and the fact that he had 
had "outside experience, even in Europe." Throughout the publishing 
history of The Toiler, Browder is listed as one of the most successful of the 
"Toiler Boosters," and in February 1914, the newspaper contained a ref
erence to him as secretary of the "Kansas City Syndicalist League." While 
Browder had evidently been impressed by Foster, he did not meet him 
again until 1915.39 
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The rhetoric of industrial warfare echoed in many Midwestern railheads 
during one of the most bitter and prolonged strikes of the era, the revolt 
of the shopworkers on the Illinois Central-Harriman lines from 1911 to 
1915. Working as a railway carman in Chicago at the time, Foster was 
closely acquainted with the logic and means of the strike, and the Syndi
calist League participated in a campaign to defend L. M. Hawver, a leader 
of the revolt who had killed a railroad policeman in self-defense. In cer
tain respects the strike represented a paradigm for Foster's conception of 
syndicalist revolutionary activity. It was sparked by an attempt by the 
officers of the Illinois Central to introduce time study and incentive pay 
into the railroad car shops, but another issue was the right of the railroad 
shop unions to federate and secure a joint contract. It began as a revolt by 
rank-and-file craft unionists, and precipitated the development of a "sys
tem federation" of allied craft unions that presented unified demands to 
the employers. Many striking shopworkers explicitly rejected the leader
ship of the recently elected Socialist officers of the International Associa
tion of Machinists. Nonetheless, the strike had implications that the 
management of the Illinois Central perceived to have been nothing less 
than revolutionary. C. H. Markham, president of the Harriman line, 
flatly declared that if the strike and the federation plan had been success
ful, workers' control of the entire railroad industry would have been the 
result.40 

It is important to recognize that the shop crafts unions, including the 
railway carmen to which Foster belonged, possessed an outlook and 
membership that was fundamentally different from that of the elite rail
way brotherhoods whose heyday had been in the late nineteenth century. 
The brotherhoods of engineers, firemen, trainmen, and conductors main
tained a fairly stable membership, and it was not unusual for them to be 
looked upon as assets by the railroad companies. Occasionally they 
named their lodges after prominent railway officials. The shop unions, 
however, had a far more transient membership since their work was not 
so steady as that of the men handling the trains. They tended to be no
mads or "boomers," and often floated from "shop to shop and from road 
to road." As a result, they were commonly considered far more militant 
than the brotherhoods had been. The shop unions proved much more 
willing to experiment with new organizational forms as a way of ensuring 
closer cooperation among the crafts.41 

The shopmen's strike lasted until 1915, when it was finally broken. As 
Foster noted, it turned into a rank-and-file struggle against both the rail
road companies and the craft union officialdom. Among the reasons for 
the defeat of the strike, according to Foster, was the fact that the craft 
union leaders were mistrustful of federated action, which they saw as a 
step in the direction of industrial unionism; the officials of the engine, 
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train, and yard service unions kept their men at work. In the eyes of IWW 
and Socialist writers at the time, this confirmed that the craft unions could 
never transcend their voluntarist form. However, in Foster's view, the 
strike was not a complete failure. After the strike, the major railroad com
panies "never forced another important strike over the right of federated 
action by the railroad companies," and even negotiated several agree
ments with federated unions during the strike itself. During World War I, 
as an organizer for the railway carmen in Chicago, Foster asserted that 
the strike had aided his union's negotiations with the railroad companies. 
Carl Person, one of the leaders of the violent 1911 strike, wrote that 
"there was no mistake made by going on strike, or the strike taking place, 
for out of this strike the federated movement blossomed into importance 
all over this country." The experiments with the federated form of organ
ization that the AFL sanctioned in the early 1910s provided much of the 
conceptual framework for the wartime organizing campaigns that Foster 
led in packing and steel. 4 2  

In line with his previous views, Foster also stood on the radical side on 
the issue of sabotage, which was a central source of controversy among 
Socialists and labor unionists of the 1910s. No event illustrated this ten
sion better than the events surrounding the bombing of the Los Angeles 
Times building in 1910 by individuals connected with the Los Angeles 
local of the Bridge and Structural Iron Union. Twenty workers in the 
building were killed by the blasts. James B. McNamara and his brother, 
J. A., the secretary treasurer of the union, were arrested and charged with 
the crime. Many in the labor movement were at first convinced of the 
McNamaras' innocence, yet the brothers were eventually tried and con
victed on the basis of their own confessions. The incident doomed the 
candidacy of Job Harriman, a Socialist, for mayor of Los Angeles, and 
this helped convince many politicians in the Socialist party that they had 
to separate themselves from those radicals in the labor movement who 
advocated sabotage. 43 

In the angry debates that ensued, Foster was certainly among those 
who defended the McNamaras; his friend Jay Fox may have played a role 
in hiding fugitives in the case from the authorities. He wrote in the French 
syndicalist journal, La Vie ouvriere that there was no reason for revolu
tionaries in the labor movement to regret the use of violence against capi
talists. Although there was no doubt that they participated in the bomb
ing of the Times, according to Foster, the McNamaras were the kind of 
radical AFL unionists whom he admired, just "good militant workers." 
The use of dynamite during the struggle of the Structural Iron workers 
against the open shop in the Los Angeles area was entirely justified, he 
felt. In the meantime, "constructive" Socialists fulminated that sabotage 
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was ultimately counterproductive. The tactic was merely a cathartic re
lease for the slum proletarian's "blind class rage" according to one 
spokesman. 4 4  

While coming under attack from Socialists for their views on sabotage, 
Foster and other like-minded syndicalists promulgated a compelling ar
gument about the tasks facing militants in the labor movement in the 
1910s. In a decade when aggressive strike action was often based in the 
existing craft unions, the IWW played a comparatively small role. Indeed, 
as David Montgomery has pointed out, syndicalist tendencies among 
American workers during the period "may have reached far beyond the 
limited influence of the IWW." For the majority of American workers, the 
IWW simply proved unable to provide the kind of organizational conti
nuity and protection that twentieth-century industrial labor seemed to 
demand. "It became increasingly apparent that the immigrant machine 
tenders wanted something more from their organization than oratory and 
strike leadership." Many AFL unions remained isolated and powerless as 
well, but there was evidence, as Foster claimed, that the craft organiza
tions were capable of "evolution." When the famous English syndicalist 
Tom Mann visited the United States in 1913, he appeared before meet
ings organized by Foster and the Syndicalist league and asked of the 
IWW, "if one looks to find definite, tangible, effective organization, to 
what extent does it exist?" 

Considered in the context of Foster's life, it is easy to see why many 
workers might seek the security and organizational coherence that the 
AFL ideally offered. While the paradigmatic business enterprises of the 
era were becoming ever more thoroughly rationalized and integrated, 
workers like William Foster struggled in an economic environment which 
to them seemed increasingly uncertain and chaotic. 4 5  As a young man, Fos
ter's life was marked by a level of insecurity and transience that many his
torians have equated with the traditional membership of the IWW, yet he 
conscientiously sought, and attained, AFL membership wherever he went. 

Foster's life in Chicago during the years that he was attempting to estab
lish his league of trade union radicals can be reconstructed only through 
details gleaned from his own writings and testimony, some of which is 
contradictory and unclear in its exact chronology. It is not certain, for 
instance, whether or not Foster and Esther Abramowitz were living to
gether before 1918. In testimony before an arbitration board in 1918, 
Foster stated that he had no children at the time he worked in Swift's car 
shops in 1915. 46 Esther, as previously noted, had three children in 1912. 
She and William were married only in 1918, perhaps then only so that 
Foster could avoid the draft. As an anarchist and "varietist," Esther may 
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have been unwilling to accept any formal living arrangement or relation
ship with Foster until then, and of course Foster himself thought that 
family and children were a handicap in the class struggle. 4 7  In Lucy Par-
sons's rooming house he had the opportunity for frequent interaction 
with the group of anarchists and labor activists to whom Parsons was an 
important symbolic link with the past as well as an adviser and friend. 
This may have provided at least a semblance of a community life for 
Foster. However, he must have been struck by the difficult conditions 
under which many families in this particular Chicago neighborhood 
lived. A study completed in 1 9 1 0 was highly critical of the crowding and 
inadequate sanitary conditions in rooming houses in the area where Fos
ter lived on the near South Side, bordering on South Paulina Street. The 
housing of families in single rooms was most appalling, according to a 
survey completed in 1 9 1 0. " Only the very poor, or those who are less 
than ordinarily competent, will consent to live in this manner, and for 
such there seem peculiar advantages in renting by the week a furnished 
room which will make possible the most transient and irresponsible kind 
of family life," the author concluded. 4 8  Regardless of the exact circum
stances of his own boarding arrangements, Foster once again found him
self in a community where the lives of its members were considered 
wretched and incomprehensible by middle-class observers. 

Between occasional organizing ventures, Foster worked as a railway 
car inspector at the nearby Chicago and Northwestern railway yards, 
often for twelve hours a day, seven days a week. Despite the long hours 
and danger of such work, he finally began to achieve a measure of eco
nomic stability and security. He earned between sixty-five and eighty dol
lars a month; this was a comfortable wage for a working man, and was 
the highest standard rate paid to railway mechanics in Chicago at the 
time. A car inspector was among the most skilled of railway workers, 
often having years of experience building and repairing cars. Working 
under little direct supervision, his responsibility was primarily to deter
mine the condition of cars at interchanges, and make light repairs when 
necessary. Since many railroads carried cars from other companies, the 
inspector had to make a careful record of the defects of cars taken on in 
a switching yard. In addition, he was expected to be thoroughly familiar 
with many different sets of rules and Interstate Commerce Commission 
regulations, all of which were often changed. As a result, a car inspector 
had to possess a prodigious memory and concern for detail. As Foster 
himself wrote, the inspector "had to be familiar with the innumerable 
parts of hundreds of types of wooden freight cars in use upon scores of 
railroads. Besides, he had to know the equipment all these cars were sup
posed to carry and he had to work so rapidly that he had to gauge at a 
glance the condition of the cars." 4 9  
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In many ways, Foster's occupation as a railway car inspector was 
suited to his temperament and abilities. An indefatigable organizer who 
could involve himself in the most complex details of his work, Foster was 
at his best when he combined his knowledge of bureaucratic minutiae and 
procedure with a certain inherent flexibility and adaptiveness. In his po
litical life he often preferred to work alone, seeking personal leadership 
and direction of distinctive working-class organizations. 

The Syndicalist League of North America, or at least its organizational 
center, broke up in early 1914. By November 1913, Fox had returned to 
Washington state. It is unclear whether or not Foster accompanied him, 
but Fox remembered that "after a year in Chicago promoting the new 
adventure in Syndicalism we decided to lay off for a while. . . . Later 
when things looked brighter we would stage a comeback." According to 
Foster, in early 1914 "the [SLNAJ crumbled away into disconnected 
groups of militants working here and there in the trade union move
ment." The S y n d i cal i st had lasted until September 1913, through only 
nine months of publication. By January 1915, the newspapers that had 
been associated with the Syndicalist League in San Diego, St. Louis, and 
Kansas City had expired. 50 

Also, while he was in Chicago, working as a car inspector, Foster de
veloped severe difficulties with his vision. The job demanded excellent 
eyesight, and its requirement for continual, rapid, and accurate visual 
examination of the cars could result in severe eyestrain. In addition, as the 
national secretary of the SLNA, Foster "devoted every available waking 
moment to reading and to writing letters." As a result of his eyestrain, 
Foster's eyes "gave out" and he had to quit his job on the Chicago and 
Northwestern railroad. For some time, he wrote, he could not look upon 
any kind of motion. These difficulties apparently persisted for some three 
years until 1917, the year in which he finally stopped working as a rail
way carman and involved himself in the campaign to organize Chicago 
meatpacking workers. 51 

Much later, writing as a Communist, Foster reflected that the failure of 
the Syndicalist League was "primarily due to its incorrect syndicalist pro
gram." This program, he concluded, was fatally flawed because of its 
simplistic concentration on trade union struggles, abandonment of elec
toral activity, and dependence on worker spontaneity. Yet, he pointed out 
that these were symptoms of a broader malady: nearly all American radi
cals at the time were affected by what he called the "syndicalist confu
sion." He ignored the concrete, historical factors that led him to reject the 
Socialist party and the IWW in the 1910s. It is a strikingly self-negating, 
ahistorical position. 5 2  

While the Syndicalist League belonged to a specific historical context, 
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the organization was also a profoundly personal creation. As such its 
limitations encompassed, to a large extent, the limitations of its founder. 
As an organization, the SLNA sought a national scope. It is difficult to 
imagine that Foster, often working extremely long hours as a railway car 
inspector, was capable of devoting enough time and energy to the task of 
establishing such a national organization. At the same time, Foster's per
sonality and experiences influenced the substance of the SLNA's message 
in a way that may not have appealed to many of the AFL unionists whom 
he sought to recruit. Later, after he had long since publicly renounced 
syndicalism, Foster wrote that the SLNA's "leftist direct attacks upon the 
workers' nationalistic feelings and their religion also needlessly alienated 
the masses of workers afflicted with such illusions and made for sectari
anism." 5 3  Problematic as such rhetoric may have seemed to many of the 
individuals who read Syndicalism or listened to his speeches, it was 
grounded firmly in Foster's own experiences as a worker and radical. 

Foster's retreat from Chicago came at a crucially important juncture in 
his life. Faced with the failure of the Syndicalist League and unwilling or 
unable to commit himself to his trade as a car inspector, he cast about for 
a role in the organized labor movement. In his search, he once again ben
efited from his relationship with Jay Fox. In 1914 Fox was appointed vice 
president of the AFL-affiliated International Union of Shingle Weavers, 
Sawmill Workers and Woodsmen, headquartered in Seattle, by a close 
friend of his, J. G. Brown. At the time, the union of highly skilled shingle 
weavers was attempting to establish a semi-industrial form for itself by 
expanding its jurisdiction to loggers and sawmill workers; in the midst of 
this campaign, Foster was appointed to his first full-time job as a labor 
organizer. Soon he found himself working to bring about a statewide 
strike, which had been planned by the union for May 1 if employers did 
not grant the eight-hour day, overtime pay, a minimum wage, and safety 
features in the mills. However, the employers began dismissing union 
members wholesale, and because of a severe depression in the logging 
industry the timber workers themselves seemed to have little confidence 
that a strike could achieve their objectives. The union decided to pin its 
hopes on an eight-hour day referendum being sponsored by the Socialist 
party for the November elections. The referendum was defeated, and the 
union disintegrated. Even though the reasons for its defeat were complex, 
the lesson Foster drew from this campaign was simple: unions seeking to 
"evolve" into more powerful forms had to avoid Socialist politics at all 
costs. 5 4  

Foster had occasion to witness another setback for AFL-style industrial 
unionism in 1914. In that year, copper miners belonging to the powerful 
Western Federation of Miners Local No. 1 in Butte revolted against the 
administration of president Charles Moyer, and ended up demolishing 
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the union's office with dynamite. Moyer had autocratically suppressed or 
defeated all attempts to challenge his authority, and the local itself was 
commonly assumed to have become a mere subsidiary of the Anaconda 
Copper Company. Dissidents sought to organize another union, and at 
the height of the rebellion, Samuel Gompers wired all international un
ions with affiliates in Butte to send representatives to assist Moyer in 
fighting what he believed was IWW influence. J. G. Brown sent Foster to 
Butte, and at a meeting of AFL officials in Helena at which Moyer was 
present, Foster advised that the WFM authorize a new election of officials 
in Butte. Moyer angrily rejected this proposal, but when Foster traveled 
to Butte to meet with leaders of the new union and attempt to convince 
them to rejoin the WFM, he was accused of being an agent of Moyer's. At 
the time, despite his status as AFL organizer, Foster wrote approvingly of 
the militants' grievances without endorsing their formation of a new 
union. In any event, Moyer's intransigence and the miners' rebellion re
sulted in a disastrous split from which the once-powerful WFM would 
never entirely recover.55 

When his appointment as organizer for the Shingle Weavers expired in 
early 1915, Foster returned to Chicago. Unfortunately, he arrived in the 
midst of a severe industrial downturn. He was able to find work as an 
inspector in Swift's refrigerator car shops in the stockyards district, but at 
drastically reduced wages. He lived in a tiny flat, "a little box of a place," 
and felt that the longer he worked the less secure he became. He needed 
glasses and dental work.56 

Yet Foster retained his dogged belief in the Syndicalist project. Thus, in 
January 1915, a few months after the outbreak of World War I, he organ
ized a "syndicalist conference" in St. Louis, the purpose of which was to 
establish another league of trade union militants. The new group was 
called the International Trade Union Educational League, the nomencla
ture being exactly parallel to that of Tom Mann's organization in Great 
Britain, the International Syndicalist Educational League. An executive 
board was established, consisting of Foster as secretary, with Jack 
Johnstone, Joseph Manley, Jack Carney, and Jay Fox, all future Commu
nists, among the other individuals on the governing body. Max Dezettel, 
who had been the editor of the old SLNA paper in Kansas City, The 
Toiler, was delegated the task of establishing a national organ for the 
ITUEL in Chicago, which was called Chicago Labor News. At first, the 
conference endorsed the program contained in Foster's SLNA pamphlet, 
Syndicalism. However, because the opinions of many of the old Syndical
ist league members had "undergone radical changes," Foster was in
structed to prepare a new statement of purpose. The new organization 
planned to sell a series of pamphlets to be authored by Fox, Tom Mann, 
and Pierre Monatte among others. The group was frank about its en-
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trepreneurial appeal: "You pay us 8c a copy and then re-sell them for 
10c." Members were instructed to "agitate for the six-hour day" and join 
the American Federation of Labor.57 

In April 1915, Foster somehow secured an open-ended appointment as 
a general organizer for the AFL. During a period of economic recession in 
Chicago this appointment was undoubtedly welcome. However, it meant 
that during at least part of the period he was working to establish the 
ITUEL, supposedly part of a coalition of progressives in Chicago against 
what he later called the "Gompers national machine," he was on the AFL 
payroll.58 

Foster wrote a treatise entitled Trade Unionism: The Road to Freedom. 
It was the "only formal statement of policy ever issued by the ITUEL." In 
this booklet, he apotheosized the function of American trade unions. Re
gardless of whether they were organized along craft or industrial lines, or 
whether or not there was any degree of class consciousness among their 
members, the trade unions were by their "very nature driven on to the 
revolutionary goal," according to Foster. American trade unionism, he 
wrote, "has transformed the workers, employed and unemployed, from 
a mob of human commodities and articles of commerce into a disciplined 
army of freemen fighting collectively against the common enemy for their 
rights." Foster looked explicitly to the example of the huge strikes in 
Great Britain in 1910-11 as the inspiration for his new organization. 
Here, the guiding principle was federation. Through an inevitable process 
of craft union amalgamation, organized labor would eventually gain ab
solute control of capitalist society. He noted that since the beginning of 
World War I, the British transport workers', miners', and railroaders' 
federations had "combined themselves into one gigantic offensive and 
defensive alliance," the so-called Triple Alliance. Because unions always 
made demands according to their strength, and inevitably increased these 
demands as their strength grew, organized labor would eventually over
throw the wages system. By making "immediate" and partial demands 
for their members, craft unions were "as insatiable as the veriest so-called 
revolutionary union."59 

In his writings of this period, Foster tied together the themes of organi
zation, power, and manhood. Among craft workers threatened by the 
divisive forces of technological change in the early twentieth century, a 
manly bearing on the job entailed maintaining a dignified pose toward 
the boss or foreman, and required that workers respect shop-floor tradi
tions of mutual respect and solidarity. Foster clearly sought to evoke such 
traditions when he wrote that unorganized workers were neglecting their 
duties to their families: workers outside the union constituted a "misera
ble picture of incompetence and cowardice," and "the sufferings of their 
women and children awaken no echo of revolt in their dull hearts." On 
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the other hand, "trade unionism binds together the hosts of individually 
helpless workers into one mighty organization." He exhorted: "Be a 
man! Join the Trade Union Movement and be a fighter in the glorious 
cause of liberty!" Although the current administration in the Chicago 
Federation of Labor owed a great deal of its power to the white-collar and 
mostly female teachers' union, Foster's appeal was aimed explicitly at "all 
workingmen."60 

At some point in early 1916 Foster was elected as business agent, or 
organizer, for the Chicago District Council of the Railway Carmen. This 
vote was the result of a referendum by thirteen locals, and marked Fos
ter's growing visibility within the Chicago Federation of Labor, the AFL's 
aggressive and self-confident central union affiliate in the city. Foster's 
election was remarkable, considering the fact that he had lived and 
worked in Chicago, with frequent absences, only since September 1911. 
From the beginnings of his participation in the more radical dimensions 
of the American labor movement, Foster had proved able to gain a meas
ure of personal notoriety. This was partly the result of his ability to sell 
his pamphlets and "subs" to literate workingmen and unionists who were 
curious about the latest trends among radicals in the labor movement at 
home and abroad. In addition, Foster's reputation as a virulent critic of 
the wage system may have aided his rise—it was not unusual for AFL 
unionists to put such men in office as a show of their independence from 
the bosses.61 

At the same time, in Chicago, Foster probably gained some access to 
the inner circles of that city's labor movement through his relationship 
with Fox, Parsons, and Esther Abramowitz. The connection between 
these anarchists and the Chicago Federation of Labor was illustrated by 
the early career of Anton Johannsen, whom Earl Browder later described 
as the brains behind the CFL in the 1920s. Johannsen was an itinerant 
labor activist who found his forte and voice as a leading troubleshooter 
and specialist organizer for the powerful San Francisco Building Trades 
Council in the years before World War I. In Chicago, he maintained a 
friendship with Jay Fox, and had once helped him find work in the city. 
Esther was a friend of Johannsen's wife, Maggie. Johannsen told Hutch-
ins Hapgood that his relationship with the Chicago anarchists had helped 
him make a favorable impression in national AFL circles. "I began to 
meet the big fellows, men like John Mitchell and Sam Gompers, and I 
found that my acquaintance with radical ideas, slight as it then was, 
helped me with these men, no matter how conservative they were—and 
they always seem more conservative than they are in reality." Johannsen 
concluded that "there is no conception so close to trades-unionism as 
anarchism," but that a radical must not "advertise" his strong position in 
the unions. Despite his pragmatism, it was difficult for Johannsen to 
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maintain a low profile; he "at least knew" of the McNamara bombing 
conspiracy before it had been carried out, and was indicted in 1912 by a 
federal grand jury for crossing state lines to aid the structural iron work
ers' bombing campaign. 62 

A few years earlier, in 1913, John Spargo had predicted that syndical
ism would tend to "degenerate to the level of the most conservative labor 
unionism." In certain respects, this prediction was borne out by the ideol
ogy and activities of the ITUE L. The logic of Foster's position implied 
that, since unions were moving automatically toward revolution, there 
would be no point in fighting reactionary leaders, because these, too, 
would be caught up in the inevitable process. The ITUE L even laid "far 
less stress" than did the SLNA upon the importance of revolutionary con
sciousness among workers. Because unions were revolutionary by their 
very methodology and structure, there was no real reason to attempt to 
convert workers to a particular point of view. In 1937, Foster wrote that 
this theory was a "sag into right opportunism." At one point in his new 
pamphlet, he quoted Samuel Gompers on the beneficent effects of craft 
unionism. 63 

Foster gained the attention of the AFL president through their mutual 
interest in organizing a Labor Day parade in Chicago in 1916. Despite the 
great significance of May 1 for the Chicago labor movement and the pref
erence of many radicals for observance of May Day, Gompers endorsed 
the official Labor Day, thinking it generated favorable publicity for the 
unions. He wrote to Foster acknowledging him as "an advocate and de
fender of true trade unionism," based on his reading of some of Foster's 
articles for the Timber Workers' journal. It is unclear whether Gompers 
remembered Foster's angry challenge to the AFL at the Budapest conven
tion in 1911, but now he wrote that Foster "might render a valuable 
service to the toiling masses of our country to a [szc] clearer understand
ing of their duty as workers and trade unionists than prevails in the minds 
of many. Your past experiences and associations, together with your 
mental development should certainly prove an advantageous lesson to 
those who have not yet seen the true light of all that trade unionism 
portends." 64 

The ITUE L came into being in the middle of the industrial crisis of 
1914-15, before the boom brought on by war orders and the American 
preparedness campaign. Although it was a period of rapidly rising living 
costs and "spreading discontent among workers," the AFL unions were 
stagnant, the IW W had declined, and the Socialist party was still suffering 
from its 1912 split. Thus the ITUE L, conceived as an organization that 
could unify the relatively secure base of militants within the AFL unions, 
must have seemed to Foster to have been a promising proposition. Earl 
Browder, speaking in March 1945 after years of acrimonious factional 
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debates with Foster, asserted that in the 1910s, the function of Foster's 
small syndicalist group was to find a "few intelligent men and women 
here and there over the country who shared some common ideas about 
progress, and who had some sort of practical approach of how to bring 
it about and were not content with dreaming and ideals." 65 Foster had 
clearly traveled some ideological distance since 1910. Symbolically, when 
his old mentor, Hermon Titus, showed up at one CFL meeting attempting 
to convince workers to pledge to a general strike for the four-hour day on 
May 1, 1925, delegates complained impatiently that he was needlessly 
taking up their time. 

For Foster, what was "practical" meant abandonment of active oppo
sition to American participation in World War I. In the first months of the 
war he had inveighed bitterly against the conflict. In 1914 he submitted 
an article to the official AFL newspaper, the American Federationist, in 
which he excoriated the "patriotic attitude" of European Socialists, blam
ing them for failing to prevent the developing conflict. He predicted that 
the war would forever change the Socialist movement and predicted omi
nously that rank-and-file workers "will abandon the Socialist program of 
endless sentimental talk and will act." However, in 1916, at an ITUEL 
conference in Kansas City, Foster argued that the league should not take 
sides in the European conflict, and that American involvement was inevi
table. Unionists should not have any illusions that they could prevent it. 
According to Foster, radicals within the unions should ignore the moral 
issue of the war and focus their main attention on preparing to "take 
advantage of war conditions to organize the workers and raise bigger and 
bigger demands." To cinch his argument, he recounted how he had re
ceived a letter from Pierre Monatte, in which the French syndicalist leader 
warned that radicals within the French labor movement had been severely 
weakened by its extreme antiwar attitude prior to August 1914. Foster 
won overwhelming support for his views from the conference. In 1919, 
before a Senate committee investigating the steel strike, he even admitted 
that he had sold Liberty Bonds at one point during the war. Although this 
would later be used by his opponents in the Communist party to impugn 
his revolutionary purity, militant trade unionists at the time evinced little 
willingness to expose themselves to patriotic recriminations by opposing 
the war. 6 6  

Max Dezettel, the editor of the league's organ, the Labor News, drifted 
away from the organization as he entered into alliances with corrupt un
ionists against John Fitzpatrick, the president of the CFL. Later Foster 
wrote darkly that he was finally killed in an accident in a "scab" taxicab. 
However, Foster claimed that the ITUEL had members in Chicago locals 
of the Painters, Railway Carmen, Carpenters, Machinists, Barbers, Retail 
Clerks, Tailors, Ladies Garment Workers, Metal Polishers, and Iron 
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Molders. The activities of the ITUEL generally revolved around attempts 
by Foster, J. W. Johnstone, and several other delegates to the CFL to gain 
the support of that organization for progressive causes. Foster himself 
worked to establish a Chicago railroad council; his models were the 
Chicago building council of craft unions, and the federated council of 
railroad crafts that had just conducted the long and violent Illinois Cen-
tral-Harriman strike. On a theoretical plane, Foster's activities were con
sistent with Bakunin's conception of the role of the "militant minority": 
here the aim was to "foster the self-organization of the masses into auton
omous bodies, federated from the bottom upward." Still, many workers 
were suspicious of the federation idea, thinking that it merely allowed the 
railroads to save the effort of negotiating with a number of different 
crafts, and that it created another layer of jobs for union officialdom. 
Nonetheless, in May of 1916 Foster was able to report to the CFL that his 
committee of federated Chicago and Northwestern craft unionists had 
won a large increase in wages. Following the conclusion of the Harriman 
strike, he reported, "every railroad now concedes the federation system of 
organization, the railroads falling in line and dealing with them as 
such."67 

One nonwage issue that aroused the indignation and anger of labor 
movement activists in the late 1910s, was the imprisonment of the left-
wing socialist Tom Mooney in July 1916 for the bombing of a San Fran
cisco preparedness-day parade. Defense committees sprang up all over 
the nation. Most observers agreed that he was innocent of the crime; it 
was not until 1939 that a governor's pardon released him. For a genera
tion of young radicals, the Mooney case was a "crisis of conscience." 
Many Socialists, and later Communists, could trace their active participa
tion in the radical movement to their anger at the imprisonment of 
Mooney.68 

Mooney had earlier belonged to the SNLA, and in 1913 Foster had 
aided Mooney in his unsuccessful agitation to turn his union, the Iron 
Molders, into a "militant industrial union." Now, Foster and the ITUEL 
were deeply involved in efforts to publicize the Mooney case and raise 
funds for his defense. John Fitzpatrick gave Foster the job of organizing 
a CFL mass meeting for the support of Mooney. An acquaintance of Fos
ter's who had known him through Home Colony remembered that his 
efforts mobilized a large number of local anarchists and radicals. At the 
subsequent mass meeting, Foster spoke, as did William D. Haywood, Al
exander Berkman, and the famous Sinn Fein rebel Jim Larkin. In March, 
another mass meeting was planned, this time organized by Foster's friend 
Jack Johnstone, and far more ambitious in scope, since it was to take 
place in the Chicago Coliseum. The meeting was a great success; John 
Fitzpatrick, president of the Chicago Federation, noted that the crowd, 
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estimated to have been approximately seventeen thousand, was the larg
est for such an event in the federation's history.69 

The ITUEL as an organization did not last beyond the spring of 1917, 
finally resolving itself into a small group of not more than one hundred 
radicals working within the Chicago Federation of Labor. Yet, by 1917 
Foster and his small group of radicals had attained a certain amount of 
prominence and influence in the Chicago labor movement. Because of the 
willingness of John Fitzpatrick to encourage or at least acquiesce in his 
initiatives, a tremendous personal, political, and organizational opportu
nity arose that Foster proved adept at exploiting. A combination of social 
circumstances existed as well, which helped secure the acceptance and 
relevance of many of Foster's ideas. The complex development of the new 
unionism of the 1910s would eventually culminate in 1919 with the 
greatest wave of strikes in the nation's history. 

American participation in World War I and increasing federal inter
vention in labor disputes were of overwhelming importance in establish
ing the context of labor relations in which Foster would operate after 
1916. At the same time, the increasing centralization of large firms and 
corporations at the turn of the century created a crisis in labor manage
ment. As production became more and more complex, many businesses 
sought to establish rigid forms of hierarchical control that in turn inspired 
effective challenges by their workers. Increasingly, "as a naked and 
clearly visible system of power, hierarchical control revealed to the work
ers the oppressive nature of capitalist relations."70 If government inter
vention and the ideological issues attendant on the war helped to obfus
cate, to a certain extent, the nature of productive relations at the time, 
many workers were experiencing the exercise of capitalist power in its 
most transparent forms. 

In certain basic respects, William Foster's temperament and outlook 
did not fit with the emerging complexity of the American economy in the 
immediate pre- and postwar periods. For him, the central feature of social 
relations, both as experience and theory, was the "daily warfare" of 
worker and capitalist on the battlefield of the wages system. This battle 
was direct and unmediated, of explicitly violent implications, with noth
ing less than personal survival depending upon the outcome. This is the 
Foster of Syndicalism, the uncompromising radical possessed of a deep 
and unrelenting rage against "Society." Yet, by 1917, when he was thirty-
six years old, Foster had immersed himself in the activities of the progres
sive Chicago Federation of Labor; the trade union movement became, for 
him, the perfect expression of the possibility of working-class transcen
dence. His work in the Chicago Federation of Labor required a certain 
amount of circumspection and compromise, but it was a context in which 
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his personal ambition could find expression. It may also have provided 
him a kind of security and community that had been otherwise lacking in 
his experience. Eventually, Foster's radicalism would reassert itself and 
cause him to sever his ties with the leaders of the Chicago Federation. In 
the interim, though, he set out to fulfill what he now held to be the pri
mary duty of syndicalists in the class war: organize. 



Chapter 4 

LABOR ORGANIZI N G IN "THE JUNGLE" 

I N THE Y EARS after 1916 William Foster dedicated himself to a future of 
gradual trade union progress, which he thought would culminate in the 
abolition of the wages system. Although Foster's faith in the revolution
ary potential of unionism was not borne out in his lifetime, it is difficult 
to exaggerate the extent to which employers in the last years of the 1910s 
perceived unions to be radically inimical to the very foundations of their 
enterprises. In the industries where Foster was working as an organizer in 
these years, meatpacking and steel, managers and owners were absolutely 
steadfast in their refusal to recognize the collective bargaining organiza
tions that their workers were seeking to establish. Because employers 
were often unscrupulous and unyielding in their resistance to unioniza
tion, the basic issue in these organizing campaigns became, for Foster, the 
problem of power, and how workers, by themselves, might seize it. A few 
years before the beginning of the 1917 campaign to organize Chicago's 
packinghouse workers, he had been a member of a union delegation seek
ing to discuss a steamfitter's grievance with an Armour vice president. 
Upon being ushered into the executive's office, the workers were outraged 
to learn that he would only discuss the weather with them. According to 
Foster, the vice president finally shouted at the delegation that they 
should "go back to your trade union friends and tell them Organized 
Labor will never get anything from this company that it hasn't the power 
to take!"1 

By 1917, Foster had involved himself in nearly every variety of Ameri
can radicalism, from left-wing socialism to anarchism, but had finally 
found a niche for himself as a radical trade unionist in the Chicago Feder
ation of Labor. His writings and activities there reveal that he had trav
eled some distance, intellectually, from the days of his involvement with 
the Industrial Workers of the World. At the beginning of the decade, he 
had embraced the syndicalist, antiformalistic idealism of French radicals 
like Griffuelhes, Pelloutier, and Monatte. At that time, what was most 
important for Foster was not the structure of a particular Jabor organiza
tion, but the extent of militancy of the workers. If there was a common 
theme in Foster's writings in the early years of the 1910s, it was the im
portance of organization, regardless of its form, and the need for revolu
tionary activity to begin where workers were already organized as a class. 
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Yet, as a syndicalist who flirted briefly with anarchism, he evinced a 
strong distrust and animus toward trade union bureaucrats, and believed 
that a strong centralized union organization would stifle the initiative of 
radical "militant minorities." 

By 1916, Foster had embraced a kind of trade union teleology that 
enabled him to rationalize his work within the Chicago Federation of 
Labor. If trade unions are by their very morphology revolutionary or 
potentially revolutionary, then it is possible to work for purely trade 
union ends without compromising radical goals. Foster's syndicalism 
gradually emerged reformulated as a structuralism in which the rhetorical 
importance of revolution became secondary. The intellectual route from 
antiformalism to systematicity, however, was not as tortuous as one 
might expect. Foster, after all, was living in an age when the organiza
tional imperative seemed to dominate social discourse. Early in his career, 
he exhibited an inclination to frame his radicalism in positivistic terms; 
the revolution would be brought about by recourse to "scientific" obser
vations about society and its historical trends. Moreover, he continually 
portrayed his ideas as anti-"Utopian," contrasting them with the tactics of 
the IWW and the socialism of Eugene Debs. Foster's search for a revolu
tion that "worked" led him to posit a future society in which the great 
complexities of modern life might be rationally managed by technicians 
and experts. Finally, the Social Darwinism that crept into much of his 
rhetoric as a syndicalist allowed him to understand the development of 
"higher types" of unions as both inevitable and progressive. 

Foster was growing increasingly enamored with the possibilities inher
ent in workers' urge for concrete forms of empowerment, and less certain 
of the transformative power of propaganda and "education." It is signifi
cant for a consideration of Foster's actions after 1919 that his two great
est successes in the 1910s came as a result of his abilities as an organizer, 
and his perception that workers must first seize and maintain organiza
tional power before any vision of a society in which labor had a meaning
ful voice could be realized. In this sense, Foster's portrayal of his encoun
ter with the Armour vice president signified an important break with his 
earlier syndicalism. It was perhaps the first time that he came face to face 
with the intransigence of corporate power and its mute functionalism. 
The lesson, in part, was that the crucial dialogue for workers would be 
between organizations, not between men and ideas. 

Foster's hard pragmatism in this regard was best illustrated by his aban
donment of any public or principled opposition to American involvement 
in the war. This was a timely adaptation, in line with both Fitzpatrick's 
attitude and the stance of other radicals at the time. It approximated the 
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unofficial policy of the I WW, for instance, which was at the time mini
mizing its opposition to the war while attempting to establish organiza
tional gains in the industries where it was strongest.2 

However, the IWW, because it was widely perceived as a revolutionary 
movement, was mercilessly persecuted by federal and state governments 
after America's declaration of war in April 1917. By September, the Jus
tice Department had launched coordinated search and seizure assaults 
against every major IWW local in the country. Shortly thereafter, a Chi
cago grand jury indicted 166 IWW members on charges that they had 
interfered with the war effort. In August 1918, William D. Haywood, 
nearly fifty years old, was sentenced to twenty years in Leavenworth 
prison. The incarceration of numerous other Wobblies, and later of Eu
gene Debs, showed how easily revolutionary movements in the United 
States could be disabled. It was clearly a time when prominent radicals 
were faced with a simple choice brutally formulated: to what extent did 
the survival of their organizational aims depend upon the renunciation of 
principle? Debs, on the one hand, spent years in prison as a result of his 
defense of the principle of free speech. William D. Haywood forfeited the 
bail raised by many of his friends when he decided to flee to the Soviet 
Union after his conviction in 1918. Moreover, the extent and depth of the 
IWW prosecutions showed that the federal government was quite willing 
to use its vast power to attack the entire organizational base of radicalism 
in America. Thus the dilemma between survival and principle was felt, 
perhaps more acutely, at levels far below the leadership of revolutionary 
organizations. It is difficult to imagine Foster, with his prejudice against 
the "talk" of politics, risking jail for the principle of free speech. Yet the 
fact that he was able during this period to fight effectively for goals he 
genuinely believed were revolutionary must be considered a significant 
achievement, even though his conception of trade union organizing was 
scoffed at by many radicals.3 

By 1917 Foster had become convinced that the Chicago Federation of 
Labor could successfully organize the unskilled workers in the city's giant 
meatpacking industry. Later, he remembered beginning to contemplate 
this huge undertaking as he was walking to work one day in July 1917. 
He had proposed to Earl Browder's Workers' Educational League in 
Kansas City in 1915 that radical labor organizers should, during the 
world war, take advantage of labor shortages and escalating production 
in certain industries to raise greater and greater demands for labor. From 
Pierre Monatte, he had learned that vociferous denunciations of the Al
lied war effort had only served to isolate radicals from the labor move
ment in France. By 1917, Foster's prescience had been largely confirmed. 
No huge outcry against the persecution of the IWW and its leadership had 
developed among American workers by 1918. In meatpacking, the indus-
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try with which Foster was immediately concerned, production increased 
dramatically during the war years; American food, it was proposed in 
Chicago, would "win the war." As a result of the great demand for meat, 
and the manpower shortages caused by conscription, the huge numbers 
of unemployed who stood outside the packing concerns every morning 
seeking work began to diminish. Traditional sources of cheap labor were, 
of course, cut off as a result of the fighting in Europe. 4  Thus, the possibil
ity of undertaking such a campaign may have seemed fairly realistic to 
Foster and John Fitzpatrick at the time. 

Fitzpatrick, the man whom Foster had to convince of the realism of his 
project, was not an individual given to either quixotic daydreams or radi
cal panaceas. Born in Ireland in 1874 and brought to America by his 
uncle eight years later, he began work at an early age on the killing floors 
at Swift and Company in the Chicago stockyards. He learned the trades 
of blacksmith and horseshoer, and became active in his local of the Inter
national Union of Journeyman Horseshoers, and, later, of the Black
smiths, Drop Forgers and Helpers Union. A powerfully built man with a 
simple and direct manner, Fitzpatrick seemed to move easily into leader
ship positions in the Chicago labor movement. By 1902, he had been 
elected president of the Chicago Federation of Labor, an office that he 
ended up holding continuously, except for one term in 1908, from 1906 
to 1946. Fitzpatrick participated in the 1894 strike of the American Rail
way Union, and thus had occasion to witness first-hand the overwhelm
ing power of federal courts and injunctions in labor disputes, as well as 
the explicit boundaries of Samuel Gompers's voluntarist conception of 
American trade unionism. He was an ardent Irish nationalist, a friend of 
James Larkin. Until the 1920s, Fitzpatrick's Chicago Federation was 
known as a powerful center of progressive unionism, where radicals like 
Anton Johannsen and William Foster could be active organizationally 
while remaining otherwise circumspect. Fitzpatrick, like Foster, was com
mitted at this time to the development of a more powerful unionism or
ganized along "new lines." Both men considered industrial unionism an 
"evolutionary" principle. 5  

Despite Fitzpatrick's support for the meatpacking organizing cam
paign, it was not a foregone conclusion or inevitable by any means that 
unionism could succeed among Chicago's packinghouse workers. AFL 
unions had traditionally been unsupportive and suspicious of organiza
tional campaigns that aimed at unionizing black workers. Despite the 
developing labor shortages, the packers aggressively recruited workers 
from new sources of unskilled labor, especially among women and south
ern blacks. Married immigrant women were employed in large numbers 
for the first time in the packinghouses during the war. Inflation and the 
decline of the boarding system helped to encourage women to enter the 
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labor force in Chicago as a way of compensating for lost income. Con
comitantly, the Great Migration of black workers from the South had 
translated into a doubling of Chicago's black population during the war 
years. In earlier strikes in the packing industry, especially in 1894 and 
1904, the employers had aggressively recruited black strikebreakers; as a 
result, many unionists in Chicago considered blacks a "scab race." 6  

Moreover, the Chicago packing industry in 1917 represented a formi
dable array of consolidated business interests. Like many large industrial 
activities of the early twentieth century, meatpacking had become an oli
gopoly, with several large firms dominating all aspects of the business, 
each having expanded their concerns to include domination of the pro
duction, transportation, processing, and marketing of their product 
throughout the nation. At the same time, technological innovations on 
the shop floor continued to undercut traditional forms of workers' con
trol over the process of production. As early as the 1890s, the perfection 
of the "disassembly line" and the increasing division of labor and decline 
of skill it entailed had begun to erode the power of the craft unions in the 
packing industry. During World War I, the most basic form of worker 
resistance, quitting, was a widespread phenomenon in the packing
houses, but this only made the task of establishing and maintaining co
herent labor organizations more problematic. If, as Foster noted, the 
management of the packinghouse industry would only give to organized 
labor what organized labor had within its power to take, few observers at 
the time would have anticipated significant concessions on the part of the 
packers. 7  

For William Foster, the failure of the union impulse before 1917 was 
first a matter involving obsolete organizational forms, then a social diffi
culty attendant upon fragmentation and lack of unity within the commu
nity of workers. Later, he emphasized that from its inception, the idea 
behind the 1917 stockyards campaign had been that no group of workers 
was "unorganizable." The really important task, according to Foster, 
was creating an appropriate structure upon which to base the unionizing 
effort. It was essential, he wrote, for such a group to "organize itself 
rather than the packinghouse workers. Its problem was chiefly internal, 
not external." Because there was no such thing as an unorganizable 
group of workers, if a proper structure was established, "the actual bring
ing of the immense army of workers into the unions was bound to ensue." 
Foster's assumption was that if a small cadre of militant unionists, "an 
effective organizing force," could "organize itself" sufficiently, then 
workers would inevitably apprehend their own interests and join the 
union. Yet there was something coldly distant and manipulative about 
Foster's model. At first, he evinced little sympathy for the packinghouse 
workers themselves, and what he held to be their unwillingness or inabil-
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ity to organize themselves. At one point, he wrote of the "hopelessly and 
helplessly wretched, ignorant, starved-out and degenerate unorganized 
stockyards workers." 8  Foster's ideal was still that of a few stern and un
yielding militants doing battle with exploitative capitalists over control of 
an essentially undependable workforce. However, it was certainly an in
tensively activist ideal: the burden for an entire social transformation 
rested on the abilities of a small group of activists. 

Foster was quite aware of certain implacable social realities when he 
decided to initiate the stockyards organizing campaign, above all that of 
racism. The fact that Foster had witnessed routine, violent racism in the 
Philadelphia neighborhood where he grew up meant that he compre
hended the difficult role that black laborers played in Chicago's stock
yards in 1917 as well as the profound racial divisions that characterized 
the community. At the outset of the packinghouse organizing campaign, 
he seemed optimistic that blacks could be organized effectively, although 
by the 1920s his position in this regard would shift significantly. In 1917, 
his faith in unionism as the inevitable expression of workers' conscious
ness of their interests applied to blacks as well as whites and unskilled 
immigrant laborers. This faith in the power of organization allowed him 
to see in Chicago's packinghouse community the possibilities of solidarity 
and power rather than fragmentation and impotence. 

Yet, as Foster noted, in 1917, African American meatpacking workers 
were very suspicious and distrustful of the unions. If Foster tended to 
minimize the importance of this legacy, it is certain that John Fitzpatrick 
thoroughly understood the problems that the organizing campaign faced 
in this regard. Apart from the memories among white stockyard workers 
of the strikes of 189 4 and 1904, blacks in the packinghouse district had 
a variety of good reasons of their own for being resistant to unionization. 
Traditional craft union policies of exclusion or segregation proved to 
many blacks that the conditions to which they were exposed in the 
workplace and in the community could not be escaped merely through 
union membership. A significant number of recent migrants from the 
South in the packinghouse district undoubtedly had experience in union
ism and collective protest as former timber and sawmill workers, dock-
workers, and tenant farmers. However, many others from the rural South 
were unfamiliar with strikes and unions, or had perhaps migrated north 
in order to escape from localities where racist unions exercised job con
trol. In Chicago, the packing concerns donated funds to African Ameri
can community organizations and provided an immediate avenue of em
ployment for recent black immigrants. Quite realistically, the "white 
man's union" was seen as an obstacle to economic survival. 9  

Despite the apparent difficulties that would impede any attempt to un
ionize the stockyards, Foster went to a meeting of the Chicago District 
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Council of his craft union, the Railway Carmen, and proposed an organ
izational campaign. After securing the endorsement of this body, Foster 
and a committee of the Carmen approached Local 87 of the Amalga
mated Meat Cutters and Butcher Workmen and gained their approval for 
a resolution to be introduced at the regular meeting of the Chicago Feder
ation of Labor. On July 15, 1917, Foster and R. T. McQuillen of the 
Railway Carmen (a member of the ITUEL E xecutive Board), with Dennis 
Lane and Joe O' Kane of the Butcher Workmen, proposed to the Chicago 
Federation that a conference be called, as soon as possible, "of represen
tatives of all trade unions with jurisdiction over workers in the Union 
Stock Yards . . . for the purpose of launching and carrying on a united 
and vigorous campaign to bring within the protecting ranks of Organized 
Labor the vast army of exploited men, women and children in the meat 
packing industries of Chicago." After a brief speech by Foster calling for 
the cooperation of all trades in the meatpacking industry for the purpose 
of organizing the packinghouse workers, Dennis Lane of the Butcher 
Workmen stated that it "was about time the other trades took part in the 
work" of organization.10 

The following week, the Stockyards Labor Council was formed. It con
sisted of representatives from a variety of trades with jurisdiction over the 
packinghouse workers, including the Butcher Workmen, Railway 
Carmen, Machinists, Electricians, Coopers, Carpenters, Office Workers, 
Steam Fitters, Engineers, and Firemen. The Stockyards Labor Council 
(SLC), however, was only proto-industrial in form. It was, as John Fitz-
patrick noted, brought into existence primarily as a way of organizing the 
workers into the various craft unions. It did not, at first, have any power 
to propose wage scales or negotiate grievances; this authority remained in 
the hands of the international unions. Nonetheless, a great step toward 
unity had been taken. The SLC functioned under one executive board and 
one set of business agents and organizers. Although neither Foster nor 
Fitzpatrick could have gained support for a bona fide industrial union 
within the existing framework of the AFL, Foster wrote that "we infused 
our whole movement with the spirit of industrial unionism." According 
to Dennis Lane, the president of the Amalgamated, the SLC drafted a set 
of laws nonetheless which, if put into effect, would have overridden the 
authority of the affiliated international unions.11 

Even without the enactment of such laws, the formation of the Stock
yards Labor Council to direct an organizational campaign aimed at all 
workers in an industry as economically central as meatpacking was an 
unprecedented event. Foster compared the SLC with the system federa
tions of railroad workers that had been established in the 1910s, but the 
tasks involved in organizing the packinghouse industry were on another 
order of magnitude. Moreover, the campaign was initiated only months 
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after the United States had entered the war, at a time when the open shop 
was widely equated with Americanism. Employers and state militia had 
not hesitated to crush unionizing attempts by the IWW during the war in 
industries that were deemed just as vital to the war effort. Significantly, 
Foster again looked overseas for a concrete instance of the success of 
industrial unionism, for an example to illustrate the potential of a body 
like the SLC. In addition to the example afforded by the system federa
tions of railway workers in the United States, he pointed to the recent 
successes of English transport workers, whose craft unions had been 
amalgamated into federations; he believed that "the power of the packing 
interests could be broken down in a similar way by the organization of all 
workers in the industry."12 

Foster was elected secretary of the SLC, an important indication of the 
extent to which he had become a recognized and trusted figure in the 
Chicago Federation. He later remembered that at first, he, J. W. 
Johnstone and several former ITUEL members worked as volunteers to 
get the SLC started. Eventually, unnamed CFL officials prevailed upon 
the president of the Brotherhood of Railway Carmen to appoint Foster as 
a full-time organizer for a ninety-day period. According to Foster, the 
Amalgamated was suspicious of the SLC's endeavor from the beginning, 
and the CFL paid only the expenses of the first mass meeting. Eventually, 
an organizing corps was established that consisted of various officials and 
volunteers from the allied crafts, including members of the Chicago 
Women's Trade Union League. In August, Foster reported to a meeting of 
the Chicago Federation that the first session of the SLC had included del
egates and representatives from nineteen separate craft unions. In Sep
tember, some months after the formation of the SLC, the public phase of 
the organization campaign began in earnest. A mass meeting was held on 
Sunday, September 9, with only mixed results. It was reported that four
teen hundred individuals were present at this initial gathering; yet, when 
the call for joining the unions was announced, few responded. Workers 
were reluctant at first because of company informers in their midst, and, 
according to Foster, because of the "long years of AFL betrayal and in
competence" in the meatpacking industry.13 

Nonetheless, the various business agents, delegates, and presidents of 
the unions affiliated with the SLC met every Monday night for four 
months, and gradually gains in membership were achieved. It is clear that 
before the SLC was organized, workers in the packing industry had be
come restless, mindful of the opportunities afforded by the wartime labor 
shortages. Several short strikes, initiated by the rank and file, occurred in 
1916 and 1917; the companies responded by raising the common labor 
rate. By the end of 1917, this unionization impulse, together with the 
energetic work of the SLC activists, had resulted in some noteworthy sue-
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cesses. By early 1918, the extent of organization in the stockyards stood 
at 25 to 50 percent of the work force. Membership in the Butcher Work
men increased by twenty thousand from July 1917 to January 1918. Fitz-
patrick noted with satisfaction as early as October that a number of un
ions had "added materially to their membership" as a result of the 
campaign.14 

All involved in the packinghouse drive recognized that the single most 
important factor in determining its success or failure was the willingness 
of blacks to join the effort. J. W. Johnstone proposed in September to the 
CFL that some African-American packinghouse workers, despite the fact 
that they had no organization as yet, were voluntarily organizing meet
ings in response to the SLC's campaign. Yet, the resistance and suspicion 
among blacks remained strong. Of the approximately twenty unions af
filiated with the SLC, most drew the color line quite sharply. No union 
was more notorious for excluding African Americans than Foster's 
Brotherhood of Railway Carmen, for instance. By September, rumors 
were spreading in Chicago that the packers were seeking a strike as a way 
of crushing the unionizing drive, and that the companies were recruiting 
a huge force of black strikebreakers from the South.15 

The SLC secured Samuel Gompers's permission to enroll African 
Americans who were excluded from membership in the various allied 
craft unions into separate "federal" locals. At first, it was planned that 
black butcher workmen would be organized into the large Amalgamated 
locals of unskilled workers, but some African Americans protested their 
minority status in these unions. In response, an all-black local was estab
lished, but this device proved untenable because of accusations that the 
new union was a "Jim Crow" proposition. Realizing that this criticism 
would be fatal to the campaign, Foster and the SLC agreed that mass 
Butcher Workmen locals should be established on a neighborhood basis, 
with membership in both white and black community-based unions being 
theoretically interchangeable. At the time, Foster believed that African 
Americans should be organized into "existing unions." These workers, 
he noted, object to "Jim Crow" unionism and "insist, rightfully so, that 
if they are to come into the trade union movement they should come into 
it upon the basis of equality." However, in the end, the butcher work
men's unions into which blacks were organized were de facto segregated 
locals. The placement of African Americans belonging to the affiliated 
trades into "federal" unions was only a temporary expedient; when the 
AFL unions refused to permit blacks to transfer their membership to their 
respective craft locals, many dropped out of the federal organizations.16 

Nonetheless, between July 1917 and January 1918, the Stockyards 
Labor Council had established a precarious unity among stockyard 
workers. Estimates of black membership in the SLC-created mass locals 
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varied, and immigrants joined the movement in uneven increments. Al
though Foster had envisioned an industrial-type union solidarity in the 
stockyards, tensions and differences existed that would ultimately help 
bring about the defeat of the unions. The complex structure of the SLC 
divided skilled packinghouse workers, who joined the Amalgamated lo
cals, from unskilled laborers who were organized into the various com
munity-based unions. Similarly, the neighborhood locals ended up as sep
arate ethnic unions in practice, with women, Polish workers, and blacks 
in different organizations. To an overwhelming extent, the most dedi
cated unionists proved to be the Poles; they were the largest foreign-born 
group in the packinghouse labor force. Much of the SLC's success in or
ganizing this group was attributable to the efforts of John Kikulski, a 
charismatic speaker who helped bring Polish workers into the unions in 
huge numbers. Foster reported that "a great deal of the credit for the 
success of the movement will be due to the energetic work of Kikulski and 
. . . if he had not turned out and taken the grip on the situation that he 
does, it is very questionable whether the campaign would have been 
successful."17 

The stockyards campaign was the first time that Foster appeared as a 
speaker and leader before large audiences. While he was undoubtedly 
effective, and was able to hold the attention of his audiences, Foster was 
not a particularly charismatic figure. His appeal consisted in a straight
forward delivery, made without artifice or embellishment, that pro
gressed logically through each point that he established. Jeanette Pearl, a 
Chicago trade union activist, noted that Foster embodied a "new type of 
labor leadership." 

[He] does not possess the overpowering, gigantic force of a DeLeon, the 

emotional sweep of a Haywood, nor the great humanitarian ebullition of 

Debs. His power is centered on an elemental simplicity for interpretation, 

combined with a dynamic force for "putting it across." Foster rivets one's 

attention and the subject matter he presents is made so vivid, so plain and so 

elementally obvious, there is no need for intellectual straining and exertion. 

Listening to Foster, one does not feel as if in the presence of the mighty. 

Pearl, writing in 1922, noted that "there is nothing overbearing in his 
personality," no "straining to dominate and capture control." Foster, she 
wrote, was a "technical expert" more than an orator or compelling intel
lectual. Foster himself understood his abilities in these terms. Later, he 
reflected that from the very beginning of his career in the labor movement 
he had seen himself as a "specialist" in "mass organizational work." 
Foster's power as a speaker was derived from his ability to frame his 
arguments for complex economic and organizational issues in lucid and 
astringent terms, coloring his rhetoric only incidently with irony or a 
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smoldering, carefully controlled outrage. He was mostly concerned with 
establishing the simple logic and means of empowerment, and increas
ingly, because of his position as a trade unionist, he left the implications 
of his tactics for others to decide.18 

Foster's self-conception mirrored that of the central personalities of the 
era in which he lived. It was the era of the ascendant social science special
ist, especially personified by the sociologists and reformers (especially ac
tive in Chicago at the time) who found receptive audiences in expanding 
state and local bureaucracies as well as in the Roosevelt and Wilson ad
ministrations. At the same time, some turn-of-the century Progressives, 
notably Theodore Roosevelt, embraced a kind of warrior ethos that de
fined manhood at least in part as the quest for the kind of authenticity 
that only warfare could provide. Foster explicitly sought an identity as 
both a syndicalist "warrior" and a trade union specialist; his bureau
cratic, reformist, and managerial impulses both melded and conflicted 
with those of the proletarian class warrior throughout his career.19 

In spite of the disappointing immediate results of the September mass 
meeting, in the following months, as Foster wrote in 1918, "a living tor
rent poured into the unions." At a November 4 meeting of the Chicago 
Federation, Foster reported that the SLC had gone on record for "imme
diate action" in response to the organizing efforts of the previous months, 
and was pressing officials of the international to call a conference in Chi
cago. He noted that the "contagion for organization had sprung up all 
over the country," and that this meant that the campaign was now a 
"national proposition" that was effectively "out of the hands of the lo
cals." He proposed that much of the responsibility for the success of the 
campaign now rested with the internationals, and that if these organiza
tions would exert 5 percent of the energy that the Chicago campaign had 
exhibited, "every packing house in the country will be organized." Ac
cording to Foster's autobiographical account of the campaign, he was, at 
this point, attempting to push the Amalgamated officials into a situation 
where they would eventually have to call a strike. Foster noted that the 
more militant SLC organizers were "proceeding on a militant strike pol
icy," and that the workers themselves were "strike minded."20 

As a result of growing pressure from the rank and file and Foster's 
group of SLC organizers, the Amalgamated convened a conference on 
November 11 in Omaha, where they formulated a set of demands, includ
ing union recognition, wage increases of a dollar a day, overtime pay, 
equal pay for women, and the eight-hour day. Subsequently, representa
tives of the international unions in packing met in Chicago and adopted 
a similar set of demands. This confident formalization of grievances, con
comitantly with the growing organizational strength of the movement, 



100 CHAPTER 4 

helped build further momentum for the unionizing drive. At this point the 
Stockyards Labor Council was beginning to act like a union, pressuring 
the internationals to prepare and endorse a negotiating position. Accord
ing to Fitzpatrick, the council had "outlined their propositions" to the 
international officers before the Omaha conference, even though the ac
tual presenting of grievances was the responsibility of the international 
unions. A week after the formulation of demands by the Amalgamated 
and the internationals in Chicago, Foster told the Chicago Federation 
that the next move was up to the packers, and that if they "do not move 
in the right direction, we will have to insist on our rights." Foster noted, 
according to the minutes of the meeting, that "the 70,000 people working 
in the packing plants throughout the country for many years have had 
nothing to say about the conditions under which they shall work, but 
within the last three or four months they have been able to raise their 
hands and say they want something."21 

Yet, the employers remained confident. Despite the successes of the 
unionizing campaign, they refused to meet with a delegation consisting of 
Lane, Fitzpatrick, and Foster that had been chosen to present the work
ers' demands. In one plant, sixty workers who were wearing union but
tons were summarily discharged. Again, the Stockyards Labor Council 
took the initiative, deciding by unanimous vote to ask the international 
unions to take a strike vote. A conference of the international representa
tives was duly called, and a strike vote was authorized. On Thanksgiving 
Eve, the packinghouse workers voted overwhelmingly to give the union 
leadership the power to call a strike. Foster, Johnstone, and other SLC 
organizers were eager for a walkout, but Fitzpatrick and Lane were not. 
Faced with the strike dilemma, the Chicago labor leaders were apparently 
relieved by Samuel Gompers of the responsibility for making a final deci
sion. According to Foster in 1918, "a telegram was sent to the officials of 
the A.F.L. [in Washington, D.C.] advising them" of the strike vote. In 
turn, the AFL immediately "notified the Department of Labor and a me
diator, Fred L. Feick, appeared upon the scene." Writing in 1937, Foster 
recalled that "we were immediately infested with agents of the Federal 
Mediation Commission." Judging from the later actions of the SLC in 
resisting government mediation, it is indeed likely that Foster and 
Johnstone were adamantly opposed to the prospect of arbitration. Foster 
made his attitude toward mediation explicit in a contemporary account:22 

"In a number of recent Chicago strikes Government mediators have inter
vened, been defied and ridiculed by the employers and have had to pack 
their grips and depart, leaving the workers infinitely worse off than if the 
mediators had stayed out of the affair altogether. In such cases the work
ers naturally conclude that if the Government can do nothing with their 
autocratic employers it is useless for them to keep up the fight, and a lost 
strike results." 
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Foster's vision of the dangers of federal intervention came close to real
ization when Feick and his agents left Chicago, unable to bring about 
even a meeting between the packers and the labor representatives. Appar
ently, once it had been decided to attempt to secure government media
tion, it was felt necessary by the unions involved to increase pressure still 
further through political channels. Foster himself, while distrustful of me
diation, knew that a strike would have been difficult to win, given the 
opposition of the AFL and the leaders of the national officials of the 
dozen federated stockyard unions. Fitzpatrick later testified that Feick 
had told him after the breakdown of the first mediation effort that the 
packers were eager for a strike. Subsequently, representatives of the 
Amalgamated, the SLC, the Chicago Federation, and the various affili
ated crafts traveled to Washington and ended up, through Gompers's 
offices, in a conference with Newton Baker, the secretary of war. As a 
result of this meeting, a binding arbitration agreement was signed that 
provided that there would be no strikes or lockouts during the period of 
the war, and no union recognition. Even so, the packers refused to partic
ipate meaningfully in the process, and again a committee of Chicago 
labor leaders went to Washington. Finally, under pressure from the 
Wilson administration, the packers agreed to involve themselves seriously 
in the arbitration process. Not the least threatening to the packers had 
been the prospect, widely discussed at the time, of government seizure of 
their plants.23 

Thus, in the first months of 1918, the federal government emerged as 
the most important broker of power in Chicago's stockyards, an arena 
where the day-to-day relationship between the companies and their em
ployees had generally been dictated by the brutal logic of the labor mar
ket. It is possible to see Fitzpatrick and Lane arrayed on one side of the 
labor equation in the developing conflict, each man acutely mindful of the 
history of the major strikes in Chicago in which packinghouse workers 
had been involved. On the other side of the equation, Foster, Johnstone 
and other militants sought to develop the threat of a strike, fully intending 
to bring about another open conflict if the packinghouse workers' griev
ances were not addressed. Each side, in 1918, was essential to any favora
ble outcome of the situation for labor. Fitzpatrick and Lane benefited 
from the activities of the radicals, employing the SLC's agitation and ag
gressive organization campaign as a way of building their organizations 
and pressing the packers into arbitration. Foster and Johnstone, former 
Wobblies, needed the cover of legitimacy afforded by their affiliation with 
the Chicago Federation of Labor in order realistically to pursue their own 
aims. Far from being atypical, this kind of syncretic arrangement was 
basic to much of what organized labor was able to achieve in the twenti
eth century. John L. Lewis, for instance, never hesitated to employ the 
threats of radicals as a way of pushing labor's demands at the highest 
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levels of state and local government, and his skillful management of such 
threats became the basis for much of his influence outside of the labor 
movement.24 

However mistrustful of government interference he may have been at 
first, Foster must have been pleased at the outcome of the first phase of the 
arbitration. The final decision by Samuel Alschuler, the arbitrator, 
awarded the workers the basic eight-hour day, overtime pay, and signifi
cant pay increases. A parade of witnesses at the public hearings had testi
fied to the horrific working conditions in the stockyards. "It was as if the 
characters in The Jungle, quickened into life, had come to tell their story 
from the witness chair," Foster wrote. During the hearings, Foster played 
a significant role, helping to organize the workers' testimony and assist
ing with the portrayal of conditions in the yards. In 1919, during the 
height of the steel strike and amid accusations that Foster, the chief or
ganizer, was a dangerous radical, Alschuler wrote that Foster's activities 
during the packinghouse hearings had seemed innocuous enough. During 
the arbitration, according to Alschuler, Foster "seemed to act as an ad
viser to the representatives of the employees, and was apparently relied 
on for the production of documents, figures and references as they were 
wanted in the hearing. After that award was made many questions arose, 
both as to interpretation and compliance, which necessitated many hear
ings of grievances, wherein Mr. Foster often represented the employees." 
Furthermore, Alschuler wrote, "In his representation of the employees in 
the various controversies before me in which he participated he impressed 
me as being particularly intelligent, honorable, moderate, tactful, and 
fair. His manner of presentation and his occasional apt literary references 
led me to inquire of others as to his early advantages, and I learned with 
some wonder that they were absolutely nil, and on the contrary all the 
very reverse of advantages." 

Alschuler's statement shows how easily Foster was able, in the highly 
charged atmosphere of 1918-19, to restrain his more radical impulses 
and assume the persona of moderation. His career to this point might 
easily have served as an encyclopedia of American radicalisms, but by the 
time he was gaining a degree of prominence and success as a labor organ
izer, his radicalism had become even more imprecise and protean. 
Alschuler concluded that "if in his earlier wanderings he imbibed for a 
time fantastic, extreme or destructive social ideas, I am sure there was 
nothing developed in the many conferences and hearings in which he par
ticipated which would indicate that he still harbored them."25 

It is possible to gain an understanding of the nature of Foster's abilities 
as a labor leader through an examination of his role in the conflict that 
erupted between workers and employers in the Union Stockyards and 
Transit Company—the corporation, formed by a combination of rail-
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road and packing interests, that coordinated the arrival and distribution 
of cattle at the stockyards—shortly after the first Alschuler award. The 
managers of the company refused to sign the Alschuler agreement, so 
Foster, still secretary of the Stockyards Labor Council, and J. W. 
Johnstone, who was the improbable chairman (he was a member of a 
painters' local at the time) of the recently organized Livestock Handlers' 
Union, immediately took the fifteen hundred workers in the yards out on 
strike. Johnstone's organization was acting in this case as a de facto in
dustrial union; the workers it represented included engineers, oilers, fire
men, and electrical workers as well as steamfitters, tinsmiths, bricklayers, 
carpenters, cement workers, painters, roofers, and sewer workers. In
stantly, as Foster later described it, the strike stopped the transfer of all 
cattle, sheep, and hogs into the stockyards, bringing the industry to a halt. 
Foster and Johnstone were threatened by Department of Justice officials, 
who claimed that the strike was harmful to the war effort.26 

As a result of the strike, the U.S.Y. Sc T accepted the terms of the earlier 
Alschuler award, and agreed to submit the stock handlers' demands for a 
further wage increase and double time on Sundays and holidays to 
Alschuler for arbitration. William B. Wilson, the secretary of labor, had 
sent telegrams to the Union Stockyards Company and Foster, urging that 
the strike be suspended.27 Significantly, the final agreement was negoti
ated between the U.S.Y. & T and the Stockyards Labor Council; the SLC 
was acting in this case as the bargaining agent for all of the affiliated 
crafts. In this whole situation, Foster and Johnstone showed that they 
would not hesitate to call a strike as a way of accomplishing their de
mands. At the level of the workplace and in the union, Foster was instinc
tively a radical, aggressively creating the impetus and organizational 
framework for strikes and job actions. Testifying at the arbitration hear
ings, he showed that he could master statistical minutiae and details con
cerning complex wage scales, as well as the history and conditions of the 
stock handlers' work. In the context of negotiation, Foster could argue the 
subtleties of contracts and work rules with the most legally sophisticated 
company lawyers. As a strike leader, he was capable of militant and deci
sive action in the defense of what he believed to be the workers' interests. 

Yet, Foster remained circumspect about his aims. Near the conclusion 
of the arbitration hearings, he argued eloquently within the framework of 
traditional trade union rhetoric. Proposing that he felt personally that the 
concept of a "living wage" was a "disgraceful standard," he asserted that 
"we have just reached a point where we can demand a living wage, and 
we are going past that living wage standard and are going to ask for a 
share in the product of industry. They are already doing that in England, 
and we believe that we are entitled to it." However, he did not propose 
anything as drastic as expropriation. The time will soon come, he be-
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lieved, when "we shall be recognized as partners in industry, and our 
standard of living will not be set to [sic] by competition nor by figuring 
out just how little we can barely live on, but it will be figured out on a 
basis of a partner in industry." He believed that this vision of asking for 
more of a share of the product of labor and "partnership" in industry 
would ultimately result in the destruction of the wages system. Yet in 
1918 he was skillful enough to persuade his interlocutors, including 
Alschuler, that such demands merely encompassed the legitimate rights of 
labor.28 

During the months leading up to the Alschuler decision, Foster had 
evidently been contemplating the initiation of an organizing campaign in 
the steel industry. After all, he reasoned, if the trust-dominated meatpack
ing industry had shown itself vulnerable to organization, then a similar 
campaign might be aimed at America's very largest monopolized busi
ness. Furthermore, he wrote, "I had no idea of settling down as a trade 
union official in the packing industry."29 There is no doubt that Foster 
was an ambitious man, an individual who envisioned the possibility of 
leading mass national walkouts against powerful and integrated modern 
corporations. His avowedly internationalist perspective lent a sense of 
confidence to his initiation of the packinghouse and steel campaigns. 
Thus only a little more than a month after the first Alschuler award in the 
packinghouse industry, Foster proposed a resolution before a meeting of 
the Chicago Federation of Labor on April 7, 1918, that called upon the 
AFL to begin an organizing drive in the steel industry.30 

By the summer of 1918, Foster's activities in initiating the steel cam
paign were taking up much of his time, and he began to turn responsibil
ity for the Stockyards Labor Council over to J. W. Johnstone. The work 
of Johnstone and Foster in the stockyards campaign seemingly verified 
Foster's idea that mass organizational campaigns and strikes would gain 
vital momentum and coherence through the activities of a militant minor
ity. Foster had gained his position as secretary of the SLC and AFL organ
izer as a result of his aggressive work in the Chicago Federation. The 
movement appeared to have little regard for established procedure or 
traditional conceptions of trade union "democracy." Dennis Lane, the 
secretary of the Amalgamated, noted that after the various packinghouse 
internationals had given up some of their jurisdictional rights to the 
Stockyards Labor Council, the "self-elected" leaders of the SLC went on 
to "make laws to suit themselves." He also observed that "when Foster 
left to take up his new duties as Secretary-Treasurer of the organization 
committee in the iron and steel industry . . . [he] turned the office of Secre
tary-Treasurer of the Stock Yards Labor Council over to 'friend 
Johnstone' without an election or even consulting the delegates of the 
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council, and Johnstone has perpetuated himself in that office ever 
since."31 

By 1916, Johnstone, Foster's former IWW and Syndicalist League as
sociate, had insinuated himself into the CFL by way of the Mooney de
fense campaign. During the later phases of the packinghouse organizing 
effort, Dennis Lane reflected bitterly on Johnstone's tenuous relationship 
with the Chicago labor movement, and provided some insight into the 
tactics of the group of militants with which Foster was associated. "J. W. 
Johnstone blew into Chicago along with a small band of IWW's from the 
Northwest only a short time before the organization campaign was put 
on in the stock yards at Chicago. He claimed to be a member of the 
Painter's Union, but to this day I have never met a soul that has ever 
known Johnstone to do a day's work at this trade or any other trade 
where manual labor is required." Johnstone, according to Lane, "injected 
himself" into the stockyards campaign.32 

The importance of federal intervention in the stockyard unionizing 
drive is illustrated by the fact that by November 1918, after the first 
Alschuler award, the Amalgamated had 62,857 members on its rolls, 
over twice the number that had been achieved as of January 1918, when 
the campaign was several months old. "The Alschuler award was but a 
dream for the workers, it meant so much to the average men and 
women," wrote Arthur Kampfert, a packinghouse worker who witnessed 
the 1917-19 organizing drive. According to Kampfert, the award "estab
lished a pattern for human decency, education and independence" for 
packinghouse workers. However, for Kampfert at least, it was the unions 
that best symbolized the aspirations of the workers. The lesson gained by 
the organization campaign and the subsequent improvements in the 
stockyards was that "you had to fight; live and die for the union." Yet, 
Kampfert was expressing an ambiguity that lay at the very heart of the 
organizing campaign. Where did the locus of power ultimately reside?33 

The answer to this question would be determined in the postwar pe
riod, when the Alschuler administration expired. Foster, in midsummer, 
was optimistic about the future of unionism in the stockyards. He wrote 
to Frank Walsh, who had acted as the workers' attorney in the arbitration 
hearings, that "we are doing very well here in the Yards. The organiza
tions maintain themselves very good, in spite of the croakers who said 
they would fall to pieces as soon as the excitement died out. I think the 
foundations of unionism have been solidly laid in the packing industry 
for a long time to come." At the same time, the Stockyards Labor Council 
was acting aggressively to extend organization into different branches of 
the meatpacking industry. One of the by-products of the industry was 
soap, and the Fairbanks Company, which made the "Gold Dust Twins" 
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detergent, had a big plant in Chicago. In order to stave off the unionizing 
drive, the company fired several union activists and then attempted to 
establish a company union. Foster noted that an elaborate employee ben
efits plan was instituted that included pensions, organized sports, and 
improved sanitary conditions. Despite these improvements, Foster and 
Johnstone worked assiduously to get across the message that the workers' 
"only protection was in a trade union." Foster wrote to Walsh that while 
the company refused to meet with the SLC, "all the trades are standing 
together. I think we will soon bring the company to its senses." Once 
again, the SLC was acting as a union. It not only organized the Fairbanks 
workers, but presented demands and threatened to call a strike. Finally, 
the company was forced to negotiate a settlement with Johnstone.34 

Despite Foster's optimism, as the war drew to a conclusion, it became 
increasingly evident in the packinghouses that the gains of the unions 
were not as solid as they appeared. The SLC and Fitzpatrick had been 
able to secure government intervention and mediation only under the 
condition that the union was not to be formally recognized as a bargain
ing agent for the workers, and that no preferential shop would be estab
lished. In the last months of 1918, Alschuler began to back away from the 
wage standards he had established during the war. On the basis of hear
ings held in December 1918 and January 1919, only small wage increases 
were granted to the unions. As the war ended, foremen in the packing
houses told workers that after the war, when the arbitration agreement 
expired, the packers would reestablish their ascendancy on the shop floor 
by dismissing those individuals who had been active in the union. Also 
mindful of the impending end of the wartime labor shortages, workers 
began to back away from the union, or, as Lane described it, "place them
selves in a position where they might deny their affiliation with the 
union." In the declining months of the unionizing drive, according to 
Kampfert, rumors circulated in the plants that the "concessions granted 
were not through the efforts of the union, but that the government had 
ordered them granted."35 

Furthermore, the unions were beset by factional maneuvering and jeal
ousies. Lane became jealous of the SLC's power. It is noteworthy that by 
the summer of 1919, the Stockyards Labor Council was beginning to 
resemble what Foster had long warned against, a dual industrial union. 
By March 1919, the Stockyards Labor Council had thirty-eight "affili
ated organizations" on its letterhead. These allied locals included 
steamfitters, laborers, office employees, stock handlers, steam engineers, 
structural iron workers, machinists, railway carmen, shipping clerks, and 
the Women's Trade Union League, in addition to locals more directly 
involved in the meat industry like stock handlers, hog and cattle butchers, 
boners, casing workers, butcher workmen, and laborers. The SLC fought 
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with Lane's Butcher Workmen in June 1919 over the issue of whether to 
force a showdown with the companies on union recognition or extend the 
Alschuler agreement for a period of one year after the war had ended, as 
the packers proposed. The SLC favored a strike, but the internationals 
decided to pursue the more cautious policy, and the agreement was ex
tended. The SLC leaders claimed that Lane and the officials of the interna
tionals had signed the agreement without consulting them. Lane was de
termined not to allow the development of a bona fide industrial union 
within his jurisdiction.36 

In a bid to reestablish his authority, in July Lane established a new 
council, District Council 9, as a way of countering the SLCs power in the 
stockyards. The locals into which the vast majority of the newly organ
ized packinghouse workers had been enrolled by the SLC refused to join 
Lane's new council. The national office of the AFL stood behind its inter
national president, Lane. Secretary-treasurer Frank Morrison of the AFL 
wrote to Fitzpatrick in September and demanded that Kikulski and John 
Riley, an effective African American organizer, cease their organizing ef
forts on behalf of the SLC. He asked pointedly if the SLC was indeed a 
branch of the Chicago Federation as it had been advertising. Lane fulmi
nated that the jurisdiction of the SLC "was stretched to such an extent 
that their noses were stuck into the national affairs of our movement." 
Foster, of course, identified the organizational incoherence and factional
ism that beset the unions in the summer of 1919 as the most important 
cause of the unions' eventual downfall. "The great weakness of our Chi
cago Stockyards Labor Council," he observed, was that "actual control 
of the international unions involved remained in the hands of reactionary 
A.F.L. officials." The introduction of a second council echoed the split in 
union forces that had helped bring about the failure of the 1904 strike.37 

The split between the Amalgamated and the SLC occurred at a turbu
lent and vital juncture for Chicago's organized labor movement. Angered 
by postwar wage cuts, layoffs, and the increasing cost of living, workers 
throughout the city engaged in job actions and strikes. Foster's steel or
ganizing campaign was just beginning in earnest in Gary and South Chi
cago. By July 1919, according to one estimate, approximately 250,000 
workers in Chicago were on strike, threatening to strike, or locked out. A 
telegram sent on July 19 by the Chief of Staff of the U.S. Military Intelli
gence Division in Chicago to his superiors in Washington implied that the 
situation was revolutionary: "Estimated 150,000 men on strike in Chi
cago. Probably 200,000 or more by Wednesday morning. Russians, 
Poles, Lithuanians predominate. Russian radicals dominate. Situation 
critical." A military intelligence agent visited the IWW headquarters and 
heard it reported that J. A. Jones was developing various sabotage plans 
aimed at the meatpacking companies. Jones was a delegate to the CFL 
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from the same Painters' Union local as Johnstone, Local No. 147. Foster 
noted that the ITUEL group in Chicago had made "it a special point to 
work with the 'educational' or sabotage committees of the locals in
volved" in Chicago strikes of the late 1910s. Most alarming to domestic 
intelligence agencies was the fact that in August and September, the 
American Communist and Communist Labor parties held their founding 
conventions in Chicago.38 

Foster witnessed the final breakup of the stockyards organizing cam
paign from the perspective of his involvement in the steel unionizing 
drive. By the end of the summer of 1919, he must have been both sad
dened and alarmed by the failures of the Stockyard Labor Council, which 
he had played so large a role in establishing. The end of the council, after 
all, did not bode well for the AFL's efforts in steel, an industry where 
organizers had to face many of the same difficulties that packing had 
presented, only on a much larger scale. Other than the confusion created 
by the retrogressive maneuvers of Dennis Lane, what was most salient 
about the tragedy that unfolded in Chicago's packinghouse industry was 
that the problem of race helped to undermine the initiatives of the pro
gressive unionists. While the history and etiology of the open racial con
flicts that erupted in Chicago in the summer of 1919 are quite complex, 
the Labor Council's organizational efforts suffered as a result of the vio
lence. Employers took advantage of racial, ethnic, and organizational di
visions within the Labor Council and the Chicago Federation. Despite the 
best efforts of the council, racial attacks on unorganized blacks occurred 
in some districts. At the same time, Lane escalated his campaign to restrict 
the prerogatives of the SLC's organizers. ByJanuary 1920 the council was 
finally forced to resign from the Chicago Federation.39 

During a subsequent investigation of the Chicago race riots, Foster 
acknowledged the idea that African Americans had been particularly sus
ceptible to the blandishments of the employers. The only way that black 
workers could advance in the industry, according to one leaflet he cited, 
was to "stick in with the boss and then when there is a strike to step in 
and take the jobs that are left. ..." Foster's choice of words seemed to 
reinforce the beliefs of conservative unionists: blacks were "constitution
ally opposed to unions," he testified, "and all our forces could not break 
down that opposition." However, the reason for the reluctance of African 
Americans, he stated, was racism: "The colored man as a blood race has 
been oppressed for hundreds of years. The white man has enslaved him, 
and they don't feel confidence in the trade unions." Nonetheless, Foster 
remained optimistic, despite the conflicts that attended the unionizing ef
forts. He observed that "there is more real fraternal feeling among the 
black and white workers than in any other grade of society." As soon as 
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blacks became "a factor in industry" they would come to understand the 
power of unionism, he thought.40 

It is possible to see Foster's optimism as emerging from his role as a 
"new type" of labor organizer, one who perceived the problem of work
ing-class unity in mostly technical terms, undeterred by the seemingly in
soluble complexities and emotions of community life. At the inception of 
the stockyards campaign, he believed that trade unions, as purely func
tional entities, were the "road to freedom" for America's workers. The 
Stockyards Labor Council promoted the idea that the common economic 
interests of workers could overcome divisions of race, ethnicity, and craft; 
in this sense it was able temporarily to slip the bounds of AFL traditional
ism. A remarkable spirit of solidarity was demonstrated by workers be
longing to the SLC during the organizing effort and even at the height of 
Chicago's race riots in 1919. The council ended up being the primary 
vehicle through which thousands of workers experienced a degree of col
lective power for the first time. 

Despite later accusations by his enemies in the Chicago Federation, 
Foster's "detachment" from the stockyards milieu of work and commu
nity was not as clear as it may seem. His own early life certainly predis
posed him to comprehend the nature of working-class racism and the 
experience of cultural and economic adjustment to a large urban environ
ment as well as any resident of Chicago's Packingtown. His anarchist 
"antipatriotism," so bitterly expressed only a few years earlier in his pam
phlet Syndicalism, was distinguished from that of the IWW by his belief 
that radicals could act under the cover of AFL "legitimacy" in ways that 
might otherwise be construed as insurrectionary. This, too, was an in
sight consistent with the tradition of the anarchist "Chicago idea." Ac
cording to Foster, the AFL had the "vital advantage" as a vehicle for 
radicals, because it spoke "the same language of the broad masses of 
workers."41 Foster's faith in the ability of trade unions to represent the 
aspirations of all workers was severely tested during the campaign to 
organize the packinghouse industry. However, the idea of trade unionism 
in Foster's mind had become not unlike the idea of community, and he 
held to it tenaciously. 

Even so, Foster's vision was tragically unfulfilled. In the end, the SLC 
was a structure that, despite the promise it held out to thousands of work
ers, proved unable to supplant the power of the packing concerns and the 
government, or compel or support working-class unity for very long. Part 
of the difficulty lay in Foster's own position as an innovative organizer in 
a time of transition for American unionism. Working in the SLC, he 
sought to harness the anger and emotions of an older-style unionism in 
the service of industrial unionism, a task that required that workers adopt 
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a new language of solidarity in the face of bitter opposition by the em
ployers. In his battles with the packing concerns, Foster exhibited some
thing of the cool realism and peculiar reticence of his corporate adversar
ies, and, while articulate about the need for racial unity, he expected that 
organization itself would compel solidarity. Sympathetic observers un
derstood and accepted Foster's pursuit of this activist vision. 

Foster's rise to prominence in the Chicago Federation symbolized a 
departure from an older style of labor radicalism that drew on ideals 
based on the normative social relationships of small-town America. One 
particularly effective and vital such strain in American socialist and radi
cal thought at the time intermingled themes of productive individualism 
and self-reliant personal integrity with attacks on the inhumanity of cor
porate methodology. Perhaps the most effective communicator of this vi
sion was Eugene Debs, for whom the memory of the intimate social rela
tionships of his childhood in Terre Haute, "where all were neighbors and 
friends," continued to animate his discourse well into the twentieth cen
tury.42 In contrast, William Foster perceived Upton Sinclair's The Jungle 
as an accurate description of life in Chicago's Packingtown, and instinc
tively operated on the assumption that the city in which he lived and 
worked was governed by men who only understood the language of 
power. Foster's unusual ability to act on this basic insight would catapult 
him to a position of great influence in the labor movement. Soon, he 
would become America's most notorious labor organizer. 



Chapter 5 

THE GREAT STEEL STRIKE 

Can it be possible that in this critical time in our 

Nation's history such men as William Z. Foster are 

spokesmen for the working classes of the country? 

—Congressman John G. Cooper (1919) 

ON AUGUST 28, 1919, William Z. Foster, in the company of Samuel 
Gompers, John Fitzpatrick, and several other labor leaders, was ushered 
into a palatial room in the White House for a meeting with President 
Woodrow Wilson. The subject of the conference was the imminence of 
economic warfare in the various towns and communities that were the 
homes of America's vast steel industry, the vital heart of the nation's eco
nomic and military preponderance. When William Foster spoke during 
this discussion, he did so as the person who was responsible for the day-
to-day functioning of the organization that represented one side in the 
developing conflict. Despite his central role in the proceedings, those who 
knew Foster must have wondered about the process that had brought him 
to a conference with the president of the United States. As an anarcho-
syndicalist, he had written in 1912 that a revolutionary must be prepared 
to accept martyrdom, consoling himself only with "the knowledge that he 
is a terror to his enemies." Foster now arrived at the White House as a 
representative of the most "legitimate" American labor organization, the 
AFL.1 

In a later age, it would be difficult to conceive that an individual with 
Foster's background could gain access to such an important position in a 
national labor organization. By 1961, the year of his death, radicals had 
been effectively purged from such positions in the American labor move
ment; Foster himself was deeply implicated in the process that led to this 
state of affairs. However, in the first months of 1919 he had a reputation 
only as a particularly adept organizer for the Chicago Federation of 
Labor. In April, a Pittsburgh newspaper had printed a story about Fos
ter's syndicalist past, but no one had paid much attention. Thus, when 
Woodrow Wilson met with Foster and other labor leaders that August, 
the radical past of the secretary-treasurer of the steel organizing drive was 
not yet an important public issue. According to Foster, as the discussion 
with Wilson progressed, the president felt comfortable enough to speak in 
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colloquial English and slip into "roughneck talk" which, amazingly 
enough, did not "look a bit like pretense" to him. Wilson, however, was 
not able to give the labor leaders what they wanted, a conference to dis
cuss their demands with Judge Elbert Gary, the "czar" of United States 
Steel. Despite the entreaties of Wilson's emissary, Bernard Baruch, Gary 
would not deign to meet with the steelworkers' committee. Within a 
month, upward of a quarter of a million workers were on strike.2 

The steel strike that William Foster helped bring about in the last 
months of 1919 was a vitally important event in the history of American 
labor. Yet, while the strike itself was the largest single walkout that the 
nation had yet witnessed, its intensity and violence were typical of many 
other labor disturbances that year. Journalists and scholars typically de
scribed the unrest as "warfare." Before the end of the year, over four 
million workers, 22 percent of the nation's work force, had fought their 
employers in thousands of strikes and lockouts. Policemen and telephone 
workers in Boston, textile workers in Lawrence, the United Mine Work
ers under the leadership of John L. Lewis, and railroad shop workers in 
the Southwest, were some of the most significant participants in the huge 
strike wave. In certain respects, Foster was an incongruous figure in the 
maelstrom. Few would have guessed that he sought revolutionary 
change. Quiet and generally mild-mannered in demeanor, he struck some 
observers as more like a poet or university professor than a labor leader. 
Yet Foster had assiduously prepared himself for his role in 1919.3 

When William Foster chose to focus his seemingly boundless energy on 
the development of an organizing campaign in the steel industry, he was 
attacking the most formidable bastion of the open shop in American busi
ness. As in meatpacking, the history of previous unionizing efforts was 
dismal and unencouraging. In 1892 the Amalgamated Association of 
Iron, Steel and Tin Workers of North America, then one of the most 
powerful unions within the AFL, was defeated during a bitter and violent 
strike at the Carnegie Steel Company's works in Homestead, Pennsylva
nia. The strike was deliberately provoked by Carnegie's managers, who 
had been confident that they could import strikebreakers, maintain pro
duction, and thus eliminate the Amalgamated from the huge Homestead 
Works. The success of the Carnegie company encouraged other steel 
manufacturers to step up their pressure against the Amalgamated. An 
ill-planned strike in 1901 further weakened the union. By 1909 U.S. Steel 
had summarily announced that all its plants would henceforward be op
erated on an open-shop basis. A fourteen-month strike ensued; its defeat 
effectively eliminated the Amalgamated as a collective bargaining agent in 
the steel industry.4 

The defeat of unionism in steel in the first decade of the twentieth cen
tury was also linked to major changes that were taking place in the tech-
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nology and organization of steel production. On the one hand, astonish
ing advances in mechanization reduced the importance of human labor 
and craft unions as factors of production. Increases in productivity re
sulted in increases in hours of labor since it was assumed that machines 
lessened the "hard labor" of steel production. However, workers did not 
see a corresponding rise in wages, and unionism was actively repressed in 
the plants in the traditional ways. On the other hand, management intro
duced company unions and a network of paternalistic benefits in order 
further to reinforce its hold over the workforce. A new generation of 
steelmasters after 1900 was generally less concerned than their predeces
sors had been with driving wages lower to cut costs, and the largest cor
porations valued "labor stability." The assumptions under which the 
new steel managers operated was made explicit by Elbert Gary in a speech 
in New York in 1911: "We have the advantage [of the workers] in educa
tion, in experience, in wealth, in many ways, and we must make it abso
lutely certain under all circumstances that we treat them right."5 

William Foster's experience as a worker and radical unionist before 
1918 did not encompass industries where the more sophisticated experi
ments in labor-management relations that surfaced in the Progressive Era 
were employed. As a result, his vision was in a sense limited and inappro
priate to the new world of industrial labor that emerged after the First 
World War. As a young man, he had understood work as a direct and 
unmediated exploitation of labor by capital. In his job as a railroad car 
inspector in the 1910s he had witnessed the introduction of piece rates in 
the shop crafts and the destruction of the lives of workers who had little 
protection in the workplace. Before 1918, he had no experience with 
company unions, "welfare capitalism," or government mediation of 
labor disputes. "Slavery" was a recurring metaphor in his descriptions of 
workingmen's lives. "Industrial democracy," the shibboleth of labor rela
tions in the early 1920s, would have been an incomprehensible term for 
him; even in Foster's vision of the postrevolutionary society such a con
ception was deeply problematic. He had abandoned his efforts to organ
ize Chicago's meatpacking workers before the full implications of the 
mediation efforts of the federal government had been realized. As a syndi
calist, Foster was most comfortable in the context of direct conflict be
tween organized workers and their employers. During the 1918-19 or
ganizing campaign in the steel industry, he was forced to confront a far 
more complex reality. Here, the battle would be fought as much on the 
ground of politics and ideology as of organization. 

As in the packing industry, in steel the intervention of the federal gov
ernment in labor relations during World War I presented an opportunity 
to unionists. Even before the United States entered the war, workers had 
engaged in violent strikes in Youngstown, Braddock, and Pittsburgh. 
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Taking advantage of the wartime labor shortages, the Amalgamated 
began to register some gains in membership, especially in the finishing 
plants where the more highly skilled workers were employed. However, 
despite the labor shortages, the larger plants were still mostly unorgan
ized by the summer of 1918. The steel companies unilaterally raised the 
common wage rate during the war, and the factories were inundated with 
propaganda that equated unhindered steel production with patriotism, 
citizenship, and the fight for democracy abroad. Ultimately, however, the 
federal government began to restrict the prerogatives that the steel man
agers enjoyed with respect to their workers. The National War Labor 
Board, under the co-chairmanship of William Howard Taft and Felix 
Frankfurter, intervened in a labor dispute at the Bethlehem Steel Com
pany in July 1918. Much to the dismay of men like Elbert Gary, who had 
enjoyed essentially untrammeled authority in the sphere of relations with 
his employees, the NWLB forced the companies to meet with committees 
of their employees and ultimately pressured them into the adoption of the 
eight-hour day.6 

In this context of increasing federal intervention William Foster took 
the first steps to initiate the steel organizing campaign in 1918. In April, 
as the position of the Allies in Europe worsened and American troops 
were being rushed to the battlefront, Foster and sixteen other delegates 
from various unions introduced a resolution before the CFL that began 
with the declaration that "the organization of the vast armies of wage 
earners employed in the steel industries is vitally necessary to the further 
spread of democracy in America." Speaking for the resolution, Foster 
noted that while any attempt to organize the half-million workers in the 
steel industry could not be undertaken lightly, until the job was done, 
"organized labor would never be safe from any attacks that might be 
launched against it." Moreover, while he had been told repeatedly that 
the task was an impossible one, he, for one, refused to allow himself to be 
placed in any such frame of mind. Foster's proposal was given an impor
tant boost, though, when several days after this resolution was passed, 
Frank Morrison, secretary-treasurer of the AFL, sent John Fitzpatrick a 
letter that included an optimistic report from an organizer in Gary. Mor
rison asked "whether or not you believe the time is ripe to move on Gary 
for the purpose of organizing the steel workers." Gompers referred the 
CFL steel resolution to the May convention of the Amalgamated Associa
tion, which lent the proposal its endorsement.7 

Next, Foster concentrated on his campaign to be elected as a delegate 
to the upcoming AFL convention in St. Paul. He perceived the proposed 
steel campaign as a personal initiative, and in addition, the job of AFL 
delegate was a prestigious one, providing an opportunity for an ambi
tious trade unionist to make contacts at the level of the national official-
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dom. Taking advantage of the prestige he had attained as Secretary of the 
Stockyards Labor Council, Foster was elected unanimously to the job of 
delegate.8 The AFL convention in St. Paul convened in June of 1918, 
more than a year before the tragic Chicago race riots that marked the 
dissolution of the SLC. At the convention, Foster was undoubtedly struck 
by the irony of his position as delegate from the largest central labor body 
in the nation. Six years before, he had been a subject of ridicule when 
James Duncan recounted the role Foster had played as an IWW delegate 
to the International Secretariat in Budapest. In 1918, he arrived in St. 
Paul as an individual who was widely credited with being responsible for 
one of the largest and most successful organizing campaigns in AFL his
tory. It is easy to imagine, however, that as Foster mingled among the 
crowds of delegates he was not entirely comfortable. He was not an indi
vidual who was given to back-slapping camaraderie or easy sociability. 
Moreover, his feelings about his new status may have been quite ambiva
lent; he had embraced a theory that saw trade unionism as inevitably 
progressive, but temperamentally he was still a radical, retaining a certain 
Wobbly disdain for the union officialdom upon whom he depended for 
the furtherance of his aims. 

Foster's immediate task was to introduce a resolution calling for a steel 
organizing campaign. This being duly referred to the committee on or
ganization, he turned his attention to convincing delegates from the steel 
industry unions to attend preliminary meetings. Later, Foster wrote that 
he felt that the campaign was being sabotaged by Gompers from the start. 
However, in a letter written during the St. Paul convention to Fitzpatrick, 
who had remained in Chicago, he noted that he had received a "very 
friendly greeting" from Gompers, and that the AFL president had "held 
up the whole proceedings to inquire a minute as to how we are progress
ing in the Stockyard[s]." After the resolution was passed, Foster con
vinced Gompers to call a meeting of delegates from the steel industry 
unions, but Gompers did not attend, and scheduled it during a lunch 
recess, "an almost fatally inopportune time." Undeterred, Foster took 
down names, scheduled a further meeting, and convinced Gompers to 
preside. At this conference the AFL president declared, according to Fos
ter, that the AFL was prepared to "go down the line on the proposition." 
Yet during the meeting the wily Gompers made a deft but unmistakable 
reference to Foster's background, warning of the dangers of the move
ment being "turned over to any other than legitimate trade union ends." 
Morrison, who also attended, seemed enthusiastically in favor of the 
campaign, and assured the delegates that he would do his utmost to guar
antee its success. Many of the delegates must have been skeptical at first 
that the AFL would be willing to risk its resources and prestige on a un
ionizing effort in an industry as powerful as steel. However, the example 
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of the successful packinghouse drive was a significant factor in the minds 
of the union officials. Foster reported to a CFL meeting upon returning 
from the convention that much of the enthusiasm for the proposed steel 
drive came from the knowledge of what had been accomplished in pack
ing. Thus, in St. Paul, it was agreed that within thirty days a conference 
of international presidents or their representatives would be held for the 
purpose of formally launching the campaign.9 

As Foster pointed out in retrospect, it was quite important for this 
conference to convene as soon as possible, since the success of the organ
izing drive was dependent to a certain extent on the course of the war in 
Europe. Putting off the conference of international presidents, he wrote in 
1920, "involved further waste of probably the most precious time for 
organizing work that Labor will ever have." In June of 1918, though, he 
was more sanguine. The response he received to his proposals in St. Paul, 
he wrote to John Fitzpatrick, "far exceeded my expectations. I honestly 
believe a big movement has been set on foot to organize the steel indus
try." To Fitzpatrick, whom he was attempting to persuade to become the 
national chairman of the organizing drive, he averred that "as Sam Gom-
pers has said the stockyards movement has blazed the way and shown 
labor how to organize the basic industries. In this big movement every
body is looking to us in Chicago to take the lead." By this time, it was 
clear that Foster himself had taken a very large role in developing the 
campaign. At the very first conference of the steel organizing committee in 
St. Paul, he was elected temporary secretary; at the second his position 
was made permanent. Gompers lent his verbal support to the initial ef
forts, but Foster had to hustle to generate support among the officials of 
the internationals. Even Fitzpatrick's support seemed tenuous. Foster evi
dently had expected the CFL president to attend the St. Paul convention 
to help him "handle the heavyweights and get them interested," but he 
never showed up, despite repeated telegrams from Foster urging him to 
do so. Fitzpatrick was, at this point, immersed in efforts to organize a 
labor party in Chicago.10 

At a conference in Chicago on August 1, the National Committee for 
Organizing Iron and Steel Workers was formally established. The com
mittee consisted of representatives of fifteen national craft unions; as in 
the packinghouse campaign, it was agreed that while the organizing effort 
would be a joint one, each particular craft union would maintain jurisdic
tion over a particular segment of the workers. The Amalgamated had 
potentially the most to gain; it claimed jurisdiction over the majority of 
unskilled workers in the steelmaking and finishing plants. The National 
Committee was an entirely voluntarist entity; theoretically, it had no au
thority over its constituent unions. In utilizing a uniform initiation fee 
and application blank, the committee consciously imitated the AFL Rail-
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way Employees Department. Foster, the secretary-treasurer, was put in 
charge of the committee's organizing work with the caveat that his poli
cies must be approved by the chairman. Yet, while Gompers was chair
man in name, he participated very little in the committee's deliberations; 
Fitzpatrick had assumed the "temporary" chairmanship by the time the 
body met again in mid-August. Although he ended up playing a public 
role in the organizing campaign, Fitzpatrick, according to Foster, took no 
actual part in it for six months after it had begun.11 

Although the steel organizing drive was quite traditional in its careful 
attention to craft union jurisdictions and autonomy, as Foster proudly 
remembered, this group of unions represented the "largest body of work
ers ever engaged in a joint movement in any country"—approximately 
one-half the membership of the entire American Federation of Labor. 
This fact showed quite clearly how important the campaign would be, for 
the defeat of the committee's initiatives would represent a setback for 
quite a large segment of the organized labor movement in America. De
spite the huge stakes, certain decisions were made at the outset of the 
campaign that did not bode well for its success. Foster wrote to Frank 
Morrison that he planned a "lightning," simultaneous campaign on a 
national basis. 

As soon as the workers begin to respond by joining unions, we should 

knock on the doors of the Steel Trust and demand a national settlement. My 

experiences in the packing industry convince me that such an action on our 

part would tend to bring the workers into the union in great numbers. And 

very shortly the Steel Trust will be confronted with the alternative of giving 
us some consideration, facing a far-reaching strike, or submitting to govern

ment compulsion. 

Unfortunately, at first Foster was able to extract only $100 from each 
international to finance the activities of the committee. The limited funds 
that were appropriated meant that the committee would instead have to 
focus on one district at first. In mid-September, he declared to Morrison 
that the committee's finances "were entirely inadequate to the tremen
dous task" that lay ahead, and an alternative method of fund raising was 
devised. By the end of 1918, only a little more than $6,000 had been 
raised for the purpose of organizing the entire steel industry. By then, 
precious time had been lost. Foster and others perceived that the success 
of the steel venture depended upon American participation in the war; by 
late September the Germans were retreating and an Allied victory seemed 
imminent.12 

In August and September 1918, however, the success of unionization 
in the Chicago area, where the committee chose to focus its initial efforts, 
had little to do with such distant events. Here, social and economic condi-
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tions at the level of workplace and community had aggravated a whole 
range of grievances against the management of the giant steel mills. Gary, 
the city on the banks of Lake Michigan that had been conceived and built 
by the United States Steel Corporation, saw some of the unionists' first 
successes. When the city was founded in 1906, U.S. Steel had consciously 
sought to avoid the heavy-handed paternalism that had resulted in labor 
strife at nearby Pullman, Illinois. However, even though the corporation 
did not at first plan to involve itself overtly in local civic and business 
affairs, it and its subsidiary development corporation, the Gary Land 
Company, ended up collecting rents from the many immigrant and un
skilled workers who lived in the houses that were erected for them. 
Widely divergent building patterns and the desire of U.S. Steel to extract 
the maximum value from its housing in the form of high rents helped 
create dismal slum districts. The organization of work and community by 
the ascendant steel managers tended to reinforce divisions of skill and 
ethnicity among Gary's working class. In addition, World War I provided 
an ideological context wherein the distinction between Americans and 
immigrant "Hunkies" whose loyalty was suspect could be drawn more 
explicitly. An atmosphere of intolerance and chauvinism pervaded Gary 
before the unionizing efforts began to take hold.13 

At the very outset of the steel organizing campaign in Gary, the city's 
newspapers and public officials portrayed organizers and unionists as in
dividuals whose "citizenship" was at best ambiguous. U.S. Steel's origi
nal vision of a thriving community of secure, homeowning families did 
not materialize in the first decades of the twentieth century, and Gary's 
elite had seemed nervous about the loyalty of its immigrant work force 
during World War I. In 1920, 60 percent of Gary's population consisted 
of immigrants or their children; blacks comprised another 10 percent. 
When the organizing campaign in Gary began to meet with success, an 
effort was made to equate the appeals of the unionists with un-American 
subversion. Yet, very few of the immigrant workers in Gary were Social
ists or radicals, and their grievances had mostly to do with wages, hours, 
and working conditions. As late as the 1920s, approximately 80 percent 
of Gary's steel workers were on twelve-hour shifts, seven days a week. 
Wages were often barely adequate to support a family. As in most steel 
towns, wages had risen uniformly during the war, but inflation had effec
tively negated gains in real income for most workers.14 

In Gary, as well as at South Chicago, Joliet, and Indiana Harbor, or
ganizers reported in September that great progress was being made in 
signing up members, even though in Gary, U.S. Steel had discharged sev
eral workers who had affiliated with the campaign. Other than these dis
missals, U.S. Steel in Gary did not make a concerted effort to counter the 
first efforts of the unionizing campaign. Foster himself reported trium-
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phantly to Morrison that "in this district the spirit of unionism is raging 
through the mills." In Gary, "many thousands, in every department of the 
steel mills, are lining up in the organizations." At the first organizing 
meeting on September 9 the crowd was so large it blocked all surrounding 
streets. By February 1919, an organizer was able to claim that the steel 
plants there were "at least 75% organized." David Saposs, a close fol
lower of the strike, conjectured later that U.S. Steel itself did not actively 
oppose organization of its workers in Gary, knowing that it was suffi
ciently entrenched in Pittsburgh to prevent the unions from gaining an 
effective foothold. In any event, the successes of the first organizing ef
forts in Gary and in the Chicago area inspired the committee to create a 
"Chicago District," appoint a secretary, and move their efforts to Pitts
burgh, the real heart of the steel industry. Despite their successes, Foster 
understood that the committee's accomplishments remained tenuous so 
long as they confined their efforts to Gary. He pleaded with Gompers for 
more money and organizers—the committee was "still sadly lacking in 
both," he wrote—in order to establish a truly national campaign.15 

Foster described Pittsburgh and the constellation of steel communities 
surrounding it, where approximately 70 percent of the country's steel 
industry was concentrated, as an "amazing and bewildering network of 
gigantic steel mills, blast furnaces and fabricating shops." Theodore 
Dreiser, who worked as a reporter for the Pittsburgh Dispatch shortly 
after the Homestead strike, remembered that the city, "in spite of the 
wealth which it has created for certain individuals," is "almost always in 
trouble. If it is not a steel strike it is a [railroad] car famine, and if it is not 
a car famine it is a society scandal, which is almost as bad. . . . Poverty, 
filth, wretched laboring conditions on one hand, and, set over against 
this, great wealth and great display." While the technology and profita
bility of steelmaking undoubtedly improved since the 1892 strike, ac
cording to Dreiser the community still wore the visage of defeat. Many 
steelworkers in 1919 maintained vivid memories of the demoralizing fail
ures unionism had suffered in previous decades.16 

Perhaps no other American city provided as clear an illustration of the 
transformation that industrialism had wrought in working-class commu
nities by 1919. During an 1877 strike against the Pennsylvania Railroad, 
striking trainmen in Pittsburgh generated wide support in the city for 
their grievances. Miners and ironworkers struck in sympathy with the 
railroad employees, and as in the violent Philadelphia street railway strike 
in which Foster participated as a young man in 1895, newspapers and 
local officials expressed an understanding of the complaints of working-
men against corporate "monopoly." However, by 1919, the development 
of the steel industry had entailed a new set of social relations in the city. 
One of Foster's central insights, derived from a decade of involvement in 
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conflicts arising from the "new unionism," was that a strong impulse 
toward workers' control could arise within the context of active craft 
traditions. However, in Pittsburgh, the steelmasters had long since under
stood this truth, and had acted decisively to constrict the influence and 
power of skilled workingmen in their factories. The reorganization of 
work, in turn, resulted in drastic changes in the community.17 

The relentless erosion of the culture of the craft worker in Pittsburgh 
and the arrival of thousands of immigrant laborers to man the new steel 
mills helped to undermine the kind of community-wide consensus that 
had characterized reaction to the 1877 labor unrest. The expansion of 
industrial capitalism in the city, according to one historian, took workers 
from different backgrounds and "molded them not into a unified work
ing class but into a segmented mass with deep fissures running along occu
pational, neighborhood, racial, and cultural lines." In a milieu of increas
ing fragmentation, U.S. Steel came to exercise more and more influence in 
the social life of Pittsburgh. The corporation pursued a bifurcated strat
egy for maintaining its ascendancy. As it sought to achieve unmediated 
and direct authority in the workplace, the steel industry invested heavily 
in the social and cultural life of the city. Accordingly, its status in the 
wider community grew; by 1919, the workers had lost many of their 
allies in the steel towns. Yet, resistance to the imperatives of the compa
nies remained, however altered in form and extensiveness. Strikes contin
ued to upset the new equilibrium. The McKees Rock strike of 1909 was 
in some ways a prolegomenon to the 1919 strike, showing that "Hunk-
ies" and immigrants could not be dismissed as unorganizable. Moreover, 
the city's laborers contended for political citizenship while evincing dis
satisfaction with the industrial order in which they were immersed. Immi
grant workers in 1912 voted heavily for Eugene Debs, and began to make 
their political influence felt in Pittsburgh. In certain respects, the fact that 
the new ethnic working class increasingly sought to participate as full 
citizens in the new Pittsburgh generated even more enmity and fearfulness 
among the city's elites. Thus, when Foster moved the offices of the steel 
committee to Pittsburgh, hoping to bring the city's unskilled immigrant 
steelworkers into the AFL, he was entering hostile territory. Floyd Dell 
wrote in the radical monthly The Liberator that "Pittsburgh does not 
represent ordinary capitalism, the capitalism that bickers and dickers 
with organized labor. Pittsburgh is capitalism militant—capitalism 
armed to the teeth and carrying a chip on its shoulder."18 

As expected, in Pittsburgh and in the nearby mill towns along the 
Monongahela River, Foster's committee met with immediate opposition. 
Most notably, the mayors and city officials of the towns surrounding 
Pittsburgh refused to allow public meetings to convene. The inability of 
organizers to secure permits to speak, as well as the harassment, beatings, 
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and arrests of the committee's representatives is a continually recurring 
theme in Foster's descriptions of the strike and the organizing drive. As a 
former Wobbly who had experience in free speech fights, Foster was fa
miliar with the problems that radicals confronted in securing a platform 
for their views. To employers and civil authorities, however, the IWW 
had always represented a revolutionary organization, and had been 
treated as such. In 1918, Foster and his organizers represented the AFL, 
the putative "legitimate" voice of American workers. After all, Gompers 
had served for years on the National Civic Federation, and signs of AFL 
power were quite evident in Washington in 1919. William B. Wilson, the 
secretary of labor, was a former Mine Workers' official, and the admini
stration had applied pressure on the meatpackers in 1918 in favor of the 
employees. Yet, following the Armistice, the balance of power in the steel 
industry began to return to the employers, as the War Labor Board's 
statutory authority expired. In December, Frank Walsh, the joint chair
man of the WLB, described it as "a disappointing mirage to the working 
people of the country" in a letter to John Fitzpatrick. Walsh believed that 
"the employers, by some sort of agreement are holding things back."19 

Foster was encountering resistance from other quarters as well. Fle 
wrote to Gompers pleading for a meeting of the AFL Executive Council 
in Pittsburgh to "reestablish right of assembly in western Pennsylvania." 
If such a conference failed to materialize, "the present campaign to organ
ize the iron and steel workers will almost certainly fail, so great is the 
need." For the campaign to lose its hard-won gains would be "one of the 
worst defeats in the history of trade unionism in this country." Citing 
the fact that a total of only $6,000 had been raised in contributions by the 
internationals, and that besides the organizers delegated by the interna
tionals only one AFL organizer was working full time on the campaign, 
Foster complained pointedly that "since its inception, the National Com
mittee has lacked the backing necessary to the accomplishment of its great 
task in hand. It has been neglected and starved, with the present urgent 
results." If the committee had been able to pursue its plan for a national, 
simultaneous campaign, unionism "would now be entrenched in the steel 
industry beyond all hope of dislodgement." He made a personal appeal to 
Gompers: "I am convinced that there is but one man in the Labor Move
ment who is equal to our emergency, and that is yourself." Despite Fos
ter's plea, Gompers refused to risk the prestige he had accumulated dur
ing the war by entering into a quarrel with Pennsylvania politicians; he 
probably believed that in any event he could have had little influence over 
the situation in the steel towns. He wrote a letter to the mayor of Mc-
Keesport, but the proposed conference never materialized.20 

The committee also felt that Eugene Debs was resisting the movement 
they had created. In appearances in the vital Youngstown district, Debs 
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complained about the limitations of AFL-style unionism, severely criticiz
ing the plan of organizing into separate crafts. Foster and two others went 
to meet with Debs, bearing a letter signed by twenty-four organizers exco
riating him for his "reckless" statements. There is no surviving record of 
this first meeting between the two labor leaders, but Foster harbored a 
deep-seated distrust of Debs. Writing in 1914, he had ridiculed Debs's 
"well-known" failures as a union organizer and his "scientific socialist" 
attitude toward the AFL. Now, the caustic letter from the National Com
mittee carried Foster's unmistakable imprint: "What in fact, is this move
ment, with its broad-sweeping scope and solidarity, its low initiation fees 
and urgent appeal to the common laborer, but the embodiment of many 
ideas long advocated by yourself, stripped of their utopianism and ren
dered practical?" Debs, after being confronted with the letter, toned 
down his attacks, but he could not be induced to lend his prestige to the 
organizing campaign. When the strike finally erupted, he sent the com
mittee a message of support from the Atlanta Penitentiary.21 

As early as November 1918, the committee concluded that a fight for 
free speech would be quite vital to the success of their efforts. It was 
agreed that "drastic action must be taken to establish the right of assem
bly in Pittsburgh, or no hope of success could be expected in this cam
paign." In the Pittsburgh district, officials in Braddock, Homestead, 
Rankin, and McKeesport refused to permit meetings and pressured the 
owners of halls not to accommodate organizers. Moreover, according to 
the committee, the Pittsburgh press was carrying out a "conspiracy of 
silence" against the organizing campaign.22 It was not until May that 
organizers were able to convene their first street meetings in McKeesport 
without interference. But in mid-June the Mayor issued a summary decree 
prohibiting street meetings, and threatening any violators with arrest. 
The National Committee decided to force the Mayor to throw organizers 
and street-corner speakers in jail. Confronted with this opposition, and 
the fact that the organizers were holding large meetings on the street, the 
Mayor relented and allowed the use of a hall. In July, a speaking permit 
was formally issued that provided that meetings be "subject to police 
regulation" (approval of speakers in advance), and that "no speaker shall 
talk in any other languages, except the English Language."23 

Elsewhere in the Pittsburgh district, the story was the same. The cam
paign seemed to precipitate a clear delineation: the steel companies and 
the civil authorities stood arrayed against the unionists and their support
ers. At Homestead, J. G. Brown, for whom Foster had worked as a tim-
berworkers' organizer in Seattle, was told point-blank by the burgess that 
he would not be able to hold meetings there, nor advertise in the newspa
per, nor pass out leaflets. Finally, "flying squadrons" of organizers went 
into the steel towns around Pittsburgh, determined to hold meetings re-
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gardless of the opposition of local magistrates. Speakers included Foster, 
"Mother" Mary Harris Jones, James Mauer of the Pennsylvania Federa
tion of Labor, and Philip Murray, then President of United Mine Workers 
District 5. Foster himself was arrested in Duquesne, Homestead, and 
North Clairton.24 The free speech tactic worked in most places, but there 
was a tremendous cost. Organizers, despite arrests and beatings, were 
able to hold large meetings throughout the Pittsburgh district, in Mc-
Keesport, Homestead, Donora, and Duquesne. However, when meetings 
were held, company officials and private detectives often stood outside 
the doors, intimidating workers and threatening them with the loss of 
their jobs. Walking through "pickets of bosses" to attend organizing 
meetings at towns like McKeesport, workers "joined the organization at 
the peril of their economic lives," Foster told the Interchurch World Com
mission. Around Pittsburgh, "the influence of the Steel Corporation is so 
great that it's almost like sticking your head into the lion's mouth to un
dertake a meeting like that."25 

By early summer the organizing drive had exacerbated tensions in the 
mill towns to the point of explosion. Foster wrote to Frank Walsh of the 
War Labor Board that in Johnstown, the Cambria Steel Company was 
"using every stratagem to brand this a bolshevik, hence an illegal, move
ment." He and a local organizer were arrested in July for holding a meet
ing in defiance of the authorities.26 Thousands of newly recruited union 
members in Johnstown and elsewhere sought immediate action; unau
thorized strikes threatened to break out before the movement was strong 
enough to sustain a coordinated national walkout. In Gary, organizers 
were having difficulty holding their men on the job, according to one 
investigator, partly because the IWW was propagandizing heavily among 
the workers. In response to this pressure, Foster proposed in April that a 
"general conference" of union delegates be held in Pittsburgh. This tactic, 
which was used so successfully during the stockyards organizing drive, 
was a favorite of Foster's; he would employ it often during his career in 
the Communist party.27 

In the spring of 1919, however, Foster proposed before the steel work
ers committee that a conference of rank-and-file delegates from newly 
organized steel locals would "speed up the work of organization." By 
formulating demands and grievances, such a conference would have the 
effect of giving the newly organized workers "something tangible to look 
forward to." At the same time, it would "pacify" restless workers who 
threatened to disrupt the national movement by going out in uncoordi
nated local strikes. Even so, everyone present knew that calling a confer
ence was a potentially dangerous step; once a set of demands was publi
cized, the pressure would be on the union to present the grievances to the 
employers. A number of delegates from the participating internationals 
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warned against such a conference. Several cautioned against "anything 
that would tend to make the movement go off half-cocked." It was feared 
that restless workers might "get. . . started into action that might catch 
us unprepared."28 

Nevertheless, the committee voted in favor of a conference. When 583 
rank-and-file delegates convened in Pittsburgh the following month, most 
came with the idea that they would be in a position to take "decisive 
action." The workers, however, were quickly disabused of this notion by 
the few international officers present who, in the words of David Saposs, 
"took it upon themselves to guard the powers of the Internationals." Mi
chael Tighe, the president of the Amalgamated, "warned the conference 
of the danger of usurping powers not properly belonging to it." Quite 
pointedly, he read a letter to the gathering that he had written "along 
these lines" to Foster. Clearly, the conference would not be permitted to 
call a strike, or even recommend one. By the spring of 1919, the experi
ence of Dennis Lane's Butcher Workmen with the Stockyards Labor 
Council was undoubtedly a factor in Tighe's thinking. However, the 
Pittsburgh conference did take several important steps that pressured the 
steel workers' committee and the internationals in new ways. First, de
mands were stated, but not yet formalized, in numerous resolutions. The 
eight-hour day with double time for overtime and holidays, minimum 
wage scales, and protection against arbitrary dismissal were among the 
grievances represented in these resolutions. In addition, proposals were 
submitted for a universal transfer card, as well as a broadened iron and 
steelworkers' department that would formalize the ad hoc structure of the 
National Committee. Both proposals were referred to the forthcoming 
convention of the AFL in Atlantic City. There, the ideas were shelved. 
Most important, though, were proposals for a universal transfer card and 
an iron- and steelworkers' department, both of which would begin to 
infringe upon or blur craft jurisdictions in the steel industry.29 

In his later writings, Foster focused on the "sabotage" of the steel or
ganizing campaign by AFL officials. It is true that the top leaders of the 
AFL trades involved only rarely participated in the deliberations of the 
National Committee. This, however, may have worked to Foster's advan
tage. Without high officials present, it was probably easier for him to 
push through votes and resolutions to pressure the internationals into 
action. Even so, few AFL officials of any importance spoke in Pennsylva
nia during the important free speech struggles. Gompers himself never 
delivered a speech in the organizing districts, preferring to remain in 
Washington much of the time. At a crucial juncture in the campaign, in 
the weeks before the Pittsburgh conference, the Amalgamated sought a 
separate understanding with U.S. Steel. This move openly threatened the 
existence of the larger movement, and probably served to underline its 



THE GREAT STEEL STRIKE 125 

weakness to Elbert Gary. During the organizing campaign, representa
tives of the internationals on the National Committee complained that 
their presidents were reneging on promised financial aid, were not dele
gating enough organizers, and were themselves not showing enough in
terest. Although Foster in retrospect believed that there was a conscious 
effort by AFL officials to undermine the campaign, the internationals 
were also justifiably cautious about committing many resources to an 
effort that had failed so disastrously in the past.30 

Moreover, in April, an important article had appeared in The Nation 
that probably alarmed high AFL officials. The author, George P. West, 
proposed that the progressive unionists in Chicago, under the leadership 
of John Fitzpatrick, were seeking to undermine the Gompers regime. Cit
ing the steel and packing campaigns, West proposed that "today the most 
important industrial movements, or economic movements, as Mr. Gom-
pers calls them, are entirely out of the hands of Mr. Gompers and his 
lieutenants." Instead, "they are in the hands of John Fitzpatrick and his 
associates of the Chicago Federation of Labor." Although Gompers had 
given his perfunctory support to the steel drive, it "is the most important 
enterprise undertaken by organized labor in the industrial field in a gener
ation. Yet officials of the Federation not only did not initiate it, but they 
had to be dragooned into giving it aggressive support." West, apparently, 
had arrived at this perspective while loitering in the committee's Pitts
burgh office, and through conversations with Foster. His article, accord
ing to Foster, "created consternation in our ranks." Gompers demanded 
a refutation. In response, Fitzpatrick wrote a reply to The Nation, in 
which he lauded Gompers and gave him credit for the success of the pack
inghouse drive and the initiative behind the steel campaign. Fitzpatrick's 
rejoinder to the West article was reprinted in the Chicago Labor News. 
However, the question of Fitzpatrick's and Foster's aims had been raised 
quite publicly.31 

Thus, at the Pittsburgh conference, little could be done, given the limi
tations imposed upon it, than appeal for negotiations with the steel com
panies. Yet, most present, including Foster, anticipated that the steel in
dustries would never consent to meet with the committee. After all, that 
would be tantamount to union recognition. Six weeks earlier, Gary had 
refused to meet with representatives of the Amalgamated who, acting on 
their own, had requested a separate conference. "As you know," Gary 
wrote, "we do not confer, negotiate with, or combat labor unions as 
such. We stand for the open shop." Thus Foster, by calling a conference 
of the discontented steel workers, had maneuvered the committee into a 
position where it had to begin considering a strike.32 

Realizing that the Pittsburgh conference had accomplished very little in 
the way of addressing their demands, many recently organized steelwork-
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ers began to lose faith in the committee, and it became evident that "im
mediate action" had to be taken in order to maintain the allegiance of the 
rank and file. By July, Foster was pushing for the taking of a strike vote; 
he reported that "some action must be taken that will secure relief. All 
over the entire steel district the men are in a state of great unrest." He 
confronted the committee with a letter from Samuel Gompers that indi
cated that efforts to arrange a conference between Elbert Gary and the 
steel committee had been unsuccessful.33 The committee, faced with 
Gary's refusal and the desire, continually reiterated by Foster, of the rank 
and file for immediate action, resolved to ask the internationals to take a 
strike vote. Fitzpatrick was in favor of pressing ahead, thinking that a 
strike vote would impel the government to intervene. However, two cru
cial unions, the Amalgamated and the UMW, voted against Foster's pro
posal. Despite this breach, the other affiliated unions voted to go ahead; 
the final vote was twelve to two in favor—not unanimous, as Foster later 
reported. A list of twelve demands was presented, which included the 
right of collective bargaining, reduction of hours, standardized wage 
scales, and abolition of company unions.34 

As Foster had likely anticipated, the decision to go ahead with the 
strike vote, as well as the formalization of the steelworkers' demands, 
gave the organizing campaign an important boost. Again, he knew from 
his experience with the stockyards campaign that such an action would 
help bring workers into the unions. Two days after the decision of the 
National Committee, he met with Tighe and Davis of the Amalgamated. 
"They stated frankly that they would do the best they can to make the 
move a success and would go along with it all the way. They showed a 
very good spirit," Foster told John Fitzpatrick. By this time, the Amalga
mated was not really in a position to resist. After the humiliating rebuff 
of their independent overture to Judge Gary, and given the overwhelming 
vote of the National Committee to canvass the workers on the question of 
striking, Tighe and Davis had to at least appear to go along with the 
national movement. A little over a week later, as workers surged into the 
unions in anticipation of the strike vote, the officers of the Amalgamated 
were even more enthusiastic. To Fitzpatrick, Foster reported that "the 
campaign is going along like a house afire now." In Monessen, six hun
dred workers signed up in the space of two days, and in McKeesport, the 
committee was in the process of distributing one thousand applications to 
the respective craft unions. Most importantly, according to Foster, the 
Amalgamated was "going along fine with the strike vote proposition." 
He had had a "long talk with Mike Tighe and he takes a very friendly 
attitude towards me." The Amalgamated had one important reason to 
support the idea of a strike vote: it promised to boost membership. Be
tween August 1, 1918, and December 1920, the union would sign up 
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seventy thousand members. Thus, Foster was encouraged in late July, as 
the unions were taking the vote. "I think there will be good cooperation 
all along the line in this big move," he told Fitzpatrick. "From all indica
tions at this end of the line, I think we have the steel companies on the 
hip."35 

The response to the strike vote was overwhelming; upward of 90 per
cent voted in favor of authorizing their internationals to call a strike. 
However, the committee itself did not have the authority to call a strike 
or set a date; this power still rested in the hands of the internationals. 
Again, Foster took the initiative. On September 4, he called a "special 
meeting" of the committee, where he outlined the increasingly vigorous 
steps the steel companies were taking to interfere with the organizing ef
fort. He reported that it was necessary that "some measures" be consid
ered "to protect our men and to defend their rights." In late August, Fitz
patrick, Foster, and Davis had called on Gary at his offices in New York; 
their overtures for a conference were summarily rejected. This is what led 
to the futile appeal to Woodrow Wilson in the White House on August 
28. 

Thus, at the "special" meeting of the committee, "the advisability of 
setting the strike date was discussefd] pro and con at great length." It was 
finally decided to convene the committee in Washington, and invite the 
presidents of the internationals with the power to put out a strike call to 
attend. At this important conference, a thorough review of the situation 
was made. It could not have surprised many in attendance that Gary had 
continued to refuse to negotiate with the National Committee. Foster 
confronted those present with a series of telegrams and letters from steel 
organizers across the country stating that "unless the National Commit
tee does something they would have to take the matter into their own 
hands." A typical telegram from Youngstown read: "We cannot be ex
pected to meet enraged workers who will consider us traitors if strike is 
postponed." He argued that "conditions are as favorable for a deter
mined stand in the steel industry as they are likely to be." Joseph Manley, 
an associate of Foster's from Home Colony, the SLNA, and the ITUEL, 
who was the representative of the Bridge and Structural Iron Workers on 
the committee, stated that he believed the "situation is such that defensive 
action is absolutely necessary." Foster proposed that "if no action is 
taken now our movement will rapidly go to pieces, thru spasmodic 
strikes. To stop the movement now is out of the question." He even voted 
against sending yet another telegram to Woodrow Wilson seeking inter
vention with Gary. However, he was in the minority, and the telegram 
was sent. Wilson's reply, received the next day, contained no assurances; 
the strike date was then set for September 22. According to Foster, Tighe 
was the one who finally proposed the date.36 
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Foster with Mary Harris ("Mother") Jones and steel organizers. 

Even then, after the committee had put out the strike call, Gompers 
and Wilson requested that the walkout be postponed, pending a national 
industrial conference of representatives of labor, management, and the 
"public" that was planned for October 6. For some reason, Gompers had 
kept the committee uninformed about the possibility of postponing the 
strike, even though he had promised Bernard Baruch that he would bring 
influence to bear "to have all demands held over until that time." On 
September 17, five days before the scheduled strike, the committee met to 
consider Gompers's plea and the public pressure brought upon them by 
Wilson for postponement. Once again, Foster confronted the committee 
with telegrams from the steel centers urging that the strike go ahead. Fitz-
patrick swung his influence in favor of action, writing bitterly to Gompers 
that "you may not be aware that seven of our organizers have been bru
tally murdered in cold blood during the past few days and the campaign 
of terrorism on the part of the steel companies is beyond description." 
Convinced that to hold out any longer would fatally damage the move
ment, the committee voted twelve to three to maintain the strike date. 
Later, Gompers would lay responsibility at Foster's feet for the timing of 
the strike. "This is the same Foster," he declared, "who in the face of 
definite information that the U.S. Steel Corporation was prepared for and 
wished a strike in 1919 and in the face of a request of the President of the 
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United States that the strike be at least postponed, insisted on that disas
trous struggle."37 

Foster himself received some pointed personal challenges. James Kline, 
the influential president of the Blacksmiths Union, argued that Gompers 
was wrong in urging a delay. "You will not be able to hold the men in the 
shops longer than the 22nd," he wrote. Workers "feel the humiliation of 
being ignored and when statements are made to Chambers of Commerce 
by the Capitalists to 'treat 'em rough,' and that they have the ammunition 
and foodstuffs enough inside the plants to last them a long while, they are 
red-blooded enough to go to a test." Besides, "delays are going to put 
members in the 'O.B.U.' [One Big Union or IWW]." From the other side 
in the developing war, Foster received a number of arrogant missives. 
One sheriff wrote to forbid meetings of "your Anti-American move
ment," warning that he "represents the majesty of the law, and is abso
lutely required to maintain peace at all hazards, and hence is given what
ever powers are necessary to this end." An "Employer" wrote "strike— 
you fools and get your licking. The public is sick and tired of your arro
gance. . . . Such undesirables as you should be deported with the rest of 
the IWW and the quicker it is done the better for the Country. You agita
tors are never satisfied unless you are breaking up homes and causing 
misery. The only thing that will settle you is powder and shot and you 
will get it, if you keep up your performance." It was simply not in Foster's 
character to decline such challenges.38 

The type of movement that William Foster had helped build among the 
nation's steelworkers in 1919 is indicated by the fact that by the sched
uled date of the strike many workers had already walked out. By Septem
ber 20, the Friday before the strike date, five hundred immigrant workers 
had ceased work at the Pittsburgh Steel Company in Monessen. Also, 
mills in Martin's Ferry, Ohio, as well as the Laughlin Plant of the Ameri
can Sheet and Tin Plate Company in Pittsburgh were closed by early 
walkouts of immigrant steelworkers. Only hours before the strike, con
stabularies rode their horses through an "unauthorized" meeting of "po
tential" strikers in North Clairton, clubbing onlookers and arresting 
strike leaders. In Allegheny County, a proclamation was issued that pro
scribed gatherings of three or more individuals in one place; in Mc-
Keesport, local unions were prohibited from holding even business meet
ings. Nationally, approximately a quarter-million steelworkers were on 
strike by the end of September. This represented nearly half of the indus
try's total work force. In western Pennsylvania, however, the strike was 
not as immediately successful as in other districts. Here, a fundamental 
divergence arose between native-born and immigrant workers; the latter 
proved much more willing to strike. As a result, local authorities found it 
easier to attack the strike movement in the area surrounding Pittsburgh as 
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essentially "un-American." The local and national press followed suit. A 
correspondent for the New York Tribune, filing his front-page dispatch 
the day before the strike, reported from Pittsburgh that "foreign steel 
workers have been told by labor organizers that the general strike of the 
employees of the steel mills, which is to begin tomorrow, is the revolu
tion. . . . There is no doubt that many of the Slav workers, with hazy but 
rosy visions of the Russian economic revolution in their minds, think that 
Monday will mark the beginning of the revolution in America."39 

In other districts, the unity of the strikers was more pronounced, at 
least in the first weeks. Skilled and unskilled, native and immigrant work
ers stood together. In Gary, South Chicago, and Johnstown, for example, 
the mills were nearly empty on the first day of the strike. Even in numer
ous smaller steel towns, including some in the Pittsburgh district like 
Donora or Monessen, workers successfully ignored intimidation and 
stayed away from their jobs.40 For Foster, of course, the dominant meta
phor for the organization and conduct of the strike was warfare. His 
classic account of the strike, The Great Steel Strike and Its Lessons, is 
replete with references to wartime "tactics," and he often refers to the 
actions of authorities in the steel towns as if the conflict had been an 
armed battle.41 To a significant degree, he was correct. Burgesses and 
police chiefs deputized numerous citizens in preparation for the strike, 
and often laid away storehouses of weapons to be used in the event of 
violence. An atmosphere of oppression descended over the towns of the 
Pittsburgh steel district. Heavily armed mounted constabularies patrolled 
streets in immigrant neighborhoods. As a syndicalist Foster had, years 
earlier, proposed that capitalism had "organized the whole fabric of soci
ety with a view to keeping the working class in slavery." The belief that 
strikes were capable of creating systemic and generalized crises for capi
talism had provided much of the framework for Foster's conception of 
labor organizing in the 1910s. During the 1919 steel strike, he observed, 
western Pennsylvania was "controlled body and soul by the Steel Trust. 
The whole district has the psychology of a company-owned town. All 
authority centers in the steel industry. From there practically every insti
tution takes its orders."42 Foster's conception of society as system was 
seemingly vindicated by many of his experiences during the steel strike, 
but in many places, labor achieved a significant degree of power and unity 
when forced to confront capital on its own terrain. 

There was a much larger sense of the stake for labor as well. Hundreds 
of local unions throughout the United States, from the Theatre Ushers in 
Brooklyn and Ice Cream Wagon Drivers in Washington, D.C., to the Gar
ment Workers in New York City contributed over $400,000 to the strike 
effort.43 



Breaking up a suspected strike meeting. 

Foster addressing an open-air meeting, Braddock, Pennsylvania. 
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Like the McKees Rock strike of 1909, the 1919 strike was a movement 
in which unskilled, immigrant workers, heretofore considered unorgan-
izable by the AFL, played a large role. Foster pointedly termed the opposi
tion to the strike by civil authorities a "white terror." He noted that "the 
backbone of this strike are the foreign workers." Before the Interchurch 
World Commission, he repeated the standard AFL line on immigration: 
"Any criticism about the unions being un-American is all to be directed 
against the employer for bringing that class of men over here and putting 
them into his mill. We organize them after they get here—we don't bring 
them over here." Although the American-born worker "makes the best 
type of union man," he is "hard to organize," Foster continued. How
ever, the immigrant worker, he asserted, "has that group idea very 
strongly developed," since in Europe he had come to learn that "if there 
is any possible chance for him to do anything he feels that it is as a group, 
not as an individual." During a strike, the immigrant "is a splendid 
fighter. He has the American beaten when it comes to a fight." Foster, 
characteristically, was optimistic about the possibility of organizational 
unity among the foreign-born and unskilled steelworkers; otherwise he 
would not have attempted the drive in the first place. Nevertheless, deep 
ethnic divisions marked the conduct of the strike. In Johnstown, for ex
ample, immigrant strikers held their own meetings in separate neighbor
hood enclaves, and picketed in national groupings at the mill gates. Na
tional Committee organizers sought to convince more skilled native 
workers that "hothead" demands of immigrant strikers for the establish
ment of industrial unionism and the immediate satisfaction of shop-floor 
grievances could be delayed, or at least settled within the context of tradi
tional AFL-style bargaining.44 

Foster seemed obsessed with the figure of Fannie Sellins, a highly effec
tive United Mine Workers organizer and activist who was shot to death 
during a violent confrontation between unionists and vigilantes in Au
gust. The national office of the committee had grotesque photos of the 
dead Mrs. Sellins displayed prominently on its walls, and Foster men
tioned her death whenever the opportunity arose. Despite Foster's at
tempts to make her into a martyr, Judge Gary argued that his company 
had no plants in Breckinridge where Sellins was killed, and the press 
made very little of her murder. Foster later wrote to Upton Sinclair that 
the fact that she had been killed at a non-U.S. Steel plant "was purely an 
accident, as any of the other steel companies would have been just about 
as glad to do the job." Those who were implicated in the shooting were 
not brought to trial until four years after the fact, and were finally acquit
ted by a jury that issued a statement implying that Sellins's death was 
justified because of her involvement in "bolshevik" activities.45 
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Foster's office in Pittsburgh was unprepossessing. Mary Harris 
("Mother") Jones remembered that chairs were not allowed in the office 
during the steel strike since any gathering would then be construed as a 
"meeting" and hence subject to regulation by the authorities. Besides the 
photos of Fannie Sellins, many posters were on the walls; one was a war
time poster entitled "Americans All," showing men of many different na
tionalities fighting under the American flag. The office employed only a 
stenographer and a publicity director; Sylvia Manley, Foster's adopted 
daughter, worked as a secretary. Esther was a frequent visitor. There was 
no reception area outside the small office, so organizers, strikers, and 
reporters filed in and out in an unregulated flow. Mary Heaton Vorse, 
who had the opportunity to observe Foster during the strike, remembered 
him as an indefatigable worker who, despite the long hours he put in at 
the strike center, remained "composed, confident, unemphatic and im-
perishably unruffled." Journalists generally focused on Foster's executive 
ability and found that unlike the stereotypical radical of the time, he was 
"quiet mannered" and "soft-spoken." He had "an unusual memory and 
carries in his head what most men would keep in elaborate files," accord
ing to one reporter; "the general judgment of those who have been in 
close contact with him is that he is a leader of exceptional ability." The 
New Republic even noted that Foster "speaks elaborately of the details of 
the scientific management of strikes." At a time when it was often as
sumed that the "distorted" minds of radicals were readily discernible in 
their supposedly misshapen features, Foster's physiognomy seemed nor
mal enough. "He has a good head, small ears, keen, clear eyes, the jaw 
and chin of a leader of men," one reporter observed. On the other hand, 
John Brophy, then a delegate from the UMW to the National Committee 
who saw Foster speak several times, recalled that while Foster lacked the 
grandiloquent style of a Fitzpatrick, Gompers, or John L. Lewis, he 
"talked a vigorous militant language, in the conventional terms of trade 
unionism."46 

From the very beginning of the strike, Foster was portrayed as the 
brains and active force behind the organizing drive. One steel company 
official even referred to the strike as being led, not by the AFL, but by the 
"Foster organization." To some extent, individuals who had a stake in 
the failure of the strike sought to portray Foster as the plotting "genius" 
behind the movement in order to discredit it. However, much of the or
ganizational impetus for the strike had in fact originated with Foster. 
Within the organization itself, there were unmistakable signs of Foster's 
influence. Two close associates of his, former SLNA members Joseph 
Manley and Samuel Hammersmark, showed up in the National Commit
tee's minutes as playing significant roles in the organizing campaign. 
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Manley, Foster's son-in-law, surfaced as the committee's delegate from 
the Bridge and Structural Iron Workers in July 1919, at a crucial point in 
the organizing drive, and served with Foster and one other individual on 
the important committee in charge of organizing the strike vote. Ham-
mersmark was a local organizer in the Youngstown district. J. G. Brown, 
a friend of Jay Fox's for whom Foster had worked as a timberworkers' 
organizer in Washington, was a member of the national organizing com
mittee, and belonged to the "flying squadrons" that spoke in the steel 
towns despite the prohibitions of local authorities. One observer de
scribed Brown as Foster's "chief aide in the conduct of the strike." Later, 
he took over the steel committee after Foster resigned.47 

An important question in the minds of observers of the strike in its first 
days was the extent to which Samuel Gompers supported the strike. De
spite Foster's claim in The Great Steel Strike and Its Lessons that Gom-
pers's last-minute request to delay the strike was "qualified," the meaning 
of the AFL president's entreaty had been unmistakable, and the National 
Committee's rejection of his request provided a powerful argument for 
those who sought to portray the movement as being in the hands of 
radicals.48 

How did the AFL president perceive Foster's role? In his autobiogra
phy, Gompers remembered that he had listened to a speech by Foster at 
a CFL meeting before the war in which he stated that he "supported in 
full the fundamental principles, the ideas, the methods, philosophy, and 
policy of the American Federation of Labor." Gompers claimed to have 
been convinced by Foster's change of heart: "He was a man of ability, a 
man of good presence, gentle in expression, a commander of good En
glish, and I encouraged him." As a result, Gompers was, initially at least, 
"really pleased with his selection as secretary of the organizing commit
tee."49 There is no question that without Gompers's acquiescence, at 
least, the officers of the internationals would not have participated in the 
campaign in the first place. However, as the committee's organizing ef
forts took shape throughout 1918-19, Gompers may have had some mis
givings. The AFL assigned a high-ranking organizer the task of secretly 
monitoring the content of Foster's speeches.50 It was during this period 
that the Stockyards Labor Council was engaging in open warfare with 
Dennis Lane's Butcher Workmen international in Chicago; the SLC had 
been organized by Foster and Fitzpatrick along much the same lines as the 
steelworkers' committee. Gompers, whom Foster later characterized as 
"nobody's fool," was undoubtedly aware of Foster's radical past in the 
early stages of the steelworkers organizing campaign. If Gompers himself 
did not remember Foster's disruptive attacks on the AFL at the Budapest 
conference cf the international trade union secretariat in 1911, then 
James Duncan, an AFL vice president who had witnessed Foster's perfor-
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mance there, undoubtedly reminded him at some point early in the cam
paign. Foster offered to resign if his secretaryship proved harmful to the 
movement.51 

However, Gompers went along with the organizing campaign. To 
some degree, he had little choice. As the steelworkers' campaign esca
lated, Gompers was hardly in a position openly to resist, especially given 
the fact that Foster repeatedly emphasized that he intended to employ 
only strict "trade union principles." Because he was in Europe during 
crucial periods, Gompers was not in an advantageous position to exercise 
close control over the development of the organizing drive. Moreover, the 
steel campaign, at least initially, promised to increase AFL membership 
quite dramatically. Yet, at the crucial point when it was necessary for 
Gompers to demonstrate some control over the steelworkers movement, 
too much momentum had already accrued. When the strike date arrived, 
the public pressure increased even further on Gompers to take a stand. In 
the first week of the walkout, the New York Tribune editorialized that 
"for the first time in its history, the American Federation of Labor turned 
over its vast power, its good will, its organization, to a wild revolution
ary, an avowed advocate of violence and bloodshed." The question was: 
"What does Mr. Gompers say?" At the same time, it was not unusual for 
newspapers to interpret Foster's actions as an attempt to take over the 
leadership of the AFL from the aging Gompers. "If the strike is successful 
it is expected by labor leaders here that Foster, who has been the chief 
figure in it, would bulk large in the councils of the AFL, and might suc
ceed in giving the policy of that organization a turn in a more radical and 
socialistic direction," the New York Times warned.52 Gompers may have 
overestimated the degree of control he could exercise over both the strike 
and his "dangerous ward," as one newspaper described Foster. He was 
undoubtedly dismayed by the position he found himself in, and resentful 
of the roles played by Foster and Fitzpatrick. 

Inevitably, Foster's authorship of Syndicalism became an important pub
lic issue. Congressmen and senators fulminated against the phrases it con
tained, editorialists expressed outrage, and AFL officials sought to por
tray Foster's pamphlet, written seven years earlier, as inconsistent with 
the aims of the strike. Several of the more violent and radical passages in 
the small book were quoted at length in many newspapers and maga
zines. The rhetoric of Syndicalism and the fact that Foster had written the 
tract were as much as many Americans ever knew about the strike.53 In
deed, Foster's pronouncements seemed to lend credence to widely held 
suspicions that radicals and bolsheviks were conspiring to undermine 
American institutions. Foster's statement in Syndicalism that the radical 
trade unionist must be absolutely "unscrupulous" in his methods height-
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ened the tension, and rendered his own disavowals problematic. The un
fortunate phrase "boring from within" was resurrected, and, moreover, 
his methods seemed to fit perfectly not only with Foster's avowed aims in 
Syndicalism, but with his later pronouncements in Trade Unionism: The 
Road to Freedom. While he accused the steel companies of ordering mas
sive reprints of Syndicalism for distribution in the steel towns and among 
the press, Foster himself passed out copies of Trade Unionism at strike 
headquarters in Pittsburgh.54 Although the rhetoric in this pamphlet was 
much less violent and anarchist in tone, it essentially reaffirmed the mes
sage of Syndicalism that radicals should "bore from within" in the AFL 
in order to bring about the new society. If Foster tried to illustrate the 
evolution of his views by distributing Trade Unionism, he was only partly 
successful. "Foster's Latest Pamphlet Shows Views Unchanged," the New 
York Tribune headlined.55 At the same time, because his intelligent and 
quiet demeanor seemed to contrast so starkly with his writings, Foster 
posed more of a threat, somehow, than other "agitators." "Critics of 
Foster believe that, owing to his manner of address and his appeal to 
thought, he is doubly a menace," one observer noted. Foster seemed to 
embody too many contradictions to fit comfortably into the mold of the 
archetypical American radical during the developing red scare. 

Yet he was the leader of a movement that expressed the deep contradic
tions and schisms of American society at the end of the Progressive era. 
Although he was American-born, a highly skilled railway worker, and an 
adherent of the methods of the AFL, he had taken a large hand in organiz
ing a movement that many Americans associated with the foreign-born, 
or those whose "citizenship" was considered ambiguous. At one point, he 
found it necessary publicly to affirm his citizenship "in face of doubts that 
he is an American." Speaking on the floor of the House of Representa
tives, Congressman John G. Cooper of the Mahoning district in Ohio 
proclaimed that Foster was a leader of the radical element within organ
ized labor, which is "especially appealing to men of foreign birth who 
have little or no conception of American ideals and institutions." Further
more, Foster himself, "by his own words, shows his unfitness as a labor 
leader and disqualifies himself as an American citizen enjoying the protec
tion of the American flag."56 One writer proposed that Foster was "a 
revolutionary of the Lenine type," while another observer noted that 
"this man Foster is a native-born citizen. He is a most dangerous leader 
and a dangerous domestic enemy."57 Thus Foster seemed, as an individ
ual, to symbolize the collapsing of previous social categories, and the re
ordering of traditional conceptions of radicalism and its origins. As his 
statements in Syndicalism suggested, Foster had little or no regard for the 
rhetoric of "democracy" or the traditional "rights" of workingmen and 
citizens. Yet as a new type of labor radical, one who putatively sought 
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Parade of strikers, unidentified steel mill. Note veterans. 

only to build larger, more efficient, and more powerful labor organiza
tions, he worked within the same conceptual terrain as the leadership of 
the new managerial capitalism. 

How did Foster himself understand the steel strike and its aims? In 
certain respects, the contradictions implicit in the public construction of 
his personality and motives corresponded closely to Foster's own politics, 
and the theory of radical trade unionism that he developed throughout 
the 1910s. By 1916, he had embraced a kind of instrumentalism that 
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looked to workers' empowerment through unionism as the most impor
tant end that radicals could pursue, given the "underdeveloped" state of 
workers' consciousness at the time. Foster believed, as did many capital
ists, in the radical implications of the new unionism. The problem, of 
course, was how to convince revolutionaries and socialists that trade un
ionism was implicitly radical, while maintaining the vital advantage of 
"legitimacy" that protected the movement from various forms of repres
sion. 

Foster's solution to this problem entailed a full-blown rationale for 
deception, which he clearly explained in his more recently published writ
ings—not just in the rhetoric about revolutionary "unscrupulousness" in 
syndicalism, which company publicists and newspapermen delighted in 
quoting, but also in his later polemic, Trade Unionism: The Road to Free
dom, published in 1916. In Trade Unionism, Foster's belief in the neces
sity of deception is more understated, but the implication is clear. Because 
trade unionism "strikes at the very heart of capitalism" and is a "radical" 
solution, its advocates must dissemble and deceive: 

True, the Trade Union Movement itself doesn't generally propagate the 

idea that it aims at the overthrow of the wages system. But this is because it 

has not yet become conscious of its full mission. Consequently, too much 

weight should not be given such conservative slogans as "A fair day's pay for 

a fair day's work," and "The interests of Capital and Labor are identical." 

These expressions are not basic. In actual practice little or no attention is 

paid to them. They are for foreign consumption. Their purpose is to deceive 

and disarm the opposition. This form of deception, which is usually uncon

scious, is used by all aggressive social movements. 

Foster's rationale for this tactic was bound up with Social Darwinism, 
and his habitual dismissal of the social conventions of modern capitalism 
as epiphenomenal. "Even the great ruling capitalist class finds [deception] 
indispensable. Strong as it is this great class would be speedily squelched 
did it not continually hide its nefarious schemes of exploitation under a 
hypocritical mask of patriotism, morality, benevolence, and the like." 
Shortly after the conclusion of the steel strike, Foster again reflected on 
the necessity for subterfuge, using many of the same phrases as in Trade 
Unionism. Why have radicals dismissed trade unions as "merely pallia
tive bodies?" It is because, "like various other aggressive social move
ments," unions have to instinctively camouflage their aims, in order "to 
pacify and disarm the opposition. This is the function of such expressions 
as, "A fair day's pay for a fair day's work," "The interests of Capital and 
Labor are identical," etc."58 It was a common-sense approach, but it ef
fectively limited Foster in the war of labor against capital to the gray 
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nether world of "deceptive" phraseology and hard organizational imper
atives. 

For Foster, the steel strike was part of an essentially radical enterprise, 
yet this did not entail the necessity of establishing or even advocating 
industrial unionism as a primary issue. Earlier in the decade, as a result of 
his visit to Germany, he had decided that industrial unionism did not, as 
a form of organization, necessarily indicate the existence of revolutionary 
consciousness among workers. In the United States, he believed, true in
dustrial unionism was an unrealistic objective at the time. He had an 
important tactical reason to reject the idea of One Big Union during a 
period when the term was often associated either with the IWW or "for
eigners." However, Foster later claimed that he had sought, through the 
strike, to "break down the old system of craft unionism and lay the basis" 
for the development of industrial unionism.59 Foster was characterized by 
the Interchurch World Commission as having "combatted the natural 
tendency of sections of the rank and file toward industrial unionism." 
The commission took pains, in its reports on the strike and its outcome, 
to emphasize that the strike had been conducted according to accepted 
"trade-union methods." Foster, it was reported, "was constantly com
plaining of fighting the radicals, meaning those who wanted a general 
strike called." David Saposs was closest to the mark when he termed the 
organizational theory behind the steel strike as "opportunistic-industrial 
unionism."60 

Saposs, a close acquaintance of Foster's who had occasion to discuss 
the strike with him, affirmed Foster's long-held animus against the "Uto
pian" IWW, which, because of its impossibilist perspective, "narrows its 
function to propaganda purposes only." Neither was Foster in sympathy 
with "the one big union idea which would scramble together the workers 
of various crafts and industries. . . . This he regards as artificial and vi
sionary." Fitzpatrick, at one point, was quoted as saying that "only idiots 
believe in the general strike." "Mother" Jones, at a Chicago Federation of 
Labor meeting, had a purely pragmatic, ecumenical message for strikers 
and radicals: "I want to say to you men and women: Stop quarreling 
about 'isms.' Put aside your sentimental rot, get into the trenches and 
demand a civilization where men can live." Eugene Debs, who was not 
ordinarily sympathetic to AFL-style unionism, wrote from his prison cell 
in Atlanta that "If I should get out of this prison today, I would be in Gary 
or Pittsburgh tomorrow." He now warned that the nation's workers 
might "lay down their work and be swept into a revolution with cyclonic 
fury" in sympathy with the steel strikers.61 Foster knew, quite realisti
cally, that the central issues for most steelworkers in the fall of 1919 were 
wages, hours, and working conditions. However, his belief in the neces-
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sity of the "evolution" of the labor movement did not prevent him from 
bringing up the issues of a steelworkers' department and universal mem
bership transfer in AFL councils. If the extent of the walkout confirmed 
that a truly "general" strike was an untenable proposition at the time, 
Foster welcomed and encouraged indications of solidarity with the steel-
workers. Shortly after the strike began, he expressed enthusiasm over the 
fact that in some districts railway trainmen and switchmen refused to 
participate in the hauling of steel to and from the plants that had been 
struck. At the same time, he was always careful to present his objectives 
in prosaic terms. When asked whether he favored the socialization of the 
steel industry, he replied that "I'm just an organizer. I'm not a steel man. 
I organized the packing industry, and then moved on. After I get through 
with this strike I'll take up something else."62 

It is impossible to know whether Foster hoped statements such as these 
would reassure authorities. In any event, as the strike entered its first 
months, local police, civic groups, and elected officials treated the strikers 
as if they were dangerous revolutionaries. Gary and Chicago, where or
ganizers had initially met with their most encouraging successes, were the 
focus of much anti-"bolshevik" activity. Syndicalism was widely circu
lated in Gary by U.S. Steel and the Loyal American League as evidence 
that extremists were in control of the strike. Foster, according to the 
league, believed in "the overthrow of American institutions . . . and the 
domination of all America by the labor tyranny known as syndicalism." 
Unfortunately, amid such hysteria, the real issues of the strike in Gary 
were obscured. Workers' demands for collective bargaining, an eight-
hour day, six-day week, and increased wages became secondary concerns 
in the local press. The Gary Daily Tribune advocated the denial of free 
speech to radicals and the deportation of "disloyal" aliens, while the 
organ of the CFL, The New Majority, was banned during the strike.63 

State and then federal troops arrived in the city in response to the entreat
ies of General Leonard Wood. The "steel city" was quickly transformed 
into a garrison town. Machine-gun squads were established at strategic 
points, and infantry patrolled the streets. Martial law was declared, strike 
meetings were restricted, picketing was prohibited, and the military 
raided the homes of Gary's socialists and radicals. Despite the assiduous 
efforts of the Army Intelligence Division, investigators failed to turn 
up any concrete evidence that the strike in Gary was led by radical 
elements.64 

Foster wrote soon after the strike that "ours are days when the organ
ized employers, inspired by a horrible fear of the onward sweep of revolu
tion in Europe and the irresistible advance of the labor movement in this 
country, are robbing the people over-night of their most precious rights, 



THE GREAT STEEL STRIKE 141 

i 

Pennsylvania Constabulary. 

the fruits of a thousand years of struggle." There is no doubt that in 
western Pennsylvania, especially in the Pittsburgh district, strikers were 
met with bitter resistance by state police, the American Legion, company 
guards, numerous armed and deputized "citizens'" groups, and various 
local burgesses and civic authorities. By October 14, James Mauer, presi
dent of the Pennsylvania Federation of Labor, had written a letter to 
Governor W. C. Sproul in which he was able to detail the evidence of 
repression in the steel towns. In communities like Homestead, Clairton, 
McKeesport, Braddock, New Castle, Monessen, and Butler, terrorism 
was routine, he noted. Men and women were arrested at their homes and 
beaten. Those who were arrested were often not informed of the charges 
against them. Strikers were fined exorbitantly for ill-defined misdemean
ors and told to go back to work or risk further imprisonment. Mounted 
state policemen rode through the streets, arbitrarily searching, arresting, 
or clubbing "suspicious" individuals. Shots were fired at strikers' homes, 
and in Monessen citizens were detained by company guards in makeshift 
private "jails." In New Castle, most of the attorneys in the town were 
deputized, and refused to take up the cases of arrested strikers. Outdoor 
meetings of strikers were strictly prohibited in the towns along the 
Monongahela Valley; the earlier victories of the free speech campaign 
quickly evaporated. Sproul, when confronted by Foster with the denial of 
constitutional liberties in his state, remarked merely that "experience has 
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shown that it is dangerous to permit the congregation of large numbers of 
people during times of stress and excitement."65 Numerous full-page ad
vertisements were taken out in newspapers claiming that the strike was a 
failure and urging workers to return to the plants. Mary Heaton Vorse 
attempted to generate a publicity campaign to counter the propaganda 
and accusations, but Foster, much to her dismay, couldn't "bear to spend 
a cent for anything but relief." In the meantime, in Pennsylvania, "civil 
liberties became a dead letter." The Wall Street Journal justified the re
pressive measures with the imprecation that "the leaders of the steel strike 
are apostles of violence with the destruction of any form of law as a first 
principle."66 

Foster proved unable effectively to refute such charges. On October 3, 
he was called to testify before a Senate committee that had been hurriedly 
assembled to investigate the strike. If one were to specify a vital and most 
illuminating moment in Foster's life as a radical, this was surely it. His 
testimony embodied the contradictions, dangers, and tautologies that 
would pursue him in his later career as a Communist. He had always 
been, in a certain sense, an "invisible" man; now the protean labor organ
izer, radical, anarchist, "bolshevik"—each label had been applied with 
equal conviction—was called publicly to account. 

Foster's performance must be considered in light of two basic facts. 
First, he was in a situation where a complete and convincing renunciation 
of his radical past would undoubtedly have helped to relieve the public 
pressure that was being brought against the strike and its leadership. 
Secondly, Foster had no compunction about not telling the truth to the 
committee; indeed, he was theoretically committed to the necessity of 
"camouflaging" labor's cause. Besides, ominous statements had been 
made recently by men in government. Representative Julius Kahn, chair
man of the Military Affairs Committee of the House of Representatives, 
had proposed that in light of Foster's authorship of Syndicalism, the steel 
strike leader might be prosecuted for murder. As in the Haymarket affair 
in the previous century, the possibility was raised that a radical could be 
tried for a crime simply by appearing to advocate it. Here, the focus was 
on Foster's statement, in Syndicalism, that strikebreakers should be "ex
terminated." By 1919, Foster may have reasoned, quite realistically, that 
if society would not tolerate activities that it deemed radical, then society 
could not reasonably expect a radical to be forthright about his motives.67 

Almost immediately, the issue of Foster's authorship of Syndicalism 
was raised. Although the booklet had the names of two authors on its 
cover, Foster assumed complete responsibility for these writings. He was 
asked, straightforwardly, if he believed in "the doctrine of revolution" 
that the pamphlet contained. He equivocated, noting that the small book 
had been written "eight or nine years ago; I do not know exactly when," 
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and that "since then I have become possibly a little less impatient, a little 
less extreme, possibly, in my views, considerably so, in fact. . . . Today I 
am an advocate of the system of unionism as we find it in America and 
England." When asked again if he believed in the doctrine of Syndicalism, 
Foster replied, "How far [my ideas] have changed I am not going to make 
an issue in this campaign if I can help it." At one point he responded, 
when pressed, that he no longer entertained such views, and that he no 
longer called himself a syndicalist.68 

Yet further on, he carefully stated that he did not believe in syndicalism 
only as it was expressed in the pamphlet. Samuel Gompers, sitting next to 
Foster at the hearings, "hissed" at him to make a categorical repudiation, 
but the circumspect former railwayman remained evasive. He expressed 
an undeniable truth when he stated that "if I was still a believer in that 
book and tried to use it and put it into practice I would not be in the 
position I am in."69 Even so, the next day, the New York Times headlined 
that "He Dodges Direct Answers: Admits Belief in Employees' Control of 
Industry, Extermination of Scabs, and Race Suicide." Even in his post-
strike evaluation, Foster equivocated on the issue of whether or not he 
remained a believer in the tenets of Syndicalism.70 Foster's testimony 
stood as lesson in the difficulties that faced the radical seeking the cover 
of "legitimate" institutions. Occurring at the height of the postwar "red 
scare," the congressional hearings were a rehearsal for later inquisitions 
that Foster would endure as a Communist. The irony of his situation at 
the steel strike hearings was that, at the point of his very highest visibility 
in American life, as a radical with a political identity he came closest to 
disappearing. "I have no teachings or principles," he pleaded. "I apply 
the principles of the American Federation of Labor as best I understand 
them."71 His statements that he had sold Liberty Bonds during the war 
and supported AFL unionism made him an easy target of criticism by the 
IWW and later, by factional opponents in the Communist party. 

If the steel strike was a very public event, subject to the manipulations 
of politicians, newspaper editors, and publicity men, it was at the same 
time a "private war." At this level as well, the steel strikers were facing 
defeat in the last months of 1919. The prospect of some kind of federal 
mediation of the strike had disappeared once and for all in early October, 
when the President's Industrial Conference proved unable to force Judge 
Gary to enter into negotiations.72 Gary's refusal to move toward union 
recognition during the conference appeared to confirm that the original 
decision not to postpone the strike had been an appropriate one. Encour
aged by the inability of labor to exert effective pressure in the realm of 
purely public affairs, the steel companies stepped up their efforts to defeat 
the strike in the mill communities, where their power seemed equally for
midable. Company-influenced newspapers claimed that the strike had 
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been defeated. Workers feared for their future livelihoods as an extensive 
network of company spies and agents infiltrated the communities in order 
to identify strike leaders and unionists. Black strikebreakers were re
cruited from the South in increasing numbers. After the strike, Foster laid 
much of the blame for widespread use of blacks in the struck mills at the 
feet of the unions: "Many of them sharply draw the color line, thus feed
ing the flames of race hatred." In the future, the success of unionization 
required that unions "open their ranks to negroes, make an earnest effort 
to organize them, and then give them a square deal when they do join." 
However, at the height of the strike, he made an ill-considered assessment 
of the motives of the black work force, and in so doing revealed his grow
ing pessimism on the possibility of unity. "The colored worker," he as
serted, "is not very responsive to trade unionism. He seems to feel that the 
best way he can solve his problem is to break down the white working 
man. He acts as a scab at all times."73 

Given the degree of official repression and opposition to the walkout, 
it is remarkable that workers stayed out as long as they did. However, 
many were able to survive on Liberty bonds that they purchased during 
the war, and many immigrants relied on their savings. In the National 
Committee office in Pittsburgh, Foster, when told over the phone of an 
organizer who had been arrested, replied sardonically: "Dig up your Lib
erty Bonds and buy a little liberty."74 As the strike wore on, it became 
clear that the forcible interdiction of free speech and assembly extended 
even to the highest levels of the National Committee. On November 7, 
when Foster arrived in Johnstown to address a meeting of steelworkers, 
a group of plain-clothes policemen and prominent businessmen forcibly 
escorted him back to the train station, ordering him to leave town. The 
largest hall at the local Labor Temple had been jammed with strikers 
waiting to hear him speak. Organizers continued to be arrested in 
Johnstown despite this publicity.75 

Faced with such opposition, the strike began to lose momentum. There 
was some strike relief, but as the walkout continued, families found it 
increasingly difficult to survive. In Monessen, one resident remembered, 
"they starved, let me put it very straight to you. The strike [failed] simply 
because the people didn't have any food and didn't have any money to 
pay their mortgages, what have you."76 In November, production in the 
steel mills began to rise significantly. Skilled, native-born American work
ers returned steadily to their jobs; the Amalgamated made a crucial deci
sion to allow certain of their members to honor previous contracts. By 
early December, the National Committee had sent a telegram to its organ
izers acknowledging that the strike was lost. Judge Gary, however, 
showed that he was willing to maintain the level of hyperbole that had 
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prevailed throughout the strike; he proposed that the nation had been 
saved from "the closed shop, Soviets and the forcible [re]-distribution of 
property."77 

In order to discredit the movement, employers, the national press, and 
local authorities had emphasized Foster's prominent role in organizing 
and carrying out the strike, implying that he was something of a self-
appointed dictator. However, it is possible to see that Foster was a central 
figure in the movement without subscribing to the notion that he was 
merely hungry for power or a "master conspirator." Above all, Foster 
was an opportunist who was impatient with the niceties of union "de
mocracy." Understanding that significant resentment existed in the mill 
towns toward the steelmasters, he had worked diligently to develop an 
organizational vehicle through which rank-and-file grievances could be 
addressed; in so doing he was able to exercise a significant degree of indi
vidual leadership. Fiowever, as the employers perhaps understood, Fos
ter's leadership represented a challenge to traditional craft union ideals 
about the way in which strikes should be conducted. According to tradi
tional formulae, the conduct of a strike was to be carefully circumscribed 
by elaborate procedures that combined membership approval with "con
trol" by the international officers. At National Committee meetings 
where often only half of the affiliated international unions were repre
sented, Foster developed aggressive policies and then presented the inter
national leadership with a series of faits accomplis. William Hannon, the 
representative of the Machinists on the National Committee, commented 
revealingly on the conduct of the strike machinery:78 

The steel strike was handled differently from any strike that I have ever 

been connected with. In practically every other strike . . . the officers of the 

International organizations affected have handled the situation, acting as an 

executive committee to direct the strike. In this strike, the Secretary of the 

National Committee assumed the leadership, the International representa

tives having but little to say about its direction. Of course, when the Na
tional Committee met, the action taken was generally approved. 

David Saposs, who witnessed several National Committee meetings, 
later recounted how "Foster was an exceedingly able man and at these 
national committee meetings [AFL leaders] were helpless. They couldn't 
take issue with Foster or with Fitzpatrick—they were tongue-tied." 
Moreover, at the level of a national organizing campaign, the old-style 
skills of the craft union leaders seemed irrelevant. "It was something that 
they didn't know anything about and they might have been good at nego
tiation, but it was so strange, so foreign to them that they felt helpless and 
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they acquiesced with everything that Foster and Fitzpatrick suggested. 
They were glad to get the damn thing off their hands. They never had any 
faith in it anyhow."79 

Foster himself became a leadership symbol to the strikers and organiz
ers. In the last weeks of the strike, Heber Blankenhorn, an investigator for 
the Interchurch World Commission, recounted how Foster had faced a 
district organizers' meeting for five or six hours. "Men's nerves [were] 
rasped by three months of strike with all sorts of accusations of bad faith, 
betrayal, shortage of commissary, etc." Foster, despite his pleas that he 
had come only "to listen," was forced to speak the moment he arrived. 
"At the end of the session, criticism had quite disappeared, no personal 
criticism of him stood anywhere and there was a general feeling that eve
rything had been explained and everything done that could be done." 
Foster took some pride that his skills also encompassed the ability of the 
"modern" trade unionist to channel radicalism among the rank and file 
into "constructive" channels. He told Blankenhorn that his role as the 
conflict ended was to argue against radicals who could "sweep an entire 
meeting off its feet and get wild applause for any sort of drastic pro
posal." In reality, according to Foster, the radicals "have no reason in 
their plans," or "really have no plans but only very destructive criticism." 
Even so, David Saposs, who interviewed numerous steelworkers as an 
investigator for the Interchurch World Commission, remembered that 
Foster was the figure to whom most steel strikers attached their personal 
loyalty.80 

As the strike ended, Foster pushed for the continuation, rather than 
disbandment, of the National Committee. "The fight must be made a 
permanent one," he proposed. This in itself may have been interpreted as 
a rather ominous move by AFL officials, since the Amalgamated had 
withdrawn from the committee almost immediately upon the demise of 
the strike and had claimed that the committee had been infringing on its 
jurisdiction in the late stages of the conflict. D. J. Davis of the Amalga
mated claimed later his union had withdrawn "because irresponsible men 
had been appointed [as organizers] by Secretary Foster, in charge of vari
ous cities."81 Foster proposed that a large corps of organizers stay in the 
field, and that a steelworkers' bulletin in several languages be distributed 
regularly. Activist nuclei would be maintained in each steel community. 
"A vigorous campaign of education and reorganization will be immedi
ately begun and will not cease until industrial justice in the steel industry 
has been achieved," Foster promised, quite optimistically.82 

Nevertheless, he resigned as secretary of the steelworkers' committee in 
favor of his friend J. G. Brown effective February 1. He later claimed that 
he had resigned "entirely of my own volition," but admitted also that 
he desired that a "new phase of the work go ahead with a clean slate," 
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presumably meaning that he wished that the committee not be further 
discredited by his presence.83 However, it was rumored that Foster had 
had a direct hand in choosing Brown to continue as secretary, and that 
Foster and "other radical members" of the committee continued to deci
sively influence its deliberations.84 Meanwhile, workers returned to work 
bitter, uncertain, and discouraged. In Monessen, strikers were required to 
personally apologize to the plant superintendent before reclaiming their 
old positions, and in Colorado workers submitted to mandatory physical 
examinations and signed statements vowing their cooperation with man
agement and loyalty to their country. "A feeling of despondency runs 
through the ranks of the workers," Saposs reported after the strike. 
"Many vow that they will never join a union again." While some workers 
felt that they had "demonstrated their power quite effectively against 
these giant corporations," the predominant feeling seemed to be that "the 
steel corporations are invincible and that striking is useless." In the spring 
and summer of 1920, Roger Baldwin and the newly formed American 
Civil Liberties Union inquired with the National Committee about the 
possibility of beginning some kind of free speech campaign in Western 
Pennsylvania in support of a new organizing drive. Brown replied that the 
withdrawal of the Amalgamated had caused the collapse of the commit
tee's organizing work, and that he was "winding up its affairs."85 

Despite Foster's claim after the walkout that it had "raised the prestige 
of the trade union movement wonderfully with the steel workers," the 
strike was unmistakably defeated. The prospect of collective bargaining 
in the steel industry was as dim as it ever was, and the power of the 
companies in the mill towns remained undiminished and was, perhaps, 
even enhanced. The steel strike was, as Foster put it in more sober mo
ments, a "tremendous defeat" for unionism and had a lasting effect on all 
American workers in the sense that it foretold the powerlessness of labor 
in the face of the open-shop movement of the 1920s. It was not until 1923 
that the eight-hour day was finally established in the steel industry.86 

Moreover, the crushing of the unions in 1919 showed how easily a pro
gressive labor cause could be crippled by accusations that its leadership 
was "red."87 Thereafter, radicals would never be as comfortable in the 
"legitimate" American labor movement, and many, including Foster, 
searched for other avenues by which to pursue their aims. Foster himself 
would never openly lead another strike. 

Despite its defeat, the steel strike and its complex lessons became part 
of the historical consciousness of an emerging generation of activists and 
organizations. Men like John Brophy and Philip Murray, who were cen
tral in the establishment of the CIO nearly two decades later, participated 
in the 1919 organizing campaign. Roger Baldwin, who helped to found 
the American Civil Liberties Union in 1920, walked picket lines in Chi-
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cago during the strike and offered Foster a position on the body's first 
national board.88 The packing and steel campaigns provided the Commu
nist party with its first substantial issue in the labor movement of the early 
1920s, "amalgamation." 

As for Foster, the steel strike marked the high point in his career as a 
labor radical. The historian Philip Taft termed the organizing campaign 
"one of the great organizing feats in American labor history." However, 
the movement's defeat was also an ominous affirmation of Foster's own 
problematic position in American society. Theodore Dreiser, in a 1941 
tribute to Foster, wrote that the steel strike was "where, perhaps for the 
first time, America began to see itself clearly."89 Dreiser did not explain 
what he meant by this remark, but the 1919 strike was remarkable at 
least in part because it acted to momentarily precipitate and clarify the 
deep divisions that had developed within American society in the first 
decades of the twentieth century. Most importantly, in respect to a con
sideration of Foster's life, it was an event that symbolized that the bound
aries of American citizenship had become more tightly constricted and 
more explicitly delineated. During the years in which Foster was most 
active in the American labor movement, immediately before and after 
World War I, the exclusion and deportation of aliens, immigrants, and 
dissenters reached an unprecedented level. Anarchists, Wobblies and 
"bolsheviks" were the primary targets of chauvinist hysteria. Between 
1912 and 1917, as one historian put it, the United States Congress "aban
doned the conviction that radicalism could be a home-grown phenome
non."90 In this atmosphere, Foster was deemed most "dangerous" be
cause he was a radical and also most demonstrably an American. 

During this period Foster also sought, as did thousands of others, to 
achieve economic citizenship through unionization. Such citizenship may 
have represented to some a vehicle by which workers could merely 
achieve a larger share of an expanding American capitalism. To others it 
meant gaining the means to resist the increasingly powerful and arbitrary 
control of managers and foremen in the workplace. For the leadership of 
one of the largest sectors of the economy, the organizing campaign and 
the empowerment that it promised was perceived as radical enough to 
deserve unyielding opposition and suppression. If the steelmasters justi
fied their intransigence by invoking their own paternalistic and ultimately 
benign interest in their employees and their communities, the history of 
the decline and dissolution of American steel towns must stand as testi
mony to the fragility of their intentions. Yet this history is also a 
testimony to the limitations of Foster's vision. Needless to say, the estab
lishment of powerful, integrated industrial unions in the 1930s did not 
prevent what took place in the steel industry in later decades. During 
Woodrow Wilson's second Industrial Conference, which met immedi-
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ately in the aftermath of the steel strike, a group of labor leaders was 
asked by The Survey to propose solutions to the "labor problem." 
Among the replies were "Equal Citizenship," "Nationalization," and a 
"National Labor Board." Foster's solution, predictably enough, was 
"Organization." For him, unionization would remedy the central prob
lem in the steel industry: "property rights are supreme and human rights 
negligible. The representatives of property have complete control." In the 
Great Steel Strike and Its Lessons, Foster concluded that "when our mili
tants generally adopt English methods, and turn their whole-hearted at
tention to building up and developing the trade-union movement—that 
hour will be the dawn of a new day for American Labor."91 Much of 
Foster's later career would show the immense difficulties involved in 
accomplishing this vision. 



Chapter 6 

LABOR ORGANIZER AND COMMUNIST 

This is not the first time that I have been a guest of a city, 

and as I looked around me I saw many others who had 

been guests of the American government and of almost 

all other governments in the world. But it certainly 

was the first time that any of them were honored 

guests. . . . You can tell my enemies to go to hell. 

—Jack Johnstone, writing to John Fitzpatrick from 

Petrograd during his first visit to Russia 

IN A 1924 article in which he described his role in the Chicago Federation 
of Labor during the meatpacking and steel campaigns, Foster reflected 
that his position had been that of "a free lance in the general trade union 
movement." To a certain degree, this was an accurate description. He did 
not belong to any explicitly revolutionary organization at the time that he 
gained his most notoriety as a radical, even though the leadership Chi
cago Federation of Labor was classified in some official circles as "revolu
tionary."1 During the 1910s, he had woven ephemeral groupings of trade 
union radicals around his unique brand of anarcho-syndicalism, but 
these had dissolved by 1918-19, the years of the most militant strike 
activity in American history. These organizations drew their inspiration 
from broad and eclectic sources. In addition to referring to trends in the 
international labor movement, they seemed peculiarly suited to the ag
gressive activities of many radical unionists during the Progressive Era. 
They sought, in varying degrees, to combine elements of the radical syndi
calism of the IWW with the pragmatism of the Socialist party's "boring 
from within" approach. Yet the SLNA and the ITUEL bore certain char
acteristics that marked them as uniquely personal organizations. Foster 
was advertised prominently as secretary-treasurer of each of the syndical
ist leagues, and their founding manifestos were authored by him. He him
self had refused, for various reasons that seemed to him purely realistic, 
to adapt his radicalism to membership in either the IWW or the Socialist 
party. In a sense, his greatest successes at the end of the decade were 
personal successes; no particular workers' organization ultimately en
hanced its power or gained prestige as a result of the packinghouse and 
steel organizing drives. 
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In notes for a 1923 article entitled "What Lies Back of Foster," David 
Saposs meditated on the role of the "free-lance" radical within the labor 
movement. These "borers from within" had come to appreciate, through 
their experiences, that "aggression leads to isolation," and that an essen
tially pragmatic attitude was the soundest way to further their goals. 
Also, they sensed that American workers and labor leaders had grown 
"touchy" on "isms," and that "any idea that appears tainted with 'high 
browism' or foreign contact" impaired their usefulness to labor organiza
tions if they were so labeled. Free-lancers thus keep "their [social] aspira
tions and ultimate ideals under cover." Foster, according to Saposs, em
bodied the difficulties and contradictions of the "detached" labor activist 
within the AFL. He did not publicly criticize AFL leaders or officers dur
ing the steel strike, and "resented criticism of his own course by the intel
lectuals and revolutionary radicals." While the· free-lancer found it al
ways necessary to subordinate his own goals while working behind the 
scenes, if the steel strike had been successful, Saposs conjectured, Foster 
would have been able to assert his independence of AFL officials and step 
out of his subordinate role. Then, he could have been more free to speak 
his mind. However, more often the free lance had to content himself with 
remaining a "regular" in order to remove suspicion from himself. Saposs 
was a friend of Foster's at the time, and understood his motives as well as 
anyone. "His is very largely the position of the stepchild or adopted citi
zen, he is there by sufferance," Saposs wrote.2 

In the period immediately after the steel strike Foster's organizational 
affiliations changed, yet Saposs's insights into the nature of his career 
remained essentially accurate. In the previous decade, he had been seek
ing the status of "radical regular" in the AFL. In the early 1920s, he 
would become both a Communist and a free-lance radical working 
within the AFL; however, in each case he remained, for the time being, 
"in" but not "of" each organization. In each cycle he showed that he was 
willing to accommodate his views somewhat to his new affiliation, but 
the process was not entirely opportunistic. In the 1910s, his activities in 
the AFL were not inconsistent with his earlier theorizing about the way in 
which the wages system would eventually be abolished. In the early 
1920s, he might have inflected his radicalism in a more conservative di
rection, as John Fitzpatrick eventually did, in order to maintain a signifi
cant role within the Chicago Federation of Labor. Instead, he became a 
part of the central leadership of the Communist party. However, despite 
a period of experimentation with united front labor politics in the 1920s, 
the sine qua non of Foster's radicalism remained his idea that the revolu
tionary movement in this country would develop out of the trade unions. 
Immediately after and during the steel strike, the newly founded Ameri
can Communist parties did not come close to sharing this view, and the 
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tactics and orientation of the Socialist party were based on an under
standing of political citizenship that Foster rejected. Thus Foster once 
again determined to create a league encompassing the militant minority 
within the AFL, while at the same time publicly promoting his particular 
brand of syndicalism, which some critics called "Fosterism."3 

When he resigned as secretary of the National Committee for Organiz
ing Iron and Steel Workers in late 1919, Foster did so with the idea in 
mind of creating a new organization of trade union militants. This objec
tive was momentarily delayed; it would be nearly a year before he was 
able to pull together another syndicalist league. In the meantime, his ac
tivities seemed to lack coherent purpose. Certainly the events of 1918-19 
had provided him with much to ponder. Later, he wrote that the defeat of 
the steel strike required a revision in his strategy. His hopes of using the 
steel strike as an entering wedge in a campaign to organize American 
mass-production industries were gone, as also was his "hope of over
throwing the Gompers machine by the mass organization of the unorgan
ized."4 

Did Foster, as a result of the defeat of the packing and steel campaigns, 
begin to doubt that his strategy of revolutionizing the AFL from within 
could be successful? As would be true throughout his career, his "scien
tific" perspective on the inevitable development of unionism remained the 
basis of his faith when the workers and the unions failed to perform as 
anticipated. However, Foster was no grim determinist; he blamed the de
feats of the immediate postwar period in large part on the lack of a well-
organized militant minority in the AFL, and his statements at the conclu
sion of the steel campaign indicate that he felt that the next phase of his 
activities in the labor movement must proceed as much along educational 
as organizational lines. Foster occasionally used the term "education" 
interchangeably with "sabotage," but his formation of yet another educa
tional league after the war can also be seen as consistent with his admira
tion of the ideas of Lester Frank Ward, a progressive theorist whose writ
ings Foster admired at the time.5 His shifting focus in 1920 was in part 
reflected by the fact that immediately after the strike he concentrated his 
energies on writing his classic account of the conflict, The Great Steel 
Strike and Its Lessons. It was a relatively unusual undertaking for a labor 
organizer. He wrote to Roger Baldwin in February, 1920 that "for the 
past few weeks (or should I say for the past few years) I have been so 
damned busy that I hardly know which end of me is up. . . . I am so busy, 
as peculiarly busy in fact as a fish out of water—I, a roughneck, am writ
ing a book."6 

Foster's nebulous status in 1920 is illustrated by his lack of direct in
volvement in the "outlaw" railroad strike of that year. As a result of 
wartime legislation, American railroads had remained under federal con
trol, and strikes were thus prohibited. However, the government repeat-
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edly refused to grant wage increases in the industry in spite of the steadily 
increasing inflation, and after the government control was lifted in March 
1920, wildcat strikes of switchmen, engineers, conductors, and firemen 
spread throughout the nation. Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer pub
licly accused Foster of being behind the walkout, but Foster issued a blis
tering denial. He asserted that he knew none of the individuals who were 
advertised as strike leaders, and dismissed Palmer's accusations as an at
tempt to boost his campaign for president. Still, the strike suggested to 
Foster the need for organizational coherence among the militant railroad 
employees. He noted that it was likely that "there never was a big strike 
in this country more spontaneous and unplanned than the one in ques
tion." Indeed, in its monthly reports to the Department of Justice early in 
1920, Military Intelligence reported that Foster "and his former associ
ates are now in Chicago, where an active interest in railway circles is 
being manifested by them."7 When he formed the Trade Union Educa
tional League later in the year, much of its propaganda was aimed at 
discontented railroad shop workers. 

Although he was not listed as an official delegate, the "red radical" of 
the recent steel strike attended the AFL convention in Montreal in June. 
The issue with which the convention was most concerned was the Plumb 
Plan for nationalizing the railroads. Since 1919, the International Associ
ation of Machinists and its Socialist president, William Johnston, had 
lobbied intensively in Congress for some form of continuance of federal 
administration after the war ended, even though during the red scare, 
nationalization was met with intense opposition. The New York Times 
editorialized that the Plumb Plan was "a venture into radical socialism— 
a very long step towards the principles of Lenin and Trotsky and of Soviet 
Government." Nonetheless, at the 1920 AFL convention, the IAM dele
gation was influential in securing approval of a resolution favoring gov
ernment ownership. Foster was seated with the Railway Carmen delega
tion during the voting on the issue, and knew Martin Ryan, the union's 
influential president. Foster interpreted the convention's approval of the 
Plumb Plan as a defeat for Gompers, and may have felt that the AFL 
president's days were numbered, since even Matthew Woll, one of Gom-
pers's most trusted associates, voted with the railroad unions. A Wobbly 
who was in Montreal at the time and who was acquainted with Foster 
carefully noted his demeanor. "Foster was in high favor around the con
vention hall. He was a conspicuous figure around the lobby and among 
the groups of delegates. I met him in the lobby after the roll call vote on 
the Plumb Plan resolution, and [he] said to me in great glee, 'You see what 
we're doing? We've put the skids under the old man.'"8 

The support of Socialists like Johnston in pushing through the Plumb 
Plan resolution cannot have failed to impress Foster, for the only serious 
contenders as an alternative leadership to that of Gompers were the So-
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cialists. As far back as 1912, writing for La Vie ouvriere, he had recog
nized the importance of this socialist opposition; despite his profound 
mistrust of their policies, he predicted that "the capture of the AFL by the 
socialists will mark a deep change in the workers' movement."9 In addi
tion, Johnston's IAM aggressively took up the issue of amalgamation in 
the immediate postwar period; this was a progressive program that was 
very close to Foster's own position on the problem of pushing the AFL 
toward industrial unionism. Thus, it is not surprising that in May of 
1920, months after the formation of the Communist and Communist 
Labor parties, Foster was a prominent guest at the Socialist party's na
tional convention in New York. In a well-received address, he envisioned 
a new strike in the steel industry that would be a signal for a general strike 
of all workers. "When the big strike comes, we want the steel workers, 
the mine workers, the railroad men and every trade in," he proposed. 
When he was introduced, the New York Times noted, Foster was greeted 
with "a tremendous demonstration of approval." Only the mention of 
the name of Eugene Debs, who was incarcerated at the federal penitenti
ary in Atlanta, gained a more enthusiastic reception by the delegates.10 

Despite his prominence in labor and radical circles after the steel strike, 
Foster drifted in his "free-lance" role in 1920. He resigned his position as 
a Brotherhood of Railway Carmen organizer, and was unable to secure 
employment as a car inspector because he had been blacklisted in Chi
cago.11 His position in the AFL was ambiguous, as illustrated by his 
status at the Montreal convention. As if to underline his uncertain situa
tion, Foster became business manager for the New Majority in July. This 
would be perhaps the most incongruous position he would ever hold, for 
Foster was temperamentally unsuited for office work despite his tremen
dous organizing ability. His job required that he work to increase the 
paper's circulation and promote labor party initiatives among Chicago 
unionists. His tenure proved to be quite unsuccessful; the newspaper ran 
up huge deficits during the summer of 1920. During this period, New 
Majority noted, there was a notable "apathy" among unions affiliated 
with the CFL in generating subscriptions. The AFL national office pres
sured many locals of international unions to withdraw support from Fitz-
patrick's labor party initiative. Interestingly enough, beginning in No
vember, immediately after Foster's resignation and the defeat of the 
Farmer-Labor party ticket, the paper began to generate surpluses once 
again. Nonetheless, his resignation was abrupt, and the New Majority 
implied that this had created a "burden" for the editorial staff.12 

The end of the steel strike marked the beginning of a kind of "united 
front" period for Foster, in which he found himself involved with causes 
and groups that were not strictly trade unionist in orientation. During the 
strike, he began an interesting relationship with the American Civil Liber-
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ties Union. In November 1919, he had invited the ACLU to investigate 
civil liberties in Pittsburgh. As the strike wore down, he proposed that 
ACLU speakers in Pennsylvania might "help get civil rights for the strik
ers" and generally "open up" the situation.13 Although these proposals 
came to nothing with the collapse of the strike, Foster's relationship with 
the ACLU showed that he had begun to look outside purely working-
class organizations for support of his initiatives and ideas. B. W. 
Huebsch, a member of the ACLU national board, published Foster's 
book on the steel strike. Beyond the ACLU, liberals seemed to receive 
Foster positively. In 1920, the publication of a sympathetic interpretation 
of the steel strike by the Interchurch World Commission, an interdenomi
national body of socially conscious Protestant clerics, drew widespread 
negative comment by a variety of groups that had been opposed to the 
unionizing drive, including the National Civic Federation. The commis
sion itself, during its investigation of the strike, questioned Foster in a 
sympathetic manner and refused to resort to the kind of red-baiting that 
the Senate investigatory committee had indulged in. Articles in the New 
Republic were uniformly supportive of Foster and his activities. The diffi
culties encountered by unions in gaining favorable publicity and free 
speech seemed uppermost on Foster's mind when he assented to Roger 
Baldwin's request that he become a member of the national board of the 
ACLU. "Altho [sic] I make it an inflexible rule to belong only to strictly 
trade union organizations," he wrote, "I feel that I should make an excep
tion in the case of your body. If there is anyone in this country who 
should realize the necessity of free speech and do all possible to achieve it, 
it is my humble self."14 

Foster remained mostly aloof, though, as organized labor sought to re
define and reassert its citizenship in the first years of the decade. Despite 
his syndicalist background, he could not have helped being exposed in 
1920 to the widespread sentiment among unionists that some type of 
political action by labor would be necesssary in the postwar environment. 
John Fitzpatrick had been a persistent opponent of Samuel Gompers's 
nonpartisan political stance, and had helped create the Labor party of 
Cook County in 1918. In April 1919, he polled a sizable fifty thousand 
votes in his candidacy for mayor. In November, as the steel strike waned, 
Fitzpatrick called a conference in Chicago that resulted in the formation 
of the American Labor party. During the summer of 1920, the new party 
merged with the Committee of Forty-Eight, a group of ex-Bull Moosers 
and Liberals led by Amos Pinchot; the result was the Farmer-Labor party. 
In 1920, Parley Parker Christensen ran for president and Max Hayes for 
vice president under the aegis of the new party; in November, they polled 
three hundred thousand votes. The labor party movement in 1920 had 
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broad support, not only among Chicago unionists, but also among gar
ment workers in New York City, the International Association of Ma
chinists, the railroad brotherhoods, and mine workers. For Fitzpatrick, 
the widespread use of the injunction against strikes in Chicago and the 
successes of the British Labor party were powerful arguments impelling 
him toward involvement in labor politics.15 

During the steel strike, Foster had refused to allow labor party exhor
tations to be published in the National Committee's official strike bulle
tin. Finally, John Fitzpatrick prevailed upon him to allow some publicity 
to enter the strike literature.16 By 1920, however, there are indications 
that Foster the syndicalist was developing closer ties with the labor party 
movement. He was a delegate at the Farmer-Labor party convention in 
Chicago in 1920. Two of his closest associates, Samuel Hammersmark 
and J. W. Johnstone, had also established significant relationships in this 
direction. Hammersmark was the secretary treasurer of the Cook County 
Labor party in 1920. Though he resigned in May 1921, as late as 1922, 
his name appeared on a Cook County Farmer-Labor party primary elec
tion ballot. Johnstone was head of the party's organization committee in 
1920.17 Harry Ault, a friend of Foster's from his days in Seattle, was 
prominent at the FLP's founding convention in Chicago in 1919, and 
helped establish a ticket in Washington State during the 1920 elections. In 
a letter to Ault, Foster seemed positively disposed toward his efforts: 
"From the faint echoes of the strife reaching here it would seem that you 
fellows have a dandy chance to carry your state. If so it will be an epoch-
making achievement. More power to you, say I." Working as business 
manager for the New Majority, Foster himself occupied a prominent po
sition on the Farmer-Labor party's official organ. Later, he wrote that 
"during the course of the meat packing and steel campaigns my old Syn
dicalist anti-politics had started to collapse. So much so that by 1920 I 
had begun to be active in the Labor Party, then centering in Chicago."18 

This, however, was somewhat of an overstatement. The alacrity with 
which Foster dropped his affiliation with the New Majority, and the fact 
that he was willing to embark upon a new venture almost immediately 
after the November elections suggests that he had been thinking along 
other lines for some time. Writing to Ault in October, he hinted at his 
plans: "After the election a few of us here are about to launch a project 
which I think will interest you very much." By mid-November, the Trade 
Union Educational League had come into being. Its headquarters during 
its first months of existence was in the Chicago Federation of Labor 
Building at 166 West Washington Street. While Foster had broadened his 
scope somewhat since the steel strike, the new league was essentially a 
reprise of the Syndicalist League of North America and the International 
Trade Union Educational League, albeit with minor adjustments. For in-



LABOR ORGANIZER AND COMMUNIST 157 

stance, Foster now called much more explicitly for industrial unionism. 
In a letter to Upton Sinclair, he asserted that "it seems to me that it is time 
that the left wing of the great labor movement develop an industrial pro
gram. It had one fifteen years ago, but that led to the IWW and all these 
years of impotency. The time is ripe for another, and the new one, if it is 
to fare better than the last, must call for the development of the inevitable 
industrial unionism thru the old trade unions."19 Foster was clearly ex
cited about the prospects for starting up another syndicalist league, and 
it is easy to imagine that despite his uncertain affiliation (and income) 
during this period, he worked day and night to develop contacts and a 
credible program for his new venture. 

One of the few published documents relating to the new league con
tains a classic statement of "Fosterism." The emphasis on the militant 
minority, the belief in the "evolutionary process to industrial unionism," 
the reference to trends in the international labor movement, and the al
most overwhelming sense of personal leadership are reflected in this one-
page leaflet, called quite simply "A Statement of the Aims of the Trade 
Union Educational League." Although it implores the reader to subscribe 
to The Labor Herald, there is no evidence that any issues of this newspa
per ran until 1922. It concludes with a request that "all workers desirous 
of making a real effort to put the labor movement upon an industrial 
basis are requested to communicate with the undersigned [Foster]." In 
some respects, this statement of aims is even less radical than that of the 
previous ITUEL. While there is an overt emphasis on industrial unionism, 
it is unmistakable that progress in that direction would be gradual and 
"natural" rather than revolutionary. It is enough for Foster merely to 
point out that unions "are constantly broadening and extending their 
scope of action. This they are doing through a whole series of get-together 
devices, familiar to all experienced trade unionists, such as amalgama
tions, federations, departments, local councils, joint agreements, com
mon organizing campaigns and strikes, extensions of jurisdictions to in
clude women, negroes, the unskilled, etc. etc." There is no talk of the 
abolition of the wages system or a labor party. It was a program calcu
lated to find approval among a wide spectrum of progressive unionists.20 

True to the putative intent of his new league, Foster departed on a long 
speaking tour for the Amalgamated Clothing Workers in late November. 
His friend David Saposs, educational director of the ACW, organized the 
tour. The ACW had been able to donate the huge sum of one hundred 
thousand dollars to support relief for the steel strikers in 1919. In 1920, 
the fact that Foster was engaged by the union to embark upon a lecture 
tour during which he would supposedly promote the program of his new 
league illustrated his strong ties with progressive trade unionists. Indeed, 
a central focus of Foster's lectures, the need for the amalgamation of craft 
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u n i o n s , w h i l e c o n s i s t e n t w i t h h i s e a r l i e r s t a t e m e n t s , w a s e s s e n t i a l l y c o n 
gruent with the views of Sidney Hillman, the Socialist president of the 
Amalgamated. 2 1 

In early 1 9 2 1, Foster gave a lecture for an organization called the Chi
cago Workers' Institute that developed into an acrimonious debate with 
his audience. He began his talk with an admonition: " Q uarantine your 
ideas by taking them away from the unions where the masses are, or 
spread them b y fighting the conservatives on the floor of the unions—that 
is the choice you radicals have to make." This led to a hot dispute with 
IWW partisans in the crowd, who violently objected to his argu ments. He 
accused radicals of having " violated the first principle of working class 
solidarity. They have forsaken the real organizations of labor, based 
upon common economic interests, and have formed outside organiza
tions, based upon a revolutionary creed." 2 2 

It is im possible to know whether or not his audience that evening in
cluded Comm unists, b ut if so, Foster's message could not have helped but 
antagonize them. The two American Comm unist parties that had been 
founded in Chicago by dissident left- wing factions of the Socialist party 
at the height of the steel organizing campaign were, at the time of Foster's 
speech, entering into unity negotiations. However, the two parties would 
not finally merge until May. At their inception, the Comm unist groups 
resorted to underground, conspiratorial tactics, partly as a result of their 
members' infatuation with the revolutionary elan of the Bolsheviks, and 
partly because they were driven below the surface of A merican life b y the 
red scare and the Palmer raids. Although in early 1 9 2 1 the issue separat
ing the two parties was the difficult q uestion of whether or not the move
ment should emerge from the underground and engage in "legal" tactics, 
on the issue of unionism and the AFL, there was still a general consensus. 
The Comm unist Labor party endorsed the "revolutionary industrial un
ionism" of the IWW, " whose long and valiant strug gles in the class-war 
have earned the respect and affection of all workers everywhere." The 
Comm unist party merely noted that "the A. F .L. is reactionary and a bul
wark of capitalism. It is actually an enemy to the workers." 2 3 

However, during the steel strike, both the IWW and the fledgling Com
m unist parties had seemed uncertain about how they should react to the 
unrest. On the one hand, they offered sharp critiques of Foster's syndical
ist aims and methods. The Communist gave him a nickname that must 
have seemed appropriate to those who scorned his "evolutionary" ap
proach to industrial unionism: " Å . Z. F o s t e r . " The o r g a n r e i t e r a t e d t h a t 
t h e AFL, i n t o w h i c h F o s t e r s o u g h t t o o r g a n i z e t h e w o r k e r s , w a s i n f a c t 
" t h e a r c h e n e m y o f t h e m i l i t a n t p r o l e t a r i a t . " As a r e s u l t , b o t h Com m u n i s t 
p a r t i e s h a d n o i m m e d i a t e p r o g r a m f o r t h e s t r i k e , a n d d i d n o t h a v e a p l a n 
f o r o r g a n i z a t i o n a l w o r k . All t h a t w a s o f f e r e d w e r e t w o s l o g a n s : "Mak e 
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the strike general and seize the State power." Yet, all workers were urged 
to somehow support the steelworkers in an attempt to "crush the capital
ists." Louis Fraina wrote of the 19 1 9 strike wave in general that "these 
strikes . . . must cease being strikes and become revolutionary mass action 
against capitalism and the State. E very strike must be a small revolution, 
educating and disciplining the workers for the final revolutionary 
struggle." 

Despite these criticisms, other radicals offered rhetorical support to 
Foster and his aims. The O h i o S o c i a l i s t , a left-wing organ at the time, 
published a favorable assessment of the strike. Later, a writer for The 
Toi l e r pointed to Foster's unique position in the labor movement, and 
unwittingly foreshadowed the difficulties the organizer of the steel strike 
would face as a Communist in the 19 2 0s. The publication of The G r e a t 
S t e e l S t r i k e a n d I t s L e s s o n s marked "the arrival of a new ty pe of labor 
leader in the labor movement, corresponding more closely to the new 
conditions and temper of the masses; a type, at once canny and practical, 
intelligent and efficient, fearless but not revolutionary. As clearly as Fos
ter is distinct from the Communists, he is as clearly distinct from the old 
trade union bureaucrats." 2 4 

Foster himself would have recognized certain elements of the founding 
desiderata of the Communist parties as quite close to his own views. After 
all, as it emerged in 19 1 9 , the Communist movement in America was the 
confluence of two general currents in American radicalism: left-wing so
cialism and IWW-style syndicalism. The Communist Labor party, for in
stance, proposed that "the most important means of capturing state 
power for the workers is the direct action of the masses, proceeding from 
the place where the workers are gathered together in shops and factories. 
The use of the political machinery of the capitalist state for this purpose 
is only secondary. " Furthermore, "in America there is a highly-developed 
Labor Movement. This makes it impossible to accomplish the overthrow 
of capitalism except through the agency of the organized workers." In 
calling for "shop branches" and shop committees to conduct revolution
ary propaganda, both parties were echoing the concept of the militant 
minority, which Foster had embraced since 1 9 1 1 . Likewise, the founding 
manifesto of the Communist Party implored its members to "participate 
in mass strikes, not only to achieve the immediate purpose of the strike, 
but to develop the revolutionary implications and action of the mass 
strike." 2 5 Despite these statements, Communists in the United States op
erated in a rarefied sphere far beyond the mainstream labor movement. 
Few American Communists possessed the experience of participating in a 
"mass strike," let alone developing its "revolutionary implications." 2 6 

How , then, is it possible to recognize Foster in late 19 2 0 as an incipient 
Communist? While there was still a gulf separating "Fosterism" and 
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Comm u n i s m , h i s o u t l o o k t o w a r d s u c h i s s u e s a s i n d u s t r i a l u n i o n i s m a n d 
p o l i t i c a l a c t i o n s e e m e d t o b e b e c o m i n g m o r e f l e x i b l e . Mor e o v e r , Dav i d 
Sap o s s r e m e m b e r e d t h a t c r i t i c i s m o f t h e s t e e l s t r i k e b y t h e Com m u n i s t 
New M asses w o r r i e d F o s t e r m o r e t h a n a n y o t h e r c r i t i c i s m . W h i l e h e h a d 
b e e n d i s d a i n f u l o f c o m m e n t a r y o n h i s t a c t i c s b y " r a d i c a l s " d u r i n g t h e 
s t r i k e , b y 1 9 2 0 F o s t e r w a s " d r i f t i n g a w a y " f r o m t h e AFL. H e t h o u g h t 
"Com m u n i s m w a s t h e w a v e o f t h e f u t u r e , " a c c o r d i n g t o Sap o s s . 2 7 As a 
c l o s e f o l l o w e r o f t r e n d s i n t h e i n t e r n a t i o n a l l a b o r m o v e m e n t , h e p r o b a b l y 
s h a r e d t h e o f f i c i a l v i e w p o i n t o f t h e Chi c a g o F e d e r a t i o n o f Lab o r o n t h e 
Rus s i a n Rev o l u t i o n . Sin c e 1 9 1 7 , t h e CFL ha d g o n e o n r e c o r d a s f a v o r i n g 
t h e r e c o g n i t i o n o f t h e Sov i e t g o v e r n m e n t . In 1 9 2 0 , t h e b o d y e n d o r s e d a 
r e s o l u t i o n w h i c h i n e f f e c t c a l l e d f o r a g e n e r a l s t r i k e i n Chi c a g o i f t h e 
Sov i e t Uni o n w e r e i n v a d e d . At t h e F a r m e r -Lab o r p a r t y c o n v e n t i o n t h a t 
y e a r , w h i c h F o s t e r a t t e n d e d , F i t z p a t r i c k e x p r e s s e d t h e h o p e t h a t " t h e d a y 
w a s o n l y n e a r w h e n t h e w o r k e r s i n t h e Uni t e d Sta t e s w o u l d b e a b l e t o 
c o n c e n t r a t e t h e i r e f f o r t s a n d d o a j o b s u c h a s Rus s i a h a s d o n e . " Sam u e l 
Gom p e r s , l o n g s i n c e c o n v i n c e d t h a t t h e Sov i e t r e g i m e w a s e s s e n t i a l l y u n 
d e m o c r a t i c a n d h o s t i l e t o l a b o r u n i o n i s m , w r o t e d e f i a n t l y t o a CFL of f i 
c i a l t h a t " i t c a n n o t b e p o s s i b l e t h a t a s i n g l e d e l e g a t e t o t h e Chi c a g o F e d e r 
a t i o n o f Lab o r i s i n p o s s e s s i o n o f t h e r e a l f a c t s c o n c e r n i n g Rus s i a a n d t h e 
s l a v e r y o f i t s w o r k e r s m a i n t a i n e d b y m i l i t a r i s m . " 2 8 

F o s t e r p r o b a b l y h a d s o m e p e r s o n a l c o n t a c t w i t h t h e Com m u n i s t 
m o v e m e n t a s w e l l . As h e m a i n t a i n e d h i s c o n n e c t i o n s i n t h e Chi c a g o r a d i 
c a l c o m m u n i t y , h e c o u l d n o t h a v e h e l p e d b u t c r o s s p a t h s w i t h i n d i v i d u a l 
Com m u n i s t s a t s o m e p o i n t . Mor e o v e r , a s i g n i f i c a n t p r o p o r t i o n o f t h e 
l e a d e r s h i p o f F o s t e r ' s e a r l i e r l e a g u e s w a s m o v i n g i n t h a t d i r e c t i o n b y 
1 9 2 0 . In t e r e s t i n g l y e n o u g h , f o u r m e m b e r s o f t h e " e x e c u t i v e b o a r d " o f h i s 
ITUEL ev e n t u a l l y b e c a m e Com m u n i s t s : J a c k Car n e y ( o n e o f t h e f o u n d e r s 
o f t h e Com m u n i s t Lab o r P a r t y i n 1 9 1 9 ) , J . W . J o h n s t o n e , J a y F o x , a n d 
J o s e p h Man l e y . 2 9 As f o r J o h n s t o n e , h e h a d b e c o m e a Com m u n i s t s o m e 
t i m e b e f o r e F o s t e r f i r s t s a i l e d t o t h e Sov i e t Uni o n i n e a r l y 1 9 2 1 . It w a s n o t 
u n u s u a l f o r F o s t e r t o b e a s s a i l e d a s a Bol s h e v i k o r Com m u n i s t e v e n b e 
f o r e h e d e p a r t e d f o r Rus s i a . Lat e i n 1 9 2 0 , t h e c h a i r m a n o f t h e Ame r i c a n 
i z a t i o n Com m i t t e e o f t h e Chi c a g o Ass o c i a t i o n o f Com m e r c e g a i n e d a t t e n 
t i o n w h e n h e t o l d a w o m e n ' s c l u b t h a t "I be l i e v e t h a t F o s t e r a n d t h e 1 5 
p e r c e n t w h o a r e u r g i n g b o l s h e v i s m u p o n Ame r i c a w i t h Rus s i a n g o l d , 
s h o u l d b e s t o o d u p a g a i n s t t h e w a l l a n d s h o t b y a f i r i n g s q u a d , a n d I 
w o u l d l i k e t o b e o n e o f t h e m . " 3 0 

W h i l e i t i s t e m p t i n g t o s e e F o s t e r ' s t r i p t o Eur o p e i n 1 9 2 1 a s t h e f i r s t 
s t e p i n a q u a s i - r e l i g i o u s c o n v e r s i o n p r o c e s s , i t i s m o r e a p p r o p r i a t e t o r e c 
o g n i z e c e r t a i n f e a t u r e s o f h i s t h o u g h t , e x p r e s s e d y e a r s e a r l i e r , i n t h e p o l i t 
i c a l p h i l o s o p h y o f t h e Bol s h e v i k r e v o l u t i o n . The c o n c e p t o f t h e m i l i t a n t 
m i n o r i t y , w h i c h s t r u c t u r e d m u c h o f h i s a c t i v i t i e s i n t h e 1 9 1 0 s , b e a r s a 
s t r i k i n g r e s e m b l a n c e t o c l a s s i c a l Len i n i s t d o c t r i n e . F o s t e r ' s m o r a l s k e p t i -
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c i s m , h i s d i s d a i n f o r i d e o l o g i c a l e x p r e s s i o n s o f " d e m o c r a c y " a n d n a t i o n 
a l i s m , h i s o p p o r t u n i s m , a n d e v e n h i s v i s i o n o f t h e f u t u r e w o r k e r s ' s o c i e t y 
a r e c o n s i s t e n t w i t h w h a t c a m e t o b e l a b e l l e d " B o l s h e v i s m . " I t i s n o c o i n c i 
d e n c e t h a t w h e n h e a r r i v e d i n M o s c o w , h e w a s i n t h e c o m p a n y o f m a n y 
o f t h e l e a d i n g f i g u r e s i n Eur o p e a n s y n d i c a l i s m . Pie r r e M o n a t t e , w h o m 
F o s t e r h a d b e f r i e n d e d i n Par i s i n 1 9 1 1 , Alf r e d Ros m e r , G a s t o n M o n m o s -
s e a u , a n d Tom M a n n w e r e a l l s y n d i c a l i s t a c q u a i n t a n c e s o f F o s t e r ' s w h o 
w e r e i n t h e p r o c e s s o f e n t e r i n g t h e Com m u n i s t m o v e m e n t a t t h e t i m e . 
M a n y Eur o p e a n s y n d i c a l i s t s w e r e e n t r a n c e d b y t h e w r i t i n g s o f L e n i n , 
w h o s e State and Revolution, p u b l i s h e d i n 1 9 1 9 , r e p u d i a t e d t h e i d e a o f 
g r a d u a l i s t p o l i t i c a l a c t i o n a n d c a l l e d f o r t h e i m m e d i a t e d e s t r u c t i o n o f t h e 
s t a t e i n a r e v o l u t i o n a r y u p h e a v a l . L e n i n ' s w r i t i n g s , a t t h e t i m e , w e r e 
c a l l e d " B l a n q u i s m w i t h sauce tartare." His p r o p o s a l t h a t t h e p r o l e t a r i a n 
s t a t e w a s o n l y t r a n s i t i o n a l ( " i n a c o m m u n i t y w i t h o u t c l a s s a n t a g o n i s m s , 
t h e S t a t e i s u n n e c e s s a r y a n d i m p o s s i b l e " ) w a s a p p e a l i n g t o a n a r c h o - s y n 
d i c a l i s t s a n d r a d i c a l u n i o n i s t s w h o h a d b e e n a c c u s t o m e d t o t h i n k i n g o f 
M a r x i s t s a s p o l i t i c a l r e f o r m i s t s . How e v e r , t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n i n t e r 
n a t i o n a l i s t s y n d i c a l i s m a n d Com m u n i s m w o u l d p r o v e t o b e a d i f f i c u l t 
o n e . 3 1 

F o r F o s t e r , i t w a s t h e p u b l i c a t i o n o f L e n i n ' s "Left-Wing" Commu
nism: An Infantile Disorder t h a t a c c e l e r a t e d h i s i n t e r e s t i n Com m u n i s m . 
Thi s p a m p h l e t , w h i c h b e c a m e a v a i l a b l e i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s i n 1 9 2 1 , w a s 
a n a c r i d p o l e m i c a g a i n s t t h e s e p a r a t i s t a s s u m p t i o n s o f t h e n e w W e s t e r n 
Com m u n i s t p a r t i e s . The B o l s h e v i k l e a d e r d i s c u s s e d a n i s s u e c l o s e t o F o s 
t e r ' s h e a r t : t h e p r o b l e m o f r e v o l u t i o n a r y w o r k w i t h i n r e f o r m i s t t r a d e u n 
i o n s . The p a m p h l e t w a s w r i t t e n i n t h e s p r i n g o f 1 9 2 0 , w h e n t h e p o s s i b i l 
i t y o f r e v o l u t i o n i n Eur o p e s e e m e d i n c r e a s i n g l y r e m o t e a n d a n u m b e r o f 
r e v o l u t i o n a r y u p r i s i n g s h a d f a i l e d d i s a s t r o u s l y . L e n i n r e f e r r e d s a r d o n i 
c a l l y t o t h o s e Com m u n i s t s w h o , i n l i g h t o f r e c e n t d e v e l o p m e n t s , d i d n o t 
u n d e r s t a n d t h e n e e d t o " c o m p r o m i s e " a n d " m a n e u v e r " w i t h i n r e a c t i o n 
a r y t r a d e u n i o n s b y w h a t e v e r m e a n s n e c e s s a r y . " W e c a n n o t b u t r e g a r d a s 
. . . r i d i c u l o u s a n d c h i l d i s h n o n s e n s e t h e p o n d e r o u s , v e r y l e a r n e d , a n d 
f r i g h t f u l l y r e v o l u t i o n a r y d i s q u i s i t i o n s . . . t o t h e e f f e c t t h a t Com m u n i s t s 
c a n n o t a n d s h o u l d n o t w o r k i n r e a c t i o n a r y t r a d e u n i o n s , " h e w r o t e . 
Com m u n i s t s " m u s t i m p e r a t i v e l y work wherever the masses are to be 
found." I n t h i s p a m p h l e t , F o s t e r " f o u n d r e v o l u t i o n a r y d u a l u n i o n i s m 
c o n d e m n e d a n d t h e b o r i n g f r o m w i t h i n p o l i c y e n d o r s e d m u c h m o r e 
c l e a r l y a n d f o r c e f u l l y t h a n w e h a d e v e r e x p r e s s e d i t . " I t i s s a f e t o c o n c l u d e 
t h a t w h a t i n i t i a l l y d r e w F o s t e r t o t h e Com m u n i s t m o v e m e n t w a s n o t 
M a r x i s t p h i l o s o p h y , b u t r a t h e r a p o w e r f u l e x p o s i t i o n o f a p a r t i c u l a r 
t a c t i c . 3 2 

Howe v e r , d e s p i t e w h a t h e l a t e r t e r m e d h i s " j o y a n d a m a z e m e n t " a t t h e 
a p p e a r a n c e o f t h e p a m p h l e t , t h e r e w e r e a s p e c t s o f Left-Wing Commu
nism t h a t w e r e i n c o n s i s t e n t w i t h " F o s t e r i s m . " Eve r s i n c e h i s e x p e r i e n c e s 
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i n Sea t t l e w i t h H e r m o n Tit u s a n d t h e W o r k i n g m e n ' s p a r t y , F o s t e r h a d 
r e j e c t e d t h e c o n c e p t o f a l e a d i n g r o l e f o r a p o l i t i c a l p a r t y i n t h e l a b o r 
m o v e m e n t . In 1 9 1 2 , h i s a d v i c e t o h i s f e l l o w s y n d i c a l i s t s h a d b e e n s i m p l e : 
f i g h t p o l i t i c a l Soc i a l i s t s i n t h e u n i o n s . J a m e s P . Can n o n , a Com m u n i s t 
a n d t h e f u t u r e f o u n d e r o f t h e Soc i a l i s t W o r k e r s ' p a r t y , e v i d e n t l y h a d 
s o m e c o n t a c t w i t h F o s t e r i n 1 9 2 0 o r 1 9 2 1 b e f o r e t h e l a t t e r ' s t r i p t o 
Mos c o w . At t h a t p o i n t , F o s t e r w a s s t i l l s u s p i c i o u s o f t h e Com m u n i s t s ' 
p o l i t i c a l o r i e n t a t i o n a n d c l o s e r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e IW W . Alt h o u g h t h e 
a f t e r m a t h o f t h e s t e e l s t r i k e f o u n d h i m e x p e r i m e n t i n g w i t h a l a b o r p a r t y 
i d e a , t h i s w a s a v e n t u r e w h o s e l e a d e r s h i p w a s d r a w n f r o m l a b o r u n i o n s . 
F o r Len i n , h o w e v e r , t h e r e w a s n o d o u b t o f t h e l e a d i n g r o l e o f t h e p a r t y . 
H e b e g a n h i s d i s q u i s i t i o n o n t r a d e u n i o n s i n Left-Wing Communism b y 
i n v o k i n g t h i s p r i n c i p l e : "Act u a l l y , a l l t h e d i r e c t i n g b o d i e s o f t h e v a s t m a 
j o r i t y o f t h e u n i o n s , a n d p r i m a r i l y , o f c o u r s e , o f t h e a l l -Rus s i a n g e n e r a l 
t r a d e u n i o n c e n t r e o r b u r e a u . . . c o n s i s t o f Com m u n i s t s a n d c a r r y o u t a l l 
t h e i n s t r u c t i o n s o f t h e P a r t y . " 3 3 F o s t e r w o u l d s p e n d m u c h o f t h e r e s t o f 
h i s c a r e e r g r a p p l i n g w i t h t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h i s c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e r o l e o f 
u n i o n s i n t h e r e v o l u t i o n . 

Des p i t e t h e s e p r o b l e m s , t h e p o w e r f u l e x a m p l e o f t h e Bol s h e v i k r e v o l u 
t i o n a n d t h e p r o n o u n c e m e n t s o f Len i n o n t h e n e c e s s i t y o f " b o r i n g f r o m 
w i t h i n " f i n a l l y i n s p i r e d F o s t e r t o v i s i t Rus s i a . The Bol s h e v i k l e a d e r s a l 
r e a d y k n e w o f F o s t e r a s a p o s s i b l e U.S. a l l y . Len i n h i m s e l f h a d r e c e i v e d a 
c o p y o f F o s t e r ' s The Great Steel Strike and Its Lessons f r o m J o h n Ree d i n 
t h e f a l l o f 1 9 2 0 . Ree d o c c a s i o n a l l y d i s c u s s e d Ame r i c a n c o n d i t i o n s w i t h 
Len i n , a n d w r o t e t o h i m t h a t F o s t e r " h a s o r i g i n a l i d e a s , a n u m b e r o f 
w h i c h a r e v e r y v a l u a b l e . I k n o w h i m p e r s o n a l l y . " Tha t Ree d m a y h a v e 
k n o w n F o s t e r " p e r s o n a l l y " b y l a t e 1 9 2 0 i s s u g g e s t i v e o f F o s t e r ' s p r e v i o u s 
t i e s w i t h t h e f l e d g l i n g Com m u n i s t m o v e m e n t i n t h e Uni t e d Sta t e s . Ree d 
m a y h a v e m e t F o s t e r a t t h e 1 9 1 9 c o n v e n t i o n o f t h e Ame r i c a n F e d e r a t i o n 
o f Lab o r , w h e r e t h e r a d i c a l j o u r n a l i s t i n t e r v i e w e d a n u m b e r o f o f f i c i a l s . 3 4 

The f o r m a l i n v i t a t i o n t o v i s i t Mos c o w c a m e f r o m F o s t e r ' s o l d a c q u a i n 
t a n c e , Ear l Bro w d e r . Bro w d e r ' s p o l i t i c a l w a n d e r i n g s f o u n d h i m i n New 
Y o r k i n 1 9 2 0 , a m e m b e r o f t h e Uni t e d Com m u n i s t p a r t y . It w a s h i s a c 
q u a i n t a n c e w i t h Ame r i c a n r a d i c a l t r a d e u n i o n i s t s , i n c l u d i n g F o s t e r , t h a t 
w o u l d p r o v i d e h i m w i t h h i s f i r s t s u b s t a n t i a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y a s a Com m u 
n i s t . Bro w d e r w a s a s s i g n e d t h e t a s k o f r e c r u i t i n g a n Ame r i c a n d e l e g a t i o n 
t o t h e f o r t h c o m i n g f i r s t c o n g r e s s o f t h e Red Int e r n a t i o n a l o f Lab o r Un
i o n s (RILU) o r P r o f i n t e r n i n Mos c o w , a n d h e p r o m p t l y w e n t t o Chi c a g o 
a n d l o o k e d u p F o s t e r . H e f o u n d F o s t e r t o b e a " s o r t o f ' l o n e w o l f ' s o r t o f 
o p e r a t o r " ; m o r e o v e r , "E.Z." F o s t e r w a s s t i l l s u s p i c i o u s o f Mar x i s t p o l i 
t i c s i n e a r l y 1 9 2 1 , a c c o r d i n g t o Bro w d e r . Bro w d e r u n d e r s t o o d t h a t F o s t e r 
w a s " i n c o l d r e l a t i o n s w i t h t h e o f f i c i a l l e a d e r s h i p o f l a b o r , " a n d F o s t e r 
l a t e r a d m i t t e d t h a t a t t h e t i m e o f h i s f i r s t c o n t a c t s w i t h t h e Com m u n i s t s 
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his newly organized TUEL "faced a most unpromising struggle for exis
tence." After reading Left-Wing Communism, he sensed that there might 
be a place for him and his struggling league in the Communist movement. 
The role of traveling radical delegate was of course a familiar one for him. 
The internationalist ideal retained a powerful appeal to Foster, as it did 
for many other American and European syndicalists. In advance of the 
Bolsheviks, syndicalists had taken steps toward the creation of a revolu
tionary international of labor unions as early as 1913.35 

Foster joined the international Communist movement during a period 
of retreat and reassessment for both. In the period immediately after the 
revolution in Russia, the Bolsheviks had no real use for an international 
trade union policy; given the perceived imminence of revolution in west
ern Europe, what was most important was the organization of workers 
into Soviets or workers' councils under the leadership of Communist par
ties. By September 1919, however, such tactics seemed increasingly irrele
vant. After the war, instead of joining Soviets, masses of European work
ers had flooded into the reformist trade unions. In order to counter the 
prestige of the reformist International Federation of Trade Unions or 
"yellow" international, the Bolsheviks moved to create a "red" trade 
union center, and European and American syndicalist organizations, in
cluding the IWW, were invited to join, even though the new international 
was founded with the intent of reasserting the predominance of politics 
within the trade unions.36 

At the first formal Profintern congress, convened in July 1921, a large 
delegation of syndicalists argued stubbornly against the idea that the 
Communist union movement should be ultimately and organically con
nected to the Communist political apparatus. However, Alfred Rosmer 
and Tom Mann, two of Foster's old syndicalist acquaintances, were 
among those who argued for closer cooperation between the trade unions 
and the Communist parties. Solomon Lozovsky, the head of the Profin-
tern, assailed the syndicalist aloofness from politics, maintaining that 
politics was nothing other than "the active opposition of one class to 
another." He argued indignantly that to speak of the separation of eco
nomic and political action was nonsensical. Foster, never punctilious 
about theory, either agreed or acquiesced. His experiences of 1918-19 
had driven home the idea that industrial struggles were to some extent 
political in nature. More important, he was more often thinking in terms 
of centralization and discipline, as his frequent mixing of strike and mili
tary terminology illustrated. According to the Bolsheviks, the revolution 
could not succeed without "the strictest discipline, without complete cen
tralization." In other words, the Russians and their allies replied to the 
syndicalist invocations of spontaneity and decentralization with the argu
ment that the class war must be fought with thoroughly "modern" organ-
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izational methods—a difficult argument for syndicalists like Foster to re
sist. The writer Andre Tridon had written as early as 1912 that "syndical
ists are modern if anything. . . . The past is dead and the future is un
known. The immediate needs of the present hour are to them the sole 
object of interest."37 

Ironically, while Foster was undoubtedly sympathetic with the Bolshe
viks on these points, he may have calculated at first that he could have his 
TUEL and the advantages and prestige of international affiliation without 
sacrificing a great deal of independence. Reflecting the intense contro
versies at the congress, its final "Program of Action" contained several 
compromises. The four points of the resolution affirmed main tenets of 
the revolutionary syndicalists: the importance of direct action, industrial 
unionism, workers' control, and organization of factory committees. Dif
ferences of interpretation between Communists and syndicalists on each 
point were left unresolved. It was publicly acknowledged that the links 
between the RILU and the parties of the Communist International would 
be of "an organic and technical character," but that neither organization 
would be subordinate to the other. Recognizing the importance of gradu
ally winning the allegiance of the organized sectors of the working class 
in the West, the Comintern early on tended to allow a degree of independ
ence for the Profintern, which Å. H. Carr has termed "by far the most 
powerful and important" of the Comintern's auxilliary organizations. 
During the 1920s, the Profintern developed into "more than a mere sub
sidiary organ." However, in an unpublished Profintern protocol, it was 
determined that "On all bureaux established by the [Profintern], the 
Communist party of the same country shall have adequate representation 
with decisive vote. Where disagreement arises between the party and the 
bureau, the position of the party shall prevail, pending appeal to and 
decision by the [Central Executive Committee of the Comintern]." Brow-
der and William D. Haywood signed a document at the congress which 
stated that "in case of disagreement between the American Bureau of the 
RILU and the Communist party, the party decision prevails until final 
decision in Moscow." Foster's own "instructions" from the RILU upon 
being appointed "special representative" of the RILU in the United States 
carried the same requirement and stipulated that "your work in the 
United States will be to follow STRICTLY the principles and general poli
cies laid down by the Congress of the RILU." To keep an eye on things, 
Browder, in acting as Foster's assistant, would also function as "informa
tion agent for the Executive Bureau of the RILU in Moscow."38 

With regard to the matter closest to Foster's heart, the Profintern was 
quite specific: "The question of creating revolutionary cells and groups 
inside the American Federation of Labor and the independent unions is of 
vital importance. There is no other way by which one could gain the 
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working mass in America, than to lead a systematic struggle within the 
unions." As for the IWW, its members "should join their respective trade 
unions and spread their propaganda among them." Despite this ukase, 
desultory opposition to the boring-from-within idea continued at the sec
ond Profintern Congress in 1922. It would not be until 1923 that the 
TUEL was officially recognized as the sole American section of the Profin-
tern. 39 

While in Moscow, Foster must have been impressed with the figure of 
William D. Haywood, the Wobbly leader who had been the personifica
tion of western labor radicalism in the prewar era. A refugee from the 
American justice system, Haywood had arrived in Moscow at a time 
when the Russians favored the IWW perspective in the United States. At 
the third Comintern congress, which overlapped the Profintern gathering, 
Haywood's line on the IWW was ridiculed. In Left-Wing Communism, 
Lenin had specifically associated IWW tactics with "infantile" labor poli
tics. In an interview, Haywood bitterly attacked Foster's position without 
referring to him by name. "There are some fellows around here who say 
that there are 159,000 good reds in the AFL. Anybody who says that is a 
damned fool," the expatriate Wobbly declared. At the end of the Profin-
tern conference, Haywood wrote to Lenin trying to convince him that the 
IWW was not an "illegal" or "underground" organization. Yet, when the 
American delegation to the Comintern Congress submitted a "Budget for 
American Work," $100,000 of the roughly $350,000 total budget was 
proposed to be allocated for legal defense of Communist leaders of the 
IWW or to make good on the bonds of individuals like Haywood who 
had fled their appointments in court. In contrast, only $10,000 was to be 
allocated to organizing among mine and railroad workers. 40 

Still, Foster's views on the IWW, which he had held for nearly a dec
ade, were now endorsed by the only successful revolutionary party in the 
world. Suddenly the TUEL, which had gotten off to an extremely shaky 
start, was endowed with tremendous significance. Profintern congresses 
were truly impressive events. At such gatherings Foster was in the com
pany of radical unionists from all over the world, and he might observe 
Lenin or Trotsky in action or attend a reception, for instance, for veterans 
of the Paris Commune. Nonetheless, Foster remained in the background 
while he was in Moscow. Alfred Rosmer, who knew Foster as a result of 
the latter's sojourn in France in 1911, observed that his visit to Moscow 
was "notable for its discretion." Browder, on the other hand, played a 
more visible role. He was secretary of the American delegation, and repre
sented the TUEL in discussions. He worked hard to promote Foster and 
the TUEL, writing to Trotsky in reference to the strike movement of 1919 
in which Foster had played so large a role that "the events of 1919 pro
vided the American workers with more fundamental Communist educa-
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tion by one hundred times than was accomplished by the Communist 
parties. Specifically, these events showed that it is within the realm of 
possibility for the Communists of America to take over the direction of 
the American labor movement" with an organization like the TUEL, in a 
short amount of time. Browder attempted unsuccessfully to set up a meet
ing between Foster and Lenin, writing somewhat overoptimistically to 
Lenin that Foster is "the leader of the Left Wing of the American Federa
tion of Labor." Although Foster had a chance to hear Lenin speak a num
ber of times, he spent much time composing dispatches for the Federated 
Press and the Voice of Labor, a recently founded Chicago newspaper 
edited by Jack Carney. He seemed to be responding to Gompers's chal
lenge that Chicago unionists did not know the "real facts" about Russia. 
Along with dispatches extolling the political virtues of the revolution, he 
composed detailed reports on the state of Russian agriculture and the 
currency system.41 

In the Soviet Union, Foster found that "the new Russian government is 
really a workers' republic." Noting that all adults over eighteen could 
vote, but that capitalists were disfranchised, he compared the situation to 
the United States, where capitalists "set up all sorts of residence, sex and 
other ridiculous voting qualifications that deprive millions of toilers of 
any say in the government." He quite simplistically portrayed the soviets 
as democratic workers' councils, chosen directly by workers in their place 
of employment. Otherwise, there were "no general elections as Ameri
cans understand the term." Although he observed that the delegates to the 
soviets could be recalled at any time, he did not elaborate the process by 
which this would come about. Moreover, Foster wrote admiringly, there 
is no "ridiculous" separation of powers in the Soviet Union: "Once the 
workers' government has spoken that settles the matter."42 

Foster, of course, was most interested in Soviet trade unions, and his 
ability to convince his audience that they functioned in the workers' inter
ests was vital in light of Gompers's frequent attacks on the "undemocra
tic" nature of the Russian labor movement. In some respects, his reports 
on this issue reflect his earlier meditations on the role of unions in a post-
revolutionary society. In Syndicalism and elsewhere, he had proposed 
that the "fighting" functions of unions would disappear, and that govern
ment would be carried on efficiently by a technical intelligentsia. In 1921, 
he bowed to Lenin in noting that the trade unions in the Soviet Union 
were "the very foundation of the whole soviet structure." Yet, he ob
served, the unions had played very little part in the actual revolution. 
After all, "at the outbreak of the February Revolution in 1917 there were 
in all Russia only three unions." Here, Foster was confronted with a di
rect challenge to his previous thinking. Trade unions had played a mar
ginal role at best in establishing the only revolutionary government in the 
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w o r l d . 4 3 Cont i n u i n g , h e b e c a m e e n t a n g l e d i n y e t a n o t h e r i n c o n s i s t e n c y . 
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M o r e o v e r , t h e Rus s i a n u n i o n s w e r e i n d i s p u t a b l y d i f f e r e n t b o d i e s t h a n 
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s o c i a l i s t s o c i e t y . Aft e r t h e r e v o l u t i o n , t h e s e f i g h t i n g b o d i e s h a d t o g i v e u p 
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m a n a g i n g p r o d u c t i o n , a n d t h a t " t h i s a b i l i t y m u s t n o t b e h e d g e d a b o u t 
w i t h r e d t a p e o r i g n o r a n t m e d d l e r s . " B e c a u s e o f t h i s , t h e w o r k e r s o n t h e 
s h o p f l o o r s n o l o n g e r i n s i s t e d u p o n " m e c h a n i c a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n " i n t h e 
b o d i e s t h a t g o v e r n i n d u s t r y . I n s t e a d , t h e y " a i d " i n t h e s e l e c t i o n o f s u c h 
g r o u p s , b u t t h e n " g i v e t h e m p o w e r t o g o a h e a d i n p u r e l y t e c h n i c a l m a t 
t e r s . " U n d e r t h e c r i s i s c o n d i t i o n s i n t h e n e w s o c i e t y , w h e r e t h e t a s k w a s 
r e b u i l d i n g i n d u s t r y , s t r i k e s w e r e " n o t h i n g l e s s t h a n s o m u c h s c a b b i n g o n 
t h e r e v o l u t i o n . " 4 5 
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Par t y d o m i n a t i o n o f t h e u n i o n s , a s w e l l a s o p p o s i t i o n t o t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n 
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Cou n c i l , a r g u e d t h a t u n i o n s s h o u l d b e r e l a t i v e l y i n d e p e n d e n t o f t h e p a r t y 
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and retain a role as protectors of workers' interests. Others, including 
Trotsky and Bukharin, advocated the militarization or complete "statifi-
cation" of the unions in order to facilitate the rebuilding of the shattered 
Russian industrial base. As the emergency measures of War Communism 
were revised after 1920 and opposition to party domination of the unions 
persisted, Lenin himself steered a middle course, recognizing unions as 
vital linking mechanisms between the state and the masses, but acknowl
edging both that unions themselves should retain a powerful voice in the 
management of their members' labor and even proposing that workers 
would require union protection against the Soviet state. In 1921 Foster 
endorsed the concept of strong Party control of the unions, individual 
management "for efficiency's sake," and compulsory labor as a tempo
rary measure until the old habits of capitalism are "eliminated from the 
workers' minds by proletarian education." After all, "the people are still 
afflicted with the ignorance, selfishness, and short-sightedness of the old 
dog-eat-dog competitive system. Discipline is still necessary. Only a mi
nority are intellectually prepared for the new society. And it falls as natu
rally to this intelligent minority to set up the essential discipline in Rus
sian industry as it does to the corresponding minority in American trade 
unions to create the discipline absolutely necessary to make the masses 
function in those bodies." 4 6 

Foster's doubts about the ability of workers to understand the impera
tives of industrial development in the postrevolutionary society led him 
even further from traditional syndicalist ideals. If, as he had asserted in 
1912, unions could not effectively manage economic relations in a new 
social order, then it was necessary to establish another form of control. In 
Russia, he found that "not only have the unions been unable to operate 
industry by themselves, but the whole syndicalist conception of a purely 
industrial social mechanism has proved unworkable." Because of the 
conditions faced by the Bolsheviks, "the workers have been compelled, in 
spite of themselves, to create a political state with all its organs of repres
sion in order to achieve communism." The political state, in the Soviet 
Union, was administered by the Communist party, which, he observed, 
"is more than a political party in the accepted sense of the term. It is really 
a scientific system of social control: an organization which makes every 
institution function in the spirit of the revolution." In all his meditations 
on the Russian Revolution, Foster was as much concerned with produc
tion, efficiency, and order as with social justice. He did not attempt to 
specify the point at which these elements were potentially divergent. 47 

If Foster's admiration of the Russian Revolution could be anticipated 
in his earlier syndicalism, other qualities of Bolshevik governance ap
pealed to him at yet another level. A central assumption of Foster's 
thought had always been the ubiquity of the capitalist wage relation in 
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American society. In Syndicalism, he had proposed that capitalism had 
organized all dimensions of society in its own image. The only "space" or 
independent social sphere that might be established was within the trade 
union movement. However, by 1922, his faith in the transformative 
power of labor unions, as well as his belief in the inevitable evolution of 
unions into higher forms of organization, had been dramatically called 
into question. Within this historical context of defeat, he was led to posit 
an alternative teleology, as well as a more explicit (because it had seem
ingly been actualized by the Soviet Communists) vision of the "new soci
ety." It is not surprising that his understanding of capitalism as a "total" 
form of social organization caused him to project as its alternative a total
izing, uncategorical revolutionary ideology. He quoted Zinoviev approv
ingly: the Communist party "is an organization dealing with all sides of 
all questions, without any exception." Foster wrote admiringly that the 
party, "if it is omnipresent, it is also omnipotent. Although it is entirely 
unofficial in character, it has the deciding voice in all social questions." 4 8 

While certain aspects of Soviet society appealed to Foster and seem
ingly confirmed aspects of his earlier speculations, there is no doubt that 
a careful observer would have entertained doubts about the survival of 
the revolution in the summer of 1921. Traveling near Leningrad, Foster 
saw that "the countryside was devastated, many bridges were lying in 
rivers, the people were poverty stricken." In Moscow, the whole popula
tion seemed to be "living on the edge of starvation, everybody looked thin 
and wasted." Significant political dissent existed as well; "it was the pe
riod of the Kronstadt revolt and many peasant uprisings" and "numerous 
threatening strikes" in Moscow. Foster's dry and empirical dispatches as 
well as the abundant evidence of the fragility of the revolution suggests 
that he was first attracted to Communism because of the power and disci
pline of the Party, not because of any messianic faith in the future of the 
socialist ideal in Russia. 49 

In the midst of this, Foster witnessed a spectacular ritual affirmation of 
his revolutionary ideal. "Once in a while one has an experience that can 
never be forgotten so long as life lasts," he wrote. In June, he was present 
at a mass demonstration held in Red Square in honor of the Third Con
gress of the Communist International. In the huge cobblestone square, he 
watched a parade of the Red Army, after which Leon Trotsky in plain 
military uniform reviewed the troops. It seemed to be a completely differ
ent scene from years earlier, when as a young man he had observed Kaiser 
Wilhelm review his troops on the eve of World War I. The Soviet officers 
were "conspicuous by their lack of the usual military swagger and blus
ter." Foster was overwhelmed by this display of the power of the Red 
Army. The symbolism here was democratic and international, with heter
ogeneous groups of civilians, students, factory groups, and trade union-
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ists marching with crack military regiments. Yet the Communist party 
groups particularly impressed Foster. The party, he noted, "is the brain 
and backbone of the Russian revolution," its elite shock troops. In un
characteristically exaggerated prose, Foster proposed that "no capitalist 
country possesses armed forces which, man for man, could meet them 
successfully in battle." Significantly, the party groups marched at the very 
head of the parade. "In Russia the Communists are first in war and every
thing else." He watched them march by "with more interest than I have 
ever bestowed on any other body of human beings in my life." Foster 
reflected that "it seemed as though I saw the soul of the revolution." 
Witnessing this military display was clearly the emotional high point of 
Foster's first visit to the new Soviet Union. 5 0 

Before he left the Soviet Union, Foster went on a day trip with five 
other international delegates to what Foster described as a "workers' rest 
home" approximately twenty miles from Moscow. Accompanied by Sol
omon Lozovsky, the party drove to a confiscated Russian estate where 
they were warmly greeted. The other guests were supposedly workers 
who had been chosen by their unions to enjoy the privilege of a vacation 
at the retreat. Foster's personality was ascetic, almost to an extreme. Yet 
it is striking that beginning in 1921, he was always afforded the trappings 
of prominence and a degree of physical comfort in the Soviet Union that 
he never enjoyed in the United States. This would be true, quite literally, 
to the day of his death. In 1921, the group was shown around their hos
tel, which "was furnished with the still-barbaric splendor characteristic 
of Russian mansions, with gilt and gold everywhere." After a hearty din
ner Foster and the others played Russian games. The next day there was 
fishing, as well as boating, swimming, and hikes throughout the estate. In 
the evening, a concert was given in the huge ballroom, followed by a 
singing of the "Internationale." Foster had witnessed a demonstration of 
the fruits of the revolution, seemingly available to everyone according to 
merit. 51 

It is interesting to imagine how Foster conceptualized the new order in 
the Soviet Union. Prominent Communists seemed to have access to privi
leged treatment. During the parade that he witnessed, the army seemed to 
him well fed, despite the scarcity of food. Foster understood that there 
was a certain inequality in the distribution of goods, despite the egalitar
ian impulses behind the revolution. There is no evidence, however, that 
participation in the privileges accorded Communist party membership in 
the Soviet Union prompted contradictory feelings in Foster, who had al
ways written bitterly about inequality in the United States, and who ded
icated his life to the idea of working-class empowerment. The sacrifices 
and hard work of the few extraordinary militants in the Soviet Union 
justified their special status. On the other hand, there is no doubt that 
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Foster harbored the revolutionary's ambivalent feelings about the inert 
masses. Occasionally, his assumptions about the deep inadequacy of the 
workers could be expressed quite brutally. In an advertisement for the 
pamphlet he wrote on his experiences in Russia, Foster wrote honestly 
about the role of the "militant minority": 52 

I am no t as t o n i s h e d or di s c o u r a g e d th a t th e wo r k e r s ar e ma k i n g a po o r jo b 
of es t a b l i s h i n g th e ne w so c i e t y in Russi a — I ha v e ha d to o mu c h pr a c t i c a l 
ex p e r i e n c e wi t h th e ma s s e s to ex p e c t an y t h i n g el s e . Have I no t or g a n i z e d as 
ma n y as th r e e or fo u r th o u s a n d pa c k i n g h o u s e or st e e l wo r k e r s in a sin g l e 
un i o n an d th e n se a r c h e d in va i n am o n g th e m fo r ev e n on e sk i l l e d or ad a p t a 
b l e en o u g h to ke e p th e si m p l e fi n a n c i a l ac c o u n t s of th e or g a n i z a t i o n or co n 
d u c t it s me e t i n g s ? Wh a t , th e n , co u l d I ex p e c t fr o m th e ev e n le s s ex p e r i e n c e d 
Russi a n wo r k e r s wi t h th e en o r m o u s ta s k s of th e Russi a n re v o l u t i o n su d 
d e n l y th r u s t up o n th e m ? No t h i n g mo r e th a n th e sh r i e k i n g in c o m p e t e n c e an d 
in d i f f e r e n c e of th e ma s s e s th a t I fo u n d — w i t h a fe w li v e wi r e s do i n g al l th e 
re a l wo r k . 

However, after his return to the United States, Foster wrote that "by their 
heroic and wonderful achievements in the past the Russian workers breed 
confidence for the future." 5 3 

In his later autobiographical accounts, written after years of participa
tion in Party factional fights, Foster's descriptions of his visit to the Soviet 
Union are characterized by an inflated literary style that seems to border 
on cynicism. In 1921, "in the midst of . . . chaos and ruin, triumphant 
over its world of enemies," he wrote, "stood the brave Russian working 
class, led by the indomitable Communist Party with the great Lenin at its 
head." He had realized at the time that he "must stand shoulder to shoul
der with the embattled Russian workers, win, lose, or draw." He had 
been, in 1921, "deeply certain that the Russian workers had found the 
way to Socialism and eventual Communism." As for his own views, "in 
Leninism I found the answer to every major revolutionary problem." 5 4 

While traces of this kind of rhetoric are evident in his writings in 1921, by 
1937 examples would abound in his prodigious output of books, pam
phlets, and articles. Foster's public presentation of his politics was char
acterized by a peculiar doubleness, rendering his political "self" 
problematic. His gradual adoption of the inflated style of the Commu
nists symbolizes as much as anything the devaluation of the rhetorical 
means to his political self-definition. In 1921, joining a vigorous debate in 
American labor circles about the nature of the new Soviet regime, Foster's 
propaganda often seemed cold and ersatz. 

Foster's journey into the world of Communist politics was also a jour
ney into a lexical environment that was different from the one in which he 
had been immersed during his years in the Chicago labor movement. Al-
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though he came to understand himself as a Communist "theoretician" 
only much later in his life, after 1921 he gradually, and perfunctorily, 
began to adopt the terminology of orthodox Marxism. It was not an alto
gether unfamiliar language to him; after all, he had begun his career in 
radical politics as a member of Hermon Titus's Socialist local in Seattle. 
However, while working within the Chicago labor movement, where 
"isms" were often greeted with skepticism, he had largely eschewed the 
phraseology of Marxian radicalism. He believed that he and a small cote
rie of militants could advance the revolution without embracing the lan
guage of "ultimate" demands. To a large extent he would continue to 
believe this, as his early years in the Communist movement would illus
trate. 

It is impossible to understand Foster's attitude toward the language of 
American radicalism without reference to his organizational ethos, and 
the historical context in which this ethos emerged. In his earlier career, 
Foster's thinking had been characterized by a curious combination of ele
ments of American Progressivism, with its emphasis on organization and 
integration, and the nineteenth-century anarchism of the "Chicago Idea." 
Increasingly, however, he embraced the undemocratic implications of the 
organizational ethos, and rejected the assumptions of the anarchists, 
which he considered retrogressive and threatening to his conception of 
the way a revolution would be brought about. What Foster admired 
about the Russian Revolution was the discipline (and power) of the Com
munist party, and its ability to inspire the submission of individual will to 
a larger, ultimately progressive imperative. Despite the fact that elements 
of his syndicalism would remain with him during his career as a Commu
nist, Foster conceived of his entrance into the Communist movement as a 
kind of conversion, an act that was radically discontinuous from his ear
lier politics and which set him free, so to speak, from his own history. 
According to From Bryan to Stalin, in 1921 he accepted his new identity 
as a Communist "without difficulty, though I had been a syndicalist for 
a dozen years."ss 

Foster's admiration of the revolution and his willingness to become a 
Communist are consistent with the central assumptions of the "borer 
from within," that the primary responsibility of those seeking fulfillment 
of a particular goal is to seek first a viable organizational base. "The 
Russian Communist Party was the highest type of organization ever pro
duced by mankind," he concluded. 5 6 Once inside, the true voice of the 
"borer from within" can be found only with difficulty because it has been 
confined by the requirements of the organization. This never really troub
led Foster, for unlike American socialists like Eugene Debs, he would 
always be more concerned with the structure of the revolution than with 
its moral authenticity. In addition, his belief that it is natural for a pro-
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g r e s s i v e m o v e m e n t t o " c a m o u f l a g e " i t s a i m s w i t h " p h r a s e s " c o n f i r m s h i s 
d e v a l u a t i o n o f t h e l a n g u a g e o f r e v o l u t i o n . Thi s d e v a l u a t i o n w a s p a r t a n d 
p a r c e l o f F o s t e r ' s w h o l e a n a l y s i s . "The S o c i a l i s t p a r t y i n t h i s c o u n t r y c o l 
l a p s e d b e c a u s e i t w a s b u i l t u p o n t a l k , i n s t e a d o f u p o n t h e s o l i d f o u n d a 
t i o n o f t h e t r a d e u n i o n m o v e m e n t , " h e w r o t e s h o r t l y a f t e r b e c o m i n g a 
Com m u n i s t . 57 

I n F o s t e r ' s w o r l d , p o w e r a n d " t a l k " w e r e o p p o s i t i o n a l c a t e g o r i e s , n o t 
r e l a t e d t o e a c h o t h e r i n a n y s t a b l e w a y . The i n f l u e n c e o f t h e Com m u n i s t 
p a r t y d e r i v e d f r o m i t s o r g a n i z a t i o n a l s t r e n g t h , w h i c h i n t u r n o r i g i n a t e d 
w i t h t h e s k i l l a n d e n e r g y o f t h e c o h e s i v e , e l i t e m i l i t a n t s o f t h e L e n i n i s t 
v a n g u a r d . O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , a c c o r d i n g t o h i m , t h e S o c i a l i s t p a r t y h a d 
" d e g e n e r a t e d i n t o a m o v e m e n t o f t h e p o o r a n d d i s c o n t e n t e d o f a l l 
c l a s s e s . " I n F o s t e r ' s m i n d , t h e S o c i a l i s t p a r t y w a s a s s o c i a t e d n o t o n l y w i t h 
a n e x p a n s i v e d e f i n i t i o n o f c i t i z e n s h i p a n d t h e p o l i t i c s o f i n c l u s i o n b u t a l s o 
w i t h " t a l k " a n d p o w e r l e s s n e s s . Com m u n i s m w a s f u n d a m e n t a l l y e x c l u 
s i v e , a n d a s s o c i a t e d w i t h o r g a n i z a t i o n a n d t h e c o n q u e s t o f r e a l p o w e r . I t 
i s s t r i k i n g t h a t t h i s s e r i e s o f o p p o s i t i o n s c o n t a i n s i n t i m a t i o n s o f g e n d e r : 
l i k e m a n y o f h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s , F o s t e r a s s o c i a t e d o r g a n i z a t i o n ( a n d e x 
e c u t i v e a b i l i t y ) w i t h m a n h o o d a n d S o c i a l i s t p o l i t i c s w i t h t r a i t s l i k e 
" u t o p i a n i s m " a n d i m p r a c t i c a l i t y . I n t h e c l a s s w a r t h e r h e t o r i c o f c i t i z e n 
s h i p w a s f u t i l e a n d e m p t y ; t h e s o c i a l i s t s , F o s t e r a v e r r e d , h a d g i v e n u p t h e 
" v i t a l i z i n g " d o c t r i n e o f t h e c l a s s s t r u g g l e . 5 8 Thes e t h e m e s c a n b e t r a c e d 
b a c k w a r d a s w e l l a s f o r w a r d i n F o s t e r ' s a u t o b i o g r a p h i e s . I n a m o r e b a s i c 
a n d e l e m e n t a l s e n s e , t h i s a s p e c t o f h i s p o l i t i c s w a s c o n s i s t e n t w i t h h i s 
p o r t r a y a l s o f h i s c h i l d h o o d : h e w a s o p p o s i n g t h e Cat h o l i c i s m o f h i s 
m o t h e r , w h i c h h e h a d r e j e c t e d a t a n e a r l y a g e a s i n e f f e c t u a l a n d s u p e r s t i 
t i o u s , w i t h t h e m i l i t a n t , i n s u r r e c t i o n a r y F e n i a n i s m o f h i s f a t h e r . 

F o s t e r r e t u r n e d t o t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s a t t h e e n d o f t h e s u m m e r o f 1 9 2 1 . 
D u r i n g t h e j o u r n e y h o m e , h e h a d m u c h t o p o n d e r . I n t h e a f t e r m a t h o f t h e 
s t e e l w o r k e r s ' o r g a n i z i n g c a m p a i g n , h e h a d b r o u g h t t o g e t h e r a n o t h e r 
s y n d i c a l i s t l e a g u e , b u t t h e d i r e c t i o n t h i s o r g a n i z a t i o n w o u l d t a k e s e e m e d 
u n c e r t a i n . W a s t h e Tra d e U n i o n Edu c a t i o n a l L e a g u e t o b e c o m e o n l y a 
c l e a r i n g h o u s e f o r t h e i d e a s o f p r o g r e s s i v e u n i o n i s t s , o r a c e n t e r f o r t h e 
d i s s e m i n a t i o n o f a m o r e r a d i c a l p r o g r a m ? F o s t e r ' s a v e r s i o n t o " t a l k " 
m e a n t t h a t h e w o u l d n o t b e e n t i r e l y c o m f o r t a b l e w i t h e i t h e r o r i e n t a t i o n . 
How e v e r , i f t h e l e a g u e w a s t o b e a n o r g a n i z i n g v e h i c l e , h o w c o u l d m o 
m e n t u m f o r u n i o n i z i n g d r i v e s b e b u i l t i n t h e c o n t e x t o f t h e d e f e a t s o f 
1 9 1 8 - 1 9 ? As F o s t e r c o n s i d e r e d t h e s e q u e s t i o n s , h e w a s e n t e r i n g i n t o a n 
u n c e r t a i n r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e Ame r i c a n Com m u n i s t m o v e m e n t . The r e 
i s n o e v i d e n c e , h o w e v e r , t h a t h e w a s p a r t i c u l a r l y w a r y o f h i s n e w a l l i e s ; 
i n d e e d , h e s e e m e d t o e m b r a c e t h e Com m u n i s t s a n d t h e Rus s i a n Rev o l u 
t i o n w h o l e h e a r t e d l y . His a c c o u n t s o f h i s v i s i t t o t h e S o v i e t U n i o n , w r i t t e n 
b e f o r e h e b e c a m e a Com m u n i s t , e x u d e a s e n s e o f v i n d i c a t i o n . He s e c r e t l y 
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j o i n e d t h e Amer i c a n Comm u n i s t p a r t y s o o n a f t e r h e r e t u r n e d f r o m 
M o s c o w . Davi d S a p o s s r e m e m b e r e d t h a t w h e n h e , h i s w i f e , a n d Est h e r 
m e t Fos t e r a t t h e t r a i n s t a t i o n i n Chic a g o u p o n h i s r e t u r n f r o m t h e S o v i e t 
U n i o n , h e s e e m e d l i k e a "ne w m a n ." 5 9 Thus , o n c e a g a i n Fos t e r r e t u r n e d 
t o t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s i n s p i r e d , c o n v i n c e d t h a t p r a c t i c a l t r a d e u n i o n m i l i 
t a n t s i n Amer i c a c o u l d l e a r n i m p o r t a n t l e s s o n s f r o m t h e e x p e r i e n c e s o f 
Eur o p e a n r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s . 



Chapter 7 

THE "FREE LANCE" AND THE 

COMMUNIST PARTY 

The fate of the Communist party depends upon the 
control of the masses, through the capture of the trade 

unions, without which revolution is impossible. 
—William Foster, 1923 

ALTHOU GH W illiam Foster secretly became a Comm u n i s t s hortly follow
i n g h i s return from Moscow i n Sep tember 19 2 1 , he would remain some
w hat of a "free lance. " For nearly a year and half, he p ubli cly denied that 
he belonged to the Party . T h i s denial represented more than s i m ple pre
varication or warines s about poss ible prosecu t ion ; t he defi n i n g c haracter
i s t i c of h i s career in t he 1 9 2 0 s would be hi s dis com fort w i t h h i s new allies, 
h i s u n certain f i t w i t h i n t he early Comm u n i s t movement . I n h i s f irs t years 
as a Comm u n i s t , t he Trade Un ion Educational League would be the pri 
mary focu s of h i s act i v i t ies . T he dic hotomy was not a rig id one, but dur
i n g t h i s period the t wo organi zat ions developed along dif ferent li nes . T he 
early Comm u n i s t movement , based pri marily i n New York, soug h t u n 
abashedly to im pose t he model of t he R u s s ian Revolut ion on i t s act i v i t ies 
i n t he U n i ted States. I n t h i s m ilieu , Foster was often v iewed as a trade 
un ion i s t w i t hou t deeply held Comm u n i s t conv i c t ion s . O n t he other hand, 
desp i te h i s admiration of t he R u s s ian s , once Foster returned to the U n i ted 
States i n 1 9 2 1 , he soug h t to create a radical movement for indus trial u n 
ion i s m t hat would be peculiarly adapted to American condit ion s . He ex
pec ted that h i s T U EL, cen tered in C h i cago, could fu n c t ion relati vely 
u n h i ndered wi t h i n t he Comm u n i s t party apparatu s as i t s trade un ion 
sec t ion . 

I t i s s tri k i n g t hat very li t tle of t he pract i cal program t hat was called 
"Fosteris m " i n t he war years c han ged after he became a Comm u n i s t . I n 
March 1 9 2 1 , s hortly before hi s tri p to Moscow, Foster defi ned the i s s ue 
t hat would be the Comm u n i s t party ' s cen tral focu s i n t he labor move
men t i n t he early 1 9 2 0 s: amalgamation. For hi m , amalgamation was as 
m u c h a result of natural "evolut ion " i n t he u n ion s as i t was a strategy 
developed by devoted mili tan t s seeki n g to reorgani ze t he exi s t i n g trade 
un ion bureaucracy . I t s advocates " have no plan or theory, but [ work] 
prett y m u c h as i m mediate c irc u m s tan ces dic tate," he noted. E ven t s after 
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t h e w a r s h o w e d t h a t t h e r a i l r o a d u n i o n s i n p a r t i c u l a r w e r e r e a d y f o r t h e 
n e x t p h a s e i n t h i s e v o l u t i o n . "Ama l g a m a t i o n o f t h e s i x t e e n r a i l r o a d c r a f t 
u n i o n s i n t o o n e i n d u s t r i a l u n i o n — t h a t ' s t h e r a i l r o a d e r ' s n e x t s t e p , " F o s 
t e r p r o p o s e d .1 

I n F o s t e r ' s c o n c e p t i o n , a m a l g a m a t i o n m e a n t f u l l - s c a l e i n d u s t r i a l u n 
i o n i s m . A de c a d e e a r l i e r h e h a d d e n i e d t h a t t h e l a b o r m o v e m e n t m u s t 
m o v e t o w a r d c e n t r a l i z a t i o n i n l o c k s t e p w i t h t h e g i g a n t i s m o f l a r g e c o r p o 
r a t i o n s , a n d h a d d e c r i e d t h e " u t o p i a n i s m " o f I W W - s t y l e i n d u s t r i a l u n 
i o n i s m . N o w , f o l l o w i n g a s e r i e s o f d e m o r a l i z i n g d e f e a t s , t h e e a r l i e r f e d e r 
a t i o n i d e a s e e m e d o u t m o d e d . W h e r e a s i n d u s t r i a l u n i o n i s m h a d b e e n a s 
m u c h a s t a t e o f c o n s c i o u s n e s s a s a n o r g a n i z a t i o n a l f o r m i n F o s t e r ' s u n 
d e r s t a n d i n g o f r e v o l u t i o n a r y t a c t i c s , n o w t h e i d e a o f s o l i d a r i t y b e c a m e 
m o r e p u r e l y i n s t r u m e n t a l . The d u t y r e m a i n e d , h o w e v e r , f o r a f e w r a d i c a l 
s p e c i a l i s t s t o w o r k w i t h i n t h e e x i s t i n g u n i o n s t o a c h i e v e t h e i r a i m s . W h i l e 
t r a d e u n i o n s w e r e r e v o l u t i o n a r y " a t h e a r t a n d i n t h e i r d a i l y a c t i o n s , " 
t h e i r s t r u c t u r e w a s t o b e e l a b o r a t e d w i t h n e t w o r k s o f m i n o r i t y o r g a n i z a 
t i o n s , s h o p s t e w a r d a n d s h o p c o m m i t t e e m o v e m e n t s , a m a l g a m a t i o n c o m 
m i t t e e s a n d e d u c a t i o n a l l e a g u e s . B e y o n d t h e w o r k p l a c e , l a b o r p o l i t i c s 
s h o u l d b e s u b o r d i n a t e d t o t h e i n i t i a t i v e o f t h a t f r a c t i o n o f Ame r i c a n 
w o r k e r s w h o w e r e o r g a n i z e d : "The t r a d e u n i o n s a r e t h e o n l y p o s s i b l e 
b a s i s f o r a s u c c e s s f u l L a b o r Par t y . " How e v e r , F o s t e r s t i l l h a d n o c o h e r e n t 
i d e a a b o u t t h e r o l e o f p o l i t i c s i n e s t a b l i s h i n g h i s p l a n n e d f u s i o n o f t h e 
u n i o n s . He w o u l d p r o v e u n a b l e e f f e c t i v e l y t o m a n a g e h i s n e w r e l a t i o n 
s h i p w i t h t h e Com m u n i s t s d u r i n g h i s f i r s t y e a r s i n t h e p a r t y , a n d w h i l e h e 
u n d e r s t o o d t h e s t r e n g t h o f l a b o r ' s i m p u l s e t o p o l i t i c a l a c t i o n i n t h e s e 
y e a r s , h e v i e w e d t h e l a b o r p a r t y i n i t i a t i v e s o f b o t h Com m u n i s t s a n d p r o 
g r e s s i v e s w i t h a m i x t u r e o f r e s i g n a t i o n , s u s p i c i o n , a n d c o n t e m p t .2 

N o n e t h e l e s s , b y e a r l y 1922 Fo s t e r h a d c o m e t o b e l i e v e t h a t w i t h t h e 
s u p p o r t o f t h e Com m u n i s t s , t h e TUEL c o u l d d e v e l o p a r a d i c a l a n d r e a l i s 
t i c m o v e m e n t f o r i n d u s t r i a l u n i o n i s m i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s . He a c h i e v e d 
s o m e n o t e w o r t h y s u c c e s s e s . F o r a b r i e f p e r i o d , a m a l g a m a t i o n o c c u p i e d 
t h e c e n t e r o f d e b a t e s o v e r t h e f u t u r e o f t h e l a b o r m o v e m e n t i n t h e U n i t e d 
S t a t e s , a n d t h e TUEL a n d a s m a l l b u t a c t i v e g r o u p o f n o n -Com m u n i s t 
m i l i t a n t s o p e n l y c h a l l e n g e d t h e d e f e n s i v e p o s t u r e a s s u m e d b y m u c h o f t h e 
m a i n s t r e a m l e a d e r s h i p o f t h e Ame r i c a n F e d e r a t i o n o f L a b o r f o l l o w i n g 
t h e s e t b a c k s o f t h e w a r y e a r s . Y e t , F o s t e r ' s u n c o m p r o m i s i n g a v e r s i o n t o 
a n y f o r m o f " c l a s s c o l l a b o r a t i o n " s e t h i m a p a r t f r o m m a n y p r o g r e s s i v e 
u n i o n i s t s d u r i n g t h i s p e r i o d , a n d h i s d e e p a m b i v a l e n c e a b o u t t h e r o l e o f 
p o l i t i c s i n t h e l a b o r m o v e m e n t w o u l d s h a r p l y l i m i t t h e s c o p e o f t h e s m a l l 
m o v e m e n t f o r i n d u s t r i a l u n i o n i s m b e g u n b y h i m a n d h i s d e d i c a t e d g r o u p 
o f u n i o n r a d i c a l s . 

W h i l e F o s t e r c a l c u l a t e d t h a t t h e f u t u r e o f t h e TUEL l a y w i t h t h e Com 
m u n i s t s , h i s a n t i p a t h y t o w a r d t h e S o c i a l i s t p a r t y g r a d u a l l y s h a r p e n e d . 
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During t he steel strike he had worked closely with Socialists like James 
Maurer, president of t he Pennsylvania Federation of Labor, and after t he 
war he was still held in hig h regard by figures like Kate Richards O' Hare 
and Eugene Debs. His growing involvement with t he Communists obvi
ously rendered such relationships more problematic , despite t he fac t t hat 
he joined t he Communist party at a time when it was being pressured by 
Moscow to act more like t he Socialist party from whic h it had split in 
1 9 1 9 . Foster's affiliation with t he Communists after his return from Rus
sia coincided with t he Comintern's turn toward a united front perspec tive 
and its campaign to convince t he American Communists to assume a 
more realistic at titude toward t he trade unions. In t he last months of 
1 9 2 1 t he Communists organized t he Workers' party as a "legal exten
sion" of t heir underground party even t hough many Communists still 
quite adamantly refused to participate in "open struggles." Despite t hese 
c hanges, a defining c haracteristic of t his stage of Foster's career would be 
t he retention of his disdain for t he Socialist party and t he democratic 
ideals it represented . W hen a delegation of Communists approached Eu
gene Debs seeking his support shortly after his release from the A tlanta 
Penitentiary in t he spring of 1 9 2 2 , he promised a meeting with Foster, but 
had ot her t hings to say as well. " T he Communists are finally waking up 
to t he fac t t hat t hey should work in t he unions. But perhaps t hey do t his 
with t he wrong motives—not to build up a vigorous labor movement, but 
simply to use t he unions as c hannels of Communist propaganda," he told 
t he delegates. " Some groups propose to take orders from men in Moscow 
who know absolutely nothing about American conditions. I know more 
about American psychology and conditions t han all t he leaders in Russia 
know in five years, and I will not accep t my orders from a maniac like 
Zinoviev . " Debs went on to ask, "since when, I want to know, has social
ism become synonymous with Communism? I am not a Communist and 
I don't want to be one, and I do not believe in MINORITY RULE."3 

Partly as a result of his association with t he Communists, Foster t he 
dangerous wartime labor leader achieved an intensely controversial pub 
lic identity in t he first years of t he decade. T he New York Times termed 
him "America's most prominent ex ponent of Soviet Russia's regime." 
T his, of course, would have implications for his activities in t he labor 
movement, where Foster preferred to portray himself as only a "radical 
regular," and where, in t he early 1 9 2 0s, discretion would become ever 
more hig hly valued. A t t he University of Wisconsin, t he influential labor 
economist John R. Commons stirred up criticism when he invited Foster 
to address a mass meeting at t he University Armory. Commons remem
bered t hat in a classroom meeting, Foster gave " t he most sc holarly ac
count I have heard of t he evolution of Communist doc trine from Marx to 
DeLeon to Lenin." A t Columbia University t he faculty refused to allow 



178 CHAPTER 7 

Foster to speak on campus, shunting him to an off-campus location 
where he was attacked by egg-throwing protesters. Charlie Chaplin in
curred the curiosity and wrath of red hunters when he held a reception for 
Foster at his home in Hollywood. 4 

In his first years as a Communist, Foster remained a flexible tactician 
who was untroubled by the nuances of Marxist theory. His earliest pro
nouncements added up to an inchoate version of American exceptional-
ism, the idea that unique conditions in the United States required funda
mentally different tactics than those pursued by other Marxist parties. 
While still in Moscow, he wrote that America was the exception to the 
idea, still "prevailing in Marxist circles," that nations with the greatest 
industrial development also have highly developed labor movements. 
Furthermore, his experiences led him to believe that ethnic diversity and 
a high degree of prosperity did not explain America's particularly weak 
labor movement. Rather, it was purely because of the intellectual "back
wardness" of American militants that the unions were peculiarly attenu
ated in the United States; the strategizing of labor radicals was too often 
infected with the impractical, Utopian ideal of dual unionism. This kind 
of analysis did not go unchallenged. Later, responding to another airing 
of this idea, one Comintern authority, Z. Leder, accused Foster of confus
ing the American labor movement with the American labor bureaucracy, 
and pronounced that "Foster does not perceive the obliquity of his polit
ico-historical outlook." Leder implied that the central assumptions of the 
militant minority were fundamentally flawed; "We must not forget that 
human beings and organizations alike, are merely the instruments of his
tory," he intoned. Despite the fact that the review carried the imprimatur 
of high-level official sanction, Foster wrote an impertinent private rebut
tal to its author and complained bitterly about its publication to Solomon 
Lozovsky, the head of the Profintern.5 

Lozovsky, whom Foster had met during his first trip to Moscow, 
proved to be an important political ally in the Russian party apparatus. 
A short man with a large black beard and a nervous manner, Lozovsky 
remained director of the Profintern from its founding until its dissolution 
in 1937. A Bolshevik exile who had returned to Russia in 1917, he was 
nonetheless expelled from the party the following year because of his 
views on trade unions: he was an early and vociferous advocate of union 
independence from state control. Nonetheless, by 1920 he had surfaced 
once again as secretary of the All-Russian Union of Railway Workers and 
shortly thereafter as head of the Profintern. During his long subsequent 
career, he was known as an agile politician and "survivor"; after his serv
ice as head of the Profintern he was elevated to deputy foreign minister, a 
post he held from 1939 to 1946. In his later years, the American party 
held him in high esteem: in an unusual gesture, it presented him with an 
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Ame r i c a n a u t o m o b i l e a s a g i f t . A p o p u l a r f i g u r e w i t h W e s t e r n j o u r n a l i s t s , 
L o z o v s k y m a n a g e d t o e v a d e e v e r y S t a l i n i s t p u r g e b u t t h e l a s t . He w a s 
a r r e s t e d i n 1 9 4 9 f o r " p l o t t i n g a g a i n s t S t a l i n " a n d w a s e x e c u t e d i n 1 9 5 2 
f o r c o n s p i r i n g t o " t e a r t h e Cri m e a a w a y f r o m t h e U S SR" a n d c r e a t e a 
J e w i s h s t a t e a s a b u l w a r k o f Ame r i c a n i m p e r i a l i s m o n S o v i e t t e r r i t o r y . He 
w a s r e h a b i l i t a t e d i n 1 9 5 6 . N i k i t a K h r u s h c h e v r e m e m b e r e d L o z o v s k y a s 
a n i n t e n s e l y c o m m i t t e d a n d i n d e f a t i g a b l e a n t i f a s c i s t , a n d r e c a l l e d h i s d e 
m i s e w i t h p a r t i c u l a r r e g r e t . 6  

D u r i n g F o s t e r ' s v i s i t t o M o s c o w L o z o v s k y h a d p r o m i s e d f i n a n c i a l s u p 
p o r t f o r t h e TUEL, a n d s o o n a f t e r a r r i v i n g b a c k i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s 
B r o w d e r w r o t e a l e t t e r r e m i n d i n g h i m o f t h e a g r e e m e n t . "Th e p l a n s m a d e 
w i t h B o r d e n [ F o s t e r ] a r e b e i n g c a r r i e d o u t . . . . W e d o n ' t n e e d a g r e a t d e a l 
b u t w e m u s t h a v e o u r j o u r n a l , " h e i m p o r t u n e d i n a l e t t e r i n t e r c e p t e d b y 
t h e B u r e a u o f I n v e s t i g a t i o n . I n e a r l y 1 9 2 2 , B r o w d e r t e l e g r a m e d t h a t n o t 
w i t h s t a n d i n g  t h e s a l e  o f t e n t h o u s a n d  c o p i e s  o f F o s t e r ' s  p a m p h l e t  The 
Russian Revolution, t h e l e a g u e s t i l l n e e d e d t e n t h o u s a n d d o l l a r s t o s t a r t 
u p t h e Labor Herald. He p r o m i s e d L o z o v s k y t h a t " F o s t e r w i l l l e a d N a 
t i o n a l M o v e m e n t . S t a r t i n g t h r o u g h o u t c o u n t r y M a r c h t o o r g a n i z e L e f t 
W i n g u n d e r n a m e o f TUEL. Con n e c t i o n s e s t i m a t e d i n 5 0 0 t o w n s ; F o s t e r 
c o m e s o u t p u b l i c l y f o r RIL U . "7 

Howe v e r , w h e n t h e Labor Herald f i n a l l y a p p e a r e d i n M a r c h , i t w o u l d 
h a v e b e e n d i f f i c u l t t o i d e n t i f y i t a s a Com m u n i s t j o u r n a l . I t s o p e n i n g 
s t a t e m e n t o f p r i n c i p l e s d i d n o t m e n t i o n a n y t h i n g a b o u t a l a b o r p a r t y , 
d i c t a t o r s h i p o f t h e p r o l e t a r i a t , o r s u p p o r t f o r t h e S o v i e t U n i o n , e v e n 
t h o u g h t h e Rus s i a n Rev o l u t i o n w a s c i t e d a s p r o o f o f t h e v a l i d i t y o f t h e 
c o n c e p t o f t h e " m i l i t a n t m i n o r i t y . " All t h i s w a s i n l i n e w i t h F o s t e r ' s b e l i e f 
t h a t a l l " a g g r e s s i v e " s o c i a l m o v e m e n t s h a d t o " c a m o u f l a g e " t h e i r a i m s , 
y e t h e i m m o d e s t l y d e c l a r e d t h a t " t h e l a u n c h i n g o f t h e Tra d e U n i o n Edu 
c a t i o n a l L e a g u e m a r k s a t u r n i n g p o i n t i n Ame r i c a n l a b o r h i s t o r y . " 8  

B e f o r e t h e f i r s t i s s u e o f t h e Labor Herald a p p e a r e d , F o s t e r m a i l e d o u t 
p r e l i m i n a r y c i r c u l a r l e t t e r s t h a t c a r e f u l l y o u t l i n e d t h e r u l e s , o b j e c t i v e s , 
a n d m e t h o d s o f h i s o r g a n i z a t i o n . He i m a g i n e d a m o v e m e n t t h a t w o u l d b e 
n a t i o n a l i n s c o p e a n d f o c u s , i n w h i c h a l l o f i t s a d h e r e n t s a c t e d i n s y n 
c h r o n y u n d e r t h e g u i d a n c e o f a n e l i t e c a d r e o f m i l i t a n t s . The c a m p a i g n t o 
o r g a n i z e t h e TUEL " w i l l b e c a r r i e d o u t s o m e w h a t a l o n g t h e p r i n c i p l e s o f 
a m i l i t a r y d r i v e , " h e w r o t e . His f i r s t m a i l i n g s w e n t t o o n e t h o u s a n d " s p e 
c i a l l y s e l e c t e d l i v e - w i r e w o r k e r s . " M e m b e r s h i p w a s l i m i t e d t o m e m b e r s 
o f t h e t r a d e u n i o n s i n g o o d s t a n d i n g , b u t t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n w a s d i v i d e d 
i n t o s e c t i o n s a c c o r d i n g t o i n d u s t r y r a t h e r t h a n c r a f t . An " a r m y " o f r a d i 
c a l s w o u l d e x e r c i s e i n f l u e n c e i n t h e l a b o r m o v e m e n t t h r o u g h " r i g i d a p p l i 
c a t i o n o f m o d e r n o r g a n i z a t i o n a l m e t h o d s . " The s e m e t h o d s " a r e t h e v e r y 
h e a r t o f t h e l e a g u e ' s p r o g r a m , " h e w r o t e . The f i r s t o b j e c t i v e s w e r e n o t 
c e n t e r e d a r o u n d a n y p a r t i c u l a r g r i e v a n c e o f l a b o r a g a i n s t t h e i r e m p l o y -
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e r s . The i n i t i a l s t e p o f t h e l o c a l l e a g u e s w o u l d b e a c a m p a i g n t o a m a l g a 
m a t e t h e s i x t e e n r a i l r o a d c r a f t u n i o n s , w i t h t h e a i m o f i n f l u e n c i n g a n 
u p c o m i n g c o n v e n t i o n o f t h e AFL r a i l w a y e m p l o y e e s d e p a r t m e n t . 

I n F o s t e r ' s r h e t o r i c a n d s t r a t e g i z i n g , t h e r e w a s a p r e d i c t a b l e b l e n d i n g 
o f m o d e r n b u s i n e s s a n d r e v o l u t i o n a r y m e t h o d o l o g y : m a s s m a i l i n g s , m a r 
k e t i n g , s a l e s , a n d b u r e a u c r a t i c e f f i c i e n c i e s w e r e a l l a d o p t e d t o i n s u r r e c 
t i o n a r y p u r p o s e . All L e a g u e m e m b e r s w o u l d b e r e q u i r e d t o s u b s c r i b e t o 
t h e Labor Herald: " a n y o n e w h o d o e s n o t r e a l i z e t h e n e c e s s i t y o f a p o w e r 
f u l o f f i c i a l o r g a n c a n b e o f n o s e r v i c e t o t h e L e a g u e . " M o r e o v e r , a n e n t e r 
p r i s i n g m i l i t a n t " c a n m a k e c o n s i d e r a b l e m o n e y " s e l l i n g s u b s c r i p t i o n s . 
The c i r c u l a r l e t t e r s c a r e f u l l y o u t l i n e d t h e o r d e r o f b u s i n e s s f o r t h e f i r s t 
m e e t i n g s o f t h e l o c a l g r o u p s , w i t h p r e c i s e g u i d e l i n e s f o r e l e c t i o n o f o f f i 
c i a l s . I n p r e s e n t i n g h i s a i m s t o l o c a l u n i o n i s t s a n d w o r k e r s , F o s t e r d r e w 
u p o n t h e f a m i l i a r d i c h o t o m i e s . At o n e m e e t i n g i n N e w Y o r k , h e m a d e i t 
c l e a r t h a t h i s o r g a n i z a t i o n h a d n o p l a c e f o r " U t o p i a n d r e a m e r s . " He h a d 
c o m e t o N e w Y o r k t o " t a l k b u s i n e s s , " a n d t h e r e w o u l d b e " n o o r a t o r y , " 
j u s t p l a i n " m a n t o m a n " t a l k a b o u t t h e t a s k o f r e v o l u t i o n i z i n g t h e l a b o r 
m o v e m e n t . 9  

As h e b e g a n t h e c a m p a i g n f o r i n d u s t r i a l u n i o n i s m a m o n g t h e r a i l r o a d 
u n i o n s , F o s t e r ' s n e w o r g a n i z a t i o n q u i c k l y g a i n e d t h e a t t e n t i o n o f t h e N a 
t i o n a l Civ i c F e d e r a t i o n , w h i c h i n t u r n s o u g h t t o i n v o l v e t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s 
D e p a r t m e n t o f J u s t i c e i n s u p p r e s s i o n o f h i s a c t i v i t i e s . As t h e f i r s t i s s u e o f 
t h e Labor Herald w a s c i r c u l a t e d , t h e Civ i c F e d e r a t i o n s e n t c o p i e s o f F o s 
t e r ' s " c o r r e s p o n d e n c e a n d m a t e r i a l " t o t h e p r e s i d e n t s o f t h e r a i l r o a d 
c o m p a n i e s . M o r e o v e r , t h e f e d e r a t i o n a s k e d J . Edg a r Hoo v e r t o " g e t i n 
s i d e " t h e TUEL a n d s u p p l y t h e n a m e s o f " k e y " m e n . The " l e a d i n g l a b o r 
m e n " o f t h e NCF c o u l d t h e n s e e t o i t t h a t t h e TUEL l e a d e r s w e r e e x p e l l e d 
f r o m t h e i r u n i o n s , i t w a s e x p l a i n e d . The J u s t i c e D e p a r t m e n t w a s a s s u r e d 
b y t h e NCF t h a t t h i s p r o c e s s w o u l d r e m a i n " a b s o l u t e l y d i s c r e e t . " W i l 
l i a m J . B u r n s , t h e d i r e c t o r o f t h e B u r e a u o f I n v e s t i g a t i o n , w r o t e t h a t t h i s 
w a s " a w o n d e r f u l i d e a a n d w e w i l l b e d e l i g h t e d t o h e l p o u t . " 1 0  S u b s e 
q u e n t l y , B u r n s h a d h i s a g e n t s f o l l o w F o s t e r a n d t a k e c a r e f u l n o t e s o n h i s 
s p e e c h e s a n d m e e t i n g s . The e r s t w h i l e p r i v a t e i n v e s t i g a t o r a s s u r e d o n e 
c o n c e r n e d c i t i z e n t h a t t h e b u r e a u w a s " k e e p i n g i n t o u c h w i t h a l l o f [ F o s 
t e r ' s ] m o v e m e n t s . " Rob e r t H. L o v e t t , t h e n a s s i s t a n t a t t o r n e y g e n e r a l , 
w r o t e t o a c o n c e r n e d v i c e p r e s i d e n t o f t h e Pen n s y l v a n i a Rai l r o a d t h a t t h e 
B u r e a u o f I n v e s t i g a t i o n c o n s i d e r e d " F o s t e r ' s o r g a n i z a t i o n a s o n e o f t h e 
m o s t d a n g e r o u s i n t h i s c o u n t r y t o d a y . " 1 1  

The s m a l l g r o u p o f r a d i c a l u n i o n i s t s w h o w o r k e d w i t h F o s t e r a n d t h e 
TUEL o p e r a t e d i n a n e x t r e m e l y d i f f i c u l t e c o n o m i c e n v i r o n m e n t i n l a t e 
1 9 2 1 . Tha t y e a r s a w a m a j o r d e p r e s s i o n , d u r i n g w h i c h t h e u n e m p l o y 
m e n t r a t e h o v e r e d n e a r 2 0 p e r c e n t . Emp l o y e r s , u n n e r v e d b y t h e h u g e 
i n c r e a s e i n u n i o n m e m b e r s h i p t h a t h a d o c c u r r e d d u r i n g t h e w a r y e a r s , 
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took advantage of the high rate of joblessness and aggressively pursued 
the "American Plan" to introduce "freedom of choice" and the open shop 
in union strongholds. Unemployment and insecurity would shadow 
workers in large sectors of the economy throughout the decade; some 
well-informed observers estimated that it was as high as 13-15 percent in 
1929 on the eve of the stock-market crash. In this context, the TUEL early 
on focused its efforts on "education" of embattled unionists rather than 
organization of the vast majority of unorganized workers. From its incep
tion the TUEL offered little to unemployed workers.12 

As the economy lurched into recovery after 1922, TUEL cadre would 
face other strategic challenges. The decade witnessed a significant overall 
rise in real wages and decline in working hours for most industrial work
ers, but also an exponential increase in the intensity of most jobs and a 
suffocating constriction of traditional forms of shop-floor independence 
as managers resorted to a variety of techniques to boost productivity. 
Time-and-motion experts and machine-paced production lines were now 
ubiquitous features of many workers' worlds. Perhaps most symbolic of 
the industrial ethos of the 1920s were the successes of Henry Ford in 
thoroughly mechanizing and subdividing the work process while provid
ing his workers with an unprecedented standard wage. To workers con
fronted with the tribunes of modernity on the shop floor, the TUEL of
fered the prospect of a stronger, more militant unionism and an end to 
"class collaboration." More penetrating criticism of the newest forms of 
industrial production was generally absent from the propaganda of the 
league. Despite the fact that the paradigmatic Ford regime was exhaust
ing and dehumanizing for many assembly-line workers, Foster was an 
admirer of Ford's techniques. He was delighted that Fordism was being 
widely imitated by Communist industrial managers in the Soviet Union in 
the 1920s; he predicted that this would enable the Soviets to catch up 
with the United States in consumption and industrial production within 
a decade.13 

In contrast to the war years, the leadership of organized labor was in 
a coldly pragmatic and minimalist mood, weakened by a number of 
major defeats. Samuel Gompers, in particular, actively sought to repress 
the initiatives of radicals within the AFL, and his regime generally acqui
esced to the introduction of new techniques of managerial control on the 
shop floor. Yet, spreading rank-and-file discontent with conservative un
ionism and the activities of the TUEL would test Gompers's approach 
severely. Most importantly from Foster's perspective, progressives and 
socialists in the unions, despite their experimentation with "new forms of 
struggle" such as labor banks and productivity agreements, would also 
act decisively to assert discipline in their unions in the face of challenges 
to their leadership by the rank and file and the Communists.14 
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The TUEL made its debut at the AFL railway employees department 
convention in April 1922, where a vocal minority of industrial unionists 
conducted a campaign for increased cooperation among the railroad 
shop crafts. Approximately forty amalgamation resolutions were submit
ted by various system federations and local unions; debate was long and 
intense. At a TUEL caucus during the convention, Foster and William 
Ross Knudsen, who would later mount a challenge for leadership of the 
International Association of Machinists, pushed the amalgamation idea. 
In response, conservative unionists pointed to the Knights of Labor, 
Debs's American Railway Union, and the IWW as past examples of the 
futility of industrial unionism. The failure of the Pullman Strike and the 
American Railway Union should remind railroad workers that " 'one big 
union' leads to dictatorship, chaos and quick dissolution," the editors of 
the Railway Carmens' Journal pointed out. Nonetheless, in the months 
following the convention, Foster and the TUEL conducted amalgamation 
campaigns at the conventions of four railway brotherhoods, the Locomo
tive Firemen and Enginemen, the Conductors, the Trainmen, and the 
Clerks. Progressives like Warren S. Stone, the chief of the Brotherhood of 
Locomotive Engineers, invoked the traditional interpretation of "amalga
mation," calling merely for "closer cooperation" short of industrial 
unionism.15 

The efforts of the league were given a boost by the Chicago Federation 
of Labor. In March, the federation approved a resolution favoring indus
trial unionism and requesting that the AFL immediately call conferences 
of its international unions for the purpose of arranging to "amalgamate 
all unions in the respective industries into single organizations, each of 
which shall cover an industry." Jack Johnstone, who was at the time chair 
of the organization committee of the CFL, introduced the resolution and 
Foster was the principal speaker in its support at the initial meeting, al
though several unionists rose to attack him as a Wobbly and "disrupter." 
Soon after this victory, Samuel Gompers hurried to Chicago. At a hastily 
convened meeting of local officials he denounced Foster as one who 
"wants to become the Lenin of America." He pronounced that he had 
never known such a "self-appointed autocrat." In this highly charged 
meeting, Fitzpatrick strongly defended the amalgamation measure. Fos
ter, who had been absent from the meeting but had hurried over when he 
heard what was going on, faced cheers as well as angry shouts to sit down 
when he sought to defend himself. He challenged Gompers to a debate, 
and invited him to appoint an auditor to examine the TUEL's bookkeep
ing. The AFL president challenged Foster's motives, but he apparently 
retained a degree of admiration for his adversary. He was later quoted as 
asking "Is it not a pity that so much ability should be subverted to disrupt 
our labor movement?"16 
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Despite such publicity, amalgamation was not an issue raised by the 
rank and file during the nationwide walkout of approximately four hun
dred thousand railway shopmen that began in July 1922. In 1921, in 
response to company requests, the Railway Labor Board had approved 
deep reductions in wages for most workers while acquiescing to the wide
spread practice of "contracting out" of work to nonunion employers. 
Conditions in Foster's craft became particularly difficult as a result; in 
Chicago, nearly 50 percent of the carmen's work in the city had disap
peared because of the practice of outside contracting.17 Gompers and Sec
retary of Commerce Herbert Hoover, through the offices of the National 
Civic Federation, worked to prevent the strike, and both were instrumen
tal in settling it. However, Foster and the TUEL worked to inflame the 
strike beyond the reach of injunctions and high level labor-management 
detente. In Omaha, league activists encouraged the city's Central Labor 
Council to endorse a call for a general strike to break the federal injunc
tion against picketing and leafleting. A Bureau of Investigation agent re
ported to J. Edgar Hoover from the city that Foster was "gaining [a] 
foothold among all the radical labor unions in this part of the country"; 
an informer claimed that Foster had formulated "extensive plans" for 
sabotaging the railroads. Foster went on a speaking tour during the 
strike, followed by federal agents. In Kansas City, he implored the strikers 
to amalgamate their unions and, according to the BOI agent present, 
ended by proclaiming that "Labor and Capital have no interest in com
mon and that labor will not come into its own until Capital is crushed and 
destroyed." His speech held his crowd of two hundred for two hours, and 
he was interrupted by prolonged cheering. The agent in charge in the city 
wrote to Hoover that "it is my opinion that the less this bolshevik is 
allowed to talk during the present railroad and coal strikes, the better it 
will be for the country." When Foster showed up in Denver to speak 
before a local chapter of the TUEL about the strike, he was summarily 
arrested by Colorado Rangers and driven to Wyoming, where he was left 
on the side of a road near the state's eastern border, minus his suitcase 
and belongings. Nonetheless, the TUEL "flooded" strike centers with 
propaganda and its members appeared on picket lines to distribute pam
phlets and handbills.18 

As the strike began to gather momentum, Attorney General Harry M. 
Daugherty gained approval for an injunction against the strikers so 
sweeping that even Hoover and Secretary of State Charles Evans Hughes 
agreed that it was a transgression of the workers' fundamental rights. It 
provided that strikers could not "loiter" near any railroad station or of
fice, and could not "congregate" near yards, shops, depots, or terminals. 
Furthermore, they were enjoined from picketing or actively discouraging 
the use of strikebreakers through "letters, circulars, telegrams, tele-
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phones, or word of mouth [!], or through interviews in the papers." The 
railroads hired thousands of workers to replace the strikers, and sur
rounded stations and freight yards with armed guards. The strike had 
largely disintegrated by September, a resounding defeat for the strikers. In 
order to save jobs, the AFL Shop Crafts Council agreed to negotiate sepa
rate settlements with different systems. Out of this settlement grew the 
famous "Â & O Plan," a Taylorist-inspired scheme for labor-manage
ment cooperation in which union committees participated in implemen
tation of cost-cutting measures on the shop floor. Foster saw the defeat of 
the shopmen's strike and the development of the B & O Plan as the begin
ning of a momentous "new orientation" in the labor movement. What 
enraged Foster most about the settlement was its endorsement by a num
ber of progressive unionists in the metal trades. To him, this represented 
an intolerable retreat in the class war.19 

In the aftermath of the defeated strike, workers themselves were far 
from resigned to the "new orientation" in their unions. While many 
blamed scabs and the Daugherty injunction for the debacle, others pro
posed that the larger lesson of the strike was that the railroad workers 
must "use the ballot." Letters to the Carmen's Journal echoed the theme 
that "clearly our form of organization is not what it ought to be." An 
Ohio worker wrote that in his lodge "they are all filled with the amalga
mation idea." Another proposed that "there is on the part of the rank and 
file of the Brotherhoods a desire for consolidation," and that the AFL 
conception of "loose confederations" was clearly outmoded. While it is 
impossible to judge the extent of rank-and-file sentiment for amalgama
tion from such letters, clearly the TUEL had latched onto a very "live" 
issue. At a subsequent TUEL conference over four hundred delegates 
from every railroad craft and every district attended, despite warnings by 
union officials to stay away.20 

In the railway shop unions, the TUEL focused its activities on the Inter
national Association of Machinists. Over 80,000 machinists participated 
in the 1922 strike; at its conclusion, IAM membership stood at 97,000 
after a high of 330,000 in 1920. During the period after the shopmen's 
strike to 1927, sixty-two railroads established their own company unions 
of shopmen. In this atmosphere, the TUEL proposed its own candidate 
for the union presidency. William Ross Knudsen, who was on the Califor
nia executive committee of the Socialist Labor party and had led large 
strikes of machinists in Akron in 1919 and in Cincinnati in 1920, ran on 
a platform of industrial unionism, an end to compromises with employ
ers, affiliation with the Red International, and "preparation of the ma
chinists, through their union, for establishment of a Workers' Republic, 
in which workers shall run the industries." L. M. Hawver, a leader of the 
1920 outlaw strike, ran as vice president with Knudsen. The ticket lost by 
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a three-to-one margin, but in December the TUEL gathered a national 
conference of metal trades unionists that approved a plan for a new 
union, the first step being the merging of the executive boards of the 
twenty-four trades. Within a month, the IAM initiated an expulsion cam
paign aimed at TUEL members.21 

Another vital focus of TUEL activities in the early 1920s was in the 
nation's largest union, the United Mine Workers, already an industrial, 
amalgamated union. Here, Foster and the TUEL were integral elements in 
the growing opposition to the union's flamboyant president, John L. 
Lewis. Lewis's critics were particularly aroused by his acceptance of gov
ernment demands in settling the 1919 strike, but a whole variety of laby
rinthine and often violent local controversies undermined Lewis's regime 
during this period as well. The Harding and Coolidge administrations 
were less willing to compromise with Lewis than the Wilsonians had 
been. In April 1922, Lewis called six hundred thousand miners out on 
strike, but was only able to accomplish an agreement with the operators 
to maintain wages at their 1920 level. Lewis and his allies saw this as a 
substantial victory given the extensive wage cuts that almost every sector 
of American labor was experiencing at the time. However, during this 
period Lewis backed away from his proposals for nationalization and a 
"triple alliance" of miners with railroaders and longshoremen as a way of 
protecting the UMW's gains. His critics redoubled their attacks.22 

One of Lewis's most bitter opponents was the mercurial former presi
dent of District 14, Alexander Howat, who had encouraged wildcat 
strikes of local unions, despite a contract that District 14 had negotiated 
with the operators in 1920 and a ban on strikes by the Kansas state legis
lature. Lewis in turn suspended the district charter, thereby removing the 
popular leader from office. At every Mine Workers' convention in the 
early 1920s, the issue of Howat and his appeals for reinstatement was 
used by oppositionists as powerful weapons in their attacks on Lewis and 
his increasingly dictatorial machine. In the midst of these fights, Howat 
moved closer to Foster and the TUEL. Of the TUEL, Howat noted, "I am 
for it. Foster is doing great work. The TUEL has got hold of a big idea. 
The best fighters in the trade unions are naturally radical and progressive. 
When they learn to organize and act in one body in the unions, a new day 
will dawn for American labor."23 

Foster's entrance into UMW politics began in earnest in early 1923 
when the league proposed that left-wing miners in Ohio and Pennsylva
nia establish "a new international organization of progressive miners 
within the union, which would gradually absorb it and eliminate its inter
national and district officials." Thus, in February 1923 a conference of 
the Progressive International Committee of the UMW gathered in Pitts
burgh; at a conference in April, three thousand miners listened to Howat 
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speak in support of the Progressive Miners' platform, which called for 
nationalization of the mines, reinstatement of the expelled Kansas offi
cials, a six-hour day, national agreements, and "affiliation with the mili
tant trade unionists of other countries." The new organization attracted 
not only rebellious miners, but free-lance TUEL militants like Frederick 
Merrick, a prewar Socialist who had helped lead a large strike against 
Westinghouse Electric near Pittsburgh in 1916. At a subsequent June con
ference the flavor was more revolutionary and the attendance far smaller. 
At the time, Foster was under pressure from Communist party leaders 
who believed that the issues the insurgent miners were putting forward 
were not "political" enough. Even so, within a month an expulsion cam
paign was begun, targeting those who had attended the conference. Joe 
Manley, Foster's son-in-law, was badly beaten by Lewis henchmen dur
ing a Scranton UMW meeting. The New York Times summed up Lewis's 
strategy when it headlined: "Coal Miners Demand a 20 Percent Rise; 
Eject Communists."24 

Aside from mining, the most important of the early TUEL efforts was 
in the needle trades. In the International Ladies Garment Union in New 
York City, the expression of radicalism in the immediate postwar period 
was the shop delegate movement, which aimed to establish rank-and-file 
control through the creation of an assembly of delegates from each shop 
that would govern the union. At several conferences in late 1922 and 
1923 the TUEL was able to both absorb and strengthen this movement. 
By 1923 the league, with its demands for Profintern affiliation and active 
support of Russia, had gained a majority on the executive board of Local 
22, gained a foothold in Locals 1 and 9, and had established its presence 
in ILGWU locals in Chicago, Boston, and Philadelphia. In the Amalga
mated Clothing Workers the TUEL established a strong influence as well, 
but generally deferred to the administration of Sidney Hillman, who was 
strongly pro-Soviet before 1923. During this period Foster endorsed the 
Hillman regime's proposals for wage reductions and "production stan
dards," to the disappointment of other left-wingers who bitterly opposed 
these concessions to management.25 

For workers in a variety of American unions after 1921, the TUEL had 
become an important voice for industrial unionism. By October 1922, the 
amalgamation movement had gained the endorsements of hundreds of 
labor groups across the nation, including sixteen state federations, four
teen national unions, dozens of central labor bodies, and thousands of 
miscellaneous locals. By December, Foster could with reasonable accu
racy report to his mentor in Moscow, Lozovsky, that the league was "a 
powerful and respected factor in the whole trade union movement." 
However, he was choosing his words quite carefully when he claimed that 
policies "based entirely on the program of the RILU are attracting the 
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widest attention and support," and that amalgamation is "considered a 
leading communist policy." For twenty-five thousand dollars a year, he 
suggested, there could be a "powerful left movement within the trade 
unions of America within a short time." Although the amount of the Prof-
intern's subsidy for the TUEL remains unknown, support from the Soviet 
party clearly helped the league produce highly polished propaganda and 
disseminate it to a wide audience.26 

Despite local successes, the TUEL continually emphasized its national 
scope and the need for a high level of national coordination. At one point, 
Foster even suggested that the league "was not to be allowed to develop 
local movements." He was pragmatic enough to tailor the league's rheto
ric to conditions in particular industries. Yet, his activities and rhetoric 
continued to reflect his deep-seated urge to substitute organization for 
politics and community. It was only through a genuinely national orien
tation that workers could achieve "system, order, program and power," 
according to one Labor Herald editorial. In order to get away from the 
"localist psychology," national conferences became the focus of the 
movement. In addition to conferences of militants in the mining and nee
dle trades and railroad industries, "national" meetings were held by the 
TUEL in the shoe, textile, and printing trades.27 

Yet, the league still bore the marks of a personal organization. Only 
rarely was the Communist party mentioned in its literature. Foster was by 
far the most prolific contributor to the Labor Herald, and many other 
articles appeared under one of his pseudonymns, "John Dorsey." The 
prominence of Foster's imprint is partly a reflection of the fact that "Fos-
terism" had few other champions in America before the publication of 
Lenin's Left Wing Communism. Few American Communists at the time 
could write authoritatively about the trade union movement, and even 
fewer had experience outside their particular craft, if they did happen to 
belong to a union. Because of its personal nature, "Fosterism" remained 
as much a style as a methodology. This was consistent with Foster's syn
dicalist temperament and the militant minority's ideal of personalist elan. 
By the 1920s, however, Foster represented what might be called "corpo
rate syndicalism." Whereas earlier syndicalists had placed much of their 
faith in the alchemy of working-class spontaneity, Foster intimated that 
the "masses" could be organizationally and psychologically manipulated 
by a militant minority employing the most modern techniques. "You 
must know every curve in the psychology of the masses," he told one 
gathering of TUEL recruits. "It is amazing how tame and stupid the 
workers rest under the control of the Gompers machine," he wrote to 
Lozovsky. Observers continued to characterize Foster in terms of his as
tonishing "executive" abilities. One in-depth journalistic profile noted 
that Foster's ability to convince people that he is sincere, his "organizing 
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power, " and his nonideological emphasis on the material rewards of a 
more efficient unionism "have made him the ou tstanding radical labor 
leader in America." If not for his background and "secondary personal
i ty" as a "fighter, " he "might have become a su c cessfu l b usiness or pro
fessional man." This writer implied that it was Foster's salesman-like 
abili ty to change his language and personality to fit a given sit uation that 
made him so effec tive. 2 8  

Despite its endorsement by the C F L and numerous trades locals across 
the nation, amalgamation was not a central rank-and-file demand d uring 
strikes in the major industries that the TUE L had penetrated by the early 
1 9 2 0s. The issue arose primarily as a demand among ac tivists in conven
tions prior to the central strikes of the period , and was proposed as a 
remedy for the stru c t ural weaknesses of the unions after su ch strikes had 
been concl u ded or defeated. I t was, in short, a demand that cou l d be 
taken u p only internally, and was by nature an issue that was capab le of 
causing intense controversy within the unions themselves. As debates es
calated , Foster came under sharp personal at tack. Officials portrayed 
amalgamation as a cover for a power- grab by the Communists. An edito
rial in the AFL American Federationist acc used Foster of the "hall u cina
tion" of "imagined greatness, " and concl u ded that the TUE L was com
posed of "recrui ts from the physical and mental fringes of society, along 
the line which divides cru dely bet ween the fit and the halt. " As in the steel 
strike, conservatives sought to discredit the movement by ex p laining it as 
a conspiracy that Foster had masterminded. The fact that the amalgama
tion campaign did bear the marks of Foster's personal leadership rein
forced this view. J. B. S. Hardman, for instance, termed Foster " the 
organizing genius of the amalgamation drive. He gave the movement di 
rec tion, oneness of p urpose, and a detailed , uniform organization. All the 
arg umentative literat ure came from [his] pen. He provided the charts and 
diagrams showing how amalgamation wou l d work." 2 9  

Foster's relationship wi th the fled g ling Communist movement in the 
United S tates was c larified somewhat when he ap peared before a secret 
convention of Communists on an isolated farm near Brid gman, Mi chi
gan, abou t an hour's train ride from Chicago, in Aug ust 1 9 2 2. Fol lowing 
his ret urn from Russia nearly a year earlier, the Communists had writ ten 
an urgent memo to the Comintern reminding it of a secret agreement 
whereby representatives and organizations of the R I L U were to remain 
su bordinate to their respec tive Communist parties. However, for nearly a 
year Foster and his associates had b ui l t the TUE L wi th lit t le g ui dance 
from the leadership of Communists other than Foster himself. In this he 
had the su p port of Lozovsky, who had lec t ured the American Commu
nists in 1 9 2 2 that the TUE L must retain a relatively independent role. I ts 
program cou l d not have the " precise character" of Comintern and Profin-
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t e r n r e s o l u t i o n s , h e a r g u e d . Ev e n t h e p o l i t i c a l l e a d e r s h i p o f t h e Com m u 
n i s t Pa r t y m u s t m a i n t a i n i t s d i s t a n c e , f o r " i n f l u e n c e i n t h e w o r k i n g - c l a s s 
m o v e m e n t i s s e c u r e d n e i t h e r b y r e s o l u t i o n s n o r b y c e r t a i n s u c c e s s f u l d e c i 
s i o n s o f t h e Cen t r a l Ex e c u t i v e Com m i t t e e , b u t b y t h e w o r k d o n e b y Com 
m u n i s t s i n t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e l a b o r o r g a n i z a t i o n s . W e m u s t , t h e r e f o r e , s p e a k 
l e s s o r , i f y o u w i l l , n o t a t a l l a b o u t c o n t r o l o f t h e a c t i v i t i e s o f t h e l e a g u e , 
f o r s u c h t a l k l e a d s o n l y t o m e c h a n i c a l c o n t r o l , o r r a t h e r a n a t t e m p t a t 
m e c h a n i c a l i n t e r f e r e n c e i n w o r k w h i c h b y i t s v e r y n a t u r e t h e p a r t y c a n 
n e i t h e r c a r r y o n n o r a c c o m p l i s h . " 

Cer t a i n l y t h i s w a s a d o c t r i n e t h a t f i t t e d n i c e l y w i t h F o s t e r ' s o r i e n t a t i o n 
a t t h e t i m e , b u t L o z o v s k y ' s v i e w s s u r f a c e d w i t h r e g a r d t o Ame r i c a n p a r t y 
a c t i v i t i e s a s l a t e a s t h e 1 9 4 0 s w h e n h e t o l d o n e Ame r i c a n c a d r e t h a t " i n 
t r a d e u n i o n t a c t i c s i t i s n o t t h e j o b o f a l a b o r l e a d e r t o c o o p e r a t e w i t h t h e 
m o r e r a d i c a l p o l i t i c a l l e a d e r s b u t i t i s t h e j o b o f t h e r a d i c a l p o l i t i c a l l e a d 
e r s t o c o o p e r a t e w i t h t h e l a b o r l e a d e r s . " 3 0  

The m a i n p u r p o s e o f t h e c o n v e n t i o n a t B r i d g m a n w a s t o w o r k w i t h a n 
u n d e r c o v e r Com i n t e r n p l e n i p o t e n t i a r y t o b r i n g t o a n e n d t h e d i s p u t e s 
w i t h i n t h e Pa r t y o v e r t h e i s s u e o f u n d e r g r o u n d w o r k . I t w a s F o s t e r ' s a p 
p e a r a n c e , h o w e v e r , t h a t w a s t h e h i g h l i g h t o f t h e m e e t i n g . B y n o w F o s t e r 
w a s o n e o f Ame r i c a ' s m o s t f a m o u s r a d i c a l s , a n d m a n y d e l e g a t e s w e r e 
a p p r e h e n s i v e t h a t h e h a d b e e n f o l l o w e d b y D e p a r t m e n t o f J u s t i c e a g e n t s . 
I n t r o d u c e d t o t o p Com m u n i s t s f o r t h e f i r s t t i m e a t a n i g h t t i m e m e e t i n g , 
w i t h l a n t e r n s a n d t o r c h e s i l l u m i n a t i n g t h e s c e n e , F o s t e r l e c t u r e d t h e a s 
s e m b l e d w o u l d - b e B o l s h e v i k s t h a t " t h e f a t e o f t h e Com m u n i s t p a r t y d e 
p e n d s u p o n t h e c o n t r o l o f t h e m a s s e s , t h r o u g h t h e c a p t u r e o f t h e t r a d e 
u n i o n s , w i t h o u t w h i c h r e v o l u t i o n i s i m p o s s i b l e . " O f c o u r s e , t h i s m e a n t a 
c o r r e s p o n d i n g c e n t r a l r o l e f o r F o s t e r i n t h e r e v o l u t i o n , a n d o n c e a g a i n 
F o s t e r ' s c o n c e p t i o n s l e d h i m i n t o t h e r e a l m o f Ame r i c a n e x c e p t i o n a l i s m . 
L e n i n h i m s e l f h a d e n d o r s e d t h e c o n c e p t o f " b o r i n g - f r o m - w i t h i n , " b u t t h e 
i d e a t h a t t h e t r a d e u n i o n s w e r e t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t f o c u s o f Com m u n i s t 
a c t i v i t y w a s a q u i t e c o n t r o v e r s i a l p r o p o s i t i o n i n 1 9 2 2 . O n l y a l i t t l e o v e r 
h a l f o f t h e B r i d g m a n d e l e g a t e s , r e p r e s e n t i n g t h e l e a d e r s h i p o f t h e p a r t y , 
w e r e e v e n u n i o n m e m b e r s , f o r i n s t a n c e . I n t h e w i d e r m e m b e r s h i p , o n l y 5 
p e r c e n t w e r e a c t i v e l y i n v o l v e d i n t r a d e u n i o n w o r k . I n a p a r t y o f f i v e t o 
s i x t h o u s a n d m e m b e r s , o n l y f i v e h u n d r e d a t m o s t c o u l d b e c a l l e d "Am e r 
i c a n c o m r a d e s . " M a n y h a d c o m e t o t h e p a r t y o u t o f t h e I W W o r t h e 
p r e w a r l e f t w i n g o f t h e S o c i a l i s t p a r t y . 3 1  

The Com m u n i s t s a t t h e c o n v e n t i o n r e c o g n i z e d t h a t t h e TUEL h a d 
p l a y e d , i n i t s f i r s t y e a r o f e x i s t e n c e , a r e l a t i v e l y i n d e p e n d e n t r o l e . O n e o f 
t h e r e s o l u t i o n s a p p r o v e d b y t h e g a t h e r i n g h e l d t h a t c o n t a c t m u s t b e " e s 
t a b l i s h e d b e t w e e n t h e e x e c u t i v e c o m m i t t e e s o f t h e p a r t y a n d t h e e x e c u t i v e 
c o m m i t t e e s o f t h e [TUEL] . " Ea r l B r o w d e r t o l d t h e c o n v e n t i o n t h a t t h e r e 
h a d y e t t o b e a n " a c t u a l f u n c t i o n i n g c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n t h e W o r k e r s ' 
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[Communist] Party and the TUEL." Because so little of the "effective 
manpower" of the Party was involved in the league, the Party might not 
be able to control its development, he asserted. He urged that the Party 
involve itself "right down in the ground . . . in every local group" of the 
movement. Browder, who was the designated liaison between the Party, 
headquartered in New York, and the TUEL, based in Chicago, remem
bered that in the early years of the TUEL, "the party learned of the TUEL 
program only from TUEL officers. . . . The Central Committee [of the 
party] assumed direction of the trade union work only after 1924." One 
Communist at the time complained privately to Lozovsky that "the 
Workers' Party is supposed to control the [TUEL]," but "the league con
trols the industrial policy of the Workers' Party."32 

Perhaps the most important and revealing aspect of Foster's speech 
before the assembled Communists was his explicit definition of the dis
tance between the TUEL and the Socialists; Foster the revolutionary tech
nician criticized Debs the revolutionary moralist. He proposed that one 
reason the Socialist party had declined in influence was because "it fell 
into the hands of Debs, and Debs has been a man who never really 
grasped the significance of mass organizations." Then, in remarks that 
illustrate the fundamental divergence between the two men's outlooks, 
Foster noted that under Debs, the Socialist party "seemed to go along 
with the idea that [it] should be an organization of citizens in general, and 
did not realize that the foundation had to be the workers, and not only 
the workers but the organized workers."33 

Unfortunately for the Communists at Bridgman, the Department of 
Justice was able to locate the convention before it concluded. Foster rec
ognized an undercover agent at one gathering and alerted the delegates, 
the most important of whom were able to flee before the authorities ar
rived in full force. When the convention was raided, federal agents seized 
a huge cache of documents which had been hastily buried in a barrel in 
the woods. Foster returned to Chicago to face other ominous develop
ments. A huge train wreck in Gary had aroused suspicions among police 
that the TUEL had somehow sabotaged the train in support of the rail
road strike. At midnight the evening of the wreck, Chicago police broke 
into the TUEL offices in Chicago and ransacked Foster's files and desk. 
News of this raid could not have reassured TUEL activists who had had 
direct contact with Foster in the recent past. The Illinois district attorney's 
office turned a list of Labor Herald subscribers over to Burns; a subscrip
tion to the paper constituted TUEL membership, since the league was not 
a dues-paying organization. Also turned over as a result of the raid was 
a complete list of Foster's correspondence. Burns, of course, had previ
ously agreed to provide the National Civic Federation with the names of 
TUEL members in order to effect their expulsion from the unions to 
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which they belonged. Foster himself was arrested in Chicago for violation 
of a Michigan criminal syndicalism statute as a result of his participation 
in the Bridgman fiasco. 34 

Although he was freed on bond pending his trial in Michigan, Foster 
could not have helped but look upon his prosecution as a serious threat. 
Just past his forty-second birthday, he faced a five- to ten-year sentence in 
state prison if convicted. He wrote to Roger Baldwin that "at last the 
powers that be believe they see their long-awaited chance to get me." 
Baldwin replied that "you are singled out because you have an effective 
means of putting the idea [of industrial unionism] into operation; the 
other advocates have not." Foster was being prosecuted under one of a 
score of criminal syndicalism statutes that had been passed in various 
states during and after the war. Typical laws, like the one in Michigan, 
held it illegal to advocate violence or sabotage as a means of political or, 
pointedly, industrial reform. Some states were quite specific. The law in 
effect in Idaho included in its definition of "sabotage" such activities as 
loitering on the job, improperly done work, waste, publication of trade 
secrets, and slowing down work or production. Understandably, organ
ized labor perceived these laws as real threats; as early as 19 1 9 the Mich
igan Federation of Labor had called for the repeal of the statute under 
which Foster was arrested. 35 

Foster's trial in the Bridgman case was one of the American Commu
nist party's earliest and most successful attempts to establish a united 
front among Communist, labor, and progressive groups. The American 
Civil Liberties Union offered its services to Foster and the other defen
dants; a "Labor Defense Council" secured the services of Frank Walsh, a 
noted labor attorney, to defend Foster. At the request of the ACLU, the 
council kept its rhetoric focused on the issue of free speech and free as
sembly, portraying the Bridgman arrests as part of a drive against "or
ganized labor." The LDCs (and Foster's) connections with the Chicago 
labor movement were shown by the prominent roles played by Robert 
Buck, editor of The New Majority, Anton Johannsen, and Lillian Her-
stein in fund-raising for the defense effort. 3 6 

The trial itself symbolized that Foster's career stood at a crossroads. In 
some ways, it was a community affair, with jurors free to mingle with 
their fellow citizens from the small town of Bridgman during recesses. 
Foster offered a benign interpretation of the "dictatorship of the proletar
iat" to the jury, but admitted that he sought to overthrow the government 
of the United States and the establishment of a workers' republic. He 
frankly admitted that he had visited Moscow and that the Communist 
party supported the work of the TUEL in the United States. However, he 
denied that he belonged to the Communist party, or that the TUEL had 
any "organic connection" to the party. One reporter described Foster as 
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a "quiet, mild-mannered man" who spoke thoughtfully and deliberately 
under cross examination. At times, Foster's voice was so low that the 
court stenographer had difficulty distinguishing his words. He seemed to 
the reporter "almost like a poet and dreamer." Foster's "pensive attitude, 
his amiable manner and his soft answers to the questions of the Prosecu
tor made it hard for one to realize that this was the man whom many 
people regard as the most dangerous Red agitator in the country."37 

The self-portrayal that Foster offered was that of a "free lance," an 
independent radical who was nonetheless sympathetic with the Bolshe
viks and the Russian Revolution. He recited his background as an itiner
ant American worker who, during the course of his geographical and 
political wanderings, had renounced the IWW and chosen instead to 
work within the established labor movement. He listed the unions to 
which he had belonged throughout his career, as if to emphasize his roots 
in the indigenous working class. When the prosecutor asked him if he 
would advocate revolution by insurrection and civil war, the courtroom 
hushed and Foster paused dramatically before stating in a calm and mat-
ter-of-fact manner that he could not say whether he would or not. As the 
jury was out, he, Frank Walsh and Esther sat quietly awaiting the verdict. 
The deliberations lasted nearly five days before it was announced that the 
jury was deadlocked. The presiding judge dismissed the case pending a 
new trial. Although Foster would remain under heavy bail until 1933, 
when the case was finally dismissed, it was an outcome that had a pro
found meaning. A jury of small-town Americans who had been in contact 
with their friends and acquaintances throughout the trial split evenly over 
the issue of Foster's purported "syndicalism." Those who voted for ac
quittal included a "prosperous grocer" and several farmers, as well as a 
self-described suffragist whose husband was the superintendent of a non
union factory in nearby St. Joseph. Following the trial, one regretful com
mentator implied that such women were temperamentally unsuited to the 
difficult business of rooting out deceptive Communists: "She was evi
dently more or less emotional. . . . Her sympathies were successfully 
aroused." She was simply "unable to grasp that Foster was heading a 
great conspiracy against civilization and Christianity."38 

Foster's "Colorado Kidnapping" during the railroad strike had be
come a national issue during this period as well, with a similarly favora
ble outcome. Thanks to the legal and publicity machine of the ACLU, the 
issue became prominent in the Colorado gubernatorial campaign of 
1922. A pro-labor governor was elected, and dozens of officials of the 
Colorado Rangers were forced to resign.39 

Thus, by early 1923, Foster had secured two important public-rela
tions victories in addition to the successes that the TUEL was experienc
ing in its amalgamation campaign. While Foster's largest debt in the 
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Bridgman prosecution was owed to the Communists and their Labor De
fense Council, in the past Communists had been easily convicted in simi
lar prosecutions, and the Communist leader Charles Ruthenberg was 
convicted later on the same charges that had been brought against Foster 
arising from the Bridgman arrests. Thus, the outcome of the Bridgman 
trial was in some sense a personal vindication. However, soon after the 
trial it was revealed that Foster was indeed a Communist, although he 
himself did not bother to make a public announcement to that effect. 
Instead, it was left to the Communists themselves to declare that Foster 
was "a Communist," a statement Foster merely let stand. Thus Foster 
came to his public identity as a Communist with reluctance, but this was 
nonetheless a momentous step, for it would end his career as a "free 
lance." 40 

For the time being, though, all the elements in William Foster's politi
cal universe were in precarious alignment. Despite signs of trouble, the 
TUEL had attained a significant voice in the American labor movement. 
The outcome of the Bridgman trial suggested that he had found a place in 
American public life, however uncomfortable and insecure, for his partic
ular brand of revolutionary politics. He might function openly as an out
spoken radical in favor of the Russian Revolution and the American 
Communist movement, as well as an advocate of progressive labor re
form. This achievement arose from the deep contradictions inherent in 
Foster's personality and experiences. Possessed of a complex awareness 
of American life that was the result of having lived and worked in nearly 
every imaginable working-class milieu, he had shown that he was capable 
of pragmatic leadership of large numbers of American citizens. His voice 
had been heard by a president of the United States as well as by impover
ished steel workers. Although he possessed a profound and abiding sense 
of alienation from American society, among progressive intellectuals he 
was widely praised as merely a good manager who sought to bring mod
ern methods of organization to bear on the problems of the labor move
ment. 

In the spring of 1923, Foster and the TUEL even gained the potent 
endorsement of Eugene Debs. The Socialist leader pointedly singled out 
Foster in his statement, without mentioning the Communist party: "The 
Trade Union Educational League, under the direction of William Z. Fos
ter, is in my opinion the one rightly directed movement for the industrial 
unification of the American workers. I thoroughly believe in its plan and 
in its methods and I feel very confident of its steady progress and the 
ultimate achievement of its ends." 41 

It was a typically generous albeit somewhat risky endorsement, espe
cially considering reports publicizing the disparaging comments about 
Debs made by Foster at the Bridgman convention and Foster's obviously 
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close relationship with the Communists. Debs and the Socialists may even 
have entertained thoughts of enticing Foster away from the Communists 
at a time when Foster still publicly denied that he belonged the Party. 
Moreover, Foster had just been ignominiously rebuked in a Comintern 
organ for his theory of American exceptionalism. With Debs's endorse
ment and the support of a number of influential allies among progressives 
in the labor movement, Foster might have chosen in the period following 
the Bridgman trial to move the TUEL away from the Communists. How
ever, by early 1923, Socialist unionists had clearly allied themselves on 
the wrong side of war between labor and capital, according to Foster. 
Although in the prewar years the Socialist party had represented an active 
opposition bloc within the AFL bureaucracy, now the party was daily 
"becoming closer and closer affiliated with Gompers," he observed in 
May. Writing privately, he accorded little significance to Debs's endorse
ment: "Debs is still a member of the Socialist party, which for the most 
part bitterly hates the TUEL. . . . The chances of winning him entirely to 
our cause seem to grow worse than better." Although Foster went along 
with Debs's continued attempts at a rapprochement by blaming the capi
talist press for distorting his Bridgman comments, the gulf between the 
two men's outlooks was simply too wide. In contrast to Debs's endorse
ment, William D. Haywood wrote an angry critique of Foster and the 
TUEL, which circulated at the highest levels of the Comintern. Writing in 
Moscow on Foster's views of the "bankruptcy" of the AFL, Haywood 
asked, "What material advantage would it be to amalgamate units that 
are intellectually blind? Is not some education necessary before amalga
mation for industrial unionism can be brought about?" Haywood was 
clearly incensed and embarrassed by Foster's continued attacks, in pam
phlets financed by the Communist party, on his beloved IWW. On Fos
ter's boring-from-within strategy, he asked, "What becomes of the revo
lutionary slogan 'To the Masses! To the Masses!' Where are the unorgan
ized? What about the colored race?" Haywood's observations had merit, 
but he offered no real solution to the problems facing labor radicals in the 
postwar era other than to assert the continuing relevance of the shrunken 
IWW and inveigh against the signing of contracts as the "death warrant 
of labor." Nonetheless, the essentials of Haywood's cirtique were sum
moned against the TUEL by Foster's factional opponents in the party 
leadership through the 1920s. 42 

Soon, however, the terrain upon which Foster operated in the period 
following the Bridgman trial began to shift rapidly. Although his immer
sion in the Communist movement by no means signaled the end of his 
career as a labor organizer, the formalization of his ties with the Party 
would restrict his flexibility in this sphere significantly. Additionally, it 
meant that he would become more deeply involved in the intense fac-
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t i o n a l c o n t r o v e r s i e s t h a t h a d c h a r a c t e r i z e d t h e Com m u n i s t m o v e m e n t 
f r o m i t s i n c e p t i o n . The s e c o n t r o v e r s i e s c e n t e r e d m o s t l y o n t h e p r o b l e m s 
o f t h e Par t y ' s r o l e i n l a b o r p o l i t i c s , a n d o n c e a g a i n h e b e c a m e s w e p t u p i n 
t h e l a b o r p a r t y a c t i v i t i e s o f t h e Chi c a g o Fed e r a t i o n o f Lab o r . I t w a s a 
m o v e m e n t w i t h w h i c h Fos t e r u n d o u b t e d l y h a d s o m e s y m p a t h y , b u t u l t i 
m a t e l y , t h e Far m e r -Lab o r p a r t y w o u l d p r o v e u n a b l e t o f u n c t i o n a s a 
p o i n t o f c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n t h e Com m u n i s t p a r t y a n d t h e Chi c a g o Fed 
e r a t i o n . I t s f a i l u r e s h o w e d t h a t t h e k i n d o f r e l a t i o n s h i p s t h a t Fos t e r h o p e d 
t o b u i l d b e t w e e n t h e Par t y a n d t h e m a i n s t r e a m l a b o r m o v e m e n t w e r e 
q u i t e f r a g i l e . 

As f o r t h e TUEL, i n a n e r a w h e n u n i o n s w e r e u n d e r s e e m i n g l y u n c e a s 
i n g a s s a u l t f r o m e m p l o y e r s , l a b o r l e a d e r s c o n t i n u e d t o p r e a c h s o l i d a r i t y 
a n d p o r t r a y t h e l e a g u e a s d a n g e r o u s l y d i s r u p t i v e . And t h e r e i s n o q u e s 
t i o n t h a t i t w a s , i n t h e s e n s e t h a t i t s o u g h t t o d i s l o d g e t h e e s t a b l i s h e d 
u n i o n l e a d e r s h i p a n d "in c o r p o r a t e" ol d e r , p a r o c h i a l c r a f t i n t e r e s t s . 
How e v e r , d e s p i t e t h e i n c r e a s i n g l y u n c e r t a i n p o s i t i o n o f t h e TUEL in t h e 
l a b o r m o v e m e n t , t h e l e a g u e c o n t i n u e d t o p r o v i d e a f u n c t i o n i n g o r g a n i z a 
t i o n a l f r a m e w o r k f o r a c a d r e o f e n e r g e t i c a n d a r t i c u l a t e Com m u n i s t u n 
i o n i s t s , a b o v e a l l i n Chi c a g o . I n J a n u a r y 1 9 2 3 , d e s p i t e h i s p e n d i n g t r i a l 
f o r t h e B r i d g m a n f i a s c o , Fos t e r w a s e l e c t e d s e c r e t a r y o f t h e Chi c a g o Fed 
e r a t i o n ' s p o w e r f u l o r g a n i z a t i o n c o m m i t t e e , w i t h Ant o n J o h a n n s e n , a n 
o l d a c q u a i n t a n c e , a s c h a i r m a n — t h i s i n s p i t e o f t h e f a c t t h a t Fos t e r w r o t e 
q u i t e o p e n l y i n t h e Com m u n i s t p r e s s o f t h e n e c e s s i t y f o r Ame r i c a n r e v o l u 
t i o n a r i e s t o s e i z e c o n t r o l o f t h e t r a d e u n i o n s . 4 3 

O f t h e Com m u n i s t s i n t h e CFL, J . W . J o h n s t o n e w a s , n e x t t o Fos t e r , 
t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t f i g u r e . He h a d w o r k e d c l o s e l y w i t h Fos t e r e v e r s i n c e 
f o u n d i n g t h e f i r s t l o c a l b r a n c h o f t h e S y n d i c a l i s t Lea g u e o f Nor t h Ame r 
i c a i n V a n c o u v e r i n 1 9 1 1 . His e x p e r i e n c e a s c h a i r m a n o f t h e S t o c k y a r d s 
Lab o r Cou n c i l a f t e r 1 9 1 8 q u a l i f i e d h i m a s o n e o f t h e f e w Com m u n i s t s 
w h o h a d a c t u a l l y l e d a n d o r g a n i z e d Ame r i c a n w o r k e r s . Ear l B r o w d e r , 
d e s p i t e h i s t e n d e n c y t o e x a g g e r a t e h i s r o l e a s a n i n d e p e n d e n t f i g u r e i n t h e 
Chi c a g o p a r t y , h a d b e e n a s t r a n g e r t o t h e c i t y b e f o r e h i s m e e t i n g w i t h 
Fos t e r i n 1 9 2 1 . He w a s p e r c e i v e d a s l i t t l e m o r e t h a n Fos t e r ' s "me s s e n g e r 
b o y ," a c t i n g a s t h e l i a i s o n b e t w e e n Fos t e r a n d p a r t y h e a d q u a r t e r s i n New 
Yor k . S a m u e l Ham m e r s m a r k w a s a n o t h e r TUEL fi g u r e a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 
Fos t e r a t t h e t i m e ; h e w a s a h a r d - w o r k i n g a n d w e l l - l i k e d i n d i v i d u a l w i t h 
c l o s e t i e s i n t h e Chi c a g o a n a r c h i s t c o m m u n i t y . Arn e S w a b e c k a n d 
Cha r l e s K r u m b e i n w e r e Com m u n i s t d e l e g a t e s t o t h e CFL wh o w o u l d 
l a t e r p l a y i m p o r t a n t r o l e s i n t h e p a r t y a s l a b o r o r g a n i z e r s . I n 1 9 2 3 , t h e y 
w e r e e x a m p l e s o f a n e w t y p e o f Com m u n i s t c a d r e , i n d i v i d u a l s w h o c a m e 
t o t h e p a r t y t h r o u g h t h e TUEL an d t h e l a b o r m o v e m e n t , r a t h e r t h a n v i c e 
v e r s a . J o e M a n l e y , Fos t e r ' s s o n - i n - l a w , a l s o b e g a n t o p l a y a s i g n i f i c a n t 
r o l e i n t h e CFL-CP ax i s i n t h e e a r l y 1 9 2 0 s . 4 4 
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A fter his Brid g m an trial in A p ril and his public a c kno wled g ment th at 
he w a s a C o m munist, F o ster ' s relations hip with the C hi c a g o Feder ation 
and its lea der s bec a me p r o g res si vely m o re dif fi cult. Fir st, F o ster ' s 
s peec hes at the Brid g m an c onvention a b out c onverting the unions to the 
c ause o f C o m munis m were now public kno wled ge, and s o me C hi c a g o 
unionists o penly cited his c o m ments a b out Deb s in an attem pt to dis c redit 
him . M o reo ver, th r oug h out the p revious yea r, es pecially a fter the C F L 
h a d endo r sed a m al g a m ation, the national leader s hi p o f the A F L h a d in
c rea sed its p res sure on Fitz p at ric k . G o m per s and Fitz p at ric k h a d been at 
o d d s f o r dec a des o ver the is sue o f a p olitic al p a rt y f o r la b o r . N o w, in lig ht 
o f the a m al g a m ation res olution and c alls f o r rec o gnition o f the S o viet 
Union, G o m per s ' s a c cus ation th at F o ster and the C o m munists were exer 
ci sing an inor dinate a m ount o f influence in the C F L c ould not be easily 
sidestep ped . Per h a p s m o st d a m a ging w a s G o m per s ' s notific ation in late 
A p ril th at the A F L w ould hencef o rt h cea se p a ying a sub sid y th at 
a m ounted to one-h al f o f the expenses o f the C F L, w hi c h included rent on 
its o f fi ces and Fitz p at ric k ' s s al a r y . In a letter to Fitz p at ric k announcing 
this decision, G o m per s noted th at the A F L only p ai d the expenses o f o r 
g anizer s w h o c a me under its " o wn direction. " A fter these funds were 
with d r a wn, the C F L beg an to run a m onthly deficit. G o m per s w a s clea rly 
attem pting to rein in Fitz p at ric k on the la b o r p a rt y is sue and the p resence 
o f r a di c al s in the C F L . O b vi ously, in this atm o s p here, it bec a me neces s a r y 
f o r F o ster to a ct muc h m o re c autiously in his relations hip with the C F L . 4 5  

In the p o st w a r perio d, a tr a de union r a di c al like F o ster with str ong 
s yndic alist tendencies f a ced a dilem m a . M any p r o g res si ve unionists h a d 
bec o me c onvinced o f the neces sity f o r s o me kind o f p olitic al a ction b y 
la b o r . In o r der to m aintain his ties to this secto r o f the la b o r m o vement, 
it h a d been neces s a r y f o r F o ster to sup p o rt o r at least a c quiesce in these 
initiatives . A s hi s f riend J a y F o x put it in des c ri bing his o wn c onver sion 
to p olitic al a ction, " only f anatic s fig ht a g ainst f a ct s . " In the 1 9 2 0 elec
tions, he h a d g one along with Fitz p at ric k ' s C hi c a g o L a b o r p a rt y, but im 
mediately a fter the election he turned his attention to m o re f a milia r pur 
suits and o r g anized the T U E L . In 1 9 2 2, w hile F o ster and his new lea gue 
a gitated a m ong r ailr o a d w o r ker s f o r industrial unionis m, T U E L p r o p a 
g and a c ontained an ill- defined c all f o r p olitic al a ction, alw a y s p resented 
a s a sec ond a r y is sue. T h at yea r, a g r oup c alling itself the C onference f o r 
P r o g res si ve P olitic al A ction emer ged a s a tangible result o f the wide de
m and a m ong r ailr o a d unionists f o r p olitic al o r g aniz ation. At its fir st f o r 
m al g at hering in C hic a g o in Feb rua r y 1 9 2 2, W a r ren S . Stone o f the 
Brother h o o d o f L o c o m otive Engineers, Willia m J o hnston o f the M a c hin
ists, and Willia m G reen of the U M W were in attendance. T he C hi c a g o 
L a b o r p a rt y, under the leader s hi p o f Fitz p at ric k, w a s al s o rep resented. 
F o ster attended a s well, and he w a s im p res sed b y the b rea dt h o f tr a de 
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union support for the CPPA initiatives: "I found fourteen or fifteen of the 
railroad organizations there; I found the United Mine Workers of Amer
ica represented there; I found the Amalgamated Clothing Workers, the 
International Typographical Union, several other big international un
ions and fifteen or twenty state federations of labor represented there." 
Although Foster understood the appeal of the CPPA to beleaguered un
ionists, at the second convention of the organization in December he and 
Ruthenberg, as representatives of the Workers' party, were ignomini-
ously refused credentials in a move that was supported by powerful pro
gressives like Johnston, a prewar militant and supporter of Soviet Russia 
in 1920 who now denounced the Workers' party as "un-American." 
While this must have reinforced Foster's convictions about the timidity of 
the Socialists, in 1922 the CPPA, acting not as a political party but within 
Gompers's paradigm of nonpartisan labor lobbying, was able to exert a 
strong influence in local and national elections, defeating a number of 
antilabor candidates. One hundred seventy CPPA-endorsed candidates 
won seats in the House of Representatives. "Never before had the Ameri
can working class asserted itself so decisively at the polls."46 

By 1923, the Chicago Farmer-Labor party organization, headed by 
Fitzpatrick, had constituted itself as the left wing of the larger mass move
ment symbolized by the CPPA. Fitzpatrick had even supported an at
tempt by the Workers' party to gain credentials at the second CPPA con
vention in December 1922. He and his Chicago cohorts boldly resigned 
from the CPPA in early 1923 because the latter organization had not 
moved to create an independent labor party; this was the issue upon 
which Gompers refused to budge. But Foster was certainly closely in
volved in the relationship between the Communists and the Chicago Fed
eration's political ventures in 1923. Only he possessed a real following 
within both the CFL and the Communist party, and only those Commu
nists familiar to the CFL leadership were welcome in the Farmer-Labor 
political enterprise. Foster, as a friend of Fitzpatrick and Nockels, was the 
focus of the first contacts between the FLP and the Communists.47 

Yet, the position Foster had established was increasingly difficult to 
maintain in early 1923, as Fitzpatrick sought support for his Farmer-
Labor party among progressives in the labor movement. First, within the 
Communist party, rumors circulated that the Party had begun to come 
too much under the influence of the Chicago "reformists," that is, the 
Party's union delegates to the Chicago Federation. Simultaneously, Fitz
patrick began to distance himself from the Communists. In April, the 
month in which Foster's membership in the Communist party was re
vealed, Fitzpatrick pointedly declined to address a May Day meeting 
sponsored by the Workers' party in Grand Rapids. "The vast majority of 
American workers, both native and foreign born, resent what they regard 
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as imported programs and they subscribe to the home-grown variety," 
wrote Fitzpatrick, who so often in the past had endorsed the actions of 
European labor movements. In April the AFL Executive Council sent out 
a notice to the Seattle Central Labor Council declaring that "unions affil
iated with the AFL cannot have dealings with the Soviet Government of 
Russia and remain in the Federation." The AFL demanded that the coun
cil repudiate a resolution calling for the recognition of Soviet Russia and 
resumption of trade relations.48 

Nonetheless, the Communists decided to aggressively pursue their 
entree into Fitzpatrick's organization. Foster himself was not particularly 
enthusiastic about the proposition, even though, as had been true in 
1920, many of his long-time associates were more involved than he. As 
the Chicago FLP prepared for an important convention in July, Foster 
"took very little part directly in events," according to Arne Swabeck, a 
Communist CFL delegate at the time. When the Communists sought 
agreements with Fitzpatrick, they did so with Foster's blessing, but he still 
preferred to avoid outright political activity.49 

At this crucial point, a European Communist with only months of ex
perience in the American party began to play a crucial role. Joseph 
Pogany, who was in the United States secretly under the pseudonym John 
Pepper, was a refugee from the failed Hungarian revolution who had 
made his first appearance before the American party at the Bridgman 
convention as a delegate from the Comintern. Pepper was a charismatic, 
self-aggrandizing international revolutionary who mesmerized the Amer
icans with his amazing political prognostications, his arcane "theses," 
and his aura of secretive Comintern savoir faire. His influence was partic
ularly strong among the Communists in New York, but he was taken by 
Foster as well. Like Foster, Pepper harbored a visceral dislike of "oppor
tunistic" trade union leaders, who, it was generally agreed in Communist 
circles, had played a large role in the "betrayal" of the Hungarian revolu
tion only two years earlier. During the Bridgman trial, Pepper wrote a 
flattering article entitled "William Z. Foster—Revolutionary Leader" for 
the Communist newspaper, The Worker. In it, he described Foster as "the 
American face of Communism." For the first time, he wrote, "there ap
pears before the American workers a man who is at once blood of the 
blood, flesh of the flesh, of the working masses: a worker himself: a leader 
of the masses, a trade unionist, a revolutionist, a Marxian and Commu
nist." Given Foster's still uncertain status in the Communist party, this 
encomium from an international figure may have been seen as a welcome 
gesture. "Those of us who [did] not enjoy an international reputation 
were disposed to accept as correct Communist tactics everything to which 
Pepper said yes and Amen," Foster later related. However, at a time when 
Foster still denied belonging to the Communist party, it was Pepper's 
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s t a t e m e n t ( w h i c h Fos t e r h i m s e l f c o u l d h a r d l y d e n y ) t h a t f i n a l l y , i r r e v o c a 
b l y , b r o u g h t h i s p o l i t i c a l a f f i l i a t i o n i n t o t h e o p e n . 5 0  

I n t h e m o n t h s b e f o r e t h e Chi c a g o c o n v e n t i o n , Pep p e r p u s h e d r e l e n t 
l e s s l y f o r a s t r o n g Com m u n i s t r o l e i n t h e FLP. S i m u l t a n e o u s l y , t h e S o c i a l 
i s t p a r t y d e c i d e d a g a i n s t s e n d i n g d e l e g a t e s ; Fos t e r l a t e r a d m i t t e d t h a t t h i s 
r o b b e d t h e u p c o m i n g c o n v e n t i o n o f i t s "r e s p e c t a b i l i t y" a m o n g p r o g r e s 
s i v e u n i o n i s t s . Fos t e r h i m s e l f s t i l l h e s i t a t e d , a w a r e o f Fit z p a t r i c k ' s s e n s i 
t i v e p o s i t i o n . He s t i l l m o v e d q u i t e u n c e r t a i n l y i n i n n e r p a r t y c i r c l e s . 
B r o w d e r n o t e d t h a t h e w a s "s t i l l v e r y c l u m s y a n d a w k w a r d i n e v e r y t h i n g 
r e l a t i n g t o t h e Par t y ." Fos t e r w a s r e l u c t a n t e v e n t o a t t e n d m e e t i n g s o f t h e 
Par t y Cen t r a l Exe c u t i v e Com m i t t e e , a n d s o u g h t t o m a i n t a i n c o n t a c t w i t h 
t h e Par t y t h r o u g h a s m a l l l i a i s o n c o m m i t t e e , w h i c h w a s p r e s u m a b l y 
h e a d e d b y B r o w d e r . Yet , Com m u n i s t f u n c t i o n a r i e s b a s e d i n New Yor k , 
i n c l u d i n g Pep p e r a n d h e a d o f t h e Par t y ' s CEC Cha r l e s Rut h e n b e r g p r e s 
s u r e d Fos t e r t o p l a y a l a r g e r r o l e a s a p a r t y l e a d e r a n d r e s i s t e d h i s i n c l i n a 
t i o n t o r e s t r i c t h i s f u n c t i o n t o a n a r r o w t r a d e u n i o n s p h e r e . Thu s u n w i l l 
i n g t o c h a l l e n g e t h e a u t h o r i t y o f Pep p e r , a n d u n d e r p r e s s u r e t o p l a y a 
m o r e p r o m i n e n t p o l i t i c a l r o l e i n t h e Par t y , Fos t e r d r i f t e d . 5 1  

The Chi c a g o c o n v e n t i o n p r o v e d t o b e a d e b a c l e f o r t h e Com m u n i s t s . 
Fos t e r ' s s t r o n g i n f l u e n c e i n t h e CFL wa s a p p a r e n t . His o l d f r i e n d J . G . 
B r o w n w a s s e c r e t a r y o f t h e FLP an d w a s a b l e t o p a c k t h e c o n v e n t i o n w i t h 
Com m u n i s t d e l e g a t e s f r o m f i c t i t i o u s f r a t e r n a l a n d l a b o r o r g a n i z a t i o n s . 
J o e M a n l e y w a s s e c r e t a r y o f t h e c o n f e r e n c e ' s o r g a n i z i n g c o m m i t t e e . 5 2  

Fit z p a t r i c k f i n a l l y p r o p o s e d o n l y t o c o n v e n e a "un i t y c o n f e r e n c e" i n s t e a d 
o f a f o r m a l p a r t y c o n v e n t i o n . I n a h u m i l i a t i n g d e f e a t , h e w a s f o r c e d t o 
w a l k o u t o f t h e c o n v e n t i o n w h e n t h e Com m u n i s t s a n d o t h e r d e l e g a t e s 
f o r m a l l y e n d o r s e d t h e i m m e d i a t e c r e a t i o n o f a "Fed e r a t e d Far m e r Lab o r 
Par t y ." Fro m a l l a c c o u n t s , b e f o r e t h e c o n v e n t i o n Fos t e r h a d a r g u e d 
a g a i n s t a s p l i t w i t h Fit z p a t r i c k . He s a w t h e Lab o r p a r t y i s s u e a s "s t r i c t l y 
a r a n k - a n d - f i l e p r o p o s i t i o n ," s t r o n g l y o p p o s e d b y t h e h i g h e r o f f i c i a l s o f 
t h e AFL, b u t t h o u g h t i t w a s "i m p o s s i b l e f o r t h e W o r k e r s ' p a r t y b y i t s e l f 
t o l e a d t h e r a n k - a n d - f i l e r e v o l t t o e s t a b l i s h t h e Lab o r Par t y ." Non e t h e 
l e s s , h e a d m i t t e d t h a t h e w a s "d a z z l e d" b y t h e d i s c i p l i n e t h e p a r t y e x h i b 
i t e d a t t h e c o n v e n t i o n i t s e l f . He s e e m e d t o h a v e l i t t l e i d e a o f t h e d e p t h o f 
Fit z p a t r i c k ' s b i t t e r n e s s , a n d s u s p e c t e d t h a t h e w o u l d c o m e a r o u n d e v e n 
t u a l l y b e c a u s e s o m e o f h i s c l o s e s t f r i e n d s w e r e i n f a v o r o f t h e i m m e d i a t e 
c r e a t i o n o f t h e l a b o r p a r t y . Fos t e r j u s t "t r i e d t o b u l l i t t h r o u g h a n d m a k e 
t h e b e s t o f i t ," B r o w d e r r e c a l l e d . 5 3  

Thu s , w r i t i n g i m m e d i a t e l y a f t e r t h e c o n v e n t i o n , Fos t e r c a l l e d t h e f o r 
m a t i o n o f t h e FF-LP "a l a n d m a r k i n t h e h i s t o r y o f t h e w o r k i n g c l a s s ." 
The Fit z p a t r i c k d e l e g a t e s , h e n o w d e c l a r e d w i t h B o l s h e v i k c e r t a i n t y , h a d 
"h a d n o c o n s t r u c t i v e p o l i c y , b u t q u i b b l e d , h e m m e d a n d h a w e d a b o u t , 
h e s i t a n t a n d u n d e c i d e d ." O n e o f Fit z p a t r i c k ' s f r i e n d s q u o t e d Fos t e r a t t h e 
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convention as saying "the center has no guts, no program, and while I am 
sorry, they don't count." To Lozovsky, Foster enthused that "the forma
tion of the new Party weakens Gompers's control just that much more. 
When his bureaucracy collapses, as I believe it will before another two or 
three years have passed, we can look forward to profound changes in the 
labor movement of this country." Fitzpatrick, though, accused the Com
munists of "killing" the Farmer-Labor party, and with it "the possibility 
of uniting the forces of independent political action in America." He ob
served that "as a practical proposition . . . the minute the Workers' party 
is identified with this movement, then that will be the battering ram that 
is going to be used against every group." 54 

Within weeks of the convention, Foster reported to the Comintern that 
"we are going up against a stiffer opposition all along the line. The old 
guard everywhere seems to be alive now more than ever." Cannon ob
served that the miners' and needle unions were waging "open war" on the 
TUEL. "You know the old sickness of the American party, the tendency 
to get unduly excited, to overestimate the radical development and plunge 
into premature actions which bring disastrous defeats and paralyzing re
actions in our own party," he wrote to a friend. When the gravity of 
Fitzpatrick's warning finally became clear, Foster moved quickly to at
tempt to repair the damage. He told Cannon that the trade unionists in 
the party were suffering from the "hangover" that was the result of the 
split, "but the others in New York are still living in a fool's paradise. 
Something has to be done to change this course." In party councils, Foster 
protested that the labor party policy was making him appear as a traitor 
to Fitzpatrick and his friends in the CFL. Privately he now complained to 
Lozovsky that many unionists were "frightened off" by the prospect of 
the whole FF-LP enterprise "being formed in Moscow." One CEC mem
ber recalled that, at the time, "it seemed so unworthy of a Communist 
leader to base his conclusions on opinions and desires of friends who 
were not even Communists." Pepper pressed for the Chicago Commu
nists to agitate for the stillborn Federated Farmer-Labor Party in their 
unions, haranguing these "opportunists" for their "betrayal" and "crimi
nal cowardice" when they showed signs of demurral. He accused Foster 
of having a stronger attachment to the CFL than the party, and bragged 
that the FF-LP was "the first real mass party of American workers and 
farmers." Cannon seemed to have little faith that the Party could solve its 
problems on its own. He implored a friend in Moscow to "write to me 
soon and let me know if Radek, etc. are paying very close attention to the 
activities of the American party and what they think of them. I hope they 
are not thinking we do not need any more advice from them." 5 5  

In the following months, the issue of the proper role of the stillborn 
FF-LP became the vortex of a bitter controversy that was to have broad 
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implications for the future of the Communist movement in the United 
States. The origins of the dispute can be traced, ultimately, to the recur
ring American debate between syndicalists and "political" socialists. For 
Foster this was a familiar debate, except that this time he was operating 
in the unfamiliar milieu of the Communist party. It would be unrealistic 
to suppose, however, that the Party itself could remain separate and im
mune from differences of opinion that had afflicted American radicals for 
several generations. Beginning in 1921, a new generation of Communists 
had entered the Party. Unlike the left-wing and language-federation So
cialists who had dominated the early years of the movement, this new 
cadre was predominately syndicalist in background and orientation. Fos
ter was the exemplary figure in this new membership cohort, but individ
uals like Browder, Johnstone, and James P. Cannon would also play cen
tral roles in arguing for a strong trade unionist emphasis to party policy. 
Cannon, a colorful and charismatic figure who would emerge as a foun
der of the American Trotskyist movement in 1928, was not a Foster fol
lower in the sense that Browder was, but he formed a factional alliance 
with Foster in late 1923 as a result of the FLP imbroglio. Alexander Bittel-
man, an accomplished Russian-speaking ideologist and a convinced 
member of the Foster faction, remembered that "in the period that fol
lowed the organization of our party in 1919, it was through the left wing 
in the trade unions, headed by Foster, that the Communist movement 
began to derive its main strength and influence." The assumptions behind 
Foster's approach were that "Communists with trade union contacts and 
experiences ought to constitute the core of the party's leadership." This 
leadership, though, remained unrepresentative of the Communist party's 
membership as a whole. Foster himself admitted in Comintern circles that 
the TUEL was "exceedingly few in numbers," and that the Party, upon 
which the TUEL was dependent for most of its strength, consisted of 90 
percent foreign-born workers who "have little effect on the trade union 
movement because of the language barrier."56 

In the midst of the difficulties attending the new Labor Party enterprise, 
Lozovsky pressured Foster to give the league a more Communist flavor. 
Following his first trip to Moscow, Foster had parried suggestions by 
Lozovsky that he establish a united front with the IWW and other "inde
pendent" unions, organize agricultural workers, establish a "Red Federa
tion" of labor unions to rival the AFL, and run a Communist candidate 
against Gompers for the AFL presidency. In response to one missive that 
he had not acted quickly enough on a Profintern resolution to establish a 
united front "Council of Action" with the IWW and other independent 
unions, Foster protested to Lozovsky that while he did his best to imple
ment such policies, "you must bear in mind how far away America is 
from Russia." Now, in the midst of intense pressure on the league, 
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Lozovsky wanted more attention to international events in the Labor 
Herald. Foster replied that as it was, nearly one-quarter of the space of 
the paper was devoted to foreign news, and that he often had to deal with 
complaints that it paid too much attention to the European situation. "If 
we are to remain a fighting institution, we must deal with the living prob
lems in this country, which means that we must have a certain amount of 
space in our paper to do it," he wrote. Furthermore, "In the United States 
one of the most difficult phases of our work is to give publicity to the Red 
International. You will recall, of course, that our labor movement is not 
even affiliated with [the reformist international of labor unions]. There is 
practically no feeling of internationalism in the American working class. 
The workers share pretty much the same sentiment of the people at large, 
which is to keep out of foreign affairs." Nonetheless, Foster vowed to put 
Profintern resolutions into action as soon as he received them, and to 
continue to advocate "international affiliation." 57 

As Foster belatedly took a stand within the Workers' party on the impor
tance of its ties in the organized labor movement, it became increasingly 
difficult to maintain those ties. At a crucial meeting of the Illinois Federa
tion of Labor following the split, Fitzpatrick disowned a labor party reso
lution merely because, as the CFL organ put it, "Foster and his friends 
supported the amended resolution." In every instance, the issues upon 
which the Chicago Federation had previously taken a positive stand, in
cluding industrial unionism, recognition of Russia, and support for rebel
lious miners in the UMW, were tabled or voted down. Fitzpatrick col
lapsed under Gompers's pressure on each of these issues; John H. Walker, 
the president of the Illinois Federation and another putative progressive 
unionist, engaged in unabashed red-baiting of Foster at the convention. 
He had been threatened with loss of financial support for the federation 
if the organization persisted in its support of labor party activities. 58 

The meeting of the Illinois Federation of Labor was of tremendous 
significance, not only for its retrogressive stands on several resolutions 
supported by the TUEL, but because it represented a final repudiation of 
Foster by the leadership of the CFL. The character of this repudiation, in 
turn, revealed much about the increasing conservatism of an important 
sector of the labor movement in 1923. First, Foster had clearly over
stepped his boundaries in his recurring attacks on the official leadership 
of the AFL. Oscar Nelson, vice president of the Chicago Federation and 
that organization's leading conservative voice, seemed particularly in
censed by Foster's attacks on "pie counter" jobs held by AFL bureau
crats. Yet, the resolutions that the TUEL and Foster endorsed still com
manded significant backing by the rank and file. The amalgamation reso
lution, for instance, was cosponsored by representatives of eighteen local 
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u n ion s . Man y of t hese delegates openly resen ted t he red-bait i n g of t he 
of f i c ials , w ho had clai med, i n es sen ce, t hat t he resolu t ion s hould be re
jec ted s i m pl y becau se Fos ter and t he T U EL had promoted i t . " I have 
fou nd ou t t hat an y t h i n g t hat i s broug h t i n to t h i s con ven t ion t hat i s for t he 
benef i t of t he ran k and f ile i s called an I W W movemen t , a red movemen t , 
or somet h i n g , " noted one exas perated delegate. O t her delegates objec ted 
t hat t he i n s tr u c t ion s of t heir con s t i t uen t s on t he amalgamat ion i s s ue had 
not been i n fl uen ced by Fos ter and t he T U EL; t wo of t he u n ion i s t s i n favor 
of t he i ndu s trial u n ion i s m resolu t ion s poke for en t ire di s tri c t cou n c il s 
represen t i n g t hou sands of members . O n t he f irs t day of debate, t he amal
gamat ion resolu t ion gat hered momen t u m as n u merou s U n i ted M i ne 
Workers delegates from sou t hern Illi noi s , man y den y i n g t heir af f il iat ion 
w i t h t he T U EL or t he Com m u n i s t part y , rose to s peak i n i t s favor. Flow -
ever, at t h i s poi n t , as Fos ter rose to defend t he amalgamat ion resolu t ion 
for t he f irs t t i me, Joh n Walker, pres idi n g over t he con ven t ion , abru p tl y 
closed debate and adjourned t he delegates before Fos ter could begi n h i s 
address . T he con servat i ves seemed determ i ned to demon s trate t hat t hey , 
too, could man i p ulate a con ven t ion . 5 9  

W hen t he delegates reassembled t he same af ternoon , Mat t hew Woll, 
v i ce pres iden t of t he A FL, took t he floor before debate on t he amalgama
t ion resolu t ion was allowed to res u me. I t i s not s urpri s i n g t hat Woll s ur
faced at an i m portan t s tate federation gat heri n g i n w h i c h n u merou s 
T U EL- s u p ported resolu t ion s were to be decided u pon . Woll was a h i g h -
ran k i n g A FL " f i xer, " an ex perien ced veteran of s u c h con ten t iou s meet 
i n g s , and a mas ter of t he rhetori c of A FL u n ion i s m . 

I n h i s s peec h Woll placed t he league i n a collec t i v i s t tradit ion i n t he 
labor movemen t t hat he bli t hely traced back wards a cen t ury to t he C har
t i s t movemen t i n E n gland. I n t he U n i ted S tates , he proposed, t he T U EL 
had i t s an teceden t s i n t he A meri can Labor U n ion , t he K n i g h t s of Labor, 
and t he I W W . Eac h of t hese, he s u g ges ted, had been di sas trou s ex peri 
men t s , and to embrace t he idea of i ndu s trial u n ion i s m would prove de
s tru c t i ve to t he progres s of t he labor movemen t . T he A FL v i ce pres iden t 
con cl uded t hat Fos ter, w hom he repeatedly c harac teri zed as " Mr. I m pos -
ter, " sou g h t only " t he li meli g h t , so t hat t here may roll i n to h i s cof fers 
more dollars and cen t s to con t i n ue t he nefariou s work t hat he i s doi n g . " 
T he T U EL was an " i n s idiou s and . . . s ubtle and dangerou s " movemen t 
t hat t hreatened to "des troy " t he A FL, he proposed. Fos ter, i n h i s defen se, 
sardoni cally noted t hat " I do not have to break u p t he labor movemen t , 
t he labor movemen t i s pret t y badly broken u p as i t i s . " 6 0  

For Fos ter, from a personal s tandpoi n t , t he f ull s i g n i f i can ce of t he Illi 
noi s Federation con ven t ion became clear as t he ou traged of f i c ialdom 
groped for a way to portray h i m i n t he mos t u n favorable li g h t . Woll' s 
c harac teri zat ion of h i m as " Mr. I m pos ter" was close to t he mark , for 
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Foster's career in the Chicago Federation had been built by "camouflag
ing" his ultimate aims. Victor Olander, who had observed Foster for 
many years, hammered at this theme. He recalled how the labor radical 
had, in CFL meetings in the 1910s, apparently repudiated his syndicalist 
past. He remembered how Foster had at that time "frequently [been] on 
his feet, attacking and ridiculing the socialist delegates present in the Chi
cago Federation of Labor, always in a laughing, pleasant, mild-mannered 
sort of way." What emerged in the descriptions by Olander, Woll, and 
the others was, ultimately, a devastating if disingenuous portrayal of one 
of Foster's characteristic disabilities: his inability to establish a consistent 
normative vocabulary by which he might describe his radicalism. Olan
der was accurate when he sensed that Foster's peculiar aphasia before the 
committee investigating the steel strike symbolized his career in the labor 
movement. When the issue of Foster's radicalism was taken up, Gompers 
had "hissed" at Foster to "talk," but that finally "word went out over the 
country that this man would not say anything." 61 

Yet, surely no one could question Foster's "ability to step into a de
bate," Olander asserted, pointing to Foster's performances over the past 
several days. He cautioned that he "never minimize[d] Brother Foster's 
intelligence, I think he is one of the shrewdest psychologists in the labor 
movement in this country." The theme of Foster's attachment resurfaced 
continually. His sincerity had already been impugned; however, it re
mained for his essential "dishonesty" to be placed in context. The idea of 
community was invoked, as it would be continually during Foster's ca
reer, in order to establish his status as an outsider who could not be 
trusted. Nelson, in the course of an attack on the resolution endorsing the 
labor party, sought to contrast his motives with those of Foster: "I grew 
up in Chicago, I worked in Chicago—I haven't moved around from Seat
tle and other points, depositing my card." Local unionists often looked 
with suspicion on strangers who used their cards to avail themselves of 
the liberal benefits and advantages that were afforded by the unions for 
"travelers," often refusing such benefits to workers who had belonged to 
the union only a short time. In addition, Nelson asserted, Foster "came 
into" the packinghouse organizing campaign and had used it in order to 
promote himself. Foster attempted to parry these attacks, in his purely 
literalist, logical manner. "It seems I have been accused of moving 
about," he replied. "It seems I have lived in the West for a while. That 
seems to be quite a disgrace." In reply to accusations that he "came into" 
the stockyards campaign, Foster struggled to repudiate the logic of local
ism: "I have lived twelve years in the city of Chicago, I don't think all the 
respectable Americans live in Chicago; in fact, I know of about 
107,000,000 who do not live there." 

Thus, according to the emerging grammar of labor conservatism, Fos
ter operated in a strange, deracinated world of psychological manipula-
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t i o n , s e l f - p r o m o t i o n , p u b l i c i t y , a n d i n s i d i o u s b u r e a u c r a t i c c e n t r a l i z a t i o n . 
Acc o r d i n g t o n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y r e p u b l i c a n i s t e v o c a t i o n s o f t h e n a t u r e o f 
s u b v e r s i o n , t h e p o l i t i c a l "c o n f i d e n c e m a n" u s e d d e c e i t a n d c u n n i n g t o 
u n d e r m i n e c i t i z e n s ' i n d e p e n d e n c e o f m i n d , e s p e c i a l l y i n u r b a n e n v i r o n 
m e n t s w h e r e , i n c r e a s i n g l y , t h e p r e s e n c e o f l a r g e n u m b e r s o f s t r a n g e r s 
c h a l l e n g e d t r a d i t i o n a l c r i t e r i a o f t r u s t w o r t h i n e s s . Now t h e i m a g e s o f F o s 
t e r t h e c o n f i d e n c e m a n a n d r a d i c a l c h a r l a t a n w e r e m e r g e d w i t h p o r t r a y a l s 
o f t h e C o m m u n i s t l e a d e r a s a n u n s c r u p u l o u s u t i l i z e r o f "m o d e r n ," e s s e n 
t i a l l y c o r p o r a t e f o r m s o f p e r s u a s i o n a n d s e l f - p r o m o t i o n . Els e w h e r e , W o l l 
j u m b l e d p a t r i o t i c a n d a n t i c o r p o r a t e i m a g e s w h e n h e a s s e r t e d t h a t t h e 
o n l y t h i n g n e w a b o u t F o s t e r ' s p r o g r a m w a s "h i s m e t h o d o f c o m m e r c i a l 
i z i n g o l d a n d i m p e r i a l i s t i c a n d a u t o c r a t i c i d e a s ." W h i l e i t i s i m p o s s i b l e t o 
g a u g e t h e e f f e c t t h a t F o s t e r ' s r e b u t t a l s h a d o n t h e a s s e m b l e d d e l e g a t e s , t h e 
r h e t o r i c o f c o m m u n i t y w i t h w h i c h h e a n d h i s p r o g r a m w e r e a t t a c k e d w a s 
f r a m e d i n a v o c a b u l a r y t h a t F o s t e r w a s i l l - s u i t e d b y t e m p e r a m e n t , i n c l i 
n a t i o n , o r e x p e r i e n c e t o u t i l i z e i n h i s o w n d e f e n s e . 6 2  

At t h e Ame r i c a n F e d e r a t i o n o f Lab o r n a t i o n a l c o n v e n t i o n i n e a r l y Oc
t o b e r , t h e r e w a s a f u r t h e r u n r a v e l i n g o f t h e TUEL po s i t i o n . Res o l u t i o n s 
f a v o r i n g r e c o g n i t i o n o f Rus s i a , i n d u s t r i a l u n i o n i s m , a n d i n d e p e n d e n t p o 
l i t i c a l a c t i o n w e r e d e f e a t e d . Alt h o u g h s u c h a c t i o n s w e r e n o t u n e x p e c t e d 
a t AFL c o n v e n t i o n s , a n i m p o r t a n t p r e c e d e n t w a s a f f i r m e d w h e r e b y a 
C o m m u n i s t c o u l d b e e x p e l l e d m e r e l y b e c a u s e o f h i s p o l i t i c a l o p i n i o n s . 
T h i s , o f c o u r s e , w o u l d h a v e r e p e r c u s s i o n s a t o t h e r l e v e l s . W i l l i a m F . 
Dun n e , o u t s p o k e n C o m m u n i s t e d i t o r o f t h e Butte Bulletin, w a s u n s e a t e d 
a n d h i s c r e d e n t i a l s r e v o k e d . Phi l i p M u r r a y , t h e n a Uni t e d M i n e W o r k e r s 
v i c e p r e s i d e n t , i n t r o d u c e d t h e m e a s u r e t o e x p e l Dun n e . M a t t h e w W o l l 
p r o c l a i m e d t h a t a n y o n e "w h o h a s d i r e c t c o n n e c t i o n w i t h t h e C o m m u n i s t 
p a r t y a n d i s p l a y i n g f o r t h e So v i e t a n d M o s c o w g o v e r n m e n t h a s n o r i g h t 
i n t h i s c o n v e n t i o n a s a t r a d e u n i o n i s t ." 6 3  

Pub l i c l y , Dun n e w a s d e f i a n t t o w a r d t h e "b u r e a u c r a t s" w h o e n g i n e e r e d 
h i s e x p u l s i o n . Pri v a t e l y , h e w a s d e f i a n t t o w a r d t h e Par t y ' s o w n C e n t r a l 
Exe c u t i v e C o m m i t t e e . Dun n e w a s a h a r d - n o s e d , h a r d - d r i n k i n g W e s t e r n 
u n i o n i s t ; a j o k e c i r c u l a t e d i n t h e C o m i n t e r n t h a t h e w a s o n e o f t h e f e w 
Ame r i c a n p a r t y m e m b e r s w h o , i f g i v e n a g u n , w o u l d n ' t s h o o t h i m s e l f 
w i t h i t . F o l l o w i n g h i s e x p u l s i o n , h e w r o t e t o B r o w d e r a b o u t t h e w h o l e 
Lab o r p a r t y d e b a c l e : "W e h a v e a l i e n a t e d a l o t o f s u p p o r t t o w h i c h w e 
w e r e e n t i t l e d , a n d a r e n o w c o m p l e t e l y i s o l a t e d . I d o n o t k n o w w h a t s t e p s 
a r e n o w b e i n g t a k e n t o r e m e d y t h i s c o n d i t i o n , b u t I w a n t t o t e l l y o u t h a t 
t h i s b e i n g r u n o u t o f t h e t r a d e u n i o n m o v e m e n t a f t e r f o u r t e e n y e a r s o f 
a c t i v i t y , m a k e s o n e s t o p a n d c o n s i d e r i f o u r t a c t i c s h a v e b e e n c o r r e c t . . . . 
I h a v e n o w i s h t o b e c o m e a p a r t y h a c k . M y f i e l d i s t h e l a b o r m o v e m e n t ." 

B l a m i n g t h e New Y o r k p a r t y f a c t i o n f o r i t s "d e m a g o g y ," Dun n e b i t 
t e r l y c o m p l a i n e d t h a t "o u r m o s t v a l u a b l e c o m r a d e s h a v e b e e n s a c r i f i c e d 
i n a f u t i l e a t t e m p t t o c a r r y o u t a p o l i c y t h a t w a s d o o m e d t o f a i l u r e f r o m 
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the start, but which satisfied the egos of men to whom the labor move
ment is a closed book." Noting that it wasn't just officers of the interna
tionals who had voted to expel him, he noted that "when I see real mili
tants lining up with the machine, I know that we have blundered some
where." 64 

Although Foster and his allies were wont to portray the problems of 
the TUEL in terms of the internal factional situation in the Workers' 
party, other forces were at work as well. From the beginning of its exis
tence, Foster had claimed that the TUEL was not a dual union, but it was 
apparent even before the Chicago split that the league was building an 
alternative structure within the unions it targeted. Foster explained to 
Lozovsky that the TUEL itself could not assume a "mass character" for 
fear of being branded a dual union, but that the National Committees 
organized by the league in the different unions were another matter. By 
the summer of 1923 such committees existed in the mining, needle, tex
tile, and shoe and leather industries, and the railroad crafts. The national 
conferences held by these committees, while formally renouncing dual
ism, nonetheless had the explicit aim of replacing the existing union lead
ership and completely reorganizing the individual unions. The National 
Committees were "ostensibly independent of the league but in reality part 
of it," he explained. And, one of the stated policies of the league at the 
time was "to support the foundation of new unions where the present 
ones are impractical." The organization of national conferences by the 
TUEL industrial committees represented a potential threat to the real 
power base in the AFL: the internationals. State and local federations, 
such as those in Chicago and Illinois, were comparatively powerless. 65 

In the ILGWU in New York, where the league had managed to estab
lish its most influential presence, the accusation of dualism dogged the 
Communists and provided the central rationale for an effective expulsion 
campaign aimed at TUEL members. Meyer Perlstein, vice president of the 
union, pointed out that the local league was deciding shop-floor rules and 
piece rates, and calling work stoppages. Thus, "the League does the same 
work which the unions are doing, and the League is really an economic 
organization guided by the Communist party of America and the Third 
International." It is "a pure and simple opposition union pledged to re
place [the ILGWU] gradually and to take it in and make it a department 
of the TUEL." Morris Sigman, the president of the union, and Perlstein, 
both Socialists, pointed out that the league prohibited its members from 
belonging to the Socialist party, and eventually drew Eugene Debs into 
the controversy. Debs attempted unsuccessfully to negotiate a detente, 
but refused to interfere in the expulsion campaign, much to Foster's cha
grin. "The same thing will happen again, and more repeatedly, I fear, in 
the future," Debs warned Foster privately. When Debs parted company 



THE "FREE LANCE" AND THE PARTY 207 

with Foster over the expulsion campaign in the ILGWU, he was splitting 
over the issues of dualism and "disruption," not Communist domination 
of the Federated Farmer-Labor party in Chicago. Debs's unwillingness to 
defend the TUEL was a decisive blow to the Communists. 6 6  

In the last months of 1923, the Communists thought they had one more 
chance to redeem themselves. Despite the well-organized quashing of 
TUEL-supported initiatives at labor conventions throughout the country, 
Foster and the Communist-dominated Federated Farmer Labor party ex
tracted an invitation to a conference of the powerful Farmer-Laborite 
coalition in Minnesota. In 1922, the Minnesota Farmer-Labor party, 
dominated by farmers' Non-Partisan Leagues, was able to establish a 
strong enough electoral coalition to elect a United States senator and two 
of the state's ten congressmen, and nearly elect the governor. In 1923, 
Magnus Johnson, the Farmer-Labor candidate, captured the state's other 
Senate seat. William Mahoney, an influential figure in the Minnesota 
movement, was one labor leader who had publicly supported Foster dur
ing the Bridgman trial. He remained an outspoken critic of the AFL's 
red-baiting campaign, and publicly defended Foster for his stand on in
dustrial unionism and the recognition of the Soviet Union. Mahoney 
thought Foster was being made a "martyr" for his advocacy of such pro
gressive measures. Foster and the "industrialist" faction of the Workers' 
party sought to steer a careful course of support for the Minnesota FLP, 
as a way of resurrecting a semblance of the earlier united front with pro
gressive unionists. 67 

Foster was ambivalent about the Minnesota movement: he privately 
sneered that it was made up primarily of farmers rather than industrial 
workers, and he understood that its upcoming convention intended to 
endorse Robert LaFollette for president. LaFollette, who would run under 
the CPPA banner in 1924, represented precisely the kind of middle-class 
reformer that Foster had always abhorred. Even so, Foster was against 
any policy that might provoke a split with Mahoney and thus endanger 
the tenuous efforts of the Communists to rehabilitate themselves with the 
left wing of the labor movement. In the meantime, the self-described "po
liticals" of the Party's Central Executive Committee in New York still 
promoted the Communist-led FF-LP as the potential vanguard of a mass 
movement of American workers. While Foster liked to think of the FF-LP 
as potentially the political equivalent of the TUEL, Pepper theorized that 
LaFollette was an American Kerensky and that the Federated party had 
revolutionary significance. Pepper's faction, which included Charles 
Ruthenberg, Jay Lovestone, and Robert Minor, complained that mere 
"industrialists" had taken over the party, and openly accused Foster of 
being a syndicalist without coherent Communist principles. 68 
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F o s t e r w i t h Cha r l e s Rut h e n b e r g , S t . Pa u l , M i n n e s o t a , 1 9 2 4 . 

D e s p i t e t h e s e d i f f i c u l t i e s , F o s t e r w a s a c o m p e l l i n g e n o u g h f i g u r e 
a m o n g t h e Ame r i c a n Com m u n i s t s t o b e e l e c t e d c h a i r m a n o f t h e W o r k e r s ' 
p a r t y a t i t s t h i r d c o n v e n t i o n i n J a n u a r y 1 9 2 4 . D e s p i t e t h e f a c t t h a t t h i s 
w a s o n e o f t h e f e w s u c h e l e c t i o n s t o o c c u r w i t h o u t o v e r t Com i n t e r n i n 
v o l v e m e n t , F o s t e r w a s s o o n o n h i s w a y t o M o s c o w , t h e o c c a s i o n b e i n g a 
m e e t i n g o f t h e Ex e c u t i v e Com m i t t e e o f t h e Com m u n i s t I n t e r n a t i o n a l 
(ECCI) t o b e h e l d i n Apr i l a n d M a y . Th e r e , F o s t e r h o p e d t o s e t t l e o n c e 
a n d f o r a l l t h e d i f f i c u l t p r o b l e m o f t h e F e d e r a t e d F a r m e r - L a b o r p a r t y a n d 
i t s s t a n c e t o w a r d t h e l a r g e r m o v e m e n t f o r p o l i t i c a l a c t i o n i n t h e Ame r i c a n 
l a b o r m o v e m e n t . 6 9  Pep p e r , f o r h i s p a r t , n o w s o u g h t t o c o n n e c t t h e Ame r 
i c a n d i s p u t e t o t h e p o l i t i c a l s t r u g g l e s i n M o s c o w t h a t h a d e r u p t e d i n J a n 
u a r y 1 9 2 4 f o l l o w i n g L e n i n ' s d e a t h . Th e Com i n t e r n h a d o f f e r e d n o g u i d 
a n c e i n t h e v i t a l e v e n t s o f 1 9 2 3 , b u t n o w t h e g e n e r a l a t t i t u d e i n M o s c o w 
t o w a r d t h i r d - p a r t y a l l i a n c e s w a s h o s t i l e . 

I n M o s c o w , F o s t e r d e r i d e d Pe p p e r ' s i n f a t u a t i o n w i t h t h e F F - LP, p r o 
p o s i n g t h a t t h e i d e a t h a t i t c o u l d b e c o m e a m a s s p a r t y o f Ame r i c a n w o r k 
e r s w a s " s i m p l e i d i o c y " a n d " l a u g h a b l e i n p r a c t i c e . " F o s t e r h a d a r g u e d 
t h a t t h e F F - LP h a d t o g o a l o n g w i t h t h e L a F o l l e t t e m o v e m e n t d e s p i t e i t s 
p o l i t i c a l l i m i t a t i o n s , g i v i n g u p a n y a t t e m p t t o o r g a n i z e a s a s e p a r a t e l a b o r 
p a r t y . How e v e r , w h i l e F o s t e r a n d Pe p p e r w e r e i n M o s c o w , t h e Com i n -
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t ern ord ere d a split with the Minnesota F L P and a re pudiation of LaFol-
lette . Foster proclaim e d that "if you do that, then the Com munist party of 
A m erica will b e hurle d back wards upon its path, it will b e isolate d from 
the masses and its work will b e v ery much hindere d and not only for a f e w 
months . . . but for a long tim e . " 7 0  

How e v er , Foster finally acquiesce d to the Comintern's ne w policy; he 
had little real choice . A p p earing in his first d e bates in Moscow forums as 
a Com munist, and d e f ensiv e about alle gations that he was a barely re 
form e d syndicalist, he was under tre m endous pressure to accept the ne e d 
to put distance b et w e en the A m erican party and the LaFollette mov e 
m ent. In a rather d esp erate political ploy he e v en w ent a ste p further, 
proposing that if the Com munists split with the pro- LaFollette forces in 
Minnesota, they should disp ense with the F F - L P and run their own candi
dates for of fice in the 1 9 2 4 el ection. 7 1  

D es pite his fast back p e daling on Farm er- Labor politics, the issue upon 
which Foster stak e d the most in Moscow was a d e mand to have John 
P e p p er "recalle d . " H e d eclare d that P e p p er was engaging in a "reckless 
struggl e for pow er" and that "he is gam bling with the lif e and health of 
the Party; in his search for 'issues' he tak es the slightest di f f er ences of 
opinion among the entire group, which ordinarily could b e ad juste d with
out any real dif ficulty, and mak es the m into lif e and d eath struggl es. " H e 
e vi d ently f elt quite strongly about the situation; to d e mand the e xile of an 
ade pt politician with Comintern ties lik e P e p p er was a risky proposition. 
Y et , the Comintern grante d Foster's re quest, much to the consternation of 
P e p p er 's allies. 7 2  

Why did Foster mov e so quickly to abandon his pre vious ap proach? 
H e was not te m p eram entally incline d to resist when confronte d in 
Moscow with the re quire m ents of Com munist discipline for the first tim e . 
At the sam e tim e , while understanding the prag matic value of an alliance 
with a pro- LaFollette coalition, he was conte m ptuous of the Wisconsin 
senator and his program of am eliorativ e re forms. While his actions of 
1 9 2 0 and 1 9 2 3 showe d that Foster had b e en willing to go along with a 
"class" labor party mov e m ent such as Fitz patrick 's, base d on le ft -ori-
ente d trad e unions, there was v ery little in his e x p erience to sugg est that 
he could b e v ery comfortable cam paigning for a lib eral lik e LaFollette . 

The price of P e p p er 's re moval was a re pudiation of the farm er-labor 
unite d front, which, while valuable , had already suf f ere d d e f eats at the 
hands of Fitz patrick , LaFollette , and Gom p ers. These setbacks had oc
curre d months b e fore the Comintern finally pushed the labor party unite d 
front ov er the precipice . Ind e e d , there w ere e v en som e gains for Foster, 
who, wounde d by d e f eats at Illinois, Chicago, and finally at the A F L con
v ention in Portland, e xtinguished the di f ficult F F - L P enterprise for the 
tim e b eing while engine ering the re moval of P e p p er and continued en-
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dorsement of his leadership by the Comintern. Foster shed no tears over 
the demise of the FF-LP. He wrote to Lozovsky that the party "had no 
masses behind it," and that for the Communists to belong to it "was 
tantamount to having a united front with ourselves. There was nothing to 
do but step out from it and put up our own candidates." 7 3  

Foster's critics, though unrealistic about the prospects of the FF-LP, 
were basically right about his syndicalist outlook. The labor party move
ment had always been of secondary importance in Foster's calculations; 
it was primarily a means to an end. The TUEL continued to be the center
piece of his overall strategy; he had written that "except for condemning 
the fatal Gompers political policy and advocating the general proposition 
of independent working class political action, the league leaves political 
questions to the several parties. Its work is primarily in the industrial 
field." For Foster, the Farmer-Labor movement had primarily been a 
"powerful weapon with which to oust Gompers from control of the un
ions," not an end in itself. On the eve of the Chicago split, Foster had 
privately predicted that the "Gompers bureaucracy" would collapse 
within two or three years. The FF-LP, he had envisioned at its inception, 
would be useful only "in a propaganda way." Even after the implications 
of the split with Fitzpatrick became clear, the Ruthenberg group, with no 
significant ties to the indigenous labor movement, sought desperately to 
maintain the metaphysical Federated Farmer-Labor party. Without it, 
they had no program and no base of activities, and might easily be re
duced to the status of headquarters functionaries. Later, Foster aptly 
termed this party a "legend." 7 4  

As the FF-LP and the Communists' labor party front went crashing 
down, the Communists ran Foster and Benjamin Gitlow for president 
and vice president, respectively, on a straight Workers' party ticket. Fos
ter's mind was not, in fact, on presidential politics; he planned to use the 
campaign to "build our industrial connections" and begin to reestablish 
the TUEL. However, the campaign showed how far to the left Foster had 
moved as a result of the events of 1923-24. Foster prided himself on his 
adaptability and canniness, but after 1923 he showed that he was also 
prone to periods of stubborn dogmatism. His politics cycled between 
careful opportunism and a kind of sullen, cathartic orthodoxy in which 
sins are purged by the repetition of fealty to first principles. 75 

His attacks on LaFollette assumed a particularly vehement and resent
ful edge. After years of compromise and maneuver on the margins of the 
labor party movement, Foster the radical syndicalist reemerged, his voice 
more certain than ever. The task of the Workers' party, he fulminated, 
was to "destroy the LaFollette illusion." Neither the Wisconsin senator 
nor his program, he proposed, "touch the vital question of power—who 
is to rule. He throws a mask over the brutal and obvious fact that the 
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present system is a dictatorship of the capitalist class." He admitted, 
though, that a significant sector of the Communist party had been in
clined to support LaFollette. Indeed, when the party announced that it 
was to run presidential candidates of its own, "it was difficult for the 
membership to readjust itself to the new situation. Something of a crisis 
developed. It was evident everywhere." Nonetheless, Foster seemed rec
onciled to his new role as presidential candidate and touring propagan
dist, noting afterward that the campaign had been a "historical event." 7 6  

During the campaign, Eugene Debs came out with an endorsement of 
LaFollette, and Foster was outraged. To him, Debs's "capitulation" only 
confirmed the tendency of socialists to "desert" the working class. Foster 
excoriated Debs for endorsing a candidate who was not only not a social
ist, but was avowedly antisocialist. Debs responded by attacking Foster's 
connection with the Comintern: "Having no Vatican in Moscow to guide 
me I must follow the light I have," he insisted. Debs questioned whether 
the Socialist party could afford to "disappear from the scene" by severing 
itself from the LaFollette movement. Both Foster and Debs were acting in 
response to their experiences; Foster's contempt for LaFollette was not a 
dishonest reaction, and Debs instinctively sought to participate in the 
wider movement. However, the depth of the antagonism between Debs 
and Foster was a tragic illustration of the extent of the split in the socialist 
movement in 1924. 7 7  

During the campaign, the Communist standard bearer admitted forth-
rightly that the policies of the American party were formulated in consul
tation with the Comintern; the Communists were "extremely proud" of 
their affiliation with the Bolshevik revolution. While he acknowledged 
that he did not expect to be elected, "some day a Communist will lead the 
government that rules over America, [but] when that time comes the posi
tion will not be called president, it will be the chairman of the Ail-Ameri
can Soviet." 7 8  Increasingly, Foster's rhetoric departed from the vernacu
lar and slipped into the style of the Third International. Spurned by and 
spurning his former allies in the Chicago Federation of Labor, he began 
to embrace a new political grammar, one based on the requirements of a 
new set of solidarities and commitments. 

Immediately after the election Foster moved quickly to dismantle the 
remnants of the Party's electoral apparatus, the moribund Federated 
Farmer-Labor party. The election results, he noted rather too hopefully, 
"completely eliminated" the prospect of a mass farmer-labor party dis
tinct from the Workers' party. He concluded that there was no reason to 
expect that the labor party slogan "can be profitably resumed in the near 
future, if at all." The chief task of the Communists in the immediate fu
ture, he proposed, was the development of "the only weapon at its com
mand . . . militant mass struggle." This meant a return to promulgating 
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the basic program of the TUEL, amalgamation of the craft unions into 
powerful industry-wide entities. In response to recent defeats, however, 
he proposed that this transformation would begin on the shop floor, at 
the level of the rank and file, through the "widespread organization of 
shop committees." 79 

Still, despite his rhetoric during the campaign, Foster was privately 
quite bitter about the whole episode. "As I stated in Moscow, the Work
ers' party is now isolated from the Labor party movement. We will have 
to begin all over again," he wrote to Lozovsky during the campaign. 
When the Party took a stand against LaFollette, it "cut off many of the 
most valuable sympathizing elements we had in the unions." The Ameri
can Communists were now "almost completely isolated in the labor 
movement. As I foretold and argued in Moscow, the whole works has 
gone over to LaFollette. Both Debs and Gompers have lined up with him. 
We will have much trouble sinking our hooks into the labor movement 
again." Publicly Foster glorified the Comintern. Privately, he complained 
bitterly to Lozovsky that the Comintern's decision to break the third 
party alliance was responsible for the acute crisis in the Communists' 
"industrial connections." During this period, according to the radical 
journalist Max Eastman, Foster related in a conversation in Moscow that 
"there's a lot of things happen here that I don't like, but we've got to take 
it, for the present. [The Russians] have the prestige, and you can't build 
a revolutionary movement without them." 8 0  

Two months before the election, at which LaFollette gained nearly five 
million votes, Foster despaired that the circulation of the Labor Herald 
had fallen to the point where it no longer made sense to maintain it as a 
separate organ. Yet at this vital point, when Foster was confronted most 
painfully with the difficulties of functioning openly as a Communist, he 
chose to stick with the Communists. When Lozovsky objected that end
ing the newspaper would mean the liquidation of the league, Foster re
sponded that its circulation was a mere five thousand, and that merging 
the newspaper with other Communist periodicals would bring the league 
closer to the party membership, most of whom were foreign-born and 
had little understanding of working in the trade unions. He admitted that 
"we must readjust our movement to the sharp isolation which it is now 
suffering." 81 Foster seemed eager to get out of the business of journalism 
and back to organizing. 

Foster's complaint that the Comintern decision had forced a disastrous 
split on American Communists had merit, but he was overstating his case. 
The attacks on the TUEL antedated the split in Minnesota, and had to do 
as much with Foster's own miscalculations as with interference from 
Moscow. League activists faced expulsions as a result of Communist pol
icy made in the United States prior to the decisions handed down by the 
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Com i n t e r n i n t h e s p r i n g o f 1 924 . S i n c e t h e c o n c l u s i o n o f t h e B r i d g m a n 
t r i a l , a n d t h e p u b l i c a c k n o w l e d g m e n t t h a t h e w a s a Com m u n i s t , F o s t e r 
c o u l d n o t e v a d e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o r a c c o u n t a b i l i t y f o r Com m u n i s t p o l i c y , 
w h e r e v e r i t o r i g i n a t e d . 

As h e h a d p e r h a p s c a l c u l a t e d , F o s t e r h i m s e l f e m e r g e d f r o m t h e w h o l e 
F a r m e r - L a b o r c o n t r o v e r s y o f 1 924 i n a s t r o n g e r p o l i t i c a l p o s i t i o n w i t h i n 
t h e Com m u n i s t p a r t y . As c h a i r m a n , h i s p r o g r a m w a s s t i l l c e n t e r e d o n 
b u i l d i n g u p a m o v e m e n t w i t h i n t h e AFL f o r i n d u s t r i a l u n i o n i s m a n d t h e 
o v e r t h r o w o f t h e " G o m p e r s r e g i m e . " B y 1 924 F o s t e r w a s a b l e t o e l i m i 
n a t e b o t h Pep p e r a n d t h e F e d e r a t e d F a r m e r - L a b o r p a r t y , o r s o h e b e 
l i e v e d ; e v e n a f t e r t h e e l e c t i o n , h e a d m i t t e d p r i v a t e l y t h a t t h e Rut h e n b e r g 
g r o u p w o u l d " s t i l l s t i c k t o t h e o l d p r o g r a m o f b a n g i n g f o r a l a b o r p a r t y 
a n y h o w . " He r e c o g n i z e d t h a t h i s a b i l i t y t o s i l e n c e t h e f a c t i o n a l d e b a t e s 
w i t h i n t h e Par t y w a s l i m i t e d ; h e w r o t e d r y l y t o a Par t y a l l y t h a t t h e s i t u a 
t i o n w a s s t i l l " v e r y d i f f i c u l t a n d c o m p l i c a t e d . I t w i l l p r o v i d e a n o t h e r i n t r i 
c a t e p r o b l e m f o r t h e Com i n t e r n t o d e c i d e , n o d o u b t . "82 

B y t h e c o n c l u s i o n o f t h e 1 924 n a t i o n a l e l e c t i o n s , F o s t e r h a d r e l u c t a n t l y 
a b a n d o n e d h i s t i e s w i t h t h e l e a d e r s h i p o f t h e o r g a n i z e d l a b o r m o v e m e n t 
i n Chi c a g o a n d h a d e m b r a c e d h i s r o l e a s Cha i r m a n o f t h e Ame r i c a n 
Com m u n i s t p a r t y . Thi s w a s a m o m e n t o u s s t e p , b u t i t d i d n o t m e a n t h a t 
h e h a d t r a n s c e n d e d t h e c o n t r a d i c t i o n s o f h i s e a r l i e r s y n d i c a l i s m . N o r d i d 
i t m e a n t h a t h e h a d b e c o m e a p r i s o n e r o f a t o t a l i t a r i a n e t h o s , w h e r e i n 
p e r s o n a l i t y a n d v o l i t i o n a r e s u r r e n d e r e d i n t h e i n t e r e s t o f d i s c i p l i n e . 
W h i l e h e w a s u n d o u b t e d l y a t t r a c t e d t o t h e d i s c i p l i n e a n d r e v o l u t i o n a r y 
s t y l e o f t h e Com m u n i s t p a r t y , h e r e t a i n e d c e r t a i n c o r e b e l i e f s t h a t h e h a d 
d e v e l o p e d i n t h e p r e w a r p e r i o d . The i d e a t h a t a m i l i t a n t m i n o r i t y c o u l d 
f u n d a m e n t a l l y a l t e r t h e c o u r s e o f t h e Ame r i c a n l a b o r m o v e m e n t b y " b o r 
i n g f r o m w i t h i n , " c r e a t i n g n e w f o r m s o f o r g a n i z a t i o n a n d f o c u s i n g t h e i r 
r h e t o r i c o n w o r k e r s ' e c o n o m i c s t r u g g l e s , r e m a i n e d t h e sine qua non o f 
" F o s t e r i s m . " He f o u g h t r e l e n t l e s s l y , i f n o t a l w a y s s u c c e s s f u l l y , t o e s t a b 
l i s h t h i s a s t h e m a i n b a s i s o f Com m u n i s t a c t i v i t i e s i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s . As 
a r e s u l t o f a d r o i t f a c t i o n a l m a n e u v e r i n g a n d p a r t y i n f i g h t i n g , b y 1 925 h e 
h a d s e e m i n g l y a c h i e v e d t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n a l p o w e r w i t h i n t h e Com m u n i s t 
p a r t y n e c e s s a r y t o c a r r y o u t t h i s o b j e c t i v e , e v e n t h o u g h i t w a s b y n o 
m e a n s i n e v i t a b l e t h a t t h e s h a p e o f p a r t y a c t i v i t i e s i n t h e e a r l y 1 920 s 
w o u l d a s s u m e t h e f o r m h e e n v i s i o n e d . I n t h e y e a r s a f t e r 1 924 , h o w e v e r , 
t h e F o s t e r " t e n d e n c y " i n t h e Com m u n i s t p a r t y w o u l d b e g i n t o u n r a v e l a t 
b o t h e n d s . F o s t e r h i m s e l f w o u l d s e e h i s l e a d e r s h i p o f t h e Par t y s u c c e s s 
f u l l y c h a l l e n g e d , w h i l e a t t h e l e v e l o f u n i o n a n d s h o p , TUEL m i n o r i t i e s 
w o u l d f i n d t h e i r a c t i v i t i e s m o r e r e s t r i c t e d t h a n e v e r . 



Chapter 8 

"PHRASES LEARNED IN EUROPE" 

O N M A R C H 2 , 1 9 2 4 , appro x i mat e l y t h irt y m e n and wo m e n gath ered in a 
small ren t ed hall i n L o s A n g e l e s f or an even i n g m e e t i n g o f t h e Trade 
U n i o n Educati o nal L eagu e . T h e g u e s t s p eak er was t o b e E l la R e eve B l o or, 
t h e n s i x t y - s eve n y ears o ld, a le c t urer and fu nd-rais er f or t h e W ork ers ' 
party . T h e i ndividuals w h o sat i n t h e audie n c e w ere all m e m b ers o f l o cal 
trade u n i o n s ; t h e y w ere pre c i s e l y t h e k i nd of u n i o n i z ed m i l i tan t s t hat t h e 
T U E L s o u g h t t o attract t o i t s organi zati o n . T h i s n i g h t , h o w ever, Mrs . 
B l o or' s s p e e c h was i n t errup t ed w h e n m e m b ers o f t h e L o s A n g e l e s Pol i c e 
D e partm e n t " W o b b l y " s q uad and a U. S . D e partm e n t o f J u s t i c e age n t 
b urs t i n t o t h e ro o m and placed every o n e u nder arres t . W h e n take n t o t h e 
p o l i c e s tat i o n , w h ere t h e y w ere c harged wi t h vio lati n g t h e s tat e cri m i nal 
s y ndi cali s m s tat u t e , t h e s u s p e c t ed revol u t i o narie s pro t e s t ed t hat t h e y had 
be e n m e e t i n g u nder t h e aus p i c e s o f a "l e g i t i mat e " organi zati o n . Each de
c lared th e ir craft u n i o n aff i l iat i o n s t o t h e aut h ori t i e s . T h i s was pre c i s e l y 
w hat t h e law- e n f orc e m e n t age n t s had in m i nd w h e n t h e y u ndert o o k t h e 
raid in t h e f irs t p lace . T h e U . S . D e partm e n t o f Labor' s l o cal " C o m m i s 
s i o n er o f C o n c i l iat i o n " i n L o s A n g e l e s had be e n act i n g as an i n t erm ediary 
f or t h e D e partm e n t o f J u s t i c e and co n s ervative A F L o f f i c ial s w h o des ired 
"c o n cre t e eviden c e " o f u n i o n m e m b ers w h o w ere als o s y m pat h e t i c t o t h e 
T U E L . O n c e t h i s eviden c e was o b tai n ed, t h e A F L l eaders had in t i mat ed, 
s t e p s w o u ld be take n at o n c e t o e x p e l t h e m fro m t h e ir l o cal s b y order of 
t h e i n t ernati o nal s . T h e D e partm e n t o f Labor o f f i c ial wro t e i n a "s tri c t l y 
c o n f ide n t ial " m e m o t o h i s s u p eri or i n Wash i n g t o n , D . C . t hat t h e raid was 
t h e " c u l m i nat i o n o f a plan t o f urn i s h c ertain c o n s ervative [ A F L ] l eaders 
w i t h t h e 'dop e . ' " W i t h i n w e e k s , as a res u l t o f t h e raid, a "g e n eral h o u s e -
c l ean i n g " t o o k p lace i n t h e l o cal labor m ove m e n t , durin g w h i c h t h e C e n 
tral Labor C o u n c i l t o o k s t e p s t o have T U E L m e m b ers e x p e l l ed fro m t h e ir 
u n i o n s . M e m b ers o f t h e Carpe n t ers ' U n i o n w ere t h e f irs t vic t i m s o f t h i s 
p urg e . 1 

T h e Los Angeles Times c lai m ed t hat t h e raid un c overed "a gi gant i c 
p l o t t o u nderm i n e t h e A m eri can F ederati o n o f Labor and co nvert i t i n t o 
a Co m m u n i s t organi zati o n f or t h e p urp o s e o f overt hro w i n g t h e U n i t ed 
S tate s g overn m e n t . " U nders tandabl y , at s u b s e q u e n t T U E L m e e t i n g s i n 
t h e c i t y ( w h i c h w ere i n f i l trated by D e partm e n t o f J u s t i c e age n t s ) s o m e 
w hat m ore i m m ediate aim s w ere dis c u s s ed. A t o n e s u c h gath eri n g , a 
sp eaker w h o q u i t e naturall y c laim ed t hat h e was n e i t h er a me m b er o f t h e 
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Com m u n i s t p a r t y n o r o f t h e TUEL, n o t e d t h a t h e h a d b e e n f i g h t i n g f o r 
a m a l g a m a t i o n a n d i n d u s t r i a l u n i o n i s m f o r t h i r t y y e a r s . He c i t e d t h e S e a t 
t l e g e n e r a l s t r i k e a s a n e x a m p l e o f w h a t m i l i t a n t c r a f t u n i o n i s t s , a c t i n g i n 
c o n c e r t , c o u l d a c c o m p l i s h , b u t b l a m e d t r e a s o n o u s u n i o n o f f i c e r s f o r s a b 
o t a g i n g i t s s u c c e s s . Ano t h e r s p e a k e r a t t r i b u t e d t h e b a c k w a r d n e s s o f t h e 
l a b o r m o v e m e n t i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s t o t h e f a c t t h a t r a d i c a l s h a d h i s t o r i 
c a l l y w i t h d r a w n f r o m t h e i r c r a f t u n i o n s t o f o r m " s o m e d u a l u n i o n . " The 
t h e m e s c o n s i d e r e d a t t h e s e m e e t i n g s w e r e e s s e n t i a l l y d i s t i l l a t i o n s o f " F o s -
t e r i s m " ; a s i f t o u n d e r l i n e t h e Com m u n i s t l e a d e r ' s r o l e i n t h e e n t e r p r i s e , 
o n e TUEL o f f i c i a l , a f t e r a m e e t i n g , p r o u d l y s h o w e d a n u n d e r c o v e r a g e n t 
a c o p y o f a l e t t e r h e h a d r e c e i v e d f r o m F o s t e r t h a t l a u d e d t h e p r o g r e s s o f 
t h e L o s Ang e l e s r a d i c a l s . The l e t t e r u r g e d t h e l o c a l m i l i t a n t s , i n t h e w o r d s 
o f t h e a g e n t , t o " w a t c h t h e o f f i c e r s o f t h e u n i o n s a n d p i c k t h e m t o p i e c e s 
u n t i l t h e y g o t t h e i r o w n m e n i n t o t h e s e p o s i t i o n s . " 2  

O n e c a n e a s i l y i m a g i n e h o w F o s t e r , w i t h t h e s y l l o g i s t i c m i n d o f t h e 
o r g a n i z e r , c r e a t e d t h e i n t e l l e c t u a l f r a m e w o r k u n d e r w h i c h t h e TUEL a n d 
t h e L o s Ang e l e s r a d i c a l s o p e r a t e d . B o r i n g f r o m w i t h i n p l u s t h e r e q u i r e 
m e n t o f e s t a b l i s h i n g i n d u s t r i a l u n i o n i s m m e a n t t h e c r e a t i o n , b y t h e u n 
i o n s , o f s o m e k i n d o f t r a n s i t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e t h a t m i g h t b r i n g t h i s a b o u t . 
S i n c e c o n s e r v a t i v e o f f i c i a l s c o u l d n o t b e d e p e n d e d u p o n t o c r e a t e s u c h a 
s t r u c t u r e b y t h e m s e l v e s , i t w a s n e c e s s a r y t o r e p l a c e t h e s e o f f i c i a l s . I n d u s 
t r i a l u n i o n i s m b e c a m e , t h e r e f o r e , p r i m a r i l y a m a t t e r o f r a d i c a l s a n d p r o 
g r e s s i v e s g a i n i n g o f f i c e i n t h e o l d u n i o n s . The u n i t e d f r o n t a l l i a n c e s o f 
1 9 2 3 w e r e t h u s a s s e m b l e d p r i m a r i l y a t c o n v e n t i o n s , s t a t e a n d c i t y c e n t r a l 
b o d y m e e t i n g s , a n d d i s t r i c t c o n f e r e n c e s . Her e , i t w a s b e l i e v e d , i t w o u l d b e 
p o s s i b l e t o i n i t i a t e t h e o v e r t h r o w o f t h e " G o m p e r s b u r e a u c r a c y . " Thi s 
w a s a d a n g e r o u s g r o u n d u p o n w h i c h t o o p e r a t e . The s i m p l e c o n v e r s e o f 
F o s t e r ' s c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e " m i l i t a n t m i n o r i t y " w a s t h a t r a d i c a l a c t i v i t y i n 
t h e u n i o n s c o u l d b e d e f e a t e d o r a t l e a s t c h e c k e d b y a n e q u a l l y d e t e r m i n e d 
a n d m i l i t a n t c o n s e r v a t i v e f a c t i o n . Thi s , o f c o u r s e , i s w h a t h a p p e n e d i n 
L o s Ang e l e s a n d e l s e w h e r e a f t e r t h e e a r l y s u c c e s s e s o f t h e TUEL p r o d d e d 
t h e AFL h i e r a r c h y i n t o a c t i o n . Alt h o u g h h e c o n t i n u e d t o c i t e t h e m a n e u 
v e r i n g o f c o n s e r v a t i v e s a s a c a u s e o f t h e TUEL' s s e t b a c k s , F o s t e r u n d e r 
s t o o d t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h e s e e v e n t s a n d s o u g h t t o r e a d j u s t t h e p a r t y ' s 
c o u r s e a f t e r t h e 1 9 2 4 e l e c t i o n s . How e v e r , c o n t i n u i n g a t t a c k s b y AFL o f f i 
c i a l s a n d b i t t e r f a c t i o n a l i s m w i t h i n t h e W o r k e r s ' p a r t y i t s e l f w o u l d c o n 
t r i b u t e t o t h e d e f e a t o f t h i s r e o r i e n t a t i o n . 

W h i l e TUEL a c t i v i t i e s v a r i e d f r o m u n i o n t o u n i o n , i t s w o r k i n t h e I n 
t e r n a t i o n a l Ass o c i a t i o n o f M a c h i n i s t s i l l u s t r a t e d t h e d i f f i c u l t i e s f a c e d b y 
t h e l e a g u e i n t h e e a r l y 1 9 2 0 s . The r e , t h e l e a g u e h a d b e e n a s s o c i a t e d s i n c e 
1 9 2 2 w i t h a n i n s u r g e n t m o v e m e n t g a t h e r i n g a r o u n d W i l l i a m Ros s 
K n u d s e n , a p o p u l a r f i g u r e w h o m t h e Com m u n i s t s h a d b a c k e d i n a n u n 
s u c c e s s f u l 1 9 2 2 e l e c t o r a l c h a l l e n g e t o W i l l i a m H. J o h n s t o n . As t h e i n t e r -
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national ini tiated expulsion procedures again s t groups of local unionis t s 
belon gi n g to t he T U E L i n 1 9 2 4, Fos ter was forced to explore ways of 
at tachin g t he league to a more moderate opposition to Joh n s ton, t hi s ti me 
gat hered around J . F . A n derson . I n t he prewar period, Fos ter mi g h t have 
moved easily wit hi n t he kin d of progres si ve milieu t hat A n derson an d hi s 
allies personified . However, in t he post -war period, Fos ter moved inexo
rably lef tward, while unionis t s like A n derson retrenched . A n derson was 
skeptical about amalgamation . I n 1 9 2 3 he noted t hat " t here are plen ty of 
examples of trades banded toget her in amalgamated unit s havin g t he 
same hard s trug gle to ad vance t he in teres t s of t heir members as so-called 
in dus trial union s . " A s an example, he cited t he U ni ted Mi ne Workers, an 
in dus trial union t hat had "almos t complete control over t heir in dus try. 
S till t hey are obliged to s trike, an d t heir s trikes are not always success 
ful. " Faced wit h an overwhelmin g preponderance of govern men t an d em 
ployer opposition, A n derson had supported t he set tlemen t of t he 1 9 2 2 
s hopmen ' s s trike. For Fos ter, t he in di vi dual union agreemen t s arisin g out 
of t hi s s trike marked an importan t turnin g poin t in t he hi s tory of t he 
labor movemen t, symbolizin g t he begin ni n g of t he decline of unionis m 
in to "clas s collaborationis m " durin g t he 1 9 2 0 s . 3  

I n 1 9 2 7, Fos ter was conscious of t he fact t hat some Com munis t t heore
tician s t houg h t it was not t he busines s of workers to oppose "improve
men t s " i n in dus trial tech ni que under capitalis m . Yet, by 1 9 2 5, t he t hemes 
of t he clas s war had resurfaced wit h a ven geance in hi s rhetoric; he at 
tacked any cooperation between trade union leaders an d busines s as 
" fascis t . " For hi m, not hi n g represen ted t hi s ten dency more clearly t han 
t he " B &c O plan " which was widely implemen ted in railway s hops af ter 
t he 1 9 2 2 s trike. Such plan s t heoretically recogni zed t he role of in depen 
den t union s in improvin g productivi ty in t he railway in dus try; un der t he 
agreemen t s, workers' com mi t tees would work wit h s hop managers in de
velopin g proposals for increased ef ficiency. I n return, t he union received 
a kin d of de facto legiti macy, while t he companies pled ged not to en gage 
in t he hated practice of subcontractin g work out of t he s hops . I n t he I A M, 
t he earlies t an d mos t vehemen t opposition to t he B 8c O plan came from 
T U E L activi s t s . Many progres si ves favored t he new collaborative labor-
relation s sys tem . 4  

I n early November 1 9 2 4 t he National Com mi t tee of t he T U E L met to 
formulate s trategy for t he comin g mon t h s i n t he I A M . Fos ter had dele
gated to A n drew O vergaard t he task of creatin g an analysis an d plan . 
O vergaard ' s report an d subsequen t even t s in t he I A M reveal much about 
t he met hod s an d tactics of t he earlies t Com munis t unionis t s . I t is in teres t 
i n g to note t hat at t hi s relatively late s tage, af ter t he C hicago split an d t he 
political debacles of 1 9 2 4, O vergaard was able to iden ti fy a sig ni fican t 
group of in di vi duals in t he I A M who were allies of t he T U E L but not C P 
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members . T he gener al oppositio n m o vemen t it self , he obser ved , was split 
between "pr o g res si ves " like A n der s o n a n d pr o - T U E L "lef t -win ger s . " 
T he pro g r a m o f t he left win g , it was pr opo sed , s h ould include: in dus t ri al 
unio ni s m ; o r g a ni z a ti o n o f t he uno r g a ni zed ; a labo r pa r t y ; oppositio n t o 
t he B & O pla n ; s t rug gle a g ai n s t r acial discrimin a ti o n a n d suppor t f o r a 
ca mpaig n t o o r g a ni ze black wor ker s ; wor ki n g a g ai n s t t he expulsio n o f 
T U E L members ; recog ni tio n o f S o viet Russia ; a n d "i n ter n a ti o n al t r a de 
unio n unit y . " O ne m o n t h la ter , F o s ter a n d Willia m Dun ne were dele
g a ted t o appro ach t he pro g res si ves t o dem a n d represen t a ti o n o f t he left 
win g o n t he oppositio n sla te in t he upcomin g electio n s . T hey co n di tio ned 
t he suppor t o f t he T U E L o n t he en d o r semen t o f a fig h t a g ai n s t t he B & O 
pla n , a ca mpaig n t o rein s t a te expelled members , a n d a " milit a n t " ca m 
paig n f o r in dus t ri al unio ni s m . Al s o included in t he co n di tio n s were sup
po r t o f a "cla s s " labo r pa r t y , a n d oppositio n t o L a F ollet te. Sig ni fica n tl y , 
t he la t ter two were " n o t t o be split ti n g poin t [ s ] . " 5  

A n der s o n a t fir s t rejected t he T U E L o ver ture, s o t he league r a n it s own 
ca n di d a tes in t he unio n ' s "prim a r y " electio n s . T hese can di d a tes were 
able t o dem o n s t r a te t h a t a sig ni fica n t a m oun t o f suppor t exis ted f o r t he 
T U E L pla t f o r m . Yet , a f ter t hese n o mi n a ti n g electio n s , t he league with 
d rew it s ca n di d a tes a n d g a ve it s qualified suppor t t o A n der s o n . I n t he 
gener al electio n t h a t f ollowed, A n der s o n di d n o t m a ke a n y public s t a te
men t a s t o his po sitio n o n t hese is sues, but t h ree o t her ca n di d a tes o n his 
sla tes backed a pr o g r a m t h a t was iden tical t o t he T U E L dem a n d s , mi nus 
t he L a F ollet te pro vi s o . I n t he electio n , held in M a rch 1 9 2 5 , A n der s o n lo s t 
by o nl y fif t y v o tes . 6  

S o o n a f ter t he electio n , A n der s o n accused J o h n s t o n o f f r aud in t he 
ballo t coun tin g a n d was subsequently suspended f r o m members hip. 
H owever , by ea rly 1 9 2 6 , A n der s o n ' s members hip h a d been res t o red , a n d 
t he A n der s o n a n d J o h n s t o n f actio n s in t he unio n h a d reached a n un der 
s t a n di n g t h a t is ol a ted t he C o m munis t s . B o t h si des a g reed t o suppor t a 
co mpr o mi se presiden t f o r t he in ter n a ti o n al , A r t hur O . W h a r t o n , who 
was elected in 1 9 2 7 wit h out oppositio n . I n a n in t r o duct o r y circula r , t he 
new presiden t wro te: " I f we a re wise, we will be less visio n a r y a n d m o re 
practical by co ncent r a ti n g our ef f o r t s in t he directio n o f securin g im medi
a te a n d m a terial benefit s . " F o r t he nex t ten yea r s , C o m munis t in fluence in 
t he unio n was minim al . F ollowin g a n a r den t ca mpaig n in t heir behalf , 
T U E L members who h a d been suspended by J o h n s t o n were rein s t a ted 
o nl y un der t he co n di tio n t h a t t hey ren ounce t he league. U n der t he regime 
o f J o h n s t o n , who was a S ocialis t , t he powers o f t he in ter n a ti o n al presi
den t h a d g r own sig ni fica n tl y . I n 1 9 2 5 he essen ti ally outlawed C o m mu
ni s m by uk a se, a s o ne his t o ri a n h a s put it . M o reo ver , t he lo gic emplo yed 
in t he expulsio n ca mpaig n was br o a d en oug h s o t h a t a n y I A M member 
who en d o r sed pr o g res si ve mea sures was subject t o t he s a nctio n s o f t he 
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international. This was made explicit in a Machinists Monthly Journal 
article published at the height of the factional struggle in the union: "Each 
Communist, whether he belongs officially to the TUEL or not, is bound 
by party discipline to act in all union matters, not as the interests of the 
organization would dictate, but in accordance with the orders of the se
cret Communist central committee. It is clear, therefore, that any one who 
openly supports in any manner Communist activity aids thereby our bit
terest enemy in fighting our Union, and must therefore be regarded as an 
enemy of the Union."7 

Foster, in response to the expulsion campaign, proposed that union 
members who were known Communists fight for readmission, while 
party members who were not so identified sign the statements that re
quired them to deny membership. However, the policy of the Machinists' 
officialdom essentially precluded any public criticism of the union on the 
issues with which the TUEL had been associated. 8  

While the Machinists' expulsion policy was forcing the TUEL deeper 
underground in the union, any evaluation of the disintegration of league 
efforts in the IAM must include a consideration of Foster's own role, 
above all, his unwillingness to compromise on the B & O plan. Foster's 
experiences as a railroad worker were rooted in the 1910s, the decade of 
the interminable Illinois Central shopmen's strike and open class warfare 
on the roads. The "class collaboration" the B & O plan represented was 
anathema to him. Yet, on no issue in the 1920s was the ambivalence at 
the core of "Fosterism" so evident. While he sought to establish united 
fronts in the unions during the 1920s, his unalterable opposition to the 
B & O plan created significant dissent among progressive unionists, many 
of whom favored the plan as a way to save their weakened unions. Foster 
openly derided these progressives as "cooperationists" following a policy 
of defeat and "surrender."9 No Comintern initiative motivated his stand 
on this issue, but his steadfast opposition to the B & O plan illustrated the 
difficulties confronting any league effort to construct a larger united front 
of progressives during this period. 

As expulsions demoralized the league and progressive candidates for 
union office were routinely defeated, Foster began to formulate "the next 
task." In September 1924, after an unblinking assessment of the league's 
progress, he wrote that "the situation is extremely critical. The trade 
union movement is in the death grip of an officialdom almost totally un-
progressive. The union leaders stand helpless before militant capitalism." 
The league had to find some way to arouse the rank and file in a campaign 
against the reigning bureaucrats. In an explicit rebuke of past policies and 
the earlier basis of the amalgamation campaign, he suggested that "the 
era of passing resolutions, to have them thrown into the waste basket by 
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sneering and stupid officials, is past." By early 1925, Foster had come to 
the view that amalgamation "is essentially a movement from the bot
tom," rather than a matter of convention fights over resolutions. The 
fight for industrial unionism, he asserted, must be "brought closer to the 
workers' lives." Shop committees needed to be organized, with radicals 
fighting for the everyday interests of workers and eschewing abstract slo
gans. Industrial unionism, he asserted, would only take place when offi
cial representatives of national and international unions "assemble in 
conference, with all their own friends, or by dint of strong rank-and-file 
pressure, and formally fuse together the organizations concerned." The 
development of "rank-and-file conferences"—a tactic learned from the 
Harriman strike, the packinghouse campaign, and the steel strike— 
would be the primary focus.10 

Foster's attempt to reorient the league's activities never gained much 
momentum, however. The reasons for this are apparent at a number of 
different levels. First, from Moscow, Foster heard that Grigory Zinoviev, 
the head of the Comintern, was opposed to his ideas. The details of Zi-
noviev's critique are unclear; yet, once again Foster had retreated into the 
arena of "mere" trade unionism, refusing to confront the conservative 
bureaucracy in the arena of resolutions, "talk," and politics. Foster, pes
simistic about the outcome of election struggles in the miners and machin
ist unions, replied that TUEL cadre "need a fighting policy. To simply tell 
them to go on endlessly passing resolutions . . . is futile." Moreover, "to 
expect to defeat the bureaucrats in elections or conventions is just about 
out of the question." Nonetheless, despite his reservations, Foster and the 
TUEL continued to press convention and election fights in a variety of 
unions, often with disastrous, even violent results. The appearance of 
Foster and other Communist organizers at conventions continued to pro
vide conservatives with excellent opportunities for red-baiting progres
sive opponents of all persuasions.11 

The limitations of the new campaign for industrial unionism can also 
be seen in the personality of its main leader. Although he formally con
ceived the task of the union militant as one of "education," Foster was an 
organizer by temperament and instinct. Respected by other Communists 
for his "executive and organizing skill, his craftiness, his patience and 
driving energy," as a speaker and writer, he was at his best when outlin
ing the logic of collective action and empowerment. He simply lacked the 
ability of the great propagandist to inspire a vision of an alternative nor
mative community in his audiences. In the end, purely organizational ac
tivity would provide the means to putting across the radical program. 
"American workers are ripe for radical ideas," he explained, but they can 
only be convinced by radicals if they see them working on day-to-day 
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details in the unions, going to jail during strikes, and making significant 
sacrifices in their interest. "The workers follow the man who organizes 
them," he told one group of Communist unionists.12 

However, this approach remained limited and perhaps fatally incom
plete. What, in Foster's vision, did industrial unionism promise beyond 
"conferences" and perhaps a newer, more powerful form of organiza
tion? He was reluctant to employ the term "industrial unionism" because 
of its association with the "utopian" IWW, preferring instead to use a 
term that had explicitly business and corporate connotations: "amalga
mation." In the midst of bitter opposition to TUEL initiatives, Foster was 
often forced to yield the domain of "talk" to the conservatives. As a mat
ter of realism he was unenthusiastic about contests on these grounds, but 
beyond this, he retained an ungenerous view of workers' potential for 
political imagination. The ideals of equality, community, self-empower
ment, and freedom—ideals that had given resonance to the idea of indus
trial unionism for generations of American socialists and unionists—are 
largely absent from Foster's rhetoric because he considered them out
moded and irrelevant. Moreover, he could not and would not say to 
workers, as did Eugene Debs in a famous speech on industrial unionism, 
that "my strength is drawn from you, and without you I am nothing." He 
could not claim that workers themselves were the "vanguard" of the so
cial revolution and that in the future society "the working class will stand 
forth the sovereigns of this earth." He would not say to workers that 
"there is nothing that you cannot do for yourselves," or that in a future 
society of "brotherhood and equality" workers "must make themselves 
the masters of the tools with which they work." Whereas for Debs indus
trial unionism meant a future in which workers would cease to be mere 
"cogs" or "hands" in the machinery of capitalist society, Foster envi
sioned no fundamental change in that machinery other than a transfer of 
ownership.13 

It is ironic that while Foster came to the Communist movement at least in 
part because of its organizational coherence and discipline, the American 
Communist party found itself rent by disabling factional warfare by the 
mid-1920s. He had believed that the TUEL could essentially assume all 
the most important roles of a Communist party in the United States, but 
this proved to be a stunning miscalculation. 

To be sure, he had a number of important factors operating in favor of 
his perspective. First, the TUEL often acted relatively independently of the 
party apparatus, and it showed far more potential to develop into some
thing larger than itself than did the Communist labor party adventures of 
the early 1920s. At the Bridgman convention of the party in 1922, it had 
been proposed that "control" of the TUEL would be exercised through 
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Party fractions (i.e., cells) in the league. Until 1924, this meant merely 
that Foster's administration of its activities was uncontested. For almost 
the entire year of 1923, until September, the National Executive Commit
tee of the TUEL met separately from the party and consisted almost solely 
of Johnstone, Browder, and Foster, with Samuel Hammersmark occa
sionally participating in meetings.14 At the same time, as chairman of the 
Workers' party, Foster had by 1925 survived several different challenges 
to his authority. 

In the last months of 1924, however, Ruthenberg and Lovestone re
vived their bitter fight against Foster's leadership. They derided him as 
"Zig-Zag" for his ability to shift positions quickly on political questions. 
Benjamin Gitlow, a Ruthenberg factionalist, offered his recollection of 
Foster in these days:15 

He would spend his free hours hanging around Communist club rooms 

and meeting halls, gossiping about small matters with the rank and file. He 

liked, at these times, to tell stories of his hobo past, of his experiences with 

the hoods and goons he had known in his trade union days. Or he would 

entertain the boys with loud, ribald humor, cleverly flavored from the rich 

stock of slang he had acquired in his youth. It was as though he were telling 

those around him that he had only contempt for the savants [at party head

quarters in New York]. 

The controversy revolved mainly around the issue of the Labor party. 
Pepper, at the Comintern's fifth plenum in March 1925, continued to 
argue the so-called "minority" view that the American proletariat was 
poised to surge into a "mass" labor party similar to that which existed in 
Great Britain. The "Fosterites" were berated for their belief that the 
American masses had little desire for political independence from the 
two-party system. He accused the majority of spreading the word that the 
minority was merely a group of "uprooted intellectuals." The truculent 
Hungarian, whose experiences in the United States had consisted of two 
years of life in the party underground, fulminated at one plenum that "the 
standpoint of the Foster group is the standpoint of the elements who 
hopelessly repeat a few phrases which they learned in Europe, but who do 
not understand the entire process of development, the entire history of the 
American labor movement with all its specific characteristics and definite 
complexities." At one point Pepper called Foster a "scoundrel" and de
manded his expulsion from the party for sending false reports to the 
Comintern.16 

In an explicit rebuke to Foster's perspective, in the spring of 1925 the 
Comintern decided that the decision to abandon the Labor party idea was 
"incorrect." He and his allies were forced to acquiesce to vaguely-worded 
"Labor party" resolutions, but one prominent American observer termed 
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Foster an example of "a pilot accepting orders and at the same time show
ing unmistakable signs that he firstly does not consider the order a good 
one [and] that he considers essential parts of the order as unacceptable." 
Foster wrote defiantly to Zinoviev protesting the wording of a Pravda 
article on the plenum, demanding a correction and complaining that "we 
have worked under many disadvantages in Moscow and have been 
obliged to suffer many discriminations of which the foregoing is an ex
ample." Although he promised to begin labor party work "throughout 
the United States," he noted that sentiment for such a party "is at a very 
low ebb." The Comintern attempted to assuage Foster by endorsing the 
idea that "the first and most important task" of the American party was 
capturing the leadership of the conservative unions. Foster's acceptance 
of the Comintern's authority continued to be based not only on his per
sonal admiration of the Russian leadership and the Bolshevik revolution, 
but on the idea that "Fosterism" was ultimately consistent with the aims 
of the international movement. However, the factional hostility in the 
party, aggravated by the Comintern's unwillingness to provide an un
ambiguous endorsement of Foster's leadership, was so intense that he 
complained that it was seriously hampering the "constructive work" of 
the party. "The minority absolutely refuses to obey discipline," he re
ported to Moscow. "They say in so many words that they will not obey 
anyone except the Comintern," he pleaded rather naively.17 At the district 
level, moreover, as one former Communist recalled, "factional loyalties 
turned all party meetings into screaming, conniving sessions that often 
ended in fist fights." Such conflict so threatened the American Party that 
in 1925 the Comintern proposed the establishment of a "parity commis
sion" and the appointment of an "impartial chairman" for that year's 
party convention. Soon, a veteran Bolshevik, Sergei Ivanovich Gusev, ar
rived in the United States, smuggled in secretly from Mexico, to help adju
dicate the dispute. A figure of high standing in Soviet Russian party, 
Gusev was a convinced ally of Stalin and an embittered foe of Trotsky. 

When the Workers' party fourth convention opened in August, Foster 
was elected chairman over Benjamin Gitlow by a vote of 40 to 21. FIis 
authority was based not only on the cadre of radical trade unionists who 
joined the party after 1922, but on the language federations; most power
ful among these was the Finnish Federation, which alone encompassed 
one-third of the party's membership at the time. Ruthenberg groused that 
this new Fosterite majority "had not passed through the experiences" of 
the years of the party's founding, and, indeed, had "held aloof" from the 
Communist movement in its formative period. However, Foster's major
ity remained tenuous indeed, for on the final day of the convention, 
Gusev dramatically produced a cablegram from Moscow that declared 
that "it has finally become clear that the Ruthenberg Group is more loyal 
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to the decisions of the Communist International and stands closer to its 
views." The precise origins of this cablegram remain obscure, but clearly, 
mistrust of Foster remained high in Moscow. For Foster, it was a devas
tating decision. He informed Gusev that he would not accept the condi
tions outlined in the cable and stormed out of the meeting.18 

Foster and his allies attempted to rally their factional supporters in 
meetings in Chicago and New York, developing what Gusev termed a 
"rebellion" against the Comintern decision. However, Foster was de
serted by his close factional allies, including James Cannon, who argued 
that Foster's actions were "disloyal." Cannon argued for "a complete 
break with the whole tradition of diplomatizing with the Cl. . . . We must 
develop the understanding that the party and the CI are one inseparable 
whole." Foster was similarly obsequious in his public tributes to the revo
lutionary authority of the Comintern, but the fact remained that he had 
absented himself from a Central Executive Committee meeting immedi
ately after the reading of the cablegram. Moreover, he continued to hold 
out for a right of "appeal" of the Comintern's decision, insisting that the 
Soviets had acted upon incorrect information. Cannon and Jay Love-
stone, a spokesman for the "minority," argued that the Comintern was 
simply incapable of making mistakes. According to Gusev, Foster's ac
tions had raised the issue of "the relation of the party to the Communist 
International." The insulted Bolshevik accused Foster and his allies of 
"double accounting," paying lip service to Moscow while "following a 
political policy against the Comintern."19 

To Lozovsky, Foster was incredulous. More than a month after the 
arrival of the fatal cablegram, the former chairman of the party still had 
no idea what the Comintern's motives were. "The whole decision is so 
mysterious," he wrote. "We have not received a single word in connec
tion with it, except the original cablegram." Nonetheless, "we believe 
that a great mistake has been made, one that will cost our party very 
much. On all sides there is bitterness at our integrity being so ruthlessly 
attacked." Furthermore, "We will probably have to send another delega
tion to Moscow. This means further confusion and delay in the reorgani
zation of our trade union work. I cannot imagine how such a decision 
was ever made by the Comintern. What effect did they think it was going 
to have upon our party, to deal a loyal group like ours such a heavy blow? 
How can they expect effective work from us after placing us under such 
a heavy and needless handicap?"20 

In 1923, upon Foster's ascension to the chairmanship, no wholesale 
removals of factional opponents had been initiated. However, in 1925, 
Lovestone, Ruthenberg, and their allies toured the country to install an 
entirely new leadership at the district level. How would Ruthenberg's 
approach work? The main objective of the party, he wrote, must be to 
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"draw the workers into a struggle against the capitalist government." 
The party's policy was to see to it that "labor" candidates were on the 
ballot in every state and congressional district where the party maintained 
an organization. The Communists would support farmer-labor parties 
"where they existed," but otherwise it would be the duty of Communists 
to place Workers' party candidates in the field. In the new "politicized" 
party, trade union cadres would be faced with the necessity of supporting 
Communist office seekers in local elections. Ruthenberg, now "general 
secretary" of the party, took steps to bring the TUEL more strictly under 
the control of the Central Executive Committee, and campaigned to elim
inate the league altogether by replacing it with party factions. For months 
Foster's name was absent from the Workers' party letterhead. Under 
Ruthenberg's administration, the party's organ, the Workers' Monthly, 
was dominated by articles on international and Soviet politics as well as 
philippics by Lenin, Zinoviev, and Stalin with titles such as "Lessons of 
the Moscow Uprising." For curious American workers, Stalin contrib
uted "Lenin—the Mountain Eagle." Jay Lovestone's ability to organize 
the wooing of Gusev showed his promise as a Communist politician. He 
wrote to Bukharin thanking the Comintern for the "excellent services" 
rendered by Gusev. "I, for one, want to state emphatically that I owe very 
much to him in the way of my political development, my understanding 
of and desire to give over all my services to the development of a Bolshe
vik Party in the United States."21 

Within weeks of Gusev's intervention, Foster was on his way to 
Moscow to argue his "appeal." Zinoviev was evasive when asked in a 
private interview to explain the cablegram. He had clearly put up with his 
share of impertinence from Foster; now he stated dryly that Gusev's re
ports to him had indicated that the Foster group had used "doubtful 
methods" to secure a majority at the convention. Nevertheless, he agreed 
that the Ruthenberg group had gone too far in persecuting the Fosterites, 
promised to send a cable to that effect, and concluded that his visitors 
should "be cheerful." Meanwhile, Lozovsky pressed a defense of the hap
less TUEL; he remained a "bitter pro-Foster factionalism" Theoretically, 
the requirements of Communist organizational discipline held that the 
leadership of the party must have a majority in all the subsidiary commit
tees. In February 1926, in a highly unusual decision, a Comintern "Amer
ican Commission" awarded Foster's faction a majority on the all-impor
tant Trade Union Committee. According to Foster, Nikolai Bukharin, the 
new head of the Comintern at the time, even proposed a formal split of 
the American party, with the "politicals" and "trade unionists" each 
commanding separate organizations. Following his humiliation at the 
American party convention, Foster was clearly thinking along these lines: 
in one Comintern debate he even stated that "we must realize that the 
TUEL has to be a separate organization and proceed in that sense." In-
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stead, he won approval for a plan of reorganization and revitalization of 
the TUEL. The league was to appear as a separate organization, "high 
politics" was to be kept out of its work ("substance and mass strength 
shall be given preference over ideological clarity"), a new journal was to 
be launched, and the party was to acknowledge its trade union work as 
its most important area of activity. Foster proposed that the TUEL pro
gram "must be simplified and concentrated around burning everyday is
sues in the class struggle." A high-ranking Ruthenberg factionalist, John 
Ballam, secretly predicted such a settlement, claiming that the Comintern 
feared a Foster split, "especially after his show of strength at the member
ship meetings" following the Workers' party convention.22 

Yet, by early 1926 both the party and the TUEL were in deep decline. 
Ruthenberg fired TUEL cadres from their positions, and many trade un
ionists were expelled as a result of the new leader's purge of the Fosterites. 
Other union cadres who had been recruited to the party through the 
TUEL "almost completely absented themselves and stopped paying 
dues," Browder recalled. Three of Foster's oldest and closest associates, 
Joe Manley, Samuel Hammersmark, and Jay Fox ceased to play impor
tant roles in the party during this period. Years later, in a condescending 
and revealing assessment of his view of Foster's associates, James Cannon 
reflected that "like most of those whose ideas and methods of work had 
been shaped in the narrow school of trade unionism," a figure like Ham
mersmark was "lost in the complexities of party politics." Foster wrote at 
the time that under Ruthenberg the "whole TUEL conception has been 
liquidated by the conception of mere [Communist] fractions." In early 
1926, Ballam predicted that pending Cannon's cooperation, "we can put 
a bit and bridle on Foster and either break him in to be safe—to gee and 
whoa under the bolshevik group—or boil him down for glycerine."23 

If Foster had any illusions about the TUEL's organizational independ
ence, they were dispelled shortly after his return from Moscow. In order 
to be closer to its main base of support, the Party leadership decided to 
move the entire apparatus of the Party, including the Daily Worker, from 
Chicago to New York. Foster loudly objected, explaining to Lozovsky 
that Chicago, as a steel and railroad center, was "more closely related to 
the basic industries" of the nation and that the city possessed a rich revo
lutionary tradition. He complained that the New York Communists had 
a "local outlook" and that this had "grievously hindered our work on 
previous occasions." The comrades there "rarely look beyond the Bronx 
River," he proposed. Locating the TUEL in New York would label it "as 
a Party organization." Nonetheless, Foster was powerless to prevent the 

24 move. 
As far as Foster himself was concerned, sympathetic observers la

mented his continued involvement with the Communist movement. The 
New Republic, which had been intrigued by Foster's brand of progressive 
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unionism, now declared that "his futility is a curious example of the se
duction of a naturally fertile mind by a sterile absolutist philosophy."25 

This assessment of the evolution of Foster's thought, however, was mis
leading. In the 1910s, Foster's outlook, with its political relativism, faith 
in executive systematicity, and contempt for the "resistance of tradition" 
and the obstructionism of "labor bosses of narrow vision," as the New 
Republic put it, shared certain characteristics with the managerial liberal
ism that permeated American political discourse at the time. However, 
his brand of trade union radicalism had always retained a "hard" concept 
of class at its core. David Saposs, a closer observer, understood that while 
"Fosterism" was in some respects quite similar to progressive unionism, 
Foster himself had always been a "revolutionary radical at heart."26 

While it is a mistake to see Foster as a misplaced progressive unionist 
who was "seduced" by Communism, "Fosterism" did suffer as a result of 
its originator's involvement with the American Communist movement. 
By early 1926, an astute unionist (and former Communist) like J. B. S. 
Hardman could comment that "the Workers' party leadership, irrespon
sible and incompetent, sank its teeth deeply into the TUEL. It reduced the 
movement to party size, imbued it with an ungenerous, narrow and clique 
esprit that characterizes the Workers' party."27 How did Foster allow this 
to occur? The central difficulty lay in an ambiguity at the heart of his own 
radicalism. While he was acutely conscious of the need to build mass 
movements, he could also state, before a gathering of Communists, that 
the Bolsheviks had demonstrated that revolutionary movements could no 
longer be judged solely by their size. Like a number of other prominent 
syndicalists of his generation, Foster found the Communist movement 
quite consistent with the idea of the "militant minority." The nature of 
the syndicalist project, as well as his attraction to the style of Communist 
radicalism and the power that the Bolshevik revolution represented, help 
to explain his willingness to attach the TUEL to the destiny of the Work
ers' party. 

While factionalism within the Communist movement undoubtedly con
tributed to the decline of the TUEL, larger forces were at work that under
mined the movement Foster hoped to build for industrial unionism in the 
early and mid-1920s. The TUEL, because of the disastrous wartime de
feats for unionism in mass-production industry, had by necessity focused 
in the early years of its existence on unions that had managed to maintain 
a strong tradition of workers' control into the 1920s. However, by the 
middle years of the decade, it had become clear that these traditions had 
been seriously attenuated in a number of trades, as they had in steel and 
packing in a previous era. While TUEL efforts in a number of trades met 
with some notable successes in the immediate postwar years, league mili-
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tants were portrayed as disruptive influences whose activities and propa
ganda invited further employer attacks and weakened union solidarity. 
While league demands promised increased unity in the long run, the im
mediate effect of TUEL agitation was consistent with the portrayals of the 
union leadership in many cases. 

As for mass-production industry, where the majority of American 
workers remained unorganized in the 1920s, the TUEL did very little 
actual organizing in the early years of the decade. This was true even 
where unions already existed. While the TUEL relentlessly pushed the 
slogan "organize the unorganized," league militants, operating under the 
constant threat of expulsion, could attain neither the positions nor the 
political backing from the union leadership that Foster felt was necessary 
for effective organizing drives. Faced with this difficulty, Foster had 
begun to reformulate his tactics, seeking to refocus the movement for 
industrial unionism "from below." However, by the time this adjustment 
was being contemplated, TUEL cadres found themselves under attack by 
factional opponents within the Workers' party. By 1926, with unionism 
in retreat on all fronts and with Foster's position in the Communist party 
severely weakened, "Fosterism" had seemingly reached a dead end. Even 
Joe Manley told Lozovsky that the league could not prosper unless it 
changed its approach to organizing mass-production industry. Sig
nificantly, the largest Communist-led strike of the decade broke out in 
Passaic, New Jersey, in early 1926 while Foster was in Moscow arguing 
his "appeal," and was sustained by workers for whom the AFL was a 
ghostly presence at best. The Communists had established a few shop 
nuclei and mill committees in Passaic by 1925; in September a wage cut 
of 10 percent at the Botany Mills in the city incited an angry strike. The 
walkout finally fell under the tireless leadership of Albert Weisbord, a 
recent Harvard graduate who was working and organizing in the Pater-
son silk mills when he was shifted to the strike scene. The Passaic strike 
gave the new Ruthenberg leadership the opportunity to test its belief that 
a more straightforwardly Communist program could be successful in the 
arena of trade union politics and organizing.28 

At Passaic, authorities arrested nearly a thousand strikers, and pick-
eters were dispersed with firehoses, tear gas, and vicious beatings. Weis
bord organized workers into a "United Front Committee," issuing dues 
stamps and membership cards. However, the employers refused to meet 
with the Communists, and the United Textile Workers refused to have 
any dealings with the committee until the Communists withdrew and 
Weisbord resigned. With the mills operating with about a third of their 
former work force, Foster and the Communist leadership ordered the 
strike turned over to the UTW. The AFL, however, proved unwilling to 
pursue the situation aggressively, finally gaining little for the strikers. Fos-
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ter believed that he had made the correct decision; "all these maneuvers 
are unsatisfactory and quite dangerous. But they had to be undertaken in 
view of the extremely critical situation of the strike," he reported to 
Lozovsky. Lozovsky, however, was doubtful, despite the fact that the 
Comintern had issued an injunction against the formation of "parallel 
trade unions . . . in any form" during the strike itself. "I still think that 
your tactics during the strike in Passaic were wrong," he wrote months 
later. "Your sacrifice of Weisbord in fulfillment of the demands of the 
employers and the Trade Union bureaucrats was the beginning of the 
end." His friend suffered from "a fear of setting up and directing a 

55 ¾9 union. Ly 

Foster and his factional opponents argued endlessly over the "lessons" 
of Passaic. It is difficult to sustain the idea that the strike might have been 
won under the auspices of the Communist-led United Front Committee, 
which Foster stigmatized as an incipient dual union. On the other hand, 
the AFL demonstrated its own inability and unwillingness to protect the 
workers, thus casting doubt on Foster's orientation. The UTW expelled 
the Communists from its Passaic local within months of the end of the 
strike.30 

In the garment trades, the TUEL built steadily on the presence it had 
established in the early 1920s. Despite a vigorous expulsion campaign 
begun early in 1923, the TUEL was able to gain control of the executive 
boards of the three largest locals of the ILGWU in New York by the end 
of 1924. Communist influence was not limited to New York; in Boston, 
Chicago, and Philadelphia the league was able to maintain a strong posi
tion as well. In June 1925, Morris Sigman, the IL G WU president and a 
former Wobbly, brought charges against the three TUEL-dominated New 
York locals. After a brief trial, the locals were suspended. In response, 
Foster proposed the organization of a Joint Action Committee, which 
proceeded to behave in many ways like a dual union. The JAC collected 
dues and negotiated grievances with employers, while simultaneously 
making the reinstatement of the expelled locals and democracy in the 
union the central issues. Because of the enormous popularity of the JAC 
among the rank and file, the Sigman administration was forced to readmit 
the expelled locals and negotiate a settlement with the left wing. Foster 
supervised the negotiations for the Workers' party.31 

In the needle trades, the top TUEL fractions dealt directly with Foster; 
in early 1923, nearly a year before the formation of the JAC, he and the 
needle trades cadres worked out a policy whereby "unions of the ex
pelled" were to be formed if expulsions took on a "mass character." In 
the meantime, the issues that the TUEL group were to emphasize would 
be issues "of shop, of trade, and union." During this period, Communists 
in the needle trades looked to Foster as the only trade unionist in the top 
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ranks of the party; he was "cautious by nature and not given to revolu
tionary phrases," according to one organizer. 32 

Nonetheless, Foster allowed factional considerations to affect Com
munist strategy in the needle trades in 1926, a vital year for the New York 
garment industry. A commission established by Governor Alfred E. Smith 
recommended a sweeping reorganization of the industry that ignored 
union demands for a forty-hour week and would have allowed employers 
periodically to dismiss up to 10 percent of their employees. In July the 
Communist-dominated Joint Board succumbed to strong rank-and-file 
demand for a general strike against the reorganization. However, the un
ions almost immediately found themselves on the defensive; when an op
portunity for a reasonable settlement arose, neither Foster nor Ruthen-
berg and Lovestone, fearing accusations of "opportunism," could bring 
themselves to order concessions. The effectiveness of the strike steadily 
eroded, and the walkout was finally settled on even poorer terms. Com
munist leadership in the union was discredited, and conservatives, with 
the aid of the employers, reestablished their influence in a severely weak
ened union. 3 3  

William Foster was an extraordinarily ambitious man, but this is hardly 
an unusual trait among highly committed radicals. As a Communist, after 
all, he sought nothing less than the overthrow of an entire social order. At 
the level of personality, ambition becomes interesting as a motive and 
explanation when it begins to override principle, when it offers an expla
nation for actions that are inconsistent with previous commitments. Yet, 
it is difficult to evaluate Foster's ambition in this way. What "principle" 
can he be said to have held most closely? As a radical, he represented not 
so much a body of coherent ideas as he did part of a diffuse, eclectic, and 
adaptive American syndicalist tradition. Here, the end of working-class 
power was primary; the achievement of this end was more important 
than principle (understood as arid and futile socialist "doctrine") to begin 
with. Within such a framework, personal ambition becomes even more 
difficult to disentangle from a multiplicity of purely pragmatic motives. 
For Foster, even the end of working-class power was complicated by an 
ambiguous commitment to the idea of workers' control and democracy in 
the future society. This suggests that his ambition was ultimately authori
tarian in character, that he desired little more than personal power and 
the achievement of a subjective and ultimately obscure agenda. 

This was the interpretation of several of those who worked most 
closely with him. For James Cannon, for instance, the Communist leader 
was "a fame fetishist who adapted himself to Stalinist power" in the same 
way that he had adapted himself to the needs of Fitzpatrick and even 
those of Gompers, "with the calculation that in doing so he could serve 
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his own ends and his own career." Earl Browder proposed that the entire 
history of the Communist party from the early 1920s to the 1930s could 
be written in terms of Foster's desire to seize its leadership. Browder, like 
others, emphasized Foster's "unprincipledness": Foster, he claimed, 
could abandon ideas with the greatest facility of any individual he had 
ever encountered in radical politics. Although these are the recollections 
of ex-Communists whom Foster had defeated in bitter factional fights, 
both Cannon's and Browder's assessments contain a large measure of 
truth. 34 

There are several flaws in this interpretation of Foster's personality and 
influence, however. First, in his case, personal ambition did not reveal 
itself publicly, in his everyday style and posture. A quiet, extremely as
cetic man, his personality was revealed to observers and acquaintances 
more through encounters on back staircases, in cluttered offices, and in 
organizing meetings than on the podium, parade, or election tour. Above 
all Foster was an organizer, an occupation that offers little to the self-
aggrandizing personality. The organizer by temperament is inclined to 
the preparatory and background work; the aspiring celebrity leaves such 
details to others. To some extent, this character trait would prevent Fos
ter from exercising decisive leadership: his pursuit of power was always 
assiduous and patient rather than bold and decisive. One writer had 
noted this quality about him during the steel organizing drive of 1919: "I 
have watched him. He moves slower than his twenty-four unions. He 
moves actually behind his twenty-four unions, not in front of them. He 
waits for authority. He follows it inch by inch, day by day." This descrip
tion could well apply to Foster's career in the Communist party. 35 

Throughout his career, Foster rarely hesitated to defend a political 
stance when he was in the minority. He was entirely comfortable in the 
role of oppositionist, perhaps because this role left him the most room for 
maneuver. There were definite limits to his willingness to dissent, how
ever; no one ever questioned his skill at adapting, that he was a political 
survivor. In every political controversy in the American Party, Foster 
proved able and ultimately willing to subordinate his own ambitions to 
"party discipline"; this was revealed in 1925, and would be evident again 
in the last years of the decade. Instead of departing when confronted with 
a rebuke to his personal leadership, he remained in the Party. This was 
not true of other central figures who ended up outside the Communist 
movement, including Jay Lovestone, James P. Cannon, and finally Earl 
Browder himself. Like Foster, none of these figures had a particular repu
tation for "principledness" while they were Communists. Lovestone and 
Cannon, after leaving the Party, achieved personal leadership of splinter 
movements. Foster always seemed willing to defer the question of per
sonal leadership. 
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The wellsprings of Foster's radicalism were indeed deeply subjective, 
but they cannot be traced, ultimately, to personal ambition. When all 
other aspects of his complex personality and convictions are stripped 
away, what remained was a tenacious fighter, driven by very deeply held 
grievances against a social system he dedicated his life to destroying. 
When he exclaimed to a gathering of comrades at his seventy-fifth birth
day party that "I have hated capitalism all my life with every breath in my 
body!" it is difficult to imagine that anyone present doubted him. Related 
to these intense feelings was his instinct always to distill rather than elab
orate the Marxian idea of history as class struggle in his writings and 
speeches. What was important was the commitment and the struggle; the 
revolution would be brought about by dedicated combatants and a gen
eral staff of organizers, not intellectuals or theorists. Only much later in 
his career would he come to believe that the class war could be fought 
effectively on the grounds of theory, yet even then theory served rather 
more as an adjunct to his rage than as a realm for creative speculation.36 

Foster's eponymous syndicalist formula of the 1910s was a profoundly 
optimistic one. Influenced by a diffuse reform ethos that had permeated 
much of American society during the Progressive era, he invested an al
most positivist faith in unionism as an organizational form, a set of struc
tures that would inevitably evolve into higher forms. However, postwar 
American reformers and radicals were in general far less sanguine about 
the possibilities of this kind of change, and, on a more concrete level, 
Foster's experiences in the meatpacking and steel organizing campaigns 
seemed to leave him at least momentarily less certain of his earlier concep
tions. As a Communist, Foster continued to believe that trade unions 
were the vital enabling institutions of the class struggle. However, what 
if the unions themselves failed to "evolve" into more radical and class-
conscious forms, but instead changed in an entirely unanticipated way? 
What about company unions, which as Foster himself recognized, often 
assumed many of the functions of the independent unions in the 1920s? 
Radicals should either join them and attempt to transform them into 
fighting organizations or "aim at their complete destruction," he wrote.37 

Foster's conception of the role of trade unions in American society origi
nally came into focus when he imagined them as autonomous agents in an 
otherwise brutal environment where the "whole social fabric" was or
ganized by capitalism. He had clung to this vision tenaciously, even when, 
in the 1910s, he witnessed first hand the difficulties of trade union "evo
lution" at Butte and with the Timberworkers' Union. However, in the 
1920s, unionism in America declined so rapidly and so decisively that 
Foster found himself on uncertain ground, groping for balance and stance 
in a world where earlier categories had become blurred. 

In the 1920s a profound paradox caught radicals like Foster in a grind-
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ing contradiction. The optimism of the time seemed far more conservative 
in its implications: Americans lived in a time of supposed general prosper
ity, while businessmen and capitalists seemed quite confident that any 
problems and contradictions that arose could be readily absorbed within 
the structures of their firms. Yet, significant levels of poverty and unem
ployment persisted throughout the decade. These social facts remained a 
kind of ominous shadow to the general prosperity and optimism. Radi
cals like Foster were left to fight in this "shadow" world, to contend with 
the disjunction between the widespread conviction of general prosperity 
and persisting reminders of the fragility of the new order. In 1927, J. B. 
McNamara wrote to Foster from prison that "your letter was full of 
gloom which is a very good sign. Conditions will have to get worse before 
they get better."38 

Foster surely knew that for many workers, times were not very good. 
The kind of workers whom the Communists led during the Passaic strike 
would be most receptive to Communist leadership in the future, he pro
posed, without specifying exactly how those workers could be effectively 
mobilized. As long as there is a body of workers with as "intense" a spirit 
as those in Passaic showed, "there is no room for pessimism" in the Party, 
he thought. Foster, by 1927, was predicting a severe economic downturn 
which would deflate the pretensions of the efficiency engineers and render 
company unions and union-management cooperation plans meaningless; 
the Party had to prepare itself for mass discontent. Moreover, the agenda 
of "Fosterism" remained. Despite the fact that the Party had become 
more "trade unionized," "our party is still very much of an ultra-leftist 
party; very much of a propaganda party," he complained in the party 
press. The Party could become "Americanized," he suggested, primarily 
by focusing its activities on the concrete economic demands of the work
ers. Furthermore, "the Communists must shed delusions of grandeur if 
they would be successful in unionizing and organizing the unorganized." 
They must "learn their industries, know the workers and create an effec
tive apparatus which will mean something in a given situation." As it 
was, the Party "is so weak numerically as to be most seriously embar
rassed in its work," he wrote in a confidential assessment. Yet, if union
ism was in decline and Communist organizers continued to face expul
sion, how could the Party mobilize workers around wage and workplace 
issues?39 

Predictably enough, although Foster reacted strongly to all forms of 
unionism that practiced any kind of collaboration in the production pro
cess with capitalist management in the United States, he did not apply the 
same standards to the Soviet Union. Despite the fact that hundreds of 
American and European workers who emigrated to the Soviet Union in 
the 1920s had returned by the end of the decade with tales of exploita-
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Soviet Union. 
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tion, shop-floor authoritarianism, and difficult living conditions, Foster 
continued to offer celebratory accounts of life and work in the Commu
nist state. Following one visit there in 1924, he remarked that while 
production was "under control of the Supreme Economic Council, an 
organ of the Soviet government," trade unions take part in management 
of industry by having "representatives in all the regulating and planning 
bodies. . . . They organize productive conferences between the workers 
and management, at which proposals for improving production practices 
and methods are made." He wrote pridefully of Soviet labor unions that 
"of the industrial disputes that have developed," "nearly all" were settled 
without strikes.40 

At a time when ever larger numbers of workers were experiencing the 
deadening effects of mass production, assembly-line manufacturing, and 
the pernicious complexities and competition of "managed" piecework, 
Foster offered little criticism of "scientific" supervision and technical con
trol in the workplace. He had never worked on an assembly line, and had 
never been exposed to a situation where his job was threatened by techno
logical change. Foster had no objection to the widespread use of piece
work systems in the Soviet Union, holding that such systems "accelerate 
the tempo of socialist construction" and increase productivity. Differen
tial wage scales and "socialist competition" were justified as "part of the 
elaborate system of incentives in effect for Soviet workers." In the Soviet 
Union, he proposed, every kind of education and promotion was avail
able to workers; "the advance to the better paid, more skilled and more 
responsible positions rests freely with every worker himself." Thus, Fos
ter's portrayal of the Soviet work environment was never significantly 
different from the way capitalists in the 1920s were portraying their own 
ideal workplaces. While his critique of capitalist production included a 
critique of how an individual worker experiences his job, this critique 
always focused on problems like physical danger, overwork, and low 
wages, and only rarely on issues of authority and alienation.41 

Foster's position in the Party became somewhat more secure in the period 
following the sudden death of Charles Ruthenberg in March 1926. How
ever, Ruthenberg's death did not end the factional infighting. Jay Love-
stone, a close associate of Ruthenberg's, fought successfully for control of 
the Party in the period following his mentor's death. He privately vowed 
to Ruthenberg shortly before his death that he was "determined to uproot 
Fosterism no matter how long it takes and no matter what price we pay." 
However, Lovestone had not achieved the eminence in the party that 
Ruthenberg had and was thus somewhat less of a threat to Foster. After 
achieving the mantle of leadership, he downgraded the labor party idea, 
reached a superficial detente with Foster over the importance of trade 



PHRASES LEARNED IN EUROPE 235 

union work in the Party, and accepted Foster's abhorrence of dual union
ism. Even so, he was an agile factionalist whom one former associate 
described as "a fascinating and devious person for whom maneuvering 
was the chief joy of life." His favorite tactic was to send Foster cronies 
like Jack Johnstone off to "have a good time" in Moscow on Party assign
ments.42 

Lovestone's family were Lithuanian immigrants; he attended the Col
lege of the City of New York and worked as a statistician, social worker, 
and drugstore manager before his immersion in socialist politics. Unlike 
Foster, Lovestone had "grown up" in the Communist movement, joining 
the Party at age twenty-one. In 1927, he was seventeen years younger 
than Foster, who referred to him as a "City College boy." Lovestone and 
his allies hammered at the theme of Foster's "limited" trade unionist per
spective, and even went so far as to raise, in one Moscow plenum, the 
question of whether or not Foster's syndicalist proclivities qualified him 
as a Marxist. In this particular instance, Alexander Bittelman, the chief 
ideologist of the Foster faction, rose to defend his mentor with a long-
winded and apparently successful rebuttal, replete with arcane references 
from all corners of the Marxist canon. Foster, still the Party's most prom
inent public personality, simply did not possess the extensive knowledge 
of Marxist theory necessary to successfully execute such a defense.43 

Instead, Foster flailed at Lovestone with the crude logic of proletarian-
ism. In one memo circulated in Comintern councils, it was pointed out 
that of the eight highest figures in Lovestone's faction, only one belonged 
to a union. None of the nine district organizers were union members. One 
individual, Robert Minor, was tersely dismissed as an "ex-capitalist jour
nalist; cartoonist"; another, Louis Engdahl, simply as a "university grad
uate. " The leadership of the Party, in other words, was promoting "com
rades with no mass contact or experience." In one bitter attack in 
Moscow, Foster alleged that the Lovestone leadership was composed of 
former "students, teachers, artists, philanthropic society and commercial 
investigators, insurance agents, etc." He complained that the Daily 
Worker had been taken over by "Greenwich Villagers." In Foster's eyes, 
the upper stratum of the Lovestone regime "is composed mainly of a spe
cial type of intellectual developed by the New York City College." On the 
other hand, one participant in the controversies of the 1920s described 
the style of the Foster group as "the blue flannel workshirt, the leather 
jacket, the tilted cap, the slouch of the tough guy and the glorification of 
slang."44 

The factional wrangling between Lovestone and Foster after 1926 
took place during a period of treacherous political infighting in the Rus
sian party. By early 1927 Stalin had engineered Trotsky's downfall over 
the issue of "socialism in one country." Bukharin, then an ally of Stalin's, 
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emerged as head of the Comintern, and Lovestone managed to position 
himself favorably in all Comintern political matters. He accepted, at least 
superficially, Bukharin's perspective that Communists could establish a 
mass following among the working class in the West primarily by gaining 
leadership of the trade unions. He was able to gain the first interview with 
Stalin ever granted to American party members, and his personal friend
ship with Bukharin seemed to ensure favorable reviews for his policies in 
the Comintern apparatus. Lovestone and his closest associate, Bertram 
Wolfe, associated themselves with an essentially conservative perspective 
on the potential of the Left in the United States, holding that capitalism in 
America was still on an upward swing. As a result of his adroit political 
positioning, by 1927 Lovestone had engineered what one Communist 
observer termed a "palace revolution" in which he and the group for
merly associated with Ruthenberg gained control of the Central Execu
tive Committee of the Party.45 

Despite the fact that he was set against Lovestone's control of the Party, 
Foster's primary concern continued to be in the trade union field during 
this period, above all with the Party's most important labor initiative of 
the last years of the 1920s, the Save the Union movement in the mining 
industry. The origins of this movement can be traced to the drastic weak
ening of the United Mine Workers in the middle years of the decade. After 
1924, John L. Lewis had cited his ability to contain the "ultraradical" 
opposition to his leadership as a bargaining lever in his negotiations with 
employers, but increasingly the operators simply ignored UMW agree
ments. This led to the formation of the Save the Union movement in early 
1926 as a bloc of progressives dedicated to overthrowing Lewis's regime, 
to which the Communists, forced underground in the union by expul
sions, furtively attached themselves. The movement's form and activities 
were consistent with the broad principles of the TUEL, yet its dynamics 
would, in turn, establish the context for a shift in trade union policy by 
early 1928.46 

In its earliest stages, the Save the Union movement closely resembled 
earlier TUEL efforts to remove the entrenched leadership in the Miners' 
and Machinists' unions; its efforts focused on developing an electoral co
alition that could attract enough votes at union conventions to unseat the 
established bureaucracy. However, in its later stages, the Save the Union 
movement ended up behaving almost like a dual union. By early 1928 it 
was sponsoring organizing drives, strikes, and relief efforts in the western 
Pennsylvania bituminous fields where the UMW had largely ceased to 
function effectively. From the very beginning, Foster played a dominant 
role in the machinations of the Save the Union movement, even though 
his activities were largely confined to behind-the-scenes organizing. One 
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Communist organizer who was active in the coalfields remembered that 
"he was directing, he was in charge of it." Working in the background 
with Communist activists and affiliated progressives, Foster would end 
up taking on his largest role in an organizing campaign and strike since 
1919. 4 7  

The central public figures in the Save the Union movement were dissi
dent Mine Workers officials who had already established credible voices 
for themselves as critics of the Lewis regime. John Brophy was the Social
ist president of District 2 of the UMW in western Pennsylvania who had 
been an outspoken opponent of Lewis's since the early 1920s. A soft-
spoken, bespectacled man who nonetheless had a reputation as a "fight
ing" union man, he had worked with Foster during the steel strike but 
had pointedly refused to associate with the Communists' Farmer-Labor 
party adventures of 1923-24. Another individual who would play an 
important role was Powers Hapgood, Brophy's assistant in District 2. 
Hapgood was a Harvard graduate who had made a reputation for him
self as a gifted organizer. He secretly joined the Party in 1926, explaining 
privately that the Communists "are certainly the most sincere, hard
working and intelligent group in the labor movement." 4 8  

Foster's strategy in mining as it developed in 1926 was two-phased, 
and was consistent with his philosophy of building a left-wing union 
movement from the bottom up. His program was calculated either to 
destroy the Lewis regime and replace it with progressives, or "to stimu
late it into sufficient activity to save the union from actual destruction," 
he wrote. Although the Communists supported Brophy in a bid for the 
union presidency in 1926 Foster had little faith in the outcome, predicting 
that Lewis would easily steal the election. In certain respects, Foster re
sembled Lewis. Both men's formative experiences had been in the hard 
school of the labor movement of the 1910s, and each had led major 
strikes in vital industries during the wartime upheaval. Both Lewis and 
Foster were opportunists who thoroughly understood the mechanics of 
union power. Lewis, like Foster, was fond of using military metaphors to 
describe the nature of authority in a union, and each man understood 
himself as a labor "executive" as well as a fighter for the rank and file. 49 

Despite an agreement with the progressives to stay in the background, 
the Communists publicly supported Brophy's platform, which called for 
a six-hour day and five-day week, nationalization of the coal mines, es
tablishment of a labor party, and union democratization. No political 
demands were made, even for "recognition of Russia." As Foster pre
dicted, the Lewis machine proved invulnerable to the first efforts of the 
new coalition of radicals and reformers; once again the infinitely re
sourceful Mine Workers' president was able to bring enough influence to 
bear to defeat the opposition slate. Brophy himself was convinced that the 
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election had been stolen from him, but he remained powerless to do any
thing but issue fruitless appeals for an investigation. At the subsequent 
UMW national convention, Lewis defiantly raised his own salary by 50 
percent and eliminated a phrase in the union constitution to the effect that 
miners were entitled to the "full social value of their product." Lewis and 
his minions relentlessly red-baited his opponents, and Hapgood was bru
tally beaten in his hotel room by Lewis sympathizers. Lewis's control over 
a severely vitiated union seemed as strong as ever.50 

Foster saw the purpose of the election fight as primarily to "mobilize" 
the left wing in the union. The key opportunity for the Communists and 
insurgents would come in April, with the formal expiration of the so-
called Jacksonville Agreement, a wage pact negotiated by Lewis in 1924 
with the employers. Many northern coal operators, faced with the rapid 
expansion of nonunion competition in southern fields and a worldwide 
crisis of overproduction of coal, were determined to repudiate the agree
ment and the union. Understanding that miners were angered by unilat
eral wage cuts imposed by the employers and that the union hardly ex
isted in many districts in Pennsylvania, Foster perceived an opportunity 
to transcend the convention-based fights of the past by organizing from 
the ground up and perhaps creating enough momentum to eventually 
supplant the existing bureaucracy. In preparation for a strike, his pro
gram was to develop district and subdistrict organization committees, 
united front Save the Union committees, and mine delegate conferences in 
the unorganized districts. "The basis of the fight against Lewis is an ener
getic struggle against the employers," based purely on immediate de
mands, he wrote to Lozovsky. He was operating on familiar ground. Bro-
phy later reflected that Foster had retained many contacts in the towns of 
western Pennsylvania because of the 1919 strike "and the prestige he es
tablished then."51 

As Foster was in the middle of preparations for the April strike, 
Lozovsky suddenly offered his own interpretation of events. He was wor
ried about the Americans' trade union strategy, especially in light of the 
difficulties at Passaic. He had some suggestions of his own. He pointed 
out the seeming futility of running candidates against Lewis, whom 
everyone expected to steal thousands of votes in the first place. If the 
progressives and the Communists did indeed command a majority in the 
union, why remain within the UMW? He pointedly asked why Foster 
remained dedicated to reforming the UMW from the inside, and pro
posed that "THE Q UESTI O N O F SETTIN G UP AN I N DEPENDENT ORGAN I ZA
TIO N M U ST BE RAISED." Otherwise, the league would never escape the 
"vicious circle" of UMW corruption, he contended. "You will have to 
remain in the power of Lewis to the end of time." Given the difficulties 
that had attended the "boring from within" tactic throughout the 1920s, 
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Lozovsky's criticisms were obvious. Yet, Foster remained of the opinion 
that unions in which Communists had an open leadership role could not 
function in the United States.52 

The mine strike and lockout that erupted in April 1927 as a result of 
Lewis's failure to gain a renewal of the Jacksonville Agreement were a 
disaster for the UMW. However, the Communists and allied progressives 
of the Save the Union movement played an important role in keeping the 
strike alive; Foster pushed for the development of a separate relief pro
gram for support of the striking miners from the very beginning. By Octo
ber 1927 the Pennsylvania-Ohio Relief Committee was in place; the 
historian of the strike in Pennsylvania estimated that by early 1928 the 
organization had taken over the distribution of relief from the UMW in 
more than thirty mining towns in the western part of the state. The Com
munists especially emphasized the organization of African American min
ers, and the bringing of unorganized miners into the strike.53 

As the strike ground on through late December 1927, Foster, Hap-
good, and Brophy met together to discuss long-term strategy. Of Foster, 
Hapgood wrote that "I don't know anyone who can analyze tendencies 
more graphically and impersonally than he." The central problem was 
that of taking the giant step toward forming a new union. In the field, 
organizers reported growing rank-and-file sentiment for a new union. 
Foster preferred a more gradual approach, proposing instead an "open 
conference" of progressives and Communists in the union. Although this 
would expose them to expulsion and "terrorism of all sorts," there "is 
nothing else open to us," he wrote privately. However, Foster was skepti
cal that the progressives would attend; this would mean that the Commu
nists might have to organize such a conference themselves.54 

In the meantime, Foster was hearing again that Lozovsky thought he 
was "too afraid of dual unionism." In Moscow, it was the beginning of 
a period of incessant leftward pressure, coinciding with Stalin's analysis 
that Western capitalism was about to enter an era of accelerating crisis. 
Soon, what would be called for was a "Third Period" in Communist 
tactics, in which Western parties were to disdain alliances with reformists 
and seize aggressive leadership of working-class movements. To 
Lozovsky's warning about the need for a new miners' union, however, 
Foster wrote an acrid reply: "You have quite a wrong slant on our policy 
here," he told him. "I found this to be quite the case generally in the 
Profintern when I was there last." Despite Foster's stubbornness, the Save 
the Union movement was in a very difficult position, given widespread 
rank-and-file demands for a new union and relentless pressure from 
Lewis. Foster proposed to Lozovsky that although the policy was to de
feat Lewis from the inside, "have we drawn back at the prospect of even
tual establishment of a new union? We have not." He reminded Lozovsky 
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that "nearly three years ago I told you that it might be necessary to grab 
this union by an open struggle with Lewis." Foster saw the upcoming 
conference as possibly leading to an open split with the UMW. While the 
Communists and Progressives have opposed such a split, "we cannot 
shrink from it." He noted, however, that Brophy, "a wavering type," was 
"disinclined to take the leadership" of a separate movement, and re
minded Lozovsky that "I fear you have only a faint idea how weak we are 
in the miners union." The Communists could count their English-speak-
ing leaders on both hands, he pointed out. Nonetheless, he concluded that 
"it is either a militant policy now or else stand aside and watch the union 
go to pieces without a fight, and, perhaps surrender the leadership of the 
left-wing to either the IWW or some other secessionist movement." 5 5  

In January 1928, Foster called together a preliminary conference of the 
Save the Union Committee. It was held in semisecrecy; 1 2 5 delegates at
tended, 2 5 of whom were party members. Brophy attended and was 
elected chair; Howat, who was hoping Lewis would reinstate him, was 
hesitant to involve himself in an open fight despite a long conference with 
Foster. Lozovsky, from afar, let it be known once again that he thought 
the Save the Union slogan was self-defeating. Foster now confessed that 
while the "question of establishing new unions is going to be enormously 
stressed in our policy from now on," with regard to discarding the Save 
the Union line, "I think you are in error." Despite its parlous condition, 
he was convinced that the destruction of the miners would "enormously 
stimulate the open shop movement in every industry." As the date for the 
founding convention of the Save the Union Committee approached, 
Lozovsky cabled for Foster to attend the Profintern's fourth congress in 
Moscow. Foster pointedly refused the invitation, but a secret resolution 
of the congress demanded that the left wing in the UMW "must prepare 
to become the basis of a new union." 56 

On April 1, eleven hundred delegates met at Pittsburgh's Labor Ly
ceum to publicly inaugurate the Save the Union Committee. The vast ma
jority were "genuine coal miners, not party members," according to 
Hapgood. Exhausted but determined, it was a "queerly silent crowd, 
roared to anger only against Lewis," according to one reporter. Five 
blacks were elected to the national executive committee; one black miner 
from Indiana announced that the convention marked the first time in 
twenty-eight years he had been allowed to express himself at a union 
function. The delegates set a strike for the middle of the month, aiming at 
the strategic Pittsburgh Coal, Bethlehem, and Carnegie Steel pits in west
ern Pennsylvania. If it succeeded, it would shore up the UMW strike, now 
exactly a year old, in the vital bituminous districts, and establish 
enormous prestige for the union reformists. 5 7  
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Reporting to Lozovsky on the Save the Union convention Foster 
showed he was determined to continue on his earlier path. He attempted 
to appease his patron by declaring that the committee would eventually 
declare the official positions of the Lewis machine vacant and elect new 
officers. Yet, more than a month after official Comintern resolutions and 
Lozovsky's explicit rebukes, he still refused to declare a dual union. 
Nonetheless, he now recognized that he had no alternative but to eventu
ally organize unorganized miners into a separate union "should they 
strike." This union, he finessed, would be "under the leadership of the 
UMW left wing, but not affiliated with the UMW." 

Shortly after the convention both Howat and Brophy drew away from 
the Save the Union Committee. Hapgood had been expelled from the 
union in 1927 and was having trouble finding employment as a miner; 
Lewis ordered Brophy's Nanty-Glo Pennsylvania local to expel him as a 
dual unionist in May. Brophy wrote to Hapgood that Foster had "defi
nitely taken the road of dualism. . . . I am of the opinion that there is no 
solid group of support for a new union in the mining industry at this 
time." Brophy believed that while the UMW was "sadly weakened . . . it 
can still carry on." However, with both himself and Hapgood out of the 
union, he did not specify how the "boring from within" tactic could con
tinue to be effective. Bitterly, Foster concluded that "the progressive lead
ers more or less collapse in the real fight."58 

The Communists set up picket lines in key locations in the Pittsburgh 
area, still organized under the Save the Union Committee. Despite oppo
sition from the UMW, the operators and the constabulary, hundreds of 
miners, many of them blacks, walked out in areas the UMW had long 
since deserted. Foster himself spent five months on the road doing organ
izing work in late 1927 and early 1928, but was forced to admit privately 
by the end of May that the strike was weakening rapidly and that "both 
the strike and the union are gradually disintegrating."59 In the meantime, 
Foster faced rebellion from his closest associates in the Communist party 
over his refusal to change over to the new dual union line quickly enough. 
Browder wrote an article attacking the Save the Union slogan as "not a 
left-wing slogan." An internal party document, citing Save the Union 
Committee propaganda that was being distributed in the coal fields, 
claimed that Foster was "flaunting the authority of the Comintern and 
Profintern to their faces." At the same time, the three most important 
Communist organizers in the Save the Union Committee stated that they 
agreed with the idea that a new union must be formed eventually, but 
asserted that both Lozovsky and Foster were moving too quickly. To 
Lozovsky, Foster complained that "such bitter criticism as you make of 
our work cannot be explained away except on the basis that you were not 
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informed of what is really taking place in America." Lozovsky's attacks 
in the Party press had opened Foster to accusations within the party that 
"our policy has been wrong all these years"; it is "simply impossible to 
work effectively in the face of such a situation," he fumed.60 

Nonetheless, by July, the mine strike was over, and Foster was publicly 
reconciled to a new union. The National Miners' Union, created in 
September 1928, was the first of a number of new unions formed as a 
result of the shift in policy. Hundreds of UMW locals across the nation 
elected nearly seven hundred delegates to attend the union's founding 
convention in Pittsburgh. When they arrived, the hapless miners faced 
hostile police as well as a battalion of UMW thugs outside the convention 
site armed with bricks, bottles, clubs, truncheons, and taped chains. 
More than one hundred delegates were arrested; Lewis henchmen dis
playing UMW badges aided the police. Delegates were beaten in their 
hotel rooms. As a result of street fighting outside the Labor Lyceum, 
where the first meetings were held, the convention was forced to move to 
a workers' hall on an isolated hillside in East Pittsburgh. Brophy and 
Hapgood made brief appearances at the meeting, but the former Save the 
Union leaders were unpopular both with the UMW thugs and with the 
NMU delegates, and chose not to remain. It was clearly not a very auspi
cious start for the new union, but NMU organizers were soon quite busy. 
As sporadic and spontaneous "overnight" strikes swept the coal fields in 
the face of worsening unemployment and drastic wage reductions, Com
munist organizers focused on establishing a reputation for the NMU as a 
"fighting organization," in the words of one activist. The Communists 
found a receptive audience among many miners in the Pittsburgh district, 
many of whom were working for $1.50 per day, compared to the $ 7. 0 0 
they had received when the Jacksonville Agreement was in force. Foster 
admitted, though, that most NMU locals were only "shadow" or under
ground affairs.6' 

How did Foster understand the new line, and was he reconciled to it? 
There is no question that he publicly raised his voice against Lozovsky's 
policy at first, but by June, as the strike faded and as Lewis's apparatchiks 
expelled the progressives as dual unionists, his public stance had shifted 
significantly. Despite his concessions, at the sixth Comintern congress in 
Moscow at the end of the summer, Foster was confronted with an open 
rebellion by his factional allies for not moving quickly enough to embrace 
the new line, and was forced to give up leadership of his faction for nearly 
a year to Alexander Bittelman. There was little that he could do to erase 
the fact that he had openly snubbed Lozovsky, heretofore his only de
pendable ally in Moscow and now a figure of increasing importance in 
the Comintern apparatus. By 1927, Lozovsky had shrewdly cast his lot 
with Stalin, who in his drive for mastery of economic policy was about to 
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launch a crushing offensive against stubbornly independent "right" trade 
unionists in the Soviet party. Foster's only solace in this humiliating turn 
of affairs was the privilege of an interview with Stalin in which, according 
to Foster, the Soviet leader seemed to predict the eventual demise of the 
Lovestone leadership. Foster related to his top factional allies how Stalin 
told him that "no good could come out of the Lovestone group, they 
simply liked to play with policies and mass work." While this meeting did 
not result in an open endorsement of his leadership, it undoubtedly en
couraged Foster to bide his time until Lovestone's fate had been decided. 
Lovestone had an interview as well. He related how Stalin praised the 
party's work in the miners' union and seemed to endorse both Lozovsky's 
line and the idea of continued work in the existing trade unions. Stalin 
told him that the Comintern must soon make a decision that would pre
vent the further crystallization of separate groupings in the American 
party. When Lovestone suggested that Foster had "complete control of 
the TUEL apparatus," Stalin replied that "this is impossible. The CEC 
must have representatives everywhere." Stalin, according to Lovestone, 
praised Foster's "good trade union connections" and noted that while 
"he is connected with the worker, he is detached from general political 
questions." Then, "Stalin asked me whether Foster ever read any books. 
I told him yes, some, but that he does not study Marxist-Leninist litera
ture." Stalin asked, "Why does Foster shriek so much?" and cautioned 
Lovestone not to "press him too hard." According to Stalin, the strength 
of Lovestone's group was that "we know very well how to put general 
political questions and react accordingly, but we must avoid being dis
connected from the masses." In his account of the meeting, Lovestone 
betrayed no awareness of the impending split between Stalin and 
Bukharin. 62 

What is most notable about Foster's actions during the summer of 
1928 was his ambivalence. As an astute organizer who was sensitive to 
different inputs and opinions from the rank and file and his own people 
in the field, he had difficulty moving beyond the task of developing coali
tions into the realm of genuine leadership. Far from being a decisive or 
bold innovator in the arena of tactics, Foster was a cautious experimenter 
who usually moved slowly and defensively in pursuit of his aims. One 
close observer noted that he "was not respected for his . . . foresight. [Fie] 
was usually unsure of his own stand until the last minute with the result 
that he could not be depended on to exercise independent leadership." As 
Communist policy in mining floundered, Lozovsky's proposals at least 
provided a coherent set of objectives. Foster did not seem committed 
enough to any particular line of action to resist Lozovsky's imperatives 
for very long. His ambiguity and hesitation in adapting to the new line 
were conspicuous to many in the party. He tried to steer a middle course 
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between those who thought the dual-union idea was doomed, and those, 
including several of his closest factional allies, who thought he was 
betraying their interests by not embracing the new line with enough 
fervor.63 

Foster was never able to command a particularly cohesive faction in 
the sense that few of the trade union-oriented cadre in the party who 
tended to support his general perspective seemed to regard him with 
much personal loyalty. Earl Browder gradually built up resentment at the 
persistent portrayals of him within the party as no more than Foster's 
loyal "office boy." By 1929, having just returned to the United States 
from a mission to China for the Comintern, he felt the need to declare his 
independence. With regard to the change in line in Moscow, Browder was 
particularly obsequious, quickly and easily outmaneuvering Foster in the 
race to comply with the Third Period perspective on the unions. James 
Cannon had readily deserted Foster in 1925 when the Comintern reor
ganized the party leadership. Thereafter, he had gradually drifted back 
into the Foster faction in the party. In 1928, however, he castigated Foster 
for his stubbornness with regard to the new line, then departed the party 
altogether after the Comintern sixth congress. At one meeting of a caucus 
where he was being upbraided for his lack of enthusiasm about the new 
trade union perspective, Foster even attempted to physically intimidate 
his old crony, Jack Johnstone. Alexander Bittelman remembered that 
Foster was a "very hard taskmaster" who was "not above using threats 
and methods of intimidation with comrades who worked with him." Fos
ter only rarely socialized with his factional allies, usually preferring to 
stay aloof.64 

As early as 1927, Foster had pointed out to Lozovsky that under his 
direction, the TUEL's policy had been to support "independent" unions 
in the rubber, auto, boot and shoe, lumber, and marine transport indus
tries, as well as in the needle trades. Would increasingly hard-pressed 
workers move into new unions or could the old unions revitalize them
selves? Citing the "growing industrial depression" in 1928, Foster had 
preferred a wait-and-see approach.65 However, in compliance with the 
new perspective, the Communists forged ahead with new unions in a 
number of different industries. Foster seemed relatively uninvolved in this 
process. For instance, Communist organizers were on hand when cotton 
mill workers in New Bedford, Massachusetts, struck against a wage cut 
and speedup in April 1928. Immigrant workers who had been ignored by 
the local AFL Textile Council were organized into a Textile Mills Com
mittee, a tactic reminiscent of the Passaic strike. The strike lasted twenty-
three weeks, but was fatally undermined when the AFL council settled on 
a 5 percent wage cut in July. Foster acknowledged that the New Bedford 
strike dramatically illustrated the need for new unions, but when the Na-
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tional Textile Workers Union was organized in September, he wrote dis
tantly to Lozovsky that "our people" were making "quite a mistake in 
forcing the formation" of a new union. The proper steps, he suggested, 
were the formation of broad left-wing national committees, then left-
wing conferences to organize the unorganized, then the setting up of local 
unions and shop committees, and finally the "eventual" calling of a con
vention to establish a new union. 6 6  

Predictably, the new Communist unions and the organizing campaigns 
they led were often brutally suppressed: the paradigm was in the 
Piedmont town of Gastonia, North Carolina, where a NTWU strike 
foundered in part because of vicious opposition and open red-baiting by 
employers and local officials. The intense resistance to the new unions 
seemingly confirmed Foster's perspective on the immense difficulties in
volved in openly Communist-led unions gaining permanent successes in 
the United States. 67 

How could the Communists organize the unorganized? Finally, Foster 
acquiesced to a new trade union "center," to be called the Trade Union 
Unity League, which would be a "coordinating" body for the new unions 
as well as workers who continued to belong to the AFL. He was still up 
to his old tricks. "Does the formation of the new unions and their concen
tration into a national center imply that the TUEL will give up its work in 
the old unions, that the new center will claim to be the whole labor move
ment and will ignore the existing mass trade unions? Does it call for an 
exodus of the left wingers from AFL unions?" he asked in one article in 
the party's labor press. "By no means. On the contrary, the TUEL . . . will 
redouble its work in the old unions." This rhetoric was still consistent 
with Comintern pronouncements, which, taken on the whole, conceded 
a continued usefulness for Foster's point of view. Lozovsky, for instance, 
warned in the party press against the "left sectarian" tendency of "not 
knowing how to work—often not wishing to work—in the reformist un
ions for the realization of the united front from below." 68 In the wran
gling over the parameters of the new trade union center in 1929, Foster 
criticized the "high political phraseology" of the proposed call and de
clared that the TUUL would be "only a forerunner" to a new union feder
ation, and was thus only of "a provisional character." Unions should 
only be established only after "serious headway is made in organizing the 
masses" around a program of immediate demands, he wrote in an inter
nal party memo. 69 

Ironically, despite his reservations about the new line, Foster was pre
sented with unprecedented political opportunities as a result of the shift 
to the left in Comintern policies. Lovestone, like Foster earlier, made sev
eral missteps in conforming to the new turn. Above all, although 
Bukharin now represented the "right danger" in the Soviet party, he had 
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nonetheless hewed to Bukharin's line, predicting an upward trend for 
American capitalism and even resisting Lozovsky's call for new unions 
long after Foster had deserted the fight. Working with the benefit of Bit-
telman's ideological guidance, Foster quickly positioned himself on the 
left, now accusing Lovestone of representing the "right danger" in the 
American Party. He cynically attacked Lovestone for fomenting opposi
tion to the new unions. His reward seemed imminent. In March 1929, 
when the American Party met in New York for its sixth convention, the 
Comintern representatives who were present declared that Lovestone's 
leadership was unacceptable. They had arrived in New York with a man
date that Foster was to be made new general secretary of the Party. How
ever, Lovestone refused to relinquish his hold, and rushed to Moscow to 
make his appeal. Foster followed close behind. 7 0 

When a specially organized "American Commission" met in Moscow 
in April, Lovestone pressed his case. Arguing for days before the commis
sion over the prospects of American capitalism in the immediate future, 
the proceedings of which were deemed important enough to include Jo
seph Stalin and a number of leading figures in the Russian party, Love-
stone and his allies accused Foster of unprincipled factionalism and 
portrayed themselves as the true representatives of the majority of the 
American Party. The debate revolved around the question of which fac
tion harbored the most dangerous right-wing tendencies. Lovestone's ar
guments, though dramatic and courageous, proved unsuccessful. Stalin's 
attitude toward the American Party leader became steadily less favorable 
as the days wore on; when it was all over, Lovestone and many of his 
followers had been unceremoniously deposed. 

The proceedings proved of momentous consequence for Foster, 
as well. Stalin excoriated him for having consorted with "hidden 
Trotskyists" like Cannon in his grouping for so long, and indeed Foster's 
faction had attracted more than its share of activists who became 
Trotskyist dissidents. Stalin accused Foster of misrepresenting the confi
dential interview they had had months before. "What did Foster speak to 
me about? He complained of the unprincipled character of Comrade 
Lovestone's group. What was my answer? I admitted that Comrade 
Lovestone's group is guilty of these [transgressions] but immediately 
added that Comrade Foster's group is equally guilty of them. From this 
Comrade Foster comes to the strange conclusion that I sympathize with 
the minority group." 

Stalin, who often addressed Foster directly in these sessions, termed 
him a speculator in the outcome of the affairs of the Comintern, a maneu-
verer and opportunist, as if the label could not be applied with equal 
justice to any other figure in the American leadership. According to the 
general secretary, appearing before the Commission in his trademark 



PHRASES LEARNED IN EUROPE' 247 

leather boots and tan tunic, Foster as well as Lovestone was guilty of 
"rotten diplomacy." It was "disgraceful" that Foster and Bittelman had 
at one point declared themselves "Stalinists" to demonstrate their loyalty 
to the Comintern. Because of these transgressions, Stalin finally rejected 
a motion to award leadership of the Party to Foster. Thus, once again 
William Foster had nearly grasped the leadership of the American Party, 
and once again it proved elusive. 71 

What were Foster's feelings at this point? It will probably never be 
possible to know with any certainty. One of the most glaring features of 
Foster's later career in the Communist party would be his public identifi
cation with and encomiums to Stalin's leadership. This was de rigeur for 
Communist leaders of all kinds, but in Foster's case this identification was 
particularly ironic. In the first decade of his involvement with the Com
munist movement, Stalin's regime had consistently thwarted Foster's at
tempts to establish clearcut leadership. In 1929 the American Commu
nists reproduced Stalin's speeches with their denigrating references to 
Foster in pamphlet form, and the Soviets themselves went so far as to 
publish a "first edition" of one hundred thousand copies in Moscow. 
From afar, Leon Trotsky marveled at the spectacle of Foster's humilia
tion, speculating that the purpose of the pamphlets was "to show Foster 
that the boss is not joking." 72 Did Foster accept these ignominious defeats 
without resentment? It is difficult to imagine that he did, but his belief in 
the concept of Communist discipline and his assessment that there would 
be opportunities for the Party in the labor movement in the near future 
undoubtedly tempered whatever resentments he harbored. 

In October 1929, a Comintern agent known as "G. Williams" arrived 
in the United States to assist with the reorganization of the Party in the 
wake of Lovestone's expulsion. A new, temporary leadership was in
stalled, consisting of Max Bedacht, Robert Minor, and William Wein-
stone in addition to Foster, with Bedacht as acting secretary. During this 
period when the question of party leadership was seemingly up in the air, 
Foster's political stock was at a low ebb. Having barely survived a rebel
lion among members of his own faction, he was still not respected among 
a number of Party leaders because of his lack of Communist "theory or 
foresight," as Max Bedacht later put it. Increasingly aloof and distant, 
Foster endured an odd kind of personal and political isolation. He was a 
suspect figure who had been conspicuously deemed unworthy of leader
ship by Stalin himself. Yet, it was Foster who put forward the idea of Earl 
Browder as the new general secretary during this period, perhaps hoping 
to easily manipulate his former assistant. Browder, who was quickly ele
vated to more responsible posts after 1929, seemed to come out of no
where when ascending within the Party. This achievement came at least 
partly as a result of Foster's sponsorship or at least acquiescence. How-



248 CHAPTER 8 

ever, Browder would quickly develop into a more or less independent 
figure within the Party, openly defying Foster's attempts to influence 
him.73 

Whatever the mechanics of the inner-party situation, events in the 
United States would once again provide the most critical challenges, and 
opportunities, for American Communists. The implications of the stock-
market crash of October 1929 were not immediately clear to many in the 
Party's leadership, but the developing economic crisis would soon draw 
the Party from the shadows of marginality with which it had been sur
rounded in the 1920s. As for William Foster, his first eight years in the 
Communist movement were undeniably difficult. Yet, despite accusations 
that he lacked "Communist foresight," his instincts in a number of vital 
areas were unerring. Flis caution about the strength of the labor party 
impulse among American workers, his analysis of the fragility of com
pany union and labor-management cooperation schemes, his belief in the 
imminence of economic crisis, and his skeptical approach to Communist 
dual unionism were largely vindicated in the coming decade. By 1929, he 
had survived three periods of pointed controversy with Comintern au
thorities, emerging each time with concessions to his point of view. And, 
despite the setbacks the TUEL suffered in the 1920s, Foster could still 
point to the continuing work of Communist minorities who had "col
onized" a whole variety of unions and industries: building and metal 
trades, rubber, textiles, needle trades, autos, mining, electrical, railways, 
and shoes and leather, to name only the most important. While these 
unionists were often isolated, without significant influence and working 
under the continual threat of expulsion, the Communists had been able to 
establish a far wider scope for their activities in the unions than had 
existed when Foster joined the party in 1921. 



Chapter 9 

THE RELUCTANT AGITATOR 

[Agitation] is different from organizing work, which is 

methodical, slow and quiet. Agitation is done in the 

open . . . with the intelligent and full use of individual 

mass emotions stirred up by deeds and words, capable of 

creating strong passions of hatred, 

sympathy, love and anger. 

—Carlo Tresca 

Like most good generals, Foster could command an 

army—even a ragged and hungry army— 

but he cannot improvise one. 

—George Soule 

THE DECADE of the Great Depression was filled with ironies for William 
Foster. In certain respects, his was a radicalism of preparation and wait
ing; finally, "the masses got into action" as he later put it. On the other 
hand, for Foster the vengeful fighter, the decade was punctuated by polit
ical uncertainty and physical sickness. The period of the "heyday" of 
American Communism would belong in large measure to his former aide, 
Earl Browder, an efficient organization man who had little experience 
leading American workers. During a time of unprecedented national in
fluence and acceptance for the Party, Foster's political and personal iden
tities drifted in and out of focus. As a public figure he achieved a curious 
kind of apotheosis. In 1930, he was general secretary of the TUUL and a 
member of a three-person "secretariat" of the Party leadership.1 He re
mained the personification of the Party's working-class constituency. He 
published autobiographies that were worshipfully reviewed in the Party 
press. Especially in the later years of the decade, he turned out a blizzard 
of articles for the Daily Worker and the Party's theoretical organ, The 
Communist, none of which were met by the kind of open factional rebut
tals that his writings had often occasioned in the 1920s. Curiously 
enough for a man whose career as a labor organizer had been informed 
by a scorn for "talk," Foster would end his career as by far the Party's 
most prolific writer.2 

Following his debate with Lozovsky over the new trade union orienta
tion, Foster would never again openly challenge an initiative from 
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Moscow as he had in the 1920s. Stalin's direct and personal repudiation 
in 1929, of course, underlined the insecurity of his situation in the Party. 
Moreover, the demise of the TUEL and his difficult relations with former 
factional allies like Bittelman and Johnstone meant that he could no 
longer rely on an independent base of support within the movement itself. 
On the labor front, Foster was still the Party's trade union authority, but 
his feelings about the TUUL and the new revolutionary unions were am
biguous at best. Thus, with the economy in sharp decline after 1929, 
Foster's position in the Party was unclear. In 1930, at age forty-nine, he 
seemed perilously close to becoming a figurehead. 

The government of the United States clearly did not intend to take signif
icant action to relieve the plight of the millions of Americans who had 
been thrown out of work after the crash of 1929. By the spring of 1930, 
Herbert Hoover was still convinced that the best way to solve the eco
nomic crisis was to balance the federal budget. The voices of conservative 
financiers and industrialists had an increasingly hollow ring: Bernard 
Baruch proclaimed that "no government agency . . . can cure this situa
tion." Henry Ford asserted that the downturn was a "wholesome thing in 
general. If we could only realize it, these are the best times we ever had."3 

Such invocations only partly concealed the unease felt by the powerful at 
the scope of the crisis. It would become increasingly obvious that the old 
verities, always ritually intoned when the economy turned downward, 
might no longer hold. 

For the Communists, the Depression portended a general crisis in 
world capitalism: Foster wrote delightedly that "the American crisis has 
deeply shaken and further undermined [the] capitalist world economy . . . 
laying the basis for still greater class struggles and revolutionary move
ments" 4—although, typically, he also called for "careful analysis," and 
cautioned against what he called "putschist tactics." A Comintern direc
tive implored Communist parties around the world to alter the "methods 
and pace of their work by concentrating their chief attention on the prob
lems of the preparation and carrying out of mass revolutionary actions of 
the proletariat—strikes, demonstrations, etc." The American Party was 
clearly on the offensive; the demands of the international movement as 
well as the plight of the economy seemed to require immediate action. A 
Comintern resolution set March 6 as the date to hold demonstrations for 
"International Unemployment Day."5 Thus the stage was set for the first 
major protest demonstration of the Depression years, the first eruption of 
social violence in a decade of unrest. William Foster, still the Communist 
party's best-known public figure, played a central role in the explosion on 
March 6 in New York City. 
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The demonstration was carefully planned. In preparation, "team lead
ers" were chosen and instructed in self-defense as well as propaganda. 
Leaflets read: "Work or Wages! . . . Unemployment insurance financed 
by taxes on profits and inheritances and administered by the workers. . . . 
Immediate relief for the unemployed by grants from government funds! 
. . . The seven-hour day; five-day week! No overtime!" The evening be
fore the demonstration, Foster appeared as the principal speaker at a 
Charles Ruthenberg "memorial" meeting. A witness remembered him as 
"a tall, slender, handsome Irishman" with "physical vitality and great 
platform poise." He exuded the confidence borne of a lifetime of such 
speeches, but his style, as always, was restrained. He didn't work to 
arouse the emotions of the crowd; he seemed less an agitator than a 
skilled raconteur, often embellishing his narrative with working-class 
idiom. Foster's hand gestures were telling. Instead of gesticulating, im
ploring, or waving, one of his hands characteristically moved in a con
trolled chopping motion as he spoke, keeping cadence and registering 
emphasis. He delighted the crowd with a story about European aristo
crats, suddenly impoverished, working as busboys and peddlers in Paris. 
He ridiculed the commissioner of police, Grover Whalen, a former sales
man at the John Wanamaker's department store. At the conclusion of the 
speech, the crowd roared with approval.6 

Undoubtedly, a number of government agents were in attendance at 
the meeting on the night of March 5. The next day, the city's security 
officials were clearly on edge, prepared for a major disturbance. All pub
lic buildings and churches, as well as the houses of high city officials and 
"prominent citizens" were watched by special police guards. Security was 
bolstered for Governor Franklin D. Roosevelt, who was in the city that 
day for a conference. The mayor canceled his appointments; a force of 
250 policemen had surrounded City Hall and special squadrons of pa
trolmen on armored motorcycles were assembled, some armed with tear 
gas and submachine guns. Police manned the rooftops of the buildings 
surrounding Union Square, where the demonstrators gathered around 
noon. The Communists planned a rally at Union Square, then a march 
down Broadway to City Hall. The crowd, estimated by the New York 
Times to be about thirty-five thousand strong, packed the square, over
flowing into the adjoining streets. 7  

As speakers agitated the crowd from five separate platforms, Police 
Commissioner Grover Whalen met with Foster and informed him that the 
march would not be allowed because no permit had been secured. 
Whalen was a brusque, egotistical politician who was prepared for a con
frontation. A few minutes later, Foster appeared at the central platform, 
and proclaimed: "Whalen and the city officials have handed Broadway 
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and other streets over to every monarchist and militarist exploiter of Eu
rope and Asia to parade on, but now when the workers and the unem
ployed workers of New York demand the use of the streets Whalen's 
answer is that they cannot have them. Will you take that for an answer?" 
The crowd answered "No!" Foster motioned dramatically toward 
Broadway and City Hall. 8  

As the crowd began to move, the police rushed the demonstrators. The 
collision resulted in fifteen minutes of ferocious street fighting; hundreds 
of police and detectives lashed out with nightsticks, blackjacks, and their 
bare hands. Mounted policemen rode through the crowd, and firehoses 
sprayed the demonstrators. The conclusion of the battle left over a hun
dred civilians and four policemen injured. Foster found himself in a mass 
of surging demonstrators when he descended from the platform. Having 
worked his way down a side-street, he met with several other demonstra
tion leaders at a prearranged location and then walked to City Hall to 
present a list of demands. Upon arriving at City Hall Plaza, Foster and the 
others were promptly arrested. The charge, initially, was felonious as
sault. No evidence surfaced that he ever struck anyone, but he was held 
without bail for seven days because of his arrest record; the judge cited his 
detention during the free speech fight in Spokane nearly two decades ear
lier. In the meantime, Whalen announced that his men had infiltrated the 
New York Communist party, had gained membership lists, and were in
forming employers of "reds" in their midst. He proclaimed his intention 
of having "communist children" expelled from city schools.9 

We have no way of knowing what Foster's feelings were at the time; his 
description of the demonstration and his role in it in Pages from a 
Worker's Life is quite detached, almost as if he had observed the melee 
from a distance. Civil confrontations were never his forte as a radical, and 
at his age it is doubtful that he relished the opportunity for martyrdom 
that a jail sentence represented. Yet, it was a heady few weeks for the 
Party. Spectacular unemployment demonstrations had been held in large 
cities throughout the nation on March 6. The Daily Worker proclaimed 
that "a great movement is underway.'"0 

Two days after being released on bail, Foster and a "workers' commit
tee" appeared at a meeting of the Board of Estimate of the City of New 
York "to present the demands of the unemployed." Following a failed 
attempt to eject the committee from the hearing room, Foster confronted 
Mayor Walker not only with a set of meliorist demands, but the procla
mation that "only by the abolition of the capitalist system and the build
ing of a Soviet Government can the problem of unemployment be 
solved." An alderman asked if the Communists advocated the violent 
overthrow of the government. Foster replied that "as far as the use of 
violence is concerned, you folks at the head of the government of New 
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Foster under arrest with Robert Minor, following March 6, 
1930, unemployed demonstration in New York City. 

York City are very proficient at that." When pressed about whether he 
would advise the workers to use violence, he noted ominously that "no 
revolution has ever been accomplished without violence," and that he 
would not object to the use of violence "on the part of the working class." 
The following week, he and the "workers' committee" journeyed to 
Washington, hoping to appear before a Senate committee investigating 
unemployment. Their petition to testify was refused.11 

At the end of March, the TUUL called a "national unemployment con
ference" to plan for a mass demonstration in Chicago in July. In its first 
months, the developing unemployed movement, since it was organized 
under the auspices of the TUUL, was entirely in Foster's hands. Yet, de
spite his position as secretary of the TUUL and the drama of his recent 
arrest, he did not lend his presence to the conference. He was only men
tioned (and his name dutifully applauded) when elected to something 
called "the presidium." There is no evidence that such an office existed. 
The keynote speech was given by John Schmies, who was formally na
tional assistant secretary of the TUUL. Within a month the unemployed 
councils were floundering. One leader lamented the lack of "stable lead-



254 CHAPTER 9 

ership," and noted that "the flesh and blood of the movement before 
March 6th" have "gone to some other field of activity." The July 4 con
vention was a disappointment, and was barely covered in the Party press. 
The fledgling unemployed movement had momentarily succeeded in ex
posing the complex emotions of many ordinary people as they experi
enced the economic crisis. Yet, William Foster proved unable or unwilling 
to contribute to the momentum necessary to sustain the movement.12 

Foster was finally tried on misdemeanor charges of unlawful assembly 
and "creating a disturbance." The charge of felonious assault would be 
left pending until August. At his sentencing hearing he made a speech in 
which he called for the downfall of the government and reiterated that 
unemployment could only be solved by revolution. Found guilty by a 
panel of three judges, he was sentenced to an indefinite term (the maxi
mum being three years) and promptly sent to the prison on Hart's Island 
in the East River. Breathlessly, the Communist press proclaimed that "al
ready the jobless and militant workers are picking up the challenge 
thrown down to them [by the verdict]." Plans were announced for a huge 
"political mass strike" on May Day. The demonstrations that material
ized were disappointing; this in turn provoked a round of self-criticism 
within the Party. The emphasis in the future, according to subsequent 
Party resolutions, would be on thorough preparation and organizational 
work. At a time when leadership of the Party was in flux, Foster lent his 
weight to a more cautious approach. Soon he was calling for the Party to 
concentrate more on the "immediate interests" of the workers and "ac
tual struggle" rather than "broad political slogans."13 

Foster's humiliating job during his first weeks in prison was to work 
alone in the basement of the warden's office as a custodian. Since he was 
sentenced to an indefinite term of up to three years, it was important that 
legal steps be immediately taken to reduce his sentence. Despite the revo
lutionary rhetoric of the Third Period, the Communists turned to the lib
erals of the ACLU for aid in arguing before the New York parole board, 
which was responsible for determining sentences. In August, Foster's 
term was finally set at six months, and earlier charges of felonious assault 
were dropped. He was finally released on October 21. Despite his rela
tively short sentence, his prison term underlined his curious estrangement 
from Party affairs. He was evidently permitted to write articles for the 
Party press during his confinement, but obviously his connection to the 
Party leadership was limited. Previous to his imprisonment, it had be
come evident that he was unwilling to provide leadership for the unem
ployment movement that he had helped initiate. During his term, he 
missed the important seventh national convention of the Party, where the 
leadership was reshuffled. The convention marked the beginning of the 
ascendancy of Earl Browder in the Party apparatus. Finally, the TU UL, 
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Foster's bailiwick, seemed moribund; it did not bother to hold a national 
convention in 1930. Jack Johnstone observed in an inner-party meeting 
that "we ourselves have not yet convinced ourselves that the TUUL is a 
real trade union organization." A former Lovestoneite5Jack Stachel, was 
appointed to run the TUUL in Foster's absence. Foster had little regard 
for Stachel, a close ally of Browder's, but he would end up becoming the 
Party's organizational director.14 

Despite his hesitance about the unemployed movement, the Third Pe
riod and the crisis of the Depression inspired some of Foster's most fervid 
hyperbole to date. In general, his rhetoric became more laden with Com
munist verbiage, his statements weighted by quotations from Marx, En-
gels, Lenin, and Stalin. As his independent organizational base within the 
Party weakened, his voice became more and more indistinguishable from 
that of the Party ideologists. Nothing illustrated this more perfectly than 
his testimony before the House of Representatives in December. In early 
March, Matthew Woll and the American Federation of Labor had 
charged that Foster had received funds from the Comintern to sponsor 
the unemployment demonstrations in the United States. The day after this 
accusation was made, Woll called for a congressional inquiry into the 
sources of Communist propaganda in the United States. The day follow
ing, Hamilton Fish of New York introduced a call in the House for an 
investigation along the lines that Woll had proposed.15 The hearings were 
the precursors of the un-American Activities hearings of the 1950s. 

Foster was the star witness. Edmund Wilson, who was covering the 
hearings for the New Rep u blic , wrote an extended and perceptive com
mentary on the confrontation between Foster and Fish. He noted the con
trast between the Communist leader's mien and his rhetoric, and offered 
a meditation on Foster's peculiar "speechlessness." The Communist 
leader looked "worried and harassed, his dropped hands with curled-up 
fingers make constrained ineffective gestures, his voice sinks to a whisper 
of pathos as if he were sighing to himself his hopelessness of ever being 
able to communicate with his opponents." Nonetheless, as the question
ing began, it became clear that Foster would not shrink from employing 
the most ferocious-sounding propaganda before the assembled commit
tee. What are the Party's relations with the Socialist party? "Socialism 
seeks to maintain capitalism; not to establish socialism. . . . The socialist 
is a fascist," Foster replied. What is the Communist view of the economic 
crisis? "The only possible guard for the future security of the working 
class is the dictatorship of the proletariat and the establishment of a So
viet Government." On religion: "Our party considers religion to be the 
opium of the people, as Karl Marx has stated, and we carry on propa
ganda for the liquidation of these prejudices amongst the workers." On 
the American worker: "The American workers realize that this world 
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capitalism is already dead and giving way to the newer and higher social 
order, which is socialism." At one point, Fish asked if "the workers in this 
country look upon the Soviet Union as their country," to which Foster 
responded: "The more advanced workers do."16 Clearly, Foster had trav
eled a long way since 1923, when he was able to portray Communism in 
a benign, populist light to a jury in Bridgman, Michigan. 

Foster's Communist rhetoric struck Wilson as rather perfunctory, yet 
it seemed to allow him to confront his questioners effectively. Wilson 
noted that "never once in the course of the three hours' grueling does his 
courage or his presence of mind fail him. Though he may falter for a 
moment before answering, he always picks himself up and meets the 
question; and as soon as he meets the question, he is the dominating figure 
in the room." As for the propaganda, 

All this is merely the platform of radical oratory to which Foster is obliged 

to lift himself in order to reach a vantage point from which he can face the 

policemen, the fat congressmen, the marble Capitol, the eagle and shield of 

the Republic, the high imposing gilt and white ceiling, the wilderness of 

documents on the big table. . . . Once safe on the plane of his faith, he can 

meet his opponents with a logic, an Irish readiness and a New England con

viction which contrast in a startling way with the unsureness and incompe

tence of the committee."17 

The period following the Fish Committee hearings found Foster finally 
turning his attention to labor organizing and the TUUL. From the begin
ning, Foster had his own ideas about how the new trade union "center" 
should function, seizing especially on Third Period calls for "united 
fronts from below" to establish his own synthesis. In 1929, with Love-
stone out of the picture, he had created the program for the first TUUL 
convention without first submitting it to Lozovsky for approval. All were 
welcome in the new league: new unions in textile, needle trades, and min
ing; "industrial leagues" that were to be "transitional" structures; frater
nal groups; "left-wing" and shop groups; and TUEL remnants. However, 
at the convention there was a palpable undercurrent of pessimism, what 
Foster called in the weeks before the stock market crash an "underestima
tion of the radicalization of the workers." And, he reported to Lozovsky, 
the convention was still "too much of a party gathering of forces." By 
early 1930, acknowledging that the TUUL was "not growing but rather 
tending to vedge," he was proposing to Lozovsky a new TUUL constitu
tion that would lay more emphasis on the organization of shop commit
tees, "trade councils," and "local general groups," a euphemism for the 
old TUEL concept. By October, the Comintern was calling for increased 
concentration on immediate demands and the avoidance of "abstract po-



THE RELUCTANT AGITATOR 257 

liticizing" in the TUUL. Foster was intermittently optimistic about new 
TUUL unions in the auto, marine, packinghouse, and metal industries, 
but in early 1931 the TUUL national board decided to begin reestablish
ing its minorities in the old unions, building its agenda not around affilia
tion with the revolutionary unions, but around a program of simple eco
nomic demands. By December Foster had created a department within 
the TUUL to coordinate work in the AFL.18 

The first years of the decade should have been extremely promising 
time for the TUUL, as factory orders continued to fall off and manufac
turers imposed deep wage cuts. The AFL seemed helpless. Despite the 
weakness of the unions, noteworthy strikes broke out in a variety of in
dustries across the nation. Jack Stachel admitted that most striking work
ers were unorganized and that neither the AFL nor the overextended 
TUUL was offering substantial leadership. In January 1931, the TUUL 
was able to step into a leadership role as ten thousand textile workers at 
the American Woolen Company in Lawrence, Massachusetts, went on 
strike to protest a wage cut. However, official repression was so efficient 
that within a week, the entire strike committee was arrested and placed 
under a deportation threat. The strike dissipated without the accomplish
ment of any concrete gains.19 

The Party continued to bemoan the failures of the TUUL. Stachel ad
mitted that there were not enough organizers to go around, that for the 
league, "organizing" often consisted of TUUL organizers arriving after 
the fact on the scene of a spontaneous strike. Usually they were met with 
the query: "Where were you before the strike?" Stachel, however, could 
come up with no alternative program or general method. The problem of 
preparatory organization in the textile industry had been especially com
pounded by the fact that, standing aloof from the AFL and the unions, 
league organizers had not previously established themselves in the strug
gle for "concrete demands," wages and hours. Partly as a result, the work 
of the organizers tended toward the "educational." As for the necessity of 
organizing revolutionary unions, Stachel observed that since early 1929, 
nearly two years previous, the TUUL had "fully accepted" the necessity 
of the decisions of the Red International, "but did not master them, did 
not study and apply them." He admitted that the international line had 
been pretty much ignored: "In Party resolutions we always endorsed the 
line of the Comintern and the RILU but in the practical every-day work 
we continued along the same old lines that had become outworn and 
obsolete."20 

Foster weighed in with an opinion that managed to connect the issue of 
trade union democracy with the failures of the TUUL and by implication 
the entire Third Period line. He observed, typically, that "we cannot 
maintain our mass contacts with mere talk, however eloquent or revolu-
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tionary it may be." In the revolutionary unions, he asserted, it was too 
often the Party, and not the rank and file, that actually decided the pro
gram around which workers were to be organized. Such an attitude was 
a "serious error" which "assumes incorrectly that Communists have a 
sort of airtight monopoly on working class knowledge and wisdom." 
Then, in a striking critique of the general outlook of the Third Period, 
Foster proposed a modification in the way that demands were formulated 
by Party organizers. He used as an example of an ideal method the work
ing out of a set of demands for steel workers in Youngstown. The first set 
of demands was established "by our top functionaries in their offices with 
little or no consultation with the workers." They included: 

1 . S e v e n - h o u r d a y , f i v e - d a y w e e k . 

2 . Abo l i t i o n o f t h e s p e e d - u p s y s t e m . 

3 . F u l l s o c i a l , r a c i a l , a n d p o l i t i c a l e q u a l i t y f o r N e g r o e s . 

4 . S o c i a l i n s u r a n c e . 

5 . 2 5 p e r c e n t w a g e i n c r e a s e . 

6 . Equ a l p a y f o r e q u a l w o r k f o r y o u n g w o r k e r s . 

7 . Rec o g n i t i o n o f t h e M e t a l W o r k e r s I n d u s t r i a l L e a g u e . 

An amended set of demands was finally adopted after consultation 
with a group of workers in the hot mill department: 

1 . F o u r s i x - h o u r t u r n s , f i v e - d a y w e e k . 

2 . Aga i n s t t h e t o n n a g e a n d b o n u s s y s t e m . 

3 . Hal f d a y ' s w a g e s w h e n c a l l e d t o w o r k a n d s e n t h o m e d u e t o n o w o r k . 

4 . N o l e s s t h a n $ 3 5 a w e e k f o r t h e f o l l o w i n g j o b s : m e s h e r s , c r a n e m e n , o p e n 

e r s , d o u b l e r s . 

5 . Equ a l p a y f o r e q u a l w o r k f o r N e g r o e s . 

6 . N o d o u b l i n g u p . 

7 . N o " v o l u n t a r y c o n t r i b u t i o n s " w e e k l y b y t h e w o r k e r s f o r t h e " u n e m p l o y e d 

a n d s i c k " w h o h a v e b e e n d i s c a r d e d b y t h e c o m p a n y . 

8 . 1 0 p e r c e n t o f p r o f i t s t o g o t o f u n d f o r u n e m p l o y e d a n d s i c k r e l i e f . 

The latter set of demands, according to Foster, was "a more realistic 
line" that the workers could fight for. It was notably less aggressive on the 
issue of the rights of African Americans, and contained no mention of the 
need for the recognition of the Communists' revolutionary union, the 
Metal Workers' Industrial League. It is surprising that his article did not 
provoke a rebuttal or "discussion." Only a few years earlier, the kind of 
departure that he was recommending would have precipitated a flurry of 
factional letters or articles. 2 1  

Foster was presented with an opportunity to test his interpretation of 
the Third Period line in the mines of western Pennsylvania in the spring 
and summer of 1 9 3 1. Here, the National Miners Union had been in the 
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field for months agitating against unilateral wage cuts by the operators. In 
May, one thousand workers struck the Carnegie mines in western Penn
sylvania and by the end of June forty thousand workers were out in Penn
sylvania, eastern Ohio, and West Virginia, a territory where the Commu
nists and their organizers had much experience and many contacts as a 
result of their activities in the 1920s. Foster himself went into the mine 
districts to exhort, organize, and provide guidance. One organizer re
membered that Foster, "more than any other, made this very difficult 
situation look very promising. He woke up at 5 a.m. every morning, 
spoke to the workers, cheered the picket lines, etc., etc." Another remem
bered Foster's abrasive organizing style in Party meetings during the 
strike: "he would tear down everybody. He was very much on the at
tack." Foster would go around a room and ask individual organizers 
what they had done. "He questioned each one so closely that [some] were 
destroyed. . . . They were so shaken by his questioning. But he did main
tain discipline, and that's how he got all his mines out on strike." In 
dealing with organizers, Foster's personality was not easygoing. His as
sessments of a particular strike situation or of an organizer's accomplish
ments were often brutally frank and unsentimental; in meetings he could 
slip into an overwrought, easily provoked and contentious mode that 
some found intimidating. Later, he admitted privately that he was a 
"hard taskmaster," and not "the easiest guy to work around." He re
flected that "I was always something of a driver in my work, inclined to 
explode once in a while."22 

According to Third Period ideology the Party was to take open leader
ship of strikes, but in the strike districts in the Pittsburgh area the Na
tional Miners Union was only a background presence at first; instead, 
Communist organizers worked through a kind of ad hoc united front of 
grievance and strike committees. It was the first strike, Foster declared in 
a speech in Pittsburgh, "where a rank and file committee of miners has 
ever conducted their own strike." Foster was sensitive to charges that the 
Communists were slow in establishing their political presence, but ad
monished in one meeting of organizers that the Party should not take 
hold of such movements so closely "as to stifle them." The unions, he 
pointed out in inner-party councils, "have to be given a certain latitude." 
For Foster, the key to this strike was the establishment of a united front 
strike committee, a "thoroughly practical form of organization" in the 
absence of any tangible preexisting Party apparatus in the coal fields. At 
a conference in Pittsburgh in July a set of practical demands was drawn 
up, and a Unity Committee of Action established consisting of NMU 
members, sympathizing U MW locals and minorities, councils of unem
ployed and unorganized workers. Strike committees were elected by min
ers "regardless of union affiliation." Perhaps most important in keeping 
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the strike alive was the aggressive and largely successful organization of 
African Americans into the NMU. In the realm of ideology, Stachel ad
mitted in one meeting that the Communists "stopped talking about the 
6-hour day and a workers' government and came down to brass tacks." 
Party organizers, involved in their first mine strikes in two-and-a-half 
years, often neglected to provide striking miners with NMU application 
cards. 23 

For Foster, the repression accompanying the strike was undoubtedly 
familiar, but demoralizing nonetheless. Miners' families were evicted 
from company-owned houses; credit at company stores was cut off; 
strikebreakers saturated the district; company thugs terrorized picketers; 
Department of Labor agents deported foreign-born activists. In June, 
Foster addressed a crowd of five thousand miners in the tiny town of 
Wildwood; the next day a demonstration and march resulted in the 
shooting of nine strikers, one fatally, by constabularies. The United Mine 
Workers recruited strikebreakers, and in August negotiated separate 
wage cuts with operators. Finally, a Comintern representative in the 
United States recommended that the strike be abandoned. By then the 
whole enterprise was faltering; nonetheless, Foster stubbornly resisted. 
An intense argument at Party headquarters in New York occurred when 
Browder subsequently summoned Foster to harangue him for "mistakes" 
made in the coal fields. What was the character of these mistakes? Brow-
der had urged a more leading role for the NMU in the strike district; at 
one meeting in June, for instance, he had found himself under sharp at
tack from William Dunne, still an important field organizer and a Foster 
ally on procedural questions, for wanting to abandon the united front 
strike committee. A Comintern postmortem defined the issue: it con
cluded that while Communists must demonstrate that they can be 
successful strike leaders, the main object of the strike should be "the revo-
lutionization of the striking workers [s*c]," not the simple winning of 
"material results" (emphasis in original). Foster was finally forced to 
admit defeat, but the experience, according to a friend, left him "badly 
shaken." This was the last strike in which he would take a direct personal 
role as an organizer. 24 

During the strike itself, Foster complained bitterly to the national office 
that not enough organizers were being delegated to the coal fields. He 
later echoed this accusation in From Bryan to Stalin, implying that the 
strike was betrayed by the national office of the Party. Considering that 
this account was written in 1937, at the height of Browder's influence in 
the Party, this is a remarkable accusation, even in its carefully hedged 
terms. 25 During the strike, he wrote obediently that the strike was a 
"complete justification of the Comintern and the RILU line, and, of 
course, of the general line of our Party and the TUU L, for the building of 
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revolutionary unions in the United States." However, Sam Darcy later 
remembered that the strike finally convinced Foster of the futility of the 
dual unions.26 

Ironically, the 1931 strike marked the beginnings of a successful cam
paign by Lewis to reestablish the authority of the UMW, which was 
barely functioning the year before. The giant mining companies of west
ern Pennsylvania were much more inclined to sign contracts with Lewis 
and the UMW than with the Communists, who had established a larger 
following by the summer of 1931. Lewis used the threat of radical influ
ence in the coalfields to press his interests at the highest levels of govern
ment. He was unsuccessfully lobbying the Hoover administration and 
Congress for collective bargaining recognition and government-super-
vised price and production controls in the coal industry in 1931, but his 
ideas would find a much more favorable reception in the Roosevelt ad
ministration. John Brophy, who became the organizational director for 
Lewis's Congress of Industrial Organizations in 1936, remembered that 
following the passage of the National Recovery Act in 1933, it was not 
even necessary to organize the miners in Pennsylvania, "just have a good 
supply of application blanks." In 1931 the NMU strike helped keep the 
tradition of union militancy alive in the coalfields, and demonstrated 
anew the potential and vitality of biracial unionism.27 

Foster continued to analyze the failures of the TUUL in terms of its lack 
of work in the AFL unions and the seeming inability of Communist or
ganizers to create united front movements on the shop floor around pro
grams of immediate demands. As for the new unions, Foster gradually 
stepped up his criticisms. In one meeting of top organizers, he gave a stern 
lecture: 

Comrade Schmies called attention to a certain tendency in the unions to lay 

down certain conditions—a worker must agree to carry out the full program 

of the TUUL and various other demands. This is all wrong, comrades. This 

is a sectarian tendency which we must not permit to develop in our unions. 

Who shall belong to our unions? Who shall belong to our minority organiza

tions? Workers who agree to fight for even the smallest of our partial de
mands, these are the workers. We aim in our unions, particularly our un

ions, to have 100% organization in a given shop, that is where we are 

driving at—not to have the organization for some little elite of revolutionary 

workers. . . . no setting up of a revolutionary catechism as a basis for mem
bership in the revolutionary unions.28 

Despite his problematic position in the Communist party, the early 1930s 
found Foster reemerging as a public figure of national importance. As had 
been true during and immediately after the steel strike, he was the focus 
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of attention by newspapermen, business leaders, and domestic law-en
forcement agencies. Earl Browder was not yet the central public person
age of the Party; it was Foster who represented the face of the Communist 
leadership most prominently. Typical of the attention he received in this 
regard was his alleged role in inciting the March 7 riot and "massacre" at 
Henry Ford's River Rouge plant in Dearborn, in which police and Ford 
security agents opened fire on protesters with machine guns, killing four 
marchers and wounding dozens more. Foster was blamed by the Detroit 
press for the bloodshed because he had given an inflammatory speech to 
the march organizers the day before the confrontation. Local police be
lieved that he had played a principal role in inciting the riot. Headlines in 
Detroit read "Foster's Smile Masks Heart of Dynamite," and "Commu
nist Riot Provoker Sways Army of 250,000 with Gall-Laden Talks." A 
warrant was put out for the arrest of Foster and four others on charges of 
criminal syndicalism. Although the charges were eventually dropped, 
Foster's parole board in New York revised his sentence, requiring him to 
spend the rest of his parole in New York City. 29 

Foster was finally freed from his confinement in New York in May 
when he was nominated by the Communist party to run for president. 
Apparently, the parole board was concerned not to provide an issue for 
the Party in the campaign. We cannot be sure that Foster was particularly 
pleased—he did not relish his presidential campaigning. He complained 
about "incessant traveling, perpetual speech-making, bad food, misera
ble hotels, boresome newspaper interviews, being talked half to death or 
kept from badly needed sleep by comrades who felt it to be the function 
of a Presidential candidate to adjust every local grievance, by after-meet-
ing home gatherings, 'banquets' and untimely talk fests." Despite the un
precedented opportunities offered by his platform and the unrest simmer
ing in many communities, it was clear that Foster found his role as public 
figure and political campaigner a stressful one.30 

At the inception of the campaign, Foster produced a remarkable book, 
entitled T o w ard S o viet A meric a . Intended as a political platform, it is a 
comprehensive statement of the aims of the American Communist party. 
Foster mentioned to Lozovsky that he resented having to take time out of 
his other activities to write it, "but I was commissioned to write it and 
have managed to squeeze it in." Later, when the revolutionary exigencies 
of the Third Period had been dispensed with, much of its contents would 
be repudiated by the Party as irrelevant; contributing to the book's 
ephemeral nature is the possibility that it was co-written by a Party publi
cist. However, there is no question that Foster signed his name to it, and, 
as usual, dedicated it to Esther. In the course of his travels in the first years 
of the Depression he had encountered insistent questioning from Ameri
can workers about life in the Soviet Union. The previous year, the Soviet 
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Union had advertised in New York for six thousand skilled workers and 
more than one hundred thousand Americans applied. Now Foster had a 
chance to explain how a Soviet America would function. The rhetoric of 
the book is consistent with that of Foster's 1920s factional documents, of 
his Fish Committee testimony, and in general, of his occasional depar
tures into the realm of theorizing. It is heavy with line and jargon, statis
tics and apocalyptic predictions. The book's overall tone seems inconsis
tent with the essential pragmatism of Foster's ruminations on trade union 
organizing.31 

Toward Soviet America is often ferocious-sounding, a tract in which 
discussions of the grim imperatives of the revolution alternate with curi
ously detached, dreamlike imaginings of what the future Soviet America 
will be like. It is these prophetic passages that are the most dramatic in the 
book. Arthur Koestler wrote of his experiences as a Communist that "the 
revolutionary's Utopia, which in appearance represents a complete break 
with the past, is always modeled on some image of the lost Paradise, of a 
legendary Golden Age." Yet what is remarkable about Foster's Utopian 
projections is precisely their lack of a discernible "past," the absence of 
any historical compass. He never seriously attempts to tie his prognosti
cations to the ideas of earlier American radicalisms.32 

Except for the productive apparatus, the institutions of capitalism 
would be abolished in Soviet America. But as is typical of Foster's 
thoughts in general on the matter, nearly all aspects of social life under 
capitalism will need to be reorganized as well. Science? "A slave to the 
class interests of the bourgeoisie." Religion? "A monstrous system of 
dupery." Political parties? They "will be liquidated." Also to be "liqui
dated" are "all other organizations that are political props of bourgeois 
rule, including chambers of commerce, employers' associations, rotary 
clubs, American Legion, YMCA and such fraternal orders as the Masons, 
Odd Fellows, Elks, Knights of Columbus, etc." What of the family, and 
the role of women? The "American woman" is "either a gilded butterfly 
bourgeois parasite or she is an oppressed slave." In the American Soviet 
government, "woman" will be freed, "economically, politically and so
cially." She will be "free in her sex life," divorce to be "had for the ask
ing." In the Soviet Union, "great factory kitchens are being set up to pre
pare hot, well-balanced meals for home consumption by the millions; 
communal kitchens in apartment houses are organized widespread."33 

As for "bourgeois" culture, its aims are to make workers into "slave
like robots" who mindlessly accept whatever their employers decide to 
grant them; "unthinking soldiers who will enthusiastically get themselves 
killed off in defense of their masters' rulership," or "superstitious dolts" 
who are satisfied with a promise of heaven as a substitute for a decent 
earthly life. Thus, all of bourgeois culture will need to be reconstituted. In 
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Soviet America, "the press, the motion picture, the radio, the theater, will 
be taken over by the government." They will be "cleansed" of sex, crime, 
and sensationalism and "developed into institutions of real education." 
As for health, "the people will be taught to live correctly" through in
struction in diet and physical culture. A common thread in Foster's cri
tique of capitalism is its supposedly planless, anarchic nature. Yet, in his 
account, all the social institutions of capitalism turn out to be relentlessly 
and thoroughly organized in the interests of the ruling classes.34 

In the future socialist world there will be no war, superstition, disease, 
ignorance, crime, unemployment, or poverty. However, what will remain 
of capitalism is its utilitarianism. In the first place, all who do not engage 
in "useful" occupations will be "liquidated." These include "wholesalers, 
jobbers . . . the entire crew of 'middlemen,' real estate sharks, stock bro
kers, prohibition agents, bootleggers, advertising specialists, traveling 
salesmen, lawyers, whole rafts of government bureaucrats, police, cleri
cals" and others. All these are "socially useless elements." Scientists will 
serve socialism, and the "city intelligentsia" will be tolerated "insofar as 
these elements break with the old order and support the new."35 

What Foster is attempting here is a modern analogy to an earlier pro-
ducerist ethic, except that in Foster's hands the analogy is oddly de
formed; the distortion stands out most meaningfully when he substitutes 
the trope "useful" for "productive" in determining the basic cleavage be
tween workers and their potential enemies. An earlier strain in American 
labor radicalism had been relatively expansive in its definition of useful 
citizenship: "producers" might include small businessmen, for instance. 
Moreover, the focus of the earlier producer ethos was the notion of self-
sustaining independence—providing for self and family within a complex 
community of interdependence and mutuality. For Foster, the idea of 
"use" dispenses with the idea of mutuality and community, and carries 
with it the ominous overtone of dependence on a larger entity, the social
ist state, which, predictably enough, organizes all production. "The in
dustrial system as a whole will be headed by a body analogous to the 
Supreme Economic Council of the USSR," he intones. This council is 
made up of a series of "united industries," "trusts," and "combines."36 In 
earlier American socialist rhetoric it was the large corporation that repre
sented the destruction of community and independence; for Foster a dis
tant Soviet "trust" is the basis of social cohesion. 

Foster's meditations on the future workplace are consistent with his 
writings on the subject in the 1910s. In the United States, he proposed, 
"the problem of the American working class in achieving socialism may 
be summed up . . . as the present American industrial technique plus Sovi
ets." Soviet industry means "system, cooperation, efficiency." While he 
suggested that in socialist society trade unions "play a fundamental role," 
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the precise role of workers' organizations is unclear. Although unions 
under socialism protect "the immediate needs of the workers," Foster is 
unable to posit any inalienable value for work in a society where the 
overriding concern is system, cooperation, and efficiency—which, of 
course, continued to be the bywords of capitalist efficiency engineers in 
the United States. There is no need for dissent. Since production is cen
trally managed, unions are reduced to primarily educational institutions: 
"schools for socialism." The idea of incorporation, as he first articulated 
and developed it in the 1910s, remained at the core of Foster's political 
and social outlook. It explains the ease with which he recomposed his 
Utopian vision in the 1930s to conform with the authoritarian ethos of 
Stalinism.37 

The crowds that Foster and his running mate James Ford were able to 
gather during the presidential campaign appeared large to observers. The 
campaign proved at least moderately successful in the domain of the sa
lons as well. One important constituency that the Communist party 
courted in 1932 consisted of a number of writers and intellectuals who 
organized the League of Professional Groups for Foster and Ford during 
the summer of 1932. This organization grew out of an earlier group, the 
National Committee for the Defense of Political Prisoners, that had coa
lesced during the industrial warfare in Harlan County, Kentucky. A man
ifesto was written and signed by figures such as Granville Hicks, Sidney 
Hook, Edmund Wilson, John Dos Passos, Sherwood Anderson, Lincoln 
Steffens, Matthew Josephson, Theodore Dreiser, and Langston Hughes. 
Wilson voted for Foster in 1932, and Theodore Dreiser, who met Foster 
in Harlan County, once stated that he admired Foster "more than any 
man alive." The writers' manifesto stated that "as responsible intellectual 
workers we have aligned ourselves with the frankly revolutionary Com
munist party—the party of the workers." It reiterated the central themes 
of a standard campaign speech of Foster's: the lack of significant differ
ences between Hoover and Roosevelt; the necessity for thorough "social 
reorganization" as a response to the economic collapse; the economic 
miracle of the Soviet Union, where there was no unemployment. The 
writers somewhat incongruously concluded that "The Communist party 
stands for a socialism of deeds, not words."38 

One night at the end of May, Foster made an appearance as guest of 
honor at a campaign gathering at Edmund Wilson's apartment in 
Greenwich Village. For Foster, it was probably an uncomfortable occa
sion. Earlier, he had proclaimed that the crisis of the Depression meant 
that "the hotsy-totsy days for the intellectuals are over." He had pre
dicted that most would become fascists or social fascists during the crisis; 
only a few, especially those with a "proletarian background," would be
come "real Communists."39 Toward Soviet America, which had been 
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published days before the meeting in Greenwich Village, was openly con
descending toward what it termed the "trend among the petty bourgeois 
intellectuals towards Communism," which it attributed to the fact that 
the Depression had drastically curtailed their standards of living. "Even 
the intellectuals are being compelled to think," Foster wrote. 40 

Nonetheless, Matthew Josephson remembered that Foster "made a 
fine impression" that night, a "working-class type dressed in unfashiona
ble though well-brushed clothes." He impressed those gathered with his 
"cool and logical" mannerisms; however, he was not, Josephson thought, 
"the man to magnetize crowds." As for the role of intellectuals in the 
radical movement, they were, Foster predictably observed, too much 
prone to talk and lengthy debate. Josephson quoted him as saying that the 
Communists, on the other hand, "having made their decision, cut out talk 
and go into action." He suggested that bourgeois recruits to the Party 
must adjust to this way of doing things. Later, thinking of writing an 
article on the Party for the New Yorker, Josephson visited its headquar
ters and met with Browder and Foster; of the two, Foster struck Jo-
sephson as having more of a common touch than Browder. The men 
gazed out the window at the newly constructed Empire State Building, 
which was nearly empty for lack of tenants. "Why we could take charge 
of the Empire State all right and fill it up to the top," Foster said. 41 

The presidential campaign was a grueling one. When his speaking 
schedule commenced, in early June, Foster was scheduled to travel thirty 
thousand miles and make 105 speeches. Shortly after the campaign 
began, he began experiencing "heart symptoms" that he never described 
in detail, but which caused him to eagerly "check off each meeting" as he 
completed it. To add to the stress, campaign meetings were held in an 
atmosphere of official harassment, and, of course, no little danger to Fos
ter himself. He was arrested in Los Angeles at the end of June as he at
tempted to address an outdoor rally. The arrest provoked skirmishes be
tween Foster's sympathizers and about a hundred police officers who had 
been assigned to prevent him from speaking. The police chief later ex
plained that "I arrested Foster to keep peace in the city." Foster was ar
rested in August as well when he attempted to speak in Lawrence, Massa
chusetts. 42 

Two weeks following his arrest in Lawrence, Foster was complaining 
to his physician of recurrent attacks of pain in his left side while giving 
speeches. He collapsed in Moline, Illinois, on September 8, immobilized 
by severe angina pectoris. The Daily Worker did not report his illness 
until five days later, but finally acknowledged that he had suffered a 
"complete nervous breakdown" as well as a near-fatal heart attack. Fos
ter later described himself as a "nervous wreck" and "helpless as a child" 
as a result of the collapse. Subsequently, on the advice of a physician, 
Communist party news was kept away from him as much as possible; for 
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the better part of a year he did not even read the Daily Worker. He spent 
months in bed after the breakdown, and was only able to address a con
cluding election rally at Madison Square Garden from a telephone 
hookup at his home. In the summer of 1933, he journeyed to the Soviet 
Union for treatment, writing to a comrade that "what ails me now is the 
tail end of a bad nerve shattering—and believe me it was real hell. The 
heart symptoms have quite disappeared. What I need now is quiet, rest." 
However, Foster's recuperation in the Soviet Union of which he had writ
ten so glowingly began as a nightmare. In his ninth visit to the country 
since 1921 he was shuffled among three separate sanitaria, including 
Kislovodsk in the North Caucasus, a famous health resort with mineral 
springs and a physio-therapeutical institute. Nonetheless, Foster was un
happy being "sent" to Kislovodsk, preferring to be near the sea. At Sochi, 
a Black Sea resort, his condition deteriorated. A desperate letter to 
Lozovsky from Sochi reveals Foster, thirteen months after his break
down, struggling to recover control of his mental health. He found his 
lodgings intolerably noisy, and he had to negotiate a large number of 
stairs in order to return to his apartment from walks. Feeling trapped in 
his apartment, he had "nothing to do" and suffered from insomnia. "I am 
absolutely isolated, but I cannot stand routine interactions—I cannot talk 
to anyone over one or two minutes, especially about politics. . . . I cannot 
play cards, read, write for any duration. . . . I don't know how to fill my 
days." He confided to Lozovsky that "the result of this unending loneli
ness is my constant nervous tension, and it is very difficult for me. This 
tension is increased by news of the struggle in the states. I am so helpless." 
He despaired, "I previously could work sixteen hour days even on Sun
days, and under any conditions. But now I am being destroyed by details 
and features I didn't notice before." Sylvia traveled to the Soviet Union to 
take charge of her father's treatment, and apparently concluding that his 
health would not improve there, finally arranged for him to return to the 
United States in January 1934. Even at this point his condition was such 
that he was unable to return to work at his office. According to Sam 
Darcy, one of the few people in the Party who was close to Foster at the 
time, his physician warned him that if he was to survive he had to get 
away from New York City and Party headquarters. Thus, he went to San 
Francisco to live at the home of a relative; Darcy, who also lived in San 
Francisco at the time, remembered that Foster was in "shocking physical 
condition" during this period. His head shook constantly, his hands 
trembled, and he could walk only with great difficulty. It would be nearly 
three years before he could make a ten-minute speech. As late as June 
1935 he was still being treated at Soviet sanitaria.43 

Unfortunately, very little information is available about the critical in
terregnum in Foster's life between his collapse and his return to active 
Party life in late 1935. Because of his (and the Party's) reticence on the 
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matter, it is only possible to speculate about the nature of the stresses that 
impelled him toward a physical and psychological breakdown. Clearly, 
the mine strike of 1931 was a severe test, and he admitted that at the end 
of the fight he thought he was "almost finished." A variety of other influ
ences can be cited: the general problems associated with the TUUL and 
the failure of the organization to thrive during the economic crisis; the 
tension between his increasing visibility as Party spokesman and propa
gandist and his declining influence within the Party itself; and finally his 
evident unhappiness in the role of presidential candidate, as well as the 
stresses associated with the campaign itself. Foster, of course, viewed 
himself as a man of action. Despite the opportunities provided by the 
early years of the Depression, he had increasingly found himself operat
ing in the realm of "talk." 4 4  

A subtle but marked shift had occurred in Foster's personality during 
the years leading to his breakdown. While observers in his pre-Commu-
nist career noted his easygoing, affable, even leisurely "executive" per
sona, as a Communist the more intensely driven aspects of his personality 
seemed to come to the fore more often. In his later years especially he was 
a fastidious man who was highly concerned with controlling and organiz
ing the details of his own life; an acquaintance noted that during his ill
ness he became more attentive than ever to such details: "Every minute of 
his day was organized to prevent the 'leakage' of time. So many hours for 
sleep, up early in the morning (6:00 A.M.) to scan the morning newspa
pers, then to write a thousand words. ..." He neither drank nor smoked, 
and was inclined toward vegetarianism. One observer, Joseph Freeman, 
remembered that he "was ascetic by a standard which determined all his 
actions." Another recalled his "purposeful self-discipline" as his personal 
hallmark. On this level, Foster's personality was always different from 
that of gregarious, self-indulgent, and expansively sociable American 
labor leaders like Samuel Gompers and Eugene Debs. However, after his 
breakdown in 1932, Foster seemed to withdraw further from the contacts 
with the party rank and file he had maintained in the 1920s. He was "not 
the kind of guy you could go out to lunch with," one prominent organizer 
recalled. "He brought his own lunch and ate in his office while he 
worked. When Bill was through with his work for the day, he grabbed his 
briefcase and went home." Once, Foster had been characterized as "sci
entific" in his management of the details of strikes; now his discipline 
turned inward, finding an outlet in the management of his everyday life. 4 5  

It is difficult to gauge the effect that Foster's absence had on the Party 
and its direction. By 1932, it is safe to conclude, he had no firm political 
identity and no cohesive group of supporters within the Party. For the 
general membership, he was an important symbol of an older laborist 
perspective—a figure who advocated a kind of militant realism with re-
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spect to work within the mainstream labor movement. Yet, he also bore 
the stigma of the interminable factionalism of the 1920s. His illness coin
cided with Earl Browder's consolidation of influence in the inner councils 
of the Party, but Browder himself was coming to understand the need for 
a change of direction in labor policy by 1933. Foster would begin to 
compose a coherent political identity for himself only following his recov
ery and the emergence of the Popular Front perspective after 1935. None
theless, during the early years of the Roosevelt administration, when 
membership in the AFL surged dramatically, the Party was without the 
services of an experienced and respected activist with numerous contacts 
in the labor movement. 

During his long recuperation, Foster began work on his autobiogra
phies, From Bryan to Stalin and Pages from a Worker's Life. His physi
cians informed him following his collapse that his condition was serious 
enough to be life-threatening, and he was undoubtedly concerned to re
cord and explain his political outlook and considerable life experience. If 
his brush with mortality in the 1930s occasioned a certain amount of 
introspection, neither of his autobiographies reveal it; the narrative is far 
more often political than personal. In his first book, From Bryan to Stalin, 
Foster presents himself as merely an actor in a much larger historical 
teleology, the rise and decline of American capitalism in the twentieth 
century. This autobiography reads like an exercise in self-conversion, a 
determined reassembling and reordering of a vast fund of experiences to 
conform with ritually reiterated doctrine. The second, Pages from a 
Worker's Life, published in 1939, purports to be a series of "more per
sonal" reflections and memories, as he put it, but is largely devoid of 
self-analysis.46 

Foster did not directly explain his reasons for writing a second autobi
ography, but simultaneously with the publication of Pages from a 
Worker's Life, he wrote a revealing article in Political Affairs in which he 
called for greater attention in the Party to the "human element in mass 
agitation." The task of Communists, he asserted, was to "put more of the 
stuff of real life into our agitation." Workers "see and feel the evils of 
capitalism primarily in terms of personal privations and miseries in their 
homes and workplaces," he wrote. Communists tended to pay too much 
attention to "mass trends, statistical quantities, social analyses and gen
eral political programs." In the Party, there was an "erroneous tendency 
artificially to separate political theory from 'human interest,' and grossly 
to belittle the latter." Communist agitators should study and reflect upon 
the "humanness" contained in the "moving speeches of Debs and Hay
wood," or the revelations of muckrakers like Lincoln Steffens and Upton 
Sinclair. The article reveals Foster's strong yearning for access to a more 
humane political rhetoric, and suggests that he hoped Pages from a 
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Worker's Life would reveal some of the "humanity" that is largely absent 
in From Bryan to Stalin.47 

Yet, his attempt to humanize the class struggle in his second autobiog
raphy was only partly successful. Upon reading Pages from a Worker's 
Life, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn concluded that "there is no ego here; no 
cultivated 'complex'; no soul-searching to 'find himself; no personal 
glory, amorous conquests nor 'success' recipes." As Flynn reflected, Fos
ter's new autobiography revealed few prosaic human emotions such as 
ambition, love, pride, or play. Instead, Foster's self remained submerged 
in his class: "He 'lives and moves and has his being' as a worker; con
scious of his class and its struggles, its needs and what its final aims must 
be. He has no personal life nor ambition outside of theirs. . . . Capitalism 
offers no attractions, no distractions, no interests to him."48 

Foster's apparent lack of a personal "self" in his autobiographies can
not be understood simply as the hallmark of an authoritarian personality 
without a stable identity outside of his political organization. While Fos
ter's autobiographies disguise, dislocate, and efface the "self," there is 
also a peculiar sense of dual consciousness, manifested in part by his con
struction of two different autobiographies, each with different purposes 
and structure. In one, the self and politics, person and theory, become 
nearly indistinguishable. The other aims at achieving a more "human" 
voice but ultimately falls short, revealing few details of personality dis
tinct from that of the "working class." One purports to illustrate the 
"forces" that made him a Communist; it portrays Foster the theorist and 
historian. The other seeks a broader identification and acceptance, a more 
inclusive audience: it reflects Foster as agitator, attempting to employ the 
"human element." In publishing the two autobiographies with their dif
ferent rationales, he undercuts and implicitly critiques the basis for each 
"self." 

Foster's opposition of "theory" and the "human element," revealed 
symbolically by his dual autobiographies, can be elaborated further. In 
his Political Affairs article, he favorably relates the "human element" to 
the old-style emotionalism of Debs and Haywood, but also cautions 
against "sob-sister slobbering over the woes of the people," and his dis
dain for the sentimentalist appeals of earlier radicals like Debs was well 
known. He cites a vivid and compelling portrait of poverty and working-
class sickness offered by one witness during testimony before a Congres
sional hearing on national health insurance as an example of "putting the 
breath of life into the dry discussion of the people's health." He noted 
that this testimony was given by a woman, a member of a trade union 
auxiliary. In the Communist party itself, women were not expected to 
contribute in the realm of theory, and they remained underrepresented in 
leadership positions proportional to their membership. Foster approved 
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of the woman's testimony, but on the other hand, "sob-sister slobbering 
over the woes of the people" is definitely not consistent with the role of 
the "professional" revolutionary and scientific historian. When Elizabeth 
Gurley Flynn (the only woman on the National Board of the Party) pub
lished her autobiography in 1955, Foster saw fit to write a review of the 
book which somewhat condescendingly purported to place her experi
ences in "theoretical," historical perspective.49 Foster's publication of 
Pages from a Worker's Life represented a carefully measured retreat from 
"theory" and a recognition of the need to utilize the "human element" in 
mass agitation. Harried as he was by official repression and incapacitated 
by illness, at this point in his career his excursion into the realm of agita
tor could proceed only so far. At the same time, even though Foster tried 
to demonstrate that the "human element" in mass agitation need not be 
inconsistent with hard-headed political theorizing, the dichotomy re
tained a gendered as well as professional meaning for him, and he 
remained a reluctant agitator. 



Chapter 10 

THE DEMOCRATIC FRONT 

I haven't had an opportunity of close contact with the 

other ruling elements of the American Communist 

party—except, to be sure, Foster. The latter always 

seemed to me made of more trustworthy material than 

Lovestone and Pepper. In Foster's criticisms of the 

official leadership of the Party there was always much 

that was true and acute. But as far as I understand him, 

Foster is an empiricist. He does not want to, or is not 

able to, carry his thinking through to the end, and make 

upon the foundation of his criticisms the necessary 

generalization. For that reason it has never been clear to 

me in what direction Foster's criticism is pushing him: to 

the left or to the right of the official Centrism. 

—Leon Trotsky 

FOSTER'S return to active involvement in the American party occurred in 
the midst of momentous changes in the international Communist move
ment. The rise of fascism in Germany and elsewhere in Europe made it 
imperative that Communists seek alliances with bourgeois politicians as 
well as the formerly despised Socialists. In the summer of 1935, represen
tatives of Communist parties from around the globe met in Moscow at 
the Comintern's Seventh Congress, and were formally urged to abandon 
Third Period tactics and slogans. The definition of what exactly consti
tuted a "fascist" in the eyes of the Communists became far more restric
tive and precise, and it now became necessary for the Communists to 
stand on the side of traditional political liberties and democratic tradi
tions. Despite the onslaught they faced, for thousands of activists in the 
international movement the change in perspective offered a sense of re
newed purpose. Following more than a decade of political and intellec
tual loneliness Communists began to achieve genuine leadership of work
ing-class political movements, and would finally emerge as the dominant 
force on the left. 

By 1934 William Foster had endured a series of political reverses in the 
Communist party and finally a shattering nervous breakdown, but as he 
struggled back to health he remained committed to the Party and its in
tensive and demanding culture of political comradeship. As revealed in 
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his private correspondence with Lozovsky and others, Foster retained a 
dogged and tenacious political optimism, based on a seemingly infinite 
willingness to compromise and maneuver. After 1934, there was ample 
reason for continued faith. As the Communists had predicted in the trucu
lent philippics of the Third Period, the Western democracies seemed help
less to stem the growth of fascism in Italy, Germany, and Spain; only the 
Communists and Stalin seemed willing and able to forcefully resist. In the 
United States, the Communist party positioned itself favorably to play a 
large role in the powerful movement for industrial unionism that began to 
gather force after 1935. In this context, ex-Communists like Jay Love-
stone and James Cannon and the splinter movements they led remained 
at the margins. The Socialist party, always condemned by Foster as irrele
vant, now found itself decisively eclipsed in influence by the Communists. 

In the United States, even before the Seventh Congress convened, many 
American Communists had been uncomfortable with the Third Period 
Zeitgeist, and had moved in the direction of alliances with reformists be
fore the line formally changed. The most notable instances of this kind of 
instinctive Popular Frontism came in the arena of labor organizing, which 
continued to be the Party's most important concern. While the impact of 
the TUUL revolutionary unions should not be minimized, in a number of 
industries organizers were searching for a more pragmatic approach 
years before the Seventh Congress. As early as 1931, Joseph Zack, an 
important Party organizer, acknowledged that "although we speak very 
much about strikes assuming a political character in the third period, in 
practice when we enter into a strike situation we look upon it pretty much 
in the old trade-unionist fashion. Our party transforms itself into a strike 
Party and the politics we leave pretty much to everybody else."1 

During the early years of the Depression, AFL membership rose dra
matically, and Communists were quite cognizant of that organization's 
successes. Moreover, Comintern and official Party resolutions from the 
very beginning had contained an element of ambiguity about the desira
bility of abandoning work within the AFL.2 While his illness effectively 
removed him from the scene during this critical period, Foster's conspicu
ous hesitation about the new revolutionary unions and his continual em
phasis on the importance of "boring from within" the established unions 
helped to create an atmosphere in which organizers could justify their 
involvement with the AFL as conditions permitted.3 As early as February 
1931, Foster told Lozovsky that the Party was "gradually re-beginning" 
work in the AFL unions, "in a number of practical situations." By April 
1934, when the TUUL was finally abandoned, 30 percent of the Party's 
trade union members worked in Communist "factions" within the AFL.4 

The TUUL unions were in difficult straits by late 1934, as Jack Stachel, 
still the organizational secretary of the league, readily admitted. In a pes
simistic report issued in November, he reviewed the shortcomings of sev-
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Foster with left, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn and right, Rose Wortis, 1937. 

eral of the more important revolutionary unions, including those in the 
mining, textile, marine, auto and steel industries. He suggested that the 
auto and steel unions dissolve and join the AFL. One month later, the 
Comintern formally endorsed the move by the TUUL unions into the 
AFL. A final convention was held in March 1935 for which Foster, still 
apparently in ill health, provided a written address. He condemned the 
TUUL for its members' tendency to abandon the old unions, even though 
in virtually the same breath he asserted that the change in line that created 
the organization was "fundamentally correct." TUUL militants had 
gained valuable experience in mass-production industry. He maintained 
that a place still existed for a committee of independent unions, but added 
that "as for myself, I shall devote my chief attention to the work within 
the AFL."5 

Foster, still quite weakened, began to reassert his voice in the Party just 
as the broad movement for industrial unionism in the United States was 
gaining momentum. Realizing that the AFL would never provide the kind 
of leadership necessary to undertake such campaigns, in October and No
vember 1935 John L. Lewis and other AFL leaders, including David Du-
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binsky of the ILGWU and Sidney Hillman of the ACW, began to set up 
the Committee for Industrial Organization. By early 1936 the CIO had 
independently launched successful organizing campaigns in a number of 
core industries. From the beginning, Lewis and his associates called on 
experienced Communist organizers to assist in the drive for industrial 
unionism. For many, to be an American Communist during the Popular 
Front years meant not only membership in an international alliance 
against fascism, but belonging to a burgeoning and powerful movement 
in working-class communities for empowerment in the workplace. As 
Foster had predicted, Communist organizers would finally gain the re
spect of American workers more for their unstinting devotion to their 
unions than their adherence to Marxian ideology. One successful CIO or
ganizer remembered that workers "didn't give a damn if you was actually 
a member of the Communist party, it was what you were doing in there. 
If you were contributing to the cause, good." However, at the same time, 
the leadership of the new CIO understood from the beginning that their 
movement was also a political movement, inextricably a part of a broader 
New Deal electoral coalition centering around Franklin D. Roosevelt.6 

Foster publicly endorsed the new CIO as soon as it achieved organiza
tional coherence. In his first published statement on the matter, he de
clared that as a result of the formation of the CIO, the "key problem" for 
the labor movement had now become organizing the unorganized into 
the AFL on the basis of industrial unionism. Despite years of enmity, the 
Communists would now support Lewis with "every energy" available to 
them. However, Foster still distrusted Lewis, his old nemesis, and wor
ried that the CIO was holding back on its key steel organizing campaign 
in deference to Roosevelt's reelection campaign. "Lewis and the CIO 
leaders have based their movement too much upon Roosevelt, they don't 
want to embarrass Roosevelt," he worried in a top-level meeting. As for 
Lewis, "we must always remember that this man, up to a couple of years 
ago, was in the extreme right wing of the bureaucracy of the AFL and 
while we give him support, nevertheless we must be on guard that he 
doesn't revert back to his old practices." Foster continued to emphasize 
the importance of unity with the AFL, believing that the CIO risked a 
rank-and-file backlash by "splitting" too precipitously. To some extent, 
this mirrored the general approach of Lewis and his allies as well. Despite 
the suspension of the CIO unions from the AFL in August and October 
1936, the new organization continued to insist on maintaining its ties to 
the AFL. For instance, it would not be until November 1938 that the CIO 
would formalize its break with the AFL, and even then, David Dubinsky 
decided to keep his union in the old federation. Foster emphasized that 
the CIO was "in no sense" a dual union, and at its inception at least, this 
was true. All unions represented by the CIO had been affiliated with the 
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AFL. Nonetheless, the CIO was essentially acting as a separate body by 
1936, and Lewis had resigned from the AFL executive council. Despite 
his belief that a split was unfortunate, Foster blamed "bourbons" in the 
AFL for the rift, and reiterated Communist support for the CIO in the 
face of AFL demands that the new organization dissolve.7 

Perhaps the most ironic aspect of Foster's career in the 1930s is that for 
the most part, both his physical and political powers were diminished at 
a time when his dream of a powerful movement for industrial unionism 
arising from within the AFL was reaching fruition. While his literary out
put began to increase steadily after 1935, it is difficult to ascertain the 
extent of his organizing activities in the trade union field. Browder and 
Foster would develop sharp differences over a variety of policy questions 
during the Popular Front period, and as a result, Foster's influence suf
fered in his former bailiwick. Browder put Roy Hudson, an ex-seaman, in 
charge of trade union work. As might be expected, Hudson and Browder 
both recalled that Foster gave union organizers in the Party "little guid
ance," and that despite meetings with organizers, they "didn't pay much 
attention to him." Hudson later admitted that he was not able to "bring 
about the collaboration between Foster and myself that I would like." 
Nonetheless, Foster wrote detailed manuals on organizing techniques and 
met fairly often with steel organizers to map out strategy; one prominent 
cadre reflected in a high-level meeting in 1939 that at Bethlehem Steel, "in 
every plant the whole program of [Foster] and his pamphlet is being put 
into effect. . . ."8 

Others, working farther from the centers of Party leadership, recalled 
Foster's influence. Stella Nowicki and Herbert March, organizers in the 
meatpacking industry during this period, remembered that he and Jack 
Johnstone would provide important advice on tactics, as well as the 
names of individuals who could assist their efforts. Nowicki recalled that 
a pamphlet that Foster wrote during this period on steel organizing, What 
Means a Strike in Steel? was an organizer's "bible." March, a prominent 
and effective organizer for the CIO United Packinghouse Workers, re
membered that he "learned how to organize" from Foster and Johnstone. 
One former Communist with wide organizing experience recalled that 
despite Browder's position as party chairman, Foster remained the "au
thoritative public spokesman" for issues pertaining to the labor move
ment during the 1930s. His influence extended to the level of personal 
contacts as well: 

The biggest overall memory of the way the rest of the Party felt about Foster 
in the 30s and 40s, 30s particularly . . . comrade after comrade would tell 
the same story, and that was that Foster was one of the few Communist 
leaders who, when he came to town, would sit with a group of people, com-
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rades, workers, and would spend hours drawing out every detail of the work 

process of where they worked, every detail of the labor movement, every 

detail of the trends going on in that particular factory or union. He wasn't 

given to making big lectures to them, he would listen; and that was what 

impressed every comrade I knew in the labor movement. . . . I remember this 

quality which impressed me so, this sensitivity to workers' moods and 

trends, and his persistence in getting every detail.9 

Foster published a number of organizing manuals during the 1930s, 
each of which drew on his experiences in earlier campaigns for industrial 
unionism.10 In one remarkable instance, a red-baiting pamphlet entitled 
Join the CIO and Help Build a Soviet America was circulated that care
fully detailed parallels between CIO organizing methods and Foster's 
own previously published advice. The parallels are indeed striking; every
thing from his advice on how to cultivate fraternal organizations and 
women's groups to the use of bands and radio is covered.11 

Foster's role in the Party's successes during the CIO period must be 
considered in broad, general terms because of the lack of information 
about his Party activities. That the Party had developed a large cadre of 
aggressive and competent trade union organizers by the 1930s was testi
mony to the importance of his groundbreaking work with the TUEL and 
his relentless emphasis on the importance of workplace issues during the 
1920s. In spite of the bitter attacks of Charles Ruthenberg and Jay Love-
stone, Foster had helped preserve and strengthen the Party's trade union 
orientation. The stress on the importance of maintaining a relatively inde
pendent sphere of trade union activism, a distrust of electoral politics, an 
essentially syndicalist emphasis on workers' immediate demands, and 
above all the idea that the revolutionary activity of a "militant minority" 
of radicals in the trade union movement would prove most effective for 
Communists in the United States, were important aspects of "Fosterism" 
that survived the 1920s. As one organizer put it at the time, "experience 
bears out the fact that it is the union which is the mass bridge to the Party, 
politically and organizationally, and that the building of the union is the 
best mass approach to the building of the Party." In a larger sense, Fos
ter's prediction was right: participation in the union movement in the 
1930s brought American Communists closer to the reigns of real power 
than they ever had been.12 

Yet, discontinuities existed as well. While "Fosterism" can be readily 
detected in the Party's trade union orientation in 1935, in particular in
dustries and unions where this orientation was most strongly manifested 
in the early 1920s (for instance, in mining, the building trades, and rail
road shop unions) Communists had very little influence by the 1930s. 
If Foster promoted the concept of semiautonomous Communist trade 
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union organizing vehicles in the 1920s and 1930s, by 1935 nothing re
sembling the earlier TUEL or TUUL was in operation. 

However, throughout the 1930s, Foster continued to cling to his belief 
that unionism was the most potent revolutionary force available to Amer
ican radicals. True, late in 1935 he wrote an article for the theoretical 
journal, The Communist, in which he traced the history of syndicalism in 
the United States, noted that he himself had played a large role in creating 
the "syndicalist confusion" among American workers, and criticized syn
dicalist "theory" from the traditional Communist viewpoint, that syndi
calism underestimates both the role of the state and that of the Party itself. 
Yet he left open the question of how power is to be attained, and in To
ward Soviet America, his only contemporary meditation on the problem, 
he predicted that workers would "carry out a militant policy . . . in de
fense of their daily interests and finally, following the example of the Rus
sian workers, they will abolish capitalism and establish Socialism." De
spite his published disavowals, the syndicalist label continued to dog him. 
Browder, for instance, continually referred to him as an anarcho-syndi-
calist and "eclectic," both harsh adjectives in the Communist lexicon. 
Browder's inclination was to focus on developing the Party's political and 
electoral relationships within the New Deal coalition; gains in the CIO 
were important primarily as means to the development of this kind of 
political influence.13 

Browder's accusation that Foster was an "eclectic" reflected his oft-
repeated assertion that Foster's criticism of his leadership of the Party 
during the 1930s lacked consistency. At one level, Browder's assessment 
is accurate: Foster's conflict with Browder had a dimension that was as 
much personal as ideological in nature. Both men, undoubtedly, were 
intimately acquainted with each other's shortcomings; they had worked 
intermittently with each other in a political context since 1913. Of active 
Party cadres, only J. W. Johnstone had a longer association with Foster. 
Foster was known for his overbearing attitude toward subordinates, and 
Browder had undoubtedly been subject to all sorts of manipulations in 
his role as Foster's "office boy" in the early 1920s. Yet, by the 1930s, 
Browder had come to cherish his identity as an important figure in the 
international Communist movement. Later in the decade he would come 
to think of himself as the leader of a strong, independent national move
ment, like Maurice Thorez in France or Palmiro Togliatti in Italy. A 
Browder cult began to take hold: Popular Front iconography would jux
tapose his picture with those of Jefferson and Lincoln; and Georgi Dimi-
troff, the Bulgarian Communist who served as the secretary of the Comin
tern in the 1930s, once termed Browder the greatest living Marxist in the 
English-speaking world. All this must have grated on Foster. The organ
izer of the Great Steel Strike found himself deferring to a man who had no 
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actual experience leading "mass movements" of American workers. 
Browder's most important credentials, at least at the beginning of the 
Popular Front period, seemed to be his strong relationship with the Com
intern. Browder, for his part, understood this. Within the Party leader
ship, Foster continued to command respect, "a prejudice in his favor as 
an old-time militant [of] the long tradition."14 

Foster's "old-time" militancy inevitably conditioned his response to or
ganized labor's growing involvement with electoral politics and the Dem
ocratic party after 1935. He remained sensitive to a number of different 
political impulses in the ranks of organized labor, and the attitude of 
American workers toward the New Deal in the months leading up to the 
1936 elections required careful analysis. Support for candidates of elec
toral protest, both to the right and left of Roosevelt, had surged dramati
cally. Throughout 1935, both Foster and Browder had supported the idea 
of a national farmer-labor party as a way of winning workers away from 
FDR, who, they believed, had not yet proven himself as "a barrier to the 
growth of reaction and fascism" in the context of the growing strength of 
the Long and Coughlin movements. In top Comintern conclaves in 1935, 
Foster emphasized a growing fascist danger as well as an increasing disil
lusionment with capitalism among American workers, and argued that 
for the first time in American history there was a potential mass base for 
an independent labor party growing out of the labor unions. At the same 
time, Foster criticized the early CIO for its seemingly unconditional sup
port of FDR and its lack of support for independent parties. However, the 
Comintern finally weighed in with an opinion that the Party must find a 
way to support Roosevelt, and Foster complied by endorsing a policy of 
Communist support of Roosevelt to avoid a split with the CIO; Browder 
was more hesitant, believing that such a move would cost Roosevelt more 
votes than he would gain. Finally, convinced that active support of a third 
party would drain votes from FDR and possibly help elect Alf Landon, 
the Party decided to run its own candidates, Browder and Ford, while at 
the same time directing most of its criticism at Landon. This was a policy 
Foster was comfortable with; he wrote privately to Darcy in August that 
"I think our line is quite correct in the situation." Nonetheless, a continu
ing theme in his writings was that the CIO should be more independent 
politically of FDR.15 

Following Roosevelt's decisive victory in 1936, Foster began to de
velop and elaborate his objections to the Party's role in the new CIO-
New Deal coalition, while Browder came to embrace the New Deal alli
ance more wholeheartedly. Foster would continue to envision the possi
bility of a farmer-labor movement as a possible electoral alternative to 
Roosevelt. In the emerging debate with Browder he raised themes that he 
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would consistently emphasize throughout the Popular Front years: his 
distrust of Roosevelt (a distrust which would come to be shared, among 
others, by John L. Lewis) and his belief that the Party was in danger of 
losing its identity by tying its fortunes too closely to the fate of the New 
Deal. He would continue to be reserved about electoral "coalitions" with 
the Democratic party: the point of the FLP, as Alexander Bittelman put it 
at the time, was "to win the masses from the capitalist parties." 

In late 1937, the Party inaugurated the tactic of the Democratic Front, 
in which the Communists envisioned themselves as part of a united front 
of all forces "opposed to the fascists." The rhetoric accompanying the 
new orientation left out explicit references to the necessity of building 
socialism; Browder defined the Democratic Front as demanding "the 
minimum of those measures necessary under capitalism to preserve and 
extend democracy, all those things which have been the heart of the 
American tradition in the past, ever since the revolutionary foundation of 
the United States." He suggested that an independent farmer-labor party 
could only develop out of the Democratic party itself. Browder came to 
see the Democratic Front as the most vital component of Communist 
strategy, and he worked assiduously to develop high-level contacts with 
the Roosevelt administration. Foster, on the other hand, while not mini
mizing the importance of such contacts, continued to emphasize that the 
reforms of the New Deal had been primarily the result of pressure from 
below. One Browder ally in the top leadership remembered Foster's ap
proach as: "Yes we have influence on the administration and policy, but 
it's to be gotten mainly by how you mobilize the masses. That's the key 
thing." Foster would "always say [labor] was the fulcrum for moving 
things."16 His was a lonely dissenting voice during this period, and he 
continued to advocate what he called a "People's Front" strategy. The 
difference between the two strategies was significant. 

In an article that gained a great deal of attention in Party circles, Foster 
laid out his reservations about the new line. The article reiterated his 
unease with the Party's attitude toward the New Deal, and reflected his 
essentially syndicalist perspective on the problem of Communist politics 
during the 1930s. In Europe, especially in France and Spain, he asserted, 
Communist parties had established strong People's Fronts in which they 
were "real vanguard parties." In the United States, the Party had made 
gains in membership, but much of these gains were proving to be ephem
eral. Because the American Party had given over the role of winning "day-
to-day struggles" to other forces (the CIO-Democratic coalition) it lacked 
the prestige of the French and Spanish parties, thus making recruitment 
and assimilation of members more difficult. Foster reaffirmed his belief 
that Communists could achieve leadership, which he defined as "appear
ing before the workers as their practical daily political leader," without 
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sectarian, revolutionary sloganeering. "Workers cannot be expected to 
join a Party which they do not see definitely in action as a Party, nor do 
they want to affiliate themselves to a semi-underground organization," he 
asserted. As for the New Deal, he supported the idea of endorsing pro
gressive candidates on Democratic tickets, but also warned of the ne
cessity of cultivating independence from the established parties by sup
porting farmer-labor tickets wherever possible.17 

Thus, the question was far more complex than a mere question of 
whether the Party should act as if it believed that American workers were 
ready to accept it as their leader in the field of "immediate demands." 
According to the Democratic Front theory of Browder and his supporters, 
American workers were simply less "advanced" than those of, for in
stance, France or Spain. Therefore, according to this reasoning, the Party 
was better off immersing itself in the broad coalition of forces gathering 
around the New Deal. Foster did not accept this logic. He had no illusions 
that the American working class as a whole was about to surge into a 
revolutionary Communist party, as his careful analyses of the broad ap
peal of the Long and Coughlin movements in the United States revealed. 
He simply believed that the Communists could maintain their identity as 
a party somewhere to the left of Roosevelt and at the same time attract the 
support of a significant number of workers. He continued to point to the 
successes of the TUEL, with its laborist orientation, in the early 1920s as 
an example of the Party achieving leadership in the arena of immediate 
demands. Foster judged the defeat of this orientation from a syndicalist 
perspective—the result of incorrect tactics, the introduction of divisive 
political concerns into the movement, and the sabotage of its efforts by a 
militant minority of conservative officials. The problem with his critique 
of the Democratic Front was that he never specified the point at which the 
Communists' tactics after 1936 would differ from earlier united fronts. 
His objections remained somewhat subjective, based more on style and 
contingency than doctrine or theory.18 

Foster was uneasy about the CIO's growing estrangement from the 
AFL. While disdainful of the conservative leadership of the AFL presi
dent, William Green, he warned against making "a fetish of the form of 
industrial unionism." Here, he was picking up a theme from his pre-Com-
munist, anti-IWW days. It simply cannot be said, he noted, "that the lead
ership of industrial unions is always progressive and that of craft unions 
always conservative." He asserted that the AFL could still "evolve," that 
industrial unionism could emerge within a craft union context. And in 
fact, by 1938, the AFL was surging in strength, having surpassed the CIO 
organizations in membership. In traditional AFL unions like the Team
sters, activists were indeed realizing that it was possible to convert local 
unions into mass-based, "industrial" organizations. Foster pointed out 
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that issues other than industrial unionism were potentially more impor
tant: democracy in the unions and support for independent labor parties, 
for instance. Although he did accept the abolition of Communist shop 
fractions and committees in the trade unions as a way of facilitating the 
Party's relationship with the rank and file and allowing more independ
ence for union cadres, he continually reiterated that the Party "cannot 
become merely a tail to the C.I.O." While his thoughts on the Democratic 
Front revealed a willingness to transpose international developments to 
American conditions, his warnings about the CIO were grounded solidly 
in his understanding of American labor history. He recalled the fate of the 
progressive movement within the AFL in the early 1920s: the return of 
prosperity, a decline in the militancy of workers, and the submission of 
the progressives to the Gompers regime in the AFL had set the stage for 
the mass expulsion of radicals, and for collaborative labor-management 
agreements on productivity issues like the speedup. The parallels between 
this set of developments and what happened to the Communists after 
1947 in the CIO are striking.19 

How did Foster's reservations about the CIO translate into practice? In 
1937, a controversy erupted during a sit-down strike of UAW-Chrysler 
workers in Detroit. Lewis reached a preliminary agreement with Chrysler 
according to which the strike would be suspended while negotiations 
began between the union and management. Despite tours of the plants by 
Lewis and the UAW president, Homer Martin, many workers refused to 
accept the agreement. Martin became convinced that Communists were 
encouraging this revolt in order to undermine his leadership, and threat
ened to expel Communists wholesale from the union. William Wein-
stone, secretary of the Party in Michigan, backed the strikers, to the dis
may of the Party leadership, which was loath to disrupt its relationship 
with Martin and Lewis. Browder accused Weinstone of endangering the 
Party's gains in Michigan, but Foster backed Weinstone, at least initially. 
In another instance as well, Weinstone supported unauthorized strikers 
only to have his decision questioned by Browder and his allies in the top 
Party leadership, including Jack Stachel. Weinstone was finally demoted 
and transferred. Foster endorsed this decision, but not without an argu
ment with Browder in Moscow during which he reiterated his criticisms 
of the Party-CIO relationship and the Democratic Front in general. Brow-
der remembered that this was the "first, complete sharp and open opposi
tion of Foster and I before the Comintern." Foster was "challenging my 
whole leadership." As was true with all his Moscow trips during this 
period, Foster returned chastened for his "sectarian" stance. In general, 
however, while Foster complained of "tailing" to Lewis in the CIO, the 
influence of the Party in the new industrial union federation was exten
sive; part of the price of their influence was the low profile they had been 
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cultivating for several years. This was a price Foster had shown himself 
willing to pay often enough in the past, in his relationships with progres
sive unionists in Chicago and elsewhere.20 

Foster was uncomfortable with the Popular Front on other levels as 
well. As both a political figure and a symbol of the Party's supposed 
working-class provenance, Foster had always challenged the status and 
motives of nonproletarian Communists. However, it was increasingly 
clear that he had not been able to bring about the changes in the Party 
that he had envisioned when he joined the movement in 1921, convinced 
that it was only through influence in the trade unions that Communists 
could become a revolutionary force in America. In 1937, only one-third 
of the Party's membership belonged to trade unions, and by 1939, despite 
the Party's successes in the CIO, the proportion was precisely one-half. 
This did not represent an appreciable increase in percentage of union 
members since 1929, when the proportion was 48 percent. Moreover, 
only 50 percent of Party members were industrial workers. The Party had 
more members in the individual categories of office workers or profes
sionals than in the steel, automobile, mining, marine, and textile indus
tries combined.21 

The 1930s saw a large and influential, if temporary, influx of artists 
and "cultural workers" into the Party and its auxiliaries. Within the 
Party, Foster was an adamant defender of the idea of "art as weapon," 
and continually emphasized that the cultural production of Party mem
bers should be understood in political terms. Even in the context of the 
class struggle, the contribution of artists and writers was questionable. 
He once wrote to V. F. Calverton, commenting on several of his essays, 
that "I think you run a danger of drifting off into work that is of too 
purely a literary character. It seems to me that this game is not worth the 
candle. There are so many much more important things to be done. A 
great need of our movement is a revolutionary intellectual who can ana
lyze the broad developing social situation and help us map out policies 
with regard to them [sic]. . . . And I think this is a thousand times more 
important than literary work of however revolutionary a character."22 

The Popular Front years saw the emergence of a unique cultural and 
political style that emphasized the Party's connections with American 
democratic and radical traditions. In parades and political pageantry, 
Communists sought to evoke the historical symbolism of American patri
otic traditions; portraits of Lincoln and Washington were mingled with 
banners festooned with the hammer and sickle. In its everyday rhetoric, 
the Party often posited something called "Americanism" and then unhes
itatingly sought to attach itself to this necessarily ill-defined concept. 
Communism, Browder proclaimed, was "twentieth-century American
ism. " Often, the emphasis on the Party's indigenous roots took the form 
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of simply asserting that Communists were Americans who liked to play 
baseball, spend time with their families, and exchange recipes. While pre
viously the Communist self-image had revolved around the Leninist ideal 
of the professional revolutionary giving the whole of his life to the Party, 
now the emphasis was on developing strong nonpolitical ties to the "out
side" community. Symbolic of the new orientation was that fact that it 
was not unusual for many young Communists to "Americanize" their 
names during this period. For instance, Saul Regenstreif became Johnny 
Gates, and Joseph Cohen became Joe Clark. 

Such a change was not necessary for William Foster, but his particular 
self-conception as a professional revolutionary would prevent him from 
embracing attempts by the Party to search out a constituency larger than 
itself and the union movement. It is difficult, for instance, to conceive of 
Foster imagining an effective patriotic symbolism that might appeal to a 
wide American audience. For him, revolutionary transformation would 
come about efficiently and silently, beyond or behind the world of pag
eantry, emblems, allegories, or motifs.23 

Likewise, even though Foster would remain the Party's preeminent 
symbol of its working-class Americanism, the rhetoric of Americanism 
proved oddly disjointed in his usage. In 1949, in the course of denying the 
charge that he and other Communists were essentially "foreign agents," 
he declared: "I, as other Communists, love the American people and their 
glorious revolutionary democratic traditions, their splendid scientific and 
industrial achievements. And I love, too, our beautiful land, in every cor
ner of which I have lived and worked." Yet, he proposed, "building the 
Communist party in the United States, the citadel of world capitalism, is 
no easy job."24 Here the alternating voices of detachment and belonging-
ness ("their" glorious traditions and "our" beautiful land) are revealing. 
While Foster's invocations of his authentic American roots seem bogus 
and artificial, there is nonetheless a certain honesty in his inability to for
mulate a glib equation of Communism and "Americanism." Foster's at
tempts to evoke the Communist populism of the period revealed in an 
entirely unintended way that his radicalism was based on a powerful and 
genuine alienation from the central assumptions of American politics. 

Foster was aware of Depression-era panaceas that advocated techno
cratic solutions to the nation's economic ills. The so-called technocracy 
movement of Howard Scott, as well as various other Veblenesque pana
ceas, gained his attention, not least because such movements often cited 
the Soviet Union as an ideal of technical and industrial unity. Obviously, 
such ideals had appealed to Foster, as they had to a number of American 
syndicalists—Scott himself had once been associated with the IWW. By 
the 1930s, however, he attacked "technocratic" ideas as "fascist," and 



THE DEMOCRATIC FRONT 285 

indeed they were a key element of fascist ideology. However, Foster's 
critique rested only on a dubious supposition: that in the Soviet Union of 
the Five-Year Plans, technocratic organization was "democratic" because 
"social ownership inevitably involves social control."25 

Foster traveled fairly frequently to the Soviet Union in the 1930s, and 
was undoubtedly aware of the murderous nature of Joseph Stalin's re
gime. He never hesitated publicly to endorse Stalin's actions, even long 
after the severely repressive nature of his rule was common knowledge in 
the West. He ardently supported the various show trials and executions 
of Stalin's political opponents. While it is true that his enthusiasms were 
widely shared in the progressive community at the time, his rhetoric was 
particularly worshipful at a time when he was in a uniquely knowledge
able position. Under Stalin, the Soviet system had become "the most 
profoundly democratic of all states," he wrote. Soviet citizens were "the 
masters of their social fate," and Stalin's constitution was "the most dem
ocratic in all the world." Moreover, "among the supremest [s/c] achieve
ments of this Socialist democracy were precisely the political liquidation 
of the reactionary Kulaks and the purging of the traitorous generals and 
politicians." How did Foster define the most important elements of So
cialist "democracy?" While he included the right to vote and religious 
liberty ("the Soviet System provides for complete religious freedom") in 
his list of important "rights," others included the right to work, the right 
to labor's product, the right to organize, the right to education, and the 
rights to health, "rest and recreation," and "security." This is what "de
mocracy" meant to Foster.26 

Despite his clear statements on the issue, there is evidence that Foster's 
attitude toward Stalin's Soviet Union was more problematic than it ap
peared. Individuals who were close observers of Foster's career doubted 
his "conversion" to Stalinism. James Cannon, for instance, was con
vinced that Foster sought to adapt himself to Stalin's power in the Soviet 
Communist party just as he had with John Fitzpatrick and even Samuel 
Gompers in the American Federation of Labor during his days of "boring 
from within." Not surprisingly, Cannon's assessment mirrored that of 
Leon Trotsky. Trotsky thought that Foster tried "to conceal himself with 
the defensive coloration of Stalinism in order by this contraband route to 
move toward the leadership of the American party." Both were on firm 
ground in pointing to Foster's realism in matters of organizational power 
and how it is attained. Cannon believed that Foster came to Stalinism 
"with tongue in cheek." Indeed, there is a certain contrived quality to 
Foster's extravagant praise of both Stalin and Soviet society during this 
period. Statements such as "Stalin has the deep Marxian theoretical in
sight that enables him to see far more clearly than any of his contempo
raries the correct path for the revolution" seem too worshipful when they 
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appear under Foster's name. Was he seeking to attain his own ends by 
playing on Stalin's well-known susceptibility to flattery?27 

Unfortunately, the truth about this central issue of Foster's personality 
and politics cannot be resolved with any certainty. However, he must be 
held accountable for his public stance; his accommodation to Stalin's re
gime undoubtedly heightened the dictator's prestige in the United States 
and within the American Communist movement itself. At a more basic 
level, his starkly instrumental politics as well as his statements on issues 
such as the inevitability of violence in the achievement of the revolution 
and the place of democracy in workers' organizations are not inconsistent 
with Stalinist politics. Part of his admiration of Stalin's Soviet Union 
stemmed from his belief that it was, as he put it, "a disciplined democ
racy." But if Foster continued to express admiration for the Soviets, deep 
reservations about Foster circulated in the Comintern apparat. "J· Pe
ters," a shadowy Hungarian who supervised the American party's under
ground operations in the 1930s concluded in a report for Foster's private 
biographical file that "Foster never had any distinct outlook and gener
ally speaking is very poor in Marxism." Moreover, "some comrades say 
that Foster joined the Communist party mainly for the Trade Union Edu
cational League. ... If we credit this analysis of Foster's activities we 
could come to the conclusion that he is rather a syndicalist than a Com
munist." He pointedly referred to Foster's "vigorous patriotism" during 
World War I and his sale of Liberty Bonds in "workers' districts" and 
added that "many workers blamed Foster for the failure of the Steel 
Strike." Peters concluded that "Foster is able to work long and hard and 
generally speaking he could be used well, but only under the condition of 
proper ideological and organizational leadership. Because of his instabil
ity and eclectic outlook he is unlikely to be able to lead the party. As a 
fellow he is good, straightforward and modest."28 

Closer to home, Foster settled into his role as Browder's loyal opposi
tion. There is no reason to believe that his opposition to Browder's po
lices was particularly devious. Indeed, during the years of the Popular 
Front, his dissent from Browder's policies helped isolate him politically in 
the American party, and as far as can be ascertained, no Comintern clique 
lent support to his perspectives. In short, he had little to gain from raising 
his voice against Browder, and he received little or no encouragement 
from other prominent cadres. The extent of his dissent from Browder's 
Democratic Front policies was not generally known to the Party member
ship.29 

At a meeting of the Party's National Committee in 1939, Browder con
sented to a formal discussion of some of Foster's objections. Everyone 
present was familiar with Foster's particular policy differences with 
Browder; the meeting turned into a discussion of what Foster's role in the 
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Party was to be. Foster himself claimed that Browder was working to 
discredit him and limit his influence and activities, and that he was work
ing at only half capacity. He implied that his underuse was a symptom of 
a general problem with the Party, that the Party's "organizational work" 
was not at the level of its "political work." After all, he noted, "ever since 
I had anything to do with the labor movement and revolutionary move
ment, I always had a natural inclination toward mass organization work, 
I mean particularly direct and immediate practical organizational work." 
He noted that Browder had openly accused him in Moscow of "wavering 
from the main line of the Party," portraying him as a sectarian influence. 

In response, Browder's allies on the committee asserted that Foster and 
his writings had indeed been influential on a variety of issues, including 
the steel and auto drives in the CIO; one volunteered that Foster was 
developing a "persecution complex." Robert Minor, a founding member 
of the Party, suggested that Foster's mental powers had diminished since 
his illness. Eugene Dennis, a close aide of Browder's and rising influence 
in the Party, raised obliquely but unmistakably the question of Foster's 
possible expulsion. If there was not "a certain change" in Foster's atti
tude, he threatened, this would create large "problems" for the Party. 
One after another, the members of the National Committee disparaged 
Foster's motives, abilities, and political focus. It was a heady time for 
Browder and the Communist leadership. The party stood at its peak of 
membership and influence; "few liberal organizations were without a sig
nificant Communist presence" by 1939. Perhaps Browder believed that 
an open airing of Foster's grievances would allow him to discredit his 
adversary once and for all. However, international events would soon 
give Foster his opening, placing Browder and the whole Popular Front 
perspective on the defensive.30 

The signing of the Nazi-Soviet nonaggression treaty in 1939 presented the 
American Communist party with a crisis of unparalleled dimensions. 
Suddenly the fighting in Europe was an "imperialist war"; shortly, Brow-
der received a cable from Moscow instructing that the Americans "must 
cease to trail in wake of FDR, adopt independent position on all funda
mental questions." One central facet of the Party's reputation among fel
low travelers and liberals in the United States was its stand against Nazi 
aggression in Europe; with the pact of August, the antifascist stands of 
many Popular Front organizations were rendered meaningless. The ideol
ogy of the Popular Front had celebrated the Communists' defense of de
mocracy in Europe and the United States; within a month or so of the pact 
it was common practice for journalists, politicians, and former political 
allies to lump Communists and Nazis together in one category: "commu-
nazis." Throughout the twenty-two months of the Nazi-Soviet Pact's ef-
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fectiveness, the loyalty of American Communists to their country was 
openly challenged, and in the first years of World War II the Party once 
again had to bear the weight of official repression. 

Clearly, Browder's carefully nurtured and complex relationship with 
the New Deal coalition and Roosevelt was in danger. Foster, who had 
been pressing for a more militant posture toward FDR for years, found 
this atmosphere congenial. The New Deal, he concluded in a lengthy arti
cle in The Communist, had provided some relief for those workers hard
est hit by the Depression. However, such key pieces of legislation as the 
National Recovery Act and the Wagner Act had as yet failed to fulfill their 
promise to labor: five years after the creation of the CIO unionization in 
mass-production industries was still in a precarious state. For Foster, the 
New Deal had "remained under middle class domination, a bourgeois 
liberal at its head." Reiterating his basic objection to Browder's perspec
tive, he proposed that what gains workers made up to that point were not 
the result of a diminution of class conflict, but were rather forced on the 
administration by mass pressure from below. Moreover, as the war in 
Europe escalated, workers should not allow the administration to "hog 
tie them under a paralyzing 'national unity.'" It is important to note that 
the Party's altered stand on the war was not as costly to its standing in the 
labor movement as it was in its relations with fellow travelers and New 
Deal politicians. Isolationist sentiment was still strong among the CIO 
rank and file, and the Party's new attitude toward FDR was shared by 
John L. Lewis, who continued to provide Communist organizers with 
important openings in the CIO and protected them against expulsion 
moves during this period.31 

Browder was indicted by Roosevelt's Department of Justice for pass
port fraud in October 1939, and three-quarters of his time was taken up 
preparing for trial. Practical leadership was out of his hands. In March 
1940, the hapless general secretary was finally sent to the federal peniten
tiary at Atlanta. Leading the obligatory chorus of outraged Communists, 
Foster noted solemnly that by Browder's imprisonment, "the Communist 
party, the working class, and the authentic progressive forces of the coun
try have suffered a profound blow." Despite his incarceration, he stated, 
Browder "remains the heroic leader of the people." That same month 
Foster proclaimed that the Party's alliance with the New Deal was a fail
ure. Robert Minor, a mercurial personality without particular prestige in 
the Party, was chosen by Browder to act as general secretary in his place. 
Thus, the Party entered a period in which Foster was restored to a more 
prominent leadership position. The remaining figures, Gil Green (head of 
the Young Communist League) and Dennis, were not yet solidly estab
lished. Bittelman tended to favor Foster's perspective.32 
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The period of the Nazi-Soviet Pact witnessed an outbreak of Commu
nist-influenced strikes in several key defense industries. As early as 1931 
Foster admitted in a top-level meeting that the Profintern placed particu
lar importance on organizing workers in war industries, and the large 
involvement of Communist organizers in the 1941 strikes was consistent 
with the Party's perspective on international events. At the same time, as 
Maurice Isserman has pointed out, with Browder in jail, "an ideological 
mood resembling syndicalism took root in the party." Communist-led or 
-influenced strikes occurred at Allis-Chalmers in Milwaukee, which was 
producing turbines and engines for Navy destroyers, and at Vultee Air
craft in Southern California. Finally, when workers at North American 
Aviation in the Los Angeles suburb of Inglewood, California, came out, 
federal troops were called in to quell the strike, which was denounced by 
CIO and UAW leadership as well as Roosevelt. Foster wrote trium
phantly that Roosevelt's use of troops at Inglewood was not an isolated 
act of impatience, "but a considered phase of a developing anti-labor 
strategy." The administration had shown itself to be "an enemy of the 
workers"; FDR's "whole line [is] dictated by Wall Street." Foster and the 
more aggressive labor wing of the Party may have relished the oppor
tunity to attack Roosevelt and take advantage of growing worker unrest, 
but the strikes of early 1941 came perilously close to alienating key lead
ers of the CIO like Sidney Hillman, who were drawing ever closer to 
Roosevelt. The Communist role in the defense strikes inspired a round of 
antilabor red-baiting in Congress and the national media.33 

The Communists' involvement in the defense strikes of early 1941 pro
vided both impetus and controversy to a massive strike wave that rolled 
across the nation that year. In general, workers were in an aggressive 
mood, emboldened by large-scale government spending on defense con
tracts as well as by a widespread feeling that unionization was the only 
way that concrete gains in wages and standards of living could be 
achieved. In November 1940, the CIO had announced an ambitious or
ganizing drive aimed at solidifying its heretofore uncertain status in 
America's central industries. The following months saw union contracts 
achieved at such companies as Allis-Chalmers, Weyerhauser, and Inter
national Harvester. Most important, in the spring of 1941 CIO organ
izers finally met success in their struggles against bitterly antiunion 
bastions such as the so-called "little steel" companies (especially the Beth
lehem and Republic companies), and finally achieved the capitulation of 
the Ford Motor Company.34 

For most Communists, however, the tide of worker militancy of 1941 
was overshadowed in importance by Hitler's invasion of the Soviet Union 
beginning June 22, 1941. With breathtaking speed, Foster and the Com-
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munist leadership reoriented their attitude toward Roosevelt as well as 
labor unrest in industries vital to defense production. The defense of the 
Soviet Union suddenly became the primary responsibility of Communists 
everywhere, and unstinted production for the Allied war effort in Europe 
was imperative. In November, with German troops in sight of Moscow, 
Foster declared that strikes then being conducted by teamsters, miners, 
and by telephone and aircraft workers were unwise. They were danger
ous not only to the war effort, but to organized labor: they could be used 
as an excuse by reactionaries to draft antistrike, antiunion legislation. 
This, of course, had not been an issue only months earlier. He blamed the 
strikes on unpatriotic bosses who could not put national interests above 
their desire for profits. Within weeks, America was formally at war with 
Germany and Japan. Despite the fact that many patriotic Communists 
could now feel that defense of the United States and the Soviet Union were 
commensurate goals, American involvement in World War II would cre
ate vast challenges for the Party and its leadership.35 

The war had a deep effect on the American labor movement, and these 
changes in turn had important ramifications for the Party. In general, the 
war years witnessed a growth in the bureaucratization of the CIO; labor 
relations more than ever became a matter of negotiation between union 
leaders and corporate and governmental officials. To some extent, the 
changing structure of labor relations after 1941 was foreshadowed by 
trends that were already in evidence during the New Deal and even ear
lier, during World War I. The war crisis mandated the creation of agen
cies whose primary goal was to manage production efficiently, and nego
tiate grievances before they resulted in strikes or unrest at the level of the 
shop floor. Foster, of course, was intimately acquainted with the require
ments and challenges of wartime labor-management relations. In World 
War II as well as World War I organized labor adhered to a no-strike 
policy; labor and production boards played an intrusive, if not dominant 
role in industrial relations in 1942 as well as in 1919. Foster had been 
able to utilize the government's wartime production bureaucracy to good 
advantage during the organizing campaigns of 1918-19, even though the 
gains thus achieved had proved to be ephemeral. In early 1942, declaring 
that "we are now in a war for our national existence," he endorsed a War 
Production Board and the proposals of CIO president Philip Murray for 
a powerful Industrial Council made up of representatives of labor, indus
try, and government. Only then, he proposed, could the necessary indus
trial efficiency be achieved. With the survival of the Soviet Union at stake, 
he did not hesitate to endorse the no-strike pledge made by both the AFL 
and CIO shortly after Pearl Harbor. Nonetheless, he did not rule out the 
use of strikes after "all other means of settlement have been exhausted." 
He also emphasized that the no-strike pledge was a temporary wartime 
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expedient, and that "the unions should protect their legal right to strike. 
The unions must not surrender their primary right to settle wages, hours 
and working conditions in direct negotiations with the employers."36 

To a large extent, the changing character of Foster's writings during 
the war must be ascribed to his forthrightly stated belief in the necessity 
of defending the Soviet Union and defeating Nazi Germany. During this 
period, his writings were never inconsistent with the requirements of So
viet foreign policy. However, he was also a keen observer of trends in the 
American labor movement; at no time did he embrace a perspective on 
the day-to-day problems of the labor movement that was not, at one time 
or another, also shared by prominent and effective labor leaders like John 
L. Lewis, Sidney Hillman, or Philip Murray. While there is no doubt that 
Foster's line shifted dramatically during this period, it never prevented the 
Communists from finding important and powerful allies in the main
stream of the labor movement. Nonetheless, by 1943 there were ominous 
forebodings of the price that the Communists would have to pay for their 
wartime stands. 

In a widely circulated 1943 pamphlet entitled Production for Victory, 
Browder had proposed tying wage increases to increased productivity. 
For Browder, the incentive wage was a way to get around wage ceilings 
that had been imposed during the war. However, for many workers, espe
cially in the auto industry, where the War Production Board approved a 
plan whereby the pay of all workers in a plant was to rise in proportion 
to increases in productivity, the incentive wage plan symbolized the hated 
speedup and piecework plans of an earlier era. Implementation of the 
plan nurtured the same kind of resentments and conflicts that earlier 
piecework plans had created. Walter Reuther, the ambitious vice-presi
dent of the UAW who led worker resistance to the plan, used an effective 
slogan to batter Communists and their allies in the union: "Down with 
Earl Browder's piecework." Foster attacked Reuther as a demagogue and 
reiterated his qualified support for both the no-strike policy and the in
centive wage: "under present conditions of strong unions in the basic 
industries the incentive wage cannot harm labor conditions; for adequate 
measures can readily be provided by the unions to prevent the incentive 
wage from being used for speed-up and anti-union purposes." He tied his 
support of the incentive wage to the condition that local unions where it 
was established first gain the approval of their membership. Foster's 
stand was in line with WPB and NWLB guidelines, but he later admitted 
that the Communists enforced the no-strike pledge too rigidly "where 
shop grievance stoppages were concerned."37 

Foster's positions on the no-strike pledge and the incentive pay plan 
reflect a desultory yet consistent evolution in his views during the years of 
the New Deal and World War II. The brand of radical syndicalism that 
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Foster brought to the Communist movement had been nurtured in an 
environment that was altogether different from the one that labor activ
ists faced by 1942. Despite its shortcomings, the labor legislation of the 
New Deal created a new and often more favorable context for organizers. 
The New Deal and the vast expansion of government's role during World 
War II brought changes that were on a different order of magnitude than 
those wrought during World War I. Foster was obviously quite conscious 
of the increased importance of government in the arena of labor relations, 
and his writings often included the caveat that the gains workers achieved 
during the New Deal and the war were precarious and could be undone 
by hostile legislation or inattention to political organizing by labor. 

At the same time, Foster was undoubtedly aware of the gains made by 
unions in the new atmosphere. In the Communist-led United Electrical 
Workers, for instance, James Matles and Julius Empsak were able to gain 
impressive concessions from management during the war through joint 
management-labor production committees. The union grew from 
154,000 to 600,000 members during the war despite strict observance of 
the no-strike pledge. Moreover, in this union, the CP shift on incentive 
pay was not especially harmful; the union was able to negotiate contract 
clauses that minimized the more exploitative features of the incentive pay 
system. There was far less opposition to the concept in the UEW than in 
the UAW.38 

More generally, Foster was evolving from his earlier syndicalism to
ward a growing sense of the importance of political action. "All economic 
questions are now taking on a political character. More and more wages 
and hours are being settled by government mediation and arbitration 
boards," he concluded in 1941. In such an arena, it was as important to 
maintain relations with the CIO leadership and hence a political lever 
with the Roosevelt administration as it was to keep in touch with the 
needs of the rank and file. As for the old syndicalist credo of keeping 
politics out of the union, Foster noted in 1939 that "the unions are con
cerned with wages, hours and working conditions. These questions have 
all become political issues."39 

Thus, by the end of World War II, Foster's syndicalism, the core of 
beliefs and assumptions that had nurtured his radicalism since the 1910s, 
seemed to require yet another compromise. Jay Fox, years earlier, had 
proposed that a syndicalist never fights against "facts." Yet, the changes 
of the Roosevelt years were so profound and decisive that they in effect set 
Foster loose from his own history. His syndicalism would survive, but in 
a transmogrified form, devoid of the suppleness that memory provides 
strategy. 



Chapter 11 

"BROWDERISM" 

The strangest result . . . of the Duclos article is to bring 

forward Comrade Foster as the foremost Marxist. 

Whatever his qualities in other respects, it is well known 

to all who have had extended collaboration with 

Comrade Foster that he has never understood Marxism, 

that this is not his strong side. Comrade Foster is an 

eclectic, subject to all sorts of theoretical influences; 

and in addition he suffers from fear of responsibility; 

he is by character irresolute and wavering on principle. 

—Earl Browder 

THE PERIOD encompassing the Communist party's support of the war 
might have been a relatively unchallenging one for the Party. For many 
Communists it was a time of unstinting patriotism; the crisis in Europe 
required not professional revolutionaries but men and women willing to 
devote themselves to the relatively uncomplex task of national defense. 
The revival of the Popular Front after 1941 meant that the Party could 
return to a politics of collaboration rather than confrontation; a soothing 
measure of acceptance and legitimacy was the result. The progressive pol
icies of the Roosevelt administration and the president's support for or
ganized labor and the CIO made the Communists' tasks even easier. 
However, there is no doubt that the Party's leadership worried about the 
shape of policy and politics in the postwar world. After all, the majority 
of the Party's leaders in 1943 had entered the movement in the 1920s; the 
years following the end of the First World War had been comparatively 
dark ones for both the Communist party and the labor movement. 

Thus, the Party's theorists searched for a formula that would allow it 
to avoid a repetition of the defeats of an earlier era. For Earl Browder, the 
Popular Front was perceived not as a temporary exigency or a "maneu
ver," but a more or less permanent state of affairs. In a remarkable pam
phlet entitled Victory and After, published shortly after his release from 
Atlanta Penitentiary in 1942, he predicted that peace and cooperation 
between the capitalist powers and the Soviet Union would continue after 
the war. Here, he was beginning to tread on uncertain ground, moving 
beyond the tactic of wartime alliance toward a theory about the emerging 
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Foster with Earl Browder, 1945. 

character of world politics. Browder, who once confessed to Philip Jaffe 
that "When I was in Moscow I was like a child," seemed to be gaining 
ever more confidence as an "independent" theorist; the ideas about the 
postwar world found in Victory and After had no counterpart in Soviet 
pronouncements at the time. But in the spring of 1943, reacting to pres
sure and criticism from the Allies and intent on maximizing Western sup
port for the struggle against the Nazis, Stalin formally dissolved the Com
intern. While the Soviets would find ways to maintain their liaisons with 
other Communist parties notwithstanding the demise of the Comintern 
apparatus, American contacts with Moscow throughout the war were 
minimal, compared to earlier periods. Partly as a result, the perception 
arose among important American Communists, Browder included, that 
they would be freer to make their own decisions, and henceforth less en
cumbered by the aura of conspiracy that was part of their historical inher
itance.1 
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However, as the Allies began to plan for victory in Europe the question 
of the Communist role in the postwar political environment became more 
urgent. For American Communists, an entire set of policies became asso
ciated with the outcome of the meeting in Teheran between Stalin, Roose
velt, and Churchill in December 1943—above all, the declaration in their 
joint communique that the Soviet Union, the United States, and Britain 
would "work together in the war and the peace that will follow," a peace 
that will be "enduring."2 

For Browder, the Teheran communique represented nothing less than 
the basis for an entire theory about the nature of class relations in the 
postwar period. The agreement, he thought, was not merely a diplomatic 
instrument, a temporary accommodation of interests: "it means what it 
says, and it does not mean something else." It was, he stated, "history's 
greatest turning point," the "only hope for civilization in our time." To 
begin with, he proposed, the pact signified that the capitalist world pow
ers had finally accepted the idea that the Soviet Union was a legitimate 
member of the "family of nations," that it was "in this world to stay"; 
and on the other hand, the Soviet Union would not seek to extend social
ism into Western Europe. The postwar period would see the emergence of 
a consensus on democratic values and institutions, and in the United 
States it would be imperative for Communists to help foster "national 
unity" around such a progressive agenda. Toward that end, he an
nounced in a speech given in Bridgeport, Connecticut, he would even be 
willing to shake hands with J. P. Morgan if that would promote the cause 
of peace and unity. After all, he proposed, "class divisions or political 
groupings" in the postwar world will "have no significance now except as 
they reflect one side or the other" of the issue of whether to support the 
"spirit of Teheran."3 

In the weeks that followed, Browder erected an ambitious albeit pre
carious political scaffolding around the Teheran rapprochement. His 
boldest statement of his aims came during a speech at an enlarged meeting 
of the Party's National Committee in early January of 1944. The center
piece of his program was the idea, symbolized by the Teheran agreement, 
that "capitalism and socialism have begun to find the way to peaceful 
coexistence and collaboration in the same world." In the United States, 
socialism could no longer be raised as an issue, because "It is my consid
ered judgment that the American people are so ill-prepared subjectively 
for any deep-going change in the direction of socialism that post-war 
plans with such an aim would not unite the nation but would further 
divide it. And they would divide and weaken precisely the democratic and 
progressive camp, while they would unite and strengthen the most reac
tionary forces. In their practical effect they would help the anti-Teheran 
forces come to power in the United States."4 Instead, American politics 
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and labor were marked by liberal consensus, and American Communists 
should not actively oppose the slogan of "free enterprise," the new rally
ing cry of anti-New Deal conservatives.5 

In one meeting, Browder abruptly proposed the dissolution of the 
Communist party "as a Party," and the substitution of a "Communist 
Political Association." The change, he concluded, would best reflect what 
the Party had in fact become: one of many "democratic and progressive 
groupings which operate . . . through the two-party system." The new 
Communist organization could expect to be "in a long-term alliance with 
forces much larger than itself."6 None of the National Committee mem
bers present objected to Browder's proposals. Yet, at an annual Lenin 
memorial meeting convened in Madison Square Garden shortly after the 
meeting, Browder's proposals were met with only polite applause, and a 
number of cadres walked out of the arena after the midpoint of his 
speech, when he reasserted that socialism would cease to be a public aim 
of the Communists. Nonetheless, Browder moved confidently ahead with 
his new program. His theories represented an attempt to grapple with the 
political implications of the Popular Front for peacetime, but more was 
involved. In the first place, Browder was convinced of his own personal 
importance, not only to the Party, but to the progressive coalition sur
rounding Roosevelt. He was enamored with the new role of the Party in 
American life, its apparent acceptance and importance on the left wing of 
the mainstream of American politics. Thus, his personal ambitions 
melded with the needs and desires of a whole generation of Communists 
who had come into the Party during its "heyday." Both were dissatisfied 
with the old conspiratorial, sectarian style of Communist politics, and 
yearned for a measure of acceptance and legitimacy.7 

William Foster offered his version of the postwar period at the same 
time Browder did, but with far less theoretical elaboration. In December 
1943, the same month that Browder gave his Bridgeport speech, he re
vealed his fears of a far more dangerous postwar period in which a resur
gent right wing could revive a "rampant American imperialism." The 
embodiment of the reactionary forces, according to Foster, was the Re
publican Party, which, if it was victorious in the presidential elections of 
1944, could be depended upon to undermine the accomplishments of the 
New Deal. Moreover, a Republican administration, he wrote, "would 
encourage reaction all over the world" and "sow seeds for World War 
III." Republican rhetoric about the need for a return to "free enterprise" 
masked the desire of monopolists to reassert their power after the war. 
Communists, he asserted, should counter the free enterprise slogan by 
supporting the Roosevelt program for a new economic bill of rights: guar
anteed jobs, social security, and national health insurance. The growing 
power of monopoly capital, "the poison source of fascism all over the 
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world," would have to be "drastically curbed and eventually broken." 
This was in sharp contrast to Browder's feeling that decisive elements of 
monopoly capital could be won over to FDR's progressive program; it 
would later be cited by Browder as "the beginning of my head-on colli
sion" with Foster's policies in the postwar period. Foster's perspective in 
early 1944 was shaped by the apparent fragility of the gains labor had 
made during the war, and also, undoubtedly, by the dark projections of 
a number of influential economists, sociologists, and political leaders 
who feared the domestic consequences of demobilization, foreseeing the 
possibility of dangerous social conflict. 

On the right, by 1944 there was a growing and insistent clamor in 
influential business and corporate circles for a rollback of the "socialist" 
New Deal. This was illustrated most explicitly by a rightward shift in 
Congress and the swift passage of the Smith-Connally War Labor Dis
putes Act in June 1943, which gave the government increased authority 
to limit union activities. For many in the labor movement, the Smith-
Connally Act represented an ominous attack on the structure of labor 
relations that had been built around the Wagner Act. At the level of the 
shop floor, militant employer opposition to federal labor legislation and 
unionizing drives had emerged with renewed force by early 1944. Thus, 
there was ample evidence to support Foster's projection of an uncertain 
and possibly hostile environment for labor during the reconversion 
period.8 

We know of William Foster's reaction to Browder's startling initiatives 
primarily through the testimony of his friend, Sam Darcy. At the plenum 
where the momentous changes were proposed, Darcy took him aside and 
asked him if he agreed with the new line. Foster, according to Darcy, was 
in ill health and was "shaking as a leaf." He replied that he was against 
Browder's position, but could not take a public stand because he had 
been warned that any "factional" behavior might result in his expulsion. 
The two met for lunch, where Darcy pressed Foster to join him in present
ing a dissenting report. Foster would not budge, but was visibly upset. 
Since Darcy had to leave the plenum early, the two were not able to con
sult further. However, the following week Darcy went to New York 
where he worked for hours with Foster at his tiny apartment on Nelson 
Avenue in the Bronx, formulating an opposition position. Foster decided 
to draft a dissenting letter to other members of the Party leadership, but 
he was clearly under a great deal of stress and was extremely concerned 
to avoid the appearance of organizing a faction. His behavior, from 
Darcy's account, suggests that he was plagued by intense doubts and un
certainty about the course he was about to take. Given the uncertain state 
of his health, as well as the fact that he was presenting a dissent without 
apparent sanction from Moscow, Foster's stand was a courageous one. 
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The Communist movement, obviously, offered no pensions for aging 
apostates.9 

His letter was circulated only among the top leadership sometime be
tween January 7 and January 20. It cannot be considered a factional doc
ument, since he could depend on no faction to support him. Nor was it a 
grab for power, since there is no evidence his appeal was aimed at the one 
audience that could possibly endow his critique with a larger significance, 
the Soviet Communist party. Foster, who had been sternly rebuked in an 
earlier time by Stalin for his factional behavior, was aware that his career 
was once again in danger. In demanding that the National Committee 
meet in special session to consider his critique of a policy that had already 
been approved, he was clearly violating the central tenet of "democratic 
centralism." Yet, what is perhaps most striking about Foster's letter are 
its theoretical pretensions. The objections that he laid out to the "Teheran 
thesis" are premised on what he called "some of the most basic principles 
of Marxism-Leninism." Browder's report, he indignantly proclaimed, 
projected the dissolution of class warfare in a "smoothly working na
tional unity. The self-aggrandizing and imperialistic ambitions of the 
American ruling class would be tamed for the most part, and peace would 
descend on the family of nations. Differences of ideology would largely 
disappear."10 

Foster's long letter to the National Committee is a remarkable docu
ment because it represents not only a competent critique of Browder's 
Teheran thesis, but an important shift in his own outlook. His career in 
the American radical and Communist movements had always been in
formed by a fundamentally improvisational outlook; here, he is engaged 
more than ever in the uncharacteristic role of prognosticator. In the past, 
the task of working out post hoc theoretical justifications for his policies 
had been left to others, notably Alexander Bittelman. His letter of March 
1944 was entirely self-authored, according to Darcy. Yet, he remained 
self-conscious about his theoretical shortcomings. He admitted in one 
meeting that his "principal weakness" had always been a "lack of theo
retical growth," that he had always conceived of himself as an organiza
tional and trade union "specialist," and had thus been unable to "gain a 
broad comprehensive view of all the tasks of the Party."11 

Despite its reliance on theoretical arguments, Foster's letter repre
sented an instinctive reversion to the older categories of the class war. His 
thinking on almost all matters remained sensitive to what was happening 
in the labor movement and on the shop floor. By 1944 powerful rank-
and-file opposition to the no-strike policy had emerged in a number of 
industries. Foster noted that some delegates to the plenum had inter
preted Browder's report as implying a no-strike policy in the postwar 
period, given Browder's perspective of continued cooperation. While Fos-
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ter remained adamant about the no-strike pledge during the war, he was 
clearly not committed to the idea of extending the agreement to peace
time. The idea of continuing the no-strike pledge "is nonsense," he wrote. 
"It would disarm the trade unions in the face of their enemies. The 
Teheran Conference did not abolish the class struggle in the United 
States."12 

In February, Browder convened a special meeting of the National 
Committee to consider Foster's letter, which had plenty of time to circu
late among the leadership. Darcy and Foster began the meeting by reiter
ating their positions. Foster was especially blunt and plain spoken. He 
made a speech of ten thousand words, an impressive achievement for a 
man of sixty-four years in precarious health. Browder, he asserted, was 
making a "serious mistake." He was placing too much faith on the influ
ence of the few progressive "big capitalists" associated with Roosevelt. 
The bulk of capitalists are, simply, reactionaries, he proclaimed, and "we 
cannot cooperate with them." While Teheran opened the road for an 
enduring peace and social progress after the war, the Party had to be 
prepared for opposition to the Teheran perspective and a rejection of the 
idea of "national unity" by the main sector of American finance capital. 
Browder's report "completely left out the role American imperialism has 
been playing and will play in the sense of sabotaging the Teheran agree
ment." In the United States, there would be no "spontaneous industrial 
boom" following the war; "Capitalists have not become such saints that 
they will start doubling the wages of the workers" as a way of stimulating 
the internal markets and averting an economic slowdown. In this atmo
sphere, "it would be hard to conceive of anything more harmful to the 
workers than a no-strike policy in peace times in the U.S." Foster cited the 
postwar labor-management collaboration following World War I as a 
"surrender to the bourgeois." On the political front, the "forces of reac
tion" could be depended upon to exert every effort to attempt to defeat 
Roosevelt; therefore, it was of absolutely vital importance for the Com
munists to participate in the election struggle. "Our job is to join other 
forces to support Roosevelt for a fourth term."13 

Foster's dramatic presentation was met by unanimous condemnation. 
For years, Browder had been cultivating the impression not only that 
Foster was out of touch and irrelevant, but that he represented an older, 
sectarian phase of the Party's history. Now, the reaction to Foster's report 
played on these conceptions. Gil Green accused Foster of "giving aid to 
the enemy" by exacerbating divisions in the Party. Eugene Dennis, per
haps the most unctuous of Browder's defenders, asserted that Foster's 
consistent criticism of Browder through the Democratic Front and war 
years showed that he "does not accept nor understand that Comrade 
Browder is the foremost, the outstanding leader of our Party. And also 
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that Comrade Browder is a great leader of the international labor and 
Communist movements." According to Dennis, Foster was an instinctual 
troublemaker who "has become, consciously or unconsciously, the vic
tim of factional considerations and a factional approach." Furthermore, 
if Foster continued to raise objections, he "may destroy his own prestige 
and usefulness in and to the Party."14 

"Blackie" Meyers, a trade union "influential" associated with the Na
tional Maritime Union, noted that Foster "has a lot of prestige in our 
industry," and that "I am still a little shaken—this sounds strange, saying 
shaken—from reading that statement of Foster whom I have admired for 
years, since I was a kid. ..." The statement, according to Meyers, was a 
"terrific mistake, and it is my hope that he tears the damn thing up; it does 
not belong in the Party." Others were more condescending, seeking to 
denigrate Foster's mental abilities. Dennis proposed that Foster brought 
up the issues he did because he was "confused." Browder sought to ad
minister the coup de grace: "I think Comrade Foster is terribly confused, 
tragically confused; I think he has lost his way. The world has become too 
complex for him. But that in no way minimizes the damage he can do by 
clinging to his confusion." Despite the overwhelming opposition to Fos
ter's ideas, there was a heavy air of defensiveness at the meeting. There 
was a consciousness of the "danger" of Foster's criticisms, and palpable 
concern about his intentions, best reflected in an apprehensive final ques
tion, posed by Gil Green: "does this mean you will bring your position to 
the Party?" Foster replied in the negative.15 

Soon after the meeting, Foster requested that Browder cable a sum
mary of his objections to Dimitroff. Foster probably did not expect a 
favorable judgment from Dimitroff, who was the foremost ideologist of 
the Popular Front and a consistent defender of Browder's perspectives. In 
the past, the powerful Soviet official had accused him of representing 
"certain sectarian remnants" in the Party. Nonetheless, the cable was 
sent, and Dimitroff in turn cabled Foster advising him to withdraw his 
opposition to Browder. So sure was Browder of his position that he had 
sent the entire text of Foster's January letter to Dimitroff.16 

Foster toed the line. During the height of the controversy, when he was 
pressing his views most vigorously in the leadership circles of the Party, 
he stated in a speech carried on nationwide radio by CBS that the Teheran 
agreement ensured an "orderly, peaceful world after the victory," that it 
marked "the most decisive turning point in all modern history," and that 
Communists would no longer contest the ideal of free enterprise in their 
political activities. In July, he parroted: "As Browder has said, [the] hys
terical shouting [for free enterprise] cannot be countered by demands for 
socialism or even for government ownership of key industries. ..." He 
gave a keynote speech at the opening convention of the Communist Polit-
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ical Association. Foster's disciplined duplicity earned him the distrust of 
Party members who, like him, were dissatisfied with the Teheran perspec
tive at the time. "So, in the secret files of the National Office, a letter of 
disagreement·, but, for the party's membership and the toiling masses, a 
speech of agreement with the Party line," one long-time ally in the faction 
fights of the 1920s, Harrison George, bitterly reflected. Foster's posturing 
signified that he did not trust the membership, according to this cadre. On 
the other hand, Browder again made it clear to Foster by back channels 
that there would be "serious results" if he opposed the formation of the 
CPA. While Foster backed down, at least in public, Sam Darcy refused to 
recant. By summer, he had been expelled for opposing the dissolution of 
the Party; Foster chaired the hearing.17 Once again, William Foster will
ingly submerged his convictions and feelings in the interests of Party disci
pline. It was obviously a period of great stress for him. Subjected to pri
vate humiliation by the leadership of the Party, he publicly retreated from 
his earlier invocation of his most cherished beliefs. He oscillated between 
abject belief and nervous uncertainty, dogma and compromise. 

Nonetheless, the issues Foster had raised in his anguished dissent became 
increasingly salient in the last months of the war. At one level, the Com
munists were making significant gains as a result of their new orientation. 
The Communist Political Association played an important role in the ac
tivities of CIO Political Action Committee, which, despite the red-baiting 
of Dewey and the Republicans, contributed to Roosevelt's reelection in 
1944. CIO political action committees had perhaps more of an impact at 
the local level, where they prevented the reelection of a number of vir
ulently anti-Communist Congressmen, including Martin Dies of Texas. 
Thus, Browder's thinking was seemingly vindicated: the Communists by 
late 1944 had solidified and extended their influence in the left wing of the 
Democratic party. However, it was in the turbulent arena of union poli
tics that Browder's Teheran perspective would meet its greatest chal
lenges. It was here that Foster's assertion that the Teheran agreement and 
the end of the war would not result in an end to class conflict echoed most 
loudly.18 

As the end of the war loomed closer, worker militancy surged dramat
ically. Increasingly unwilling to abide by the no-strike pledge, resentful at 
the continuation of the speedup, and concerned about unemployment 
and economic contraction after the war, workers in a variety of industries 
went on strike. This strike wave, however, illuminated more profoundly 
than ever the consequences of labor's marriage to the apparatus of war
time production. Often, union leadership was held responsible by govern
ment agencies for the enforcement of the no-strike pledge. Violation of 
contracts and agreements had implications for the survival of vital union 
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prerogatives such as maintenance of membership protection, which were 
granted or revoked by government boards. A surge of unauthorized 
strikes in 1944 threatened the political standing of union leaders who had 
been increasingly drawn into a web of bureaucratic relations with gov
ernment officials. This was especially true in the auto industry. In the 
UAW, the flagship union of the CIO, rank-and-file militants summoned 
a powerful challenge to the no-strike pledge in 1944. While the union's 
policy was allowed to stand as a result of a mail ballot, more members 
ended up going on strike during the war than voted to renew the pledge. 
In the UAW, the powerful Communist presence firmly aligned itself with 
the no-strike pledge. This policy was an integral aspect of Browder's 
Teheran perspective, but it created confusion. The idea of postwar class 
cooperation alienated many organizers, and helped to put what one or
ganizer called a "stigma" on the left-center alliance the Communists had 
carefully cultivated in the auto industry.19 

Thus, the no-strike pledge became far more than an issue of patriotism 
in 1944. What made the issue so explosive for the Communists was not 
only the wave of wildcat strikes, but the question, made suddenly legiti
mate by the Teheran "perspective," of how best to maintain industrial 
peace in the postwar world. The most salient factor in the thinking of 
CIO leaders in 1944 was the prospect of widespread layoffs, a sharp eco
nomic contraction, and a corresponding decline in union strength follow
ing the war. CIO leaders determined that their organizations could not 
benefit from a trial of strength with large corporations, flushed with prof
its, after the war. Thus, in March 1945 the CIO drafted a "Labor-Man
agement Charter" with William Green of the AFL and Eric Johnston, 
president of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. The document endorsed a 
postwar detente in which labor would offer to defend "a system of private 
competitive capitalism" and "the inherent right and responsibility of 
management to direct the operations of an enterprise" in return for man
agement support of the Wagner Act and a liberal wage and employment 
policy. In general, Browder's perspective fitted nicely with that of CIO 
president Philip Murray. However, Communists and their allies went 
even further than Murray in supporting national service legislation that 
the CIO adamantly opposed, and openly projecting an extension of the 
no-strike pledge after the war.20 

By 1945, Browder's endorsement of the central concepts of the Labor-
Management Charter was consistent with his belief that in the end, the 
Communists could "enlist capital in the regulation of capital, overcoming 
its worst abuses." In general, Browder's vision was one of a depoliticized 
workplace, a milieu devoid of inevitable class conflict. There would be no 
"technical problems of production" during the reconversion period, he 
exulted, since "management and labor working with government, have 
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demonstrated that they have the ability to solve any and all technical 
problems."21 

Foster betrayed far less enthusiasm for such panaceas, even though 
Browder's "too uncritical acceptance" of the Labor-Management Char
ter was far down on the list of grievances he held against him. While he 
had endorsed increased production during wartime, and suggested that 
union work rules would have to be modified, he made it clear that unions 
should "secure guarantees that the alterations made shall be continued 
only for the duration of the war." Moreover, workers and unions should 
"insist uncompromisingly upon the maintenance of collective bargaining 
during the war," as well as the right to organize and to establish the open 
shop. He offered an endorsement of the Labor-Management Charter, but 
with the jarring proviso that the unions "must be on guard against the 
injurious class collaborationism of Social Democracy, which chained 
labor to the chariot wheel of reactionary capitalist interests." In general, 
Foster was positively disposed to labor-management councils, which he 
saw as "an important democratic development of the war years," and 
which, he thought, should be extended into the postwar period. Here, he 
was echoing CIO leaders like Walter Reuther who saw the committees as 
the beginnings of "industrial democracy," the opening wedge in a strug
gle for workers' control in the postwar period. Foster's postwar perspec
tive would be far closer to that of Walter Reuther and his militant constit
uency in the UAW than to that of the more compromising forces of the 
CIO "center." His endorsement of postwar employer-worker coopera
tion was heavily conditional: it must, he proposed, be predicated on 
workers' rights to adequate representation in industry and government; it 
must not "degenerate into the speed-up practices of the 1920s, which 
almost cut the heart out of the labor movement," and it depended upon 
a "systematic and rapid increase in the real wages of the workers." These 
kinds of qualifications were almost entirely absent from Browder's rheto
ric at the time.22 

Foster's published and unpublished writings during the period of the 
Teheran thesis are in general more conditional and complex than Brow
der's writings were at the time. Yet, it cannot be said that Foster's outlook 
can be simply summed up as advocating a return to the "old verities": his 
recognition of the new role of politics represented a significant departure, 
a stance that he would never have entertained until the late 1930s, and 
then only hesitatingly. Nonetheless, Foster's syndicalism began to reas
sert itself by 1945, albeit in a new and more complex atmosphere, where 
questions of production had increasingly become affairs of the state. In a 
draft of an article that Browder did not approve for publication, he wrote 
that "the very heart of. . . efforts for national unity will lie in the relations 
between the workers and the employers." Despite his acceptance of the 
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need for political action, Foster would continue to hold to this conception 
most tenaciously. In addition, he harbored doubts that state intervention 
would be a permanent feature of American economic life.23 

It is impossible to know if Foster was certain that his critique of Brow-
der's Teheran thesis would finally achieve vindication. A noteworthy 
characteristic of his career had always been the noncommittal nature of 
his political pronouncements; despite brief periods of orthodoxy and the
oretical posturing, he was always willing to be disproven by forces larger 
than he. Thus, for nearly a year after his dramatic confrontation with Earl 
Browder, he blended easily into the changing political scenery. Signals 
from the Soviet Union suggested that the Teheran perspective was an ap
propriate one: in a speech in late 1944, Stalin declared that "the alliance 
between the USSR, Great Britain and the United States is founded not on 
casual, short-lived considerations but on vital and lasting interests."24 

Throughout 1944, Foster's prophecy of escalating world tensions and an 
aggressive, "greedy" American imperialism abroad found little confirma
tion in world events. At home, despite increasing labor unrest, Roose
velt's reelection seemed to preempt the likelihood of any "triumph of re
actionaries" in the immediate postwar years. 

In the first months of 1945, however, difficulties emerged in U.S.-Soviet 
relations that did not bode well for American Communists. Roosevelt's 
sudden death in April created uncertainty; no one seemed to be able to 
predict the character of Truman's leadership. At the same time, Averill 
Harriman and other prominent figures in the Democratic leadership 
began to advocate a far stricter interpretation of the recently concluded 
agreements at Yalta. Harriman, who had been urging a tougher line with 
the Soviet Union since late 1944, now warned Truman that America 
faced a "barbarian invasion of Europe" by the Communists unless firm 
measures were taken immediately. Truman met with Soviet foreign minis
ter Vyacheslav Molotov weeks after Roosevelt's death to warn him 
bluntly to "carry out your agreements" regarding free elections in Eastern 
Europe. In the midst of this new atmosphere of uncertainty, in what could 
accurately be called the first months of the Cold War, the appearance of 
an article sharply critical of Browder in the French Communist journal 
Cahiers du Communisme was an event of decisive importance for Ameri
can Communists. 

The article was by Jacques Duclos, a leader of the powerful French 
Communist party. The article itself was considered to be an important 
indication of Soviet attitudes, since it quoted liberally from Foster's Janu
ary 1944 letter to the National Committee, which, it was supposed, had 
been circulated only among the leadership of the American and Soviet 
parties. American policymakers pored over Duclos's article as carefully as 
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did American Communists. It constituted, according to some observers, 
an important indication of Moscow's confrontational intentions in Eu
rope after the war.25 

While framed as an explanation to French Communists of the recent 
changes in the American party, Duclos's article represented a stern rebuke 
to Browder's leadership. Browder had, according to Duclos, drawn "er
roneous conclusions in no wise flowing from a Marxist analysis of the 
postwar situation," and "despite declarations regarding recognition of 
the principles of Marxism, one is witnessing a notorious revision of 
Marxism on the part of Browder and his supporters, a revision which is 
expressed in the concept of a long-term class peace in the United States, of 
the possibility of the suppression of the class struggle in the postwar pe
riod and of the establishment of harmony between capital and labor." He 
accused the American Communists of "deforming in a radical way the 
meaning of the Teheran declaration and . . . sowing dangerous opportun
ist illusions which will exercise a negative influence on the American 
labor movement if they are not met with the necessary reply."26 

In certain respects, the Duclos article is an ambiguous document. It 
does not constitute a point-by-point refutation of specific policies of the 
American Communists; indeed, the orientations of the French and Amer
ican parties were remarkably similar at the time. The French Commu
nists, though obviously confronted with a different situation than the 
Americans, were members of a united front coalition government after 
1945. They, like the Americans, deliberately minimized their socialist 
goals and envisioned a period of uninterrupted production and class 
peace after the war.27 Perhaps the gravamen of the article was its clear 
rebuke of Browder's projection that postwar Europe would be reconsti
tuted on a "bourgeois democratic" basis. Stalin probably considered the 
article a means of exerting diplomatic pressure on the Truman Admini
stration. At the same time, the scolding tone of the document and its 
unmistakable rejection of Browder's Teheran thesis meant that it was in
tended to stir the American Communists to drastic changes. 

Duclos quoted extensively and approvingly from Foster's letter of Jan
uary 1944, and portrayed him in unmistakable terms as the embattled 
defender of the Marxist-Leninist tradition in the United States. Thus, 
when the Party's leadership convened to discuss the article, Foster sud
denly found himself at an obvious and distinct advantage over his rival of 
many years. What is striking and characteristic, however, is his initial 
hesitance in seizing the offensive against Browder in the first emergency 
meetings of the national committee after the arrival of the letter, despite 
having received Duclos's unambiguous endorsement.28 

Nonetheless, at meetings of the National Board in May and June, one 
Communist after another reversed position in abject displays of repen-
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tance for their earlier "revisionist" stands. As one Communist leader re
flected, cadres who had once called Browder a genius, "a great Marxist," 
and "our beloved leader," were within days relegating him to the cate
gory of "betrayer of the working class." Those who had only months 
earlier contemplated Foster's expulsion would soon be moving to beatify 
him. Browder, though, steadfastly refused to repudiate his earlier stands. 
For long periods he retreated to his office at the Party's headquarters, 
refusing to see visitors. His aloof and unapproachable demeanor did little 
at this time to endear him to his former followers. It was not until the 
middle of June, after continued long discussions of the errors of "Brow-
derism," that Foster felt that he was on strong enough ground to attack 
Browder in unambiguous terms, criticizing his "bureaucratic" and "un
democratic" methods, and the "system of supercentralization" that he 
alone had supposedly created to manage the Party. He admitted, like 
most others, that sharp criticism of Browder was "no pleasant task." 
However, Browder's "revisionism must be ruthlessly exposed and com-
batted," he asserted, because it "plays into the hands of the worst enemies 
of the workers and the people—the finance capitalists, who are the gener
ators of imperialist aggression, fascism and war." In a sardonic aside, he 
proposed that Browder's policies had created a whole category of Com
munists who were "worrying more about cajoling the enlightened capi
talists than organizing the workers."29 

The climactic episode in the whole affair came at the Communist Polit
ical Association's emergency convention in late July. There, Browder was 
removed as president of the association, and a new leadership was 
elected, consisting of Foster, Eugene Dennis, and John Williamson. The 
convention reconstituted itself as the Communist party. At the conven
tion, Foster still betrayed some uncertainty about his course of action. In 
his hotel room prior to his keynote speech, preparing to deliver the final 
indictment of "Browderism," he wondered aloud to his aides whether or 
not his actions would create a new factional situation in the Party such as 
had existed in the 1920s. However, when he was called upon to give 
Browder's political reputation the coup de grace, his language belied little 
uncertainty. His indictment rested at least partly on a familiar concept, 
central to "Fosterism." Browder's central personal failing, he suggested 
at the meeting, was a "reverence for the spoken word."30 

Earl Browder was expelled from the Communist party by a unanimous 
vote of the National Committee in February 1946. His removal did not 
result in an exodus of personal followers, as had been the case following 
the earlier expulsions of Jay Lovestone and the Trotskyists around James 
Cannon. He did not seek formally to organize an opposition, but instead 
lurked rather ominously on the fringes of the Party for years. He circu
lated a political newsletter aimed at Party members, hoping in the mean-
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time that a change in the world situation might result in his rehabilitation. 
Surprisingly, in May 1946 he was granted a visa by the Soviet Embassy. 
He traveled to Moscow, where he was welcomed and entertained by 
high-ranking Soviet officials, including Lozovsky and Molotov. He was 
given a position as distributor of Soviet scientific books in the United 
States, a post that he held until mid-1949. His final estrangement from the 
Party came only in 1952. Foster himself was refused Soviet visas on sev
eral occasions in the postwar period; this undoubtedly raised questions in 
the American Party about his standing in Moscow. Indeed, confidential 
assessments of Foster in the Soviet Union remained negative. One review 
concluded that "despite his accomplishments in the Communist move
ment, he made serious mistakes in his party work," referring to his "fac
tional struggle" in the 1920s, his consort with Trotskyists in his group
ing, and his disagreement with the Comintern over new unions in 1928. 
In a report on Foster and Eugene Dennis, Gerhart Eisler, a German Com
munist who was a Comintern representative in the United States in the 
1930s, concluded that both men, while "honest and devoted," were "not 
fit to lead masses" because they "often talk inconsistently and interpret 
American problems as foreigners." Surely the fact that Browder was al
lowed the pretensions of "government in exile" status grated on Foster. 
Browder's expulsion had not been dictated or even suggested from 
abroad; thus, doubts would continue to linger about the correctness of 
this course of action.31 

No one could contest, however, that the American Party had entered a 
new phase after 1945. Suddenly, William Foster was endowed with un
precedented authority, and this would have far-reaching and profound 
implications during the Party's next two decades. His triumph was 
largely a personal one. Despite his position as national chairman, he had 
developed no large factional following previous to Browder's downfall. 
No group of followers and confidants existed whom he could place in key 
positions. Thus, few leaders of the uppermost echelons were replaced or 
purged; the National Committee continued to be composed primarily of 
individuals who had formerly been identified with Browder's discredited 
regime. This occasioned some anxiety among cadres who thought Foster 
was not going far enough in forcing a catharsis. Sam Darcy, for instance, 
from his perspective outside the Party, worried privately that Browder's 
"palace guard" remained influential despite the exit of their leader, and 
that Foster, now sixty-four years old, had not acted decisively enough to 
ensure a true Marxist-Leninist character for the leadership should he pass 
from the scene. Yet, because each of the former Browderites was tainted 
to some extent, their positions were precarious. Ironically, Foster 
emerged as the only leader with some claim to undeviating principle and 
Marxist-Leninist clairvoyance. It is important, therefore, to outline Fos-
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ter's world view as it developed in 1945, when he finally stood on the 
brink of more or less undisputed leadership of the American Communist 
Party.32 

Perhaps the most salient feature of Foster's thinking during this period 
was a near obsession with the bankruptcy of Browder's former policies, 
or, more accurately, what came to be known as "Browderism." Foster 
was not a dogmatist by instinct; his hesitance and uncertainty when called 
upon to exercise leadership in the initial campaign against Browder be
trayed this fact. However, following his ascension to the chairmanship of 
the Party he launched a campaign of ideological "purification," a cam
paign that would be carried on with varying intensity for years. Accord
ing to Foster, Browderism represented above all a shrinking from the 
class struggle, an abandonment of the idea of capitalism as a system of 
human exploitation, the end of the concept of the Party as a Leninist 
vanguard, and a rejection of the Leninist theory of imperialism as the final 
stage of capitalism. Browder had attempted nothing less than the "fasten
ing of a right-wing bourgeois liberalism upon our Party," he thundered. 
For the campaign against Browderism, Foster donned the garb of high 
priest of Marxism-Leninism, but it was an ill-fitting garment. He simply 
lacked the knowledge of Marxist theory necessary to carry such a preten
sion successfully; it was as if the vehemence of his rhetoric alone could 
compensate for deeper uncertainties.33 

Nonetheless, as penance for the sins of the Browder era, Foster pro
posed a frightening campaign for ideological conformity. "As never be
fore," he averred, "we must train our Party in the fundamentals of Marx-
ism-Leninism. To this end we must check over the curricula, teaching 
personnel and textbooks of all our schools. We must reexamine all our 
recent literature. We must prepare new propaganda and agitation mate
rial in harmony with our line. We must especially be alert to eliminate, 
not only Browder's wrong theories, but also all those opportunist ways of 
thinking and working that have developed. ..." Moreover, a new leader
ship at all levels was required, complete with background checks of 
members' "qualifications," including their "social background, their 
Marxist-Leninist training, their previous Party record, their degree of 
participation in the present error, their connections with trade unions and 
mass organizations, [and] their present attitude toward Browder's revi
sionism. ..." This call for an inquiry into the backgrounds of Party lead
ers was ironic, considering that Foster's history as a Wobbly, AFL organ
izer, and seller of War Bonds was far from pure, and had continually been 
dredged up by opponents of his in an earlier era. Strangely enough, at the 
same time that he made this strident call for conformity, he complained 
that one of the great weaknesses of Browder's leadership was that he 
stifled discussion and created a bureaucratic atmosphere in the Party.34 
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He seemed to be aiming for more than authority in its purely functional 
sense; he seemed to believe it was necessary to create an aura of unassail
able moral authority around his leadership. 

The campaign against Browderism showed Foster at his most extrem
ist, but there is little evidence that he was imposing this mood on the Party 
membership. "Browderism" was excoriated at all levels. As noted, Brow-
der's departure did not inspire a large exodus from the Party; in the imme
diate postwar period, membership remained relatively stable at around 
fifty thousand.35 The remarkable persistence of "Browderism" as a de
rogatory political category suggests that the appeal of the campaign went 
beyond the pages of the Party's journalism. In certain respects, the cru
sade against Browder's "deviations" had all the appeal of a fundamental
ist religious revival; one writer later characterized the political "correc
tion" of the period as a type of "hysteria."36 

Significantly, for Foster as well as others in the leadership, one of the 
main problems with Browderism was that it was insufficiently theoreti
cal. Morris Childs, a member of the National Committee, implied as 
much when offering his analysis of the now-disgraced policies: "It is my 
opinion that all of us were influenced by our capitalist environment and 
ideology, that we did not develop our general tactical policy on the basis 
of general theory, but rather developed it empirically." Why was theory 
suddenly divorced from experience? Related to the feelings Childs ex
pressed was a pervasive sense in the Party literature that Browderism had 
not provided a coherent set of norms by which the Party could identify 
itself in opposition to its surroundings. Hence the search for theory be
came, at one level at least, a search for principle. In his brilliant account 
of this crisis period in the Party's history, former Daily Worker editor 
Joseph Starobin reflected that the character of the Party's policies in the 
1930s had seemed to weaken the sense of "revolutionary community" 
among Communists. Trade union leaders had been given more political 
flexibility and independence; shop and union fractions were abolished, 
and Communists, "participating in the wider world of public life . . . be
came subjects to all its temptations." For Starobin, in the 1930s the "rev
olutionary community tended to become a pseudo-community." A large 
part of what Foster promised and others were seeking, in the campaign 
against "Browderism," was a revitalization of original premises. Foster 
himself offered a symbolic connection with an idealized past and tradi
tion; his return to leadership was invariably presented in the Party press 
as the "return of a veteran." Outside the party as well, Foster's ascension 
to leadership was taken to represent a reassertion of revolutionary pur
pose by the American Party at a time when Soviet-American relations 
were deteriorating. The Duclos article provided a perfect context for the 
revival of the House Committee on Un-American Activities in 1945. One 
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member declared that the committee wanted to know "whether the Com
munists are still planning to destroy or overthrow the American system of 
Government."37 

What was the nature of Foster's fundamentalist program? After 1945 
he based much of it on the idea that Marxism-Leninism was a science. 
This was somewhat unexpected from a man whose career in the labor 
movement had been built, at least in its earliest and most successful 
stages, on his ability to dissociate himself from unpopular "isms." How
ever, by 1945 his career had seemingly come full circle: his writings were 
eerily reminiscent of the tortuous reflections of Hermon Titus, the scien
tific socialist. In the years following the excruciating uncertainties and 
humiliations of the Popular Front years, Foster sought desperately to re
create his faith on the grounds of a fragile positivism. 

After 1945, Foster continually asserted that a scientifically oriented 
Communist party was one that should struggle to develop new theoretical 
perspectives. In one letter circulated among the Party membership, he 
complained that "the greatest of all weaknesses of our Party [is] its lack 
of systematic theoretical work. The decay of world capitalism and the rise 
of world socialism are generating a whole series of new, major theoretical 
questions."38 Yet, the campaign against "Browderism" would remain a 
potent weapon for stifling theoretical innovation or discussion. And dis
cussion itself, despite assurances to the contrary, was valuable only to a 
point. After all, what Browder himself had been aiming at, according to 
Foster, "was to transform our Party more and more into an organization 
merely for talk." Near the end of one disquisition on the need for im
proved theoretical work, he proposed the establishment of a commission 
which would "carefully evaluate all our Marxist-Leninist theoretical 
writings, before they are printed" (his emphasis). Part of the problem was 
that Foster seemed unwilling or unable to explain what exactly was "sci
entific" about Marxism-Leninism. Paradoxically, as Starobin and others 
have pointed out, Communist theorists during this period often balked at 
the conventionally understood obligation of a scientist, which is to for
mulate hypotheses that are falsifiable, that may be proven or disproven by 
experience.39 

In an earlier time, when he was at his most effective, Foster had 
brought a restless, experimental intelligence to the problem of building a 
revolutionary movement in the United States. "Fosterism" had been an 
eclectic, empirical, opportunistic, and highly personal mode of activism, 
more a style than a coherent body of doctrine. Theory and "science" had 
been an important element of "Fosterism," but only in an experimental 
sense as one aspect of an overall strategy, to be discarded or adjusted as 
particular situations demanded. By 1945, these characteristics of Foster's 
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earlier syndicalism remained, albeit in a distorted form. He undoubtedly 
was aware that his theoretical shortcomings clouded his reputation in 
Moscow, but now he used the need for "theory" as a powerful weapon 
for the retention of power, for essentially conservative ends. And, Foster 
and the party leadership remained the final arbiters of "theoretical" 
discussions. 

During a period when many Communists worried about the integrity 
of the political community to which they had devoted their lives, Foster's 
theoretical cogitations generally resolved into discussions of who should 
be included and excluded, of where the lines in the class war were prop
erly drawn. Were bourgeois politicians, "progressive" capitalists, social
ists, feminists, intellectuals, scientists, "professionals" to be considered 
potential allies or enemies? Leninism taught the need for alliances, but 
with whom? Significantly, Foster called for increased "theoretical" work 
at a time when he began to reembrace the idea of the Leninist "militant 
minority" most vehemently; thus the call for better theory was merged 
with the idea of revolutionary professionalism. The neglect of theory has 
resulted in a "weakening of the vanguard role of our Party," he wrote. 
The overwhelming concern for "theory" in Foster's writings was inti
mately connected to several of the central themes in his oeuvre. Commu
nists of his generation had always prided themselves on their "profes
sional" demeanor: Foster liked to think of himself as a "specialist," and 
James Cannon once reflected that being a revolutionary was the "highest 
and most honorable of all professions." For Foster, of course, the central 
problem of the earlier Debsian Socialism was also "wishy-washy" inclu-
siveness, and, he pointed out, "a great weakness of Debs was his theoret
ical inadequacy."40 Lurking in this political grammar were echoes of his 
earlier neo-Malthusianism. By the 1950s, Foster had concluded that it 
was the task of the professional revolutionary to develop a dependable 
code of inclusion or exclusion (the proper end of theory), while a more 
dangerous and disabling influence (Browderism or an ecumenical social
ism) would expand the community of revolutionaries beyond the bounds 
of coherence and effectiveness. 

Other aspects of Foster's earlier syndicalism proved adaptable to the 
world of postwar Communist politics as well. Most salient was the idea 
of imminent revolutionary change. In 1948, at age sixty-seven, he told a 
group of Communist maritime workers that "we'll see Socialism before 
we die."41 A main problem of Browderism had been that it had proposed 
an elongated perspective on the transition to socialism. Foster took his 
time in formulating an alternative conception, but for the time being, 
however, the idea of imminent economic collapse and war seemed to suf
fice. The United States, he never tired of asserting, was in its most degen-
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erate, dangerous, imperialistic phase. "The world capitalist system is sick, 
very sick, as the two world wars and the great economic crisis, all within 
one generation, eloquently testify," he wrote in mid-1945. War with the 
Soviet Union, if not inevitable, was a continual threat, according to Fos
ter. Undoubtedly, his convictions in this regard were bolstered by 
Duclos's endorsement of his critique of Browder's Teheran thesis and by 
the unfolding events of the Cold War. Yet Foster's apocalyptic rhetoric 
went beyond the expectations or requirements of the international move
ment. His writing and thinking in regard to the danger of war, economic 
collapse, and the aggressiveness of American imperialism anticipated 
rather than followed Stalin's earliest postwar pronouncements on these 
subjects.42 

Just as he had understood the conflict between worker and capitalist 
on the shop floor as something resembling warfare, Foster had difficulty 
accepting the idea of peaceful coexistence between socialism and capital
ism on the world stage. At the height of the discussions in the National 
Committee regarding Browder's projections for the postwar period, Eliz
abeth Gurley Flynn reflected on the reasons for her reticence in speaking 
out against the Teheran thesis, and made direct reference to Foster's syn
dicalist temperament: "I feel that I have applied this fear of being 'leftist' 
and being a 'Wobbly' to my estimation of Comrade Foster's position. I 
said, 'Well, Bill's an old Wobbly too and he has the same kind of devia
tions I could easily have." Foster's ideas helped move the Party further 
and further to the left after the war. For him, the coming crises seemed 
more than ever to require a "battle-ready" Communist movement, a mil
itant minority shorn of "opportunist delusions."43 

What of the central tenet of Foster's syndicalism, the idea that the trade 
unions could be the most effective instrument of revolutionary change in 
the United States? In general, the events of World War II and the postwar 
period offered the greatest challenges yet to his prewar conceptions. He 
undoubtedly recognized, as did many unionists at the time, that what 
might be achieved in collective bargaining could be undone by unfavora
ble legislation. However, while admitting that wages, hours, unemploy
ment insurance, and strikes "have all grown into national political ques
tions," he noted that organized labor was still "much weaker and far 
more vulnerable" in the "political field." As an example of these vulnera
bilities, he cited the changing policies of Truman and the Democratic 
Party, which grew increasingly hostile toward labor after 1945. During 
these years the Communists would search unsuccessfully for an approach 
that would allow unions to exercise power in the political arena without 
succumbing to the sins of "tailing" and "Browderism." At a basic level, 
Foster remained mistrustful of the two-party system; the necessity of a 
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developing a third-party movement would be a continual refrain. Ironi
cally, the effect of his policies would be to return the Party to a stance 
similar to that of earlier AFL voluntarism, which posited a rough equiva
lence between the two parties. The CIO did not accept this formulation, 
however, and would develop closer and closer ties to the Democratic 
party throughout the postwar period.44 



Chapter 12 

UNIONISM, POLITICS, AND THE COLD WAR 

IN SPITE OF his vision of a labor movement forced by political develop
ments to defend its accomplishments in an arena where it was weakest 
and most vulnerable, Foster clung stubbornly to his optimism about the 
potential of the industrial union movement. American workers, he sug
gested hopefully in 1945, had largely lost faith in free enterprise, even 
though they had not yet drawn the "correct socialist conclusions." Work
ers believed in what he called "New Dealism," which, while based on the 
"illusions" of Keynesianism, nonetheless represented an advance in polit
ical consciousness.1 

One reason for optimism, according to Foster in 1945, was that Amer
ican workers were much less receptive to red-baiting tactics in the unions, 
and were more positively disposed toward the Soviet Union.2 Indeed, 
there is no doubt that tens of thousands of rank-and-file unionists in a 
number of CIO unions had consented to Communist leadership during 
the previous two decades. Communist activists enjoyed a high reputation 
as able and aggressive organizers. As a result, Communists or close Com
munist sympathizers controlled twelve of the CIO's thirty-five affiliates 
by 1946. These included such influential unions as the United Electrical 
Workers (UE), which represented nearly half a million members, as well 
as the West Coast International Longshoremen's and Warehousemen's 
Union (ILWU), and the National Maritime Union (NMU). Other power
ful affiliates with close Communist ties or conspicuous Communist lead
ership were the Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers, the Packinghouse 
Workers, and the New York-based Transport Workers Union. At the 
national level, the Party had for years carefully cultivated an alliance with 
the forces of the "center," personified by CIO president Philip Murray. In 
the national office, the publicity director, Len DeCaux, was a Commu
nist, and the union's chief counsel, Lee Pressman, consulted closely with 
the Party. However, the Party's presence, despite Foster's optimism, re
mained controversial. Prominent Communist "influentials" in the unions 
were conscious of their unique and somewhat precarious position, and 
were used to carrying out union affairs with a degree of independence 
from the Party. In this sense, many had adopted the familiar syndicalist 
stance: the union took precedence over, and occasionally substituted for, 
the Party.3 
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Beginning in 1946, this delicate relationship between the Party and its 
labor organizers would be severely tested, as an ominous anti-Commu
nist temper began to stir in a number of unions. The origins of anti-Com
munist sentiment can, in part, be traced to the Party's wartime polices. To 
begin with, Communist support for the no-strike pledge and the speedup 
helped undercut the credibility of the Party among a rank and file that 
was increasingly restless under wartime controls. While endorsement of 
these policies was not especially costly to the Party during the war itself, 
its stand would be used effectively against the Communists by powerful 
union factionalists in the postwar period. This was especially true in the 
UAW, where Walter Reuther won the presidency in 1946 at least partly 
as a result of his ability to portray the Communists as vacillating on a 
number of wartime labor grievances. 

Anti-Communist caucuses in a number of CIO unions gained an ideo
logical advantage as a result of profound shifts in American and Soviet 
foreign policies. Mistrust of the Soviet Union and suspicion of the motives 
of American Communists resurfaced after the war. So strong had these 
sentiments become by 1946 that at the CIO convention in November, 
leading Communists were forced to acquiesce in the adoption of a resolu
tion stating that "we resent and reject efforts of the Communist Party or 
other political parties and their adherents to interfere in the affairs of the 
CIO. This convention serves notice that we will not tolerate such interfer
ence." This resolution was the outcome of careful negotiation between 
Murray and the Communists. It was finally supported by important 
Communist figures: Michael Gold of the Fur Workers, and Mike Quill, 
the president of the Transport Workers. Communists, when called upon 
to explain their support of the resolution, justified it on the grounds that 
it was designed to preserve unity, and that it could be broadly interpreted, 
in classic syndicalist terms, as a repudiation of all political parties. None
theless, its logic signified that Communist union leaders occupied a spe
cial sphere. Foster, according to Quill, was directly responsible for the 
Party's decision to endorse the resolution. To Quill, it represented a "re
pudiation of the principle of Communist leadership in the Unions."4 

The surfacing of anti-Communist sentiment in the unions roughly co
incided with the outbreak of a number of strikes in the largest American 
industries. Beginning in 1945 and intensifying rapidly following the sur
render of Japan, workers in the auto, steel, electrical, and meatpacking 
industries came out in the largest strike wave in American history up to 
that point. Fed up with wage controls and production demands, workers 
in mass-production industries emerged from the war in a militant mood. 
Foster wrote enthusiastically that the strike movement was of "a new 
kind," conducted on a "higher level" than ever before. Unions were at an 
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unprecedented level of strength and membership. He noted a general ab
sence of traditional repressive activities like red-baiting and the importa
tion of strikebreakers. The inclusion of African Americans and women in 
the union movement created a new level of solidarity, he suggested. 
Moreover, he noted, workers were far more politically conscious than 
they had been after World War I. Though putatively acting on a higher 
plane of anticapitalist consciousness than previous strike campaigns, the 
strikers won few important victories. While workers were on the offen
sive, organized labor was clearly on the defensive.5 

However, what was perhaps most significant about the strike wave 
was Truman's response, which was generally favorable to the employers. 
The new president employed his wartime powers to seize a number of 
industries, including coal, oil, meatpacking, and railroads, and threat
ened to draft striking railroad workers. Truman's actions threw the CIO 
leadership into turmoil. Philip Murray and Walter Reuther at one time or 
another in the immediate postwar period actively promoted the idea of a 
third-party movement. Foster remained hesitant and cautious about these 
initiatives. As early as September 1945, he bitterly denounced Truman as 
a militant imperialist, a term he used again in November in a public ap
pearance before the House Committee on Un-American Activities, re
cently resurrected by Mississippi Democrat John E. Rankin. These were 
bold statements, considering that even the Russians had not yet employed 
such harsh terminology in reference to the new administration. In early 
1946 he made a vague call for "an eventual broad progressive third-party 
movement" as a way to put labor on the offensive politically.6 Yet Foster 
shrank from the implications of his pronouncements. His call for a third-
party movement was accompanied by the usual caveat, that it must be 
"led by the workers, by the trade unions." He foresaw the "eventual" 
third-party "movement" as the result of a broad antiwar, antimonopoly 
coalition among workers, poorer farmers, African Americans, and "pro
gressive" sectors of the middle classes.7 

The third-party idea would remain in the background for nearly a 
year, but would resurface as the Cold War escalated. A widening rift in 
the Democratic party between supporters of Truman and a group gener
ally sympathetic to the views of former Vice-President Henry Wallace 
seemed to endanger the New Deal consensus. Wallace, by late 1946, had 
emerged as a strong critic of Truman's foreign policy, and in several 
speeches essentially endorsed the idea of a Soviet sphere of influence in 
Europe. He resigned as Truman's secretary of commerce in the autumn of 
1946. His aims were not entirely clear, but shortly thereafter a set of 
political action committees was created by an organization called the Pro
gressive Citizens of America. This organization would provide the pri
mary core of support for Wallace's third-party candidacy for the presi-
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dency in 1948. The Communist party cultivated a strong influence in this 
movement from the beginning.8 

The question of how extensively to support and promote Wallace's 
developing candidacy would turn out to be of decisive importance for the 
Communist party. Foster, predictably, adopted a wait-and-see attitude, 
and shrank from leadership on the issue, at least at first. He traveled to 
Europe in the first weeks of 1947, ostensibly to attend the conferences of 
the Communist parties of Great Britain and the British Empire countries. 
In March, he journeyed to a number of Eastern European capitals: 
Prague, Sofia, Belgrade, and Warsaw. His visit to Europe involved more 
than mere tourism, however; in part, he was seeking a degree of "clarity" 
from European Communists on issues like the imminence of war and the 
third-party movement. Foster's activities and writings while he was in 
Europe were followed carefully by the staffs of local embassies, who in 
turn relayed transcripts of his writings and interviews directly to the Sec
retary of State George C. Marshall. Although Foster was pointedly criti
cized by some Communists, including Jacques Duclos, for his emphasis 
on the war danger, his rhetoric escalated dramatically while he was 
abroad. He painted a picture of American capitalism on the brink of fas
cism, with the new Congress poised to legislate a number of harshly anti-
labor measures. "Wall Street is preparing its war of conquest," he told an 
Italian journalist in March. To a Polish interlocutor he proclaimed that 
"the chief aim of Anglo-American diplomacy in Eastern Europe is to re
build a ring of hostile reactionary states along the western frontiers of the 
USSR."9 

Foster's sojourn in Europe coincided with a dramatic intensification of 
the developing Cold War. In March came the Truman Doctrine as well as 
an executive order requiring loyalty oaths of all government employees. 
The same month saw the introduction into Congress of the Taft-Hartley 
Act, a measure that would undermine many of the legal prerogatives that 
the unions had won during the New Deal. In May and June Secretary of 
State Marshall hardened his attitude toward Stalin, finally concluding 
that no bargain could be reached with the Russian dictator on the status 
of the countries of Eastern Europe. The Marshall Plan was announced in 
June. 

Truman decided to veto the Taft-Hartley Act, but a majority of con
gressional Democrats had joined with Republicans in voting for passage 
of the bill. In June Truman's veto was quickly overridden. A key feature 
of the act was that it required affidavits from union officers certifying that 
they were not members of the Communist party. At first, leaders like John 
L. Lewis and Philip Murray refused to sign the oaths, but some, like the 
new president of the UAW, Walter Reuther, did not hesitate to utilize the 
oaths as a way of exploiting the spreading anti-Communist hysteria. 
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Foster, in the meantime, continued to equivocate on the issue of the 
third party. He evinced no fear of splitting the Democratic vote, for he 
had come to believe that Truman, if nominated, "would not only be val
ueless to the people, but would also have no chance whatever" of being 
elected. Indeed, at the time, Truman's popularity was at an extremely low 
ebb. Foster seemed convinced that conditions in 1948 were more favora
ble to a third-party candidate than they had been in 1924. In general, he 
wrote, workers recognized that capitalism had been "fundamentally 
weakened," sensed an imminent crisis, and understood that only political 
action could protect them from "the ravages of mass unemployment." In 
an astonishing leap of faith, he proposed that while the workers' mood 
"cannot yet be called mass class consciousness, they are nevertheless 
moving in this direction. They are ripe for a new mass party." However, 
in the same article, he exhibited an indecisiveness typical of this period in 
his career. He concluded at one point that "there must be a progressive 
Presidential candidate in the field in 1948, without fail, if not on the Dem
ocratic ticket, then surely on an independent ticket." In the same article, 
however, he stated that whether or not a new party would be strong 
enough to put up an independent presidential candidate and a slate of 
congressional and local candidates in 1948 "remains to be seen."10 

To further complicate matters, in the summer and autumn of 1947 a 
rapprochement developed between the Truman administration and the 
CIO leadership. Despite his harshly antilabor rhetoric and actions in the 
earlier strike wave, Truman's veto of the Taft-Hartley bill was widely 
praised. Hard-pressed to retrieve the labor constituency, the president 
publicly endorsed repeal of what the CIO referred to as the "slave labor 
law." Truman's commitment to repeal of Taft-Hartley and restoration of 
the New Deal labor equation was not a deep one, as would become clear 
following his astonishing victory in 1948. Nonetheless, in 1947 Murray 
and his advisers eagerly pursued the opening Truman had offered them. 
The CIO's one-sided understanding with the Democratic administration 
would have profound, far-reaching consequences for the labor move
ment. Its immediate effects were to commit the CIO to Truman's anti-
Communist foreign policy, and to rejection of the movement developing 
around Henry Wallace.11 

In September 1947, FBI agents recorded a conversation in Foster's 
hotel room during a trip to California in which he betrayed far more 
skepticism about the idea of the third party than he was exhibiting in 
public at the time. The details of the conversation are quite striking, be
cause they reveal Foster's forthrightly syndicalist perspective on the prob
lem of the Wallace candidacy. He suggested that in many ways, the third 
party was no better than the Democratic Party. "Before we were tagging 
along with the Democrats, and now with Wallace," he complained. The 
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third party could not be a success, he stated, unless the CIO could be 
convinced to support it wholeheartedly, but of course he held out little 
promise of that eventuality. He pointed out that "the Communist Party 
must not make the mistake it made twenty years ago regarding the Third 
Party movement. . . or history will repeat itself and the Communist Party 
will be no further ahead twenty years from now." He implied that the 
Party should concentrate on far more simple, prosaic objectives: "Send 
wages higher—get the money."12 

Nonetheless, in December, the Party's top union leaders were sum
moned to a meeting in New York in which they were informed that Wal
lace would soon announce his candidacy on a third-party ticket. They 
were urged to help line up support in their organizations for Wallace's 
candidacy. By all accounts, the announcement was greeted with conster
nation and resentment, and Foster was conspicuously absent from the 
meeting. There is evidence that at the time two other high-ranking Com
munists, Eugene Dennis and Robert Thompson, were more aggressive 
than Foster in pushing for the third-party stand in the unions. Dennis was 
the Party's general secretary, in charge of electoral policy, and was known 
to be well tuned to political developments in Moscow as well. A some
what mysterious figure who had spent years abroad in the service of the 
Comintern, Dennis was considered, according to Joseph Starobin, "the 
most authoritative party spokesman" after Foster somewhat incongru
ously nominated him to be general secretary in 1945. According to Foster 
himself, Dennis "led" in the decision to form a third party around Wal
lace. Thompson was the new chairman of the New York state party. He 
was a decorated veteran, a relative newcomer to Party politics, and was 
perceived as somewhat of a protege of Foster's. While Foster undoubtedly 
had a significant amount of input into the formulation of the policy, it is 
interesting that as late as September he was complaining about the Party's 
"tailing" Wallace as if the enterprise was in some way beyond his control. 
One highly placed party official recalled that despite Foster's influence, he 
and his supporters were "often decisively defeated on issues" in the late 
1940s.13 

The Party's decision to support Wallace was fraught with danger. As 
the red scare gathered momentum, an endorsement of Wallace tarred a 
union official as a Communist sympathizer. Why, especially given Fos
ter's awareness of the shortcomings of the Wallace campaign, did the 
Party attach itself so closely to the third party? 

To begin with, Truman's support in the labor movement seemed pre
carious as the 1948 elections approached. Wallace, on the other hand, 
drew astonishingly large crowds on several precampaign speaking tours. 
This may have helped the Party's leadership convince themselves that 
Wallace, who would receive approximately one million votes in the gen-
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eral election, was a viable candidate. Even Foster was impressed by the 
crowds that Wallace was able to gather on a West Coast tour, and was 
surprised by the strength of pro-Wallace sentiment among steelworkers 
and miners in western Pennsylvania. However, it is difficult to imagine 
that Foster, remembering the problems attending the labor party enter
prises of the 1920s, believed Wallace could draw a significant amount of 
national electoral support.14 

Foster undoubtedly allowed international considerations to affect his 
stance on the third-party issue. In October 1947, Pravda announced the 
formation of a nine-member conference of European parties, the Com
munist Information Bureau (Cominform), whose purpose was to mobi
lize and coordinate the European resistance to American imperialism. 
The resulting manifestos and resolutions generally reflected a far more 
militant line than had previous resolutions of the kind, advocating espe
cially the formation of aggressive united fronts "from below" in Euro
pean countries. It was symptomatic of the new mood that the Yugoslav 
party openly criticized the Italian and French parties for having not seized 
power in 1944. American Communists interpreted the establishment of 
the Cominform as confirmation of their general outlook on the war dan
ger and the menace of U.S. imperialism. In this respect at least, Foster's 
views seemed vindicated, a fact to which he later pointed with pride. 
However, the emphasis on the "united front from below" cut the ground 
away from his insistence that the leadership of a substantial section of the 
labor movement was essential to the formation of a viable third party; 
and this leadership was not, in fact, forthcoming. The only major left-led 
union formally to endorse Wallace was the Mine, Mill and Smelter Work
ers. The largest union in which the Communist influence was predomi
nant, the United Electrical Workers, left the question of whom to support 
up to its individual locals. In general, pro-Wallace unionists justified their 
stance in traditional voluntarist terms: CIO resolutions could not be bind
ing on individual unions.15 

Yet, the Communist party's policies and pronouncements remained 
tied to international events and the demands of superpower foreign pol
icy. The support of the Marshall Plan by the major labor federations, 
Foster wrote in 1948, represented a violation of "the most fundamental 
interests of the masses."16 In an atmosphere of escalating anti-Soviet sen
timent, the public stance of the Party on the Truman Doctrine and the 
Marshall Plan would prove extremely damaging. It is quite possible that 
Foster underestimated the impact of the Party's pro-Wallace rhetoric. As 
a newcomer to the Party in the 1920s, after all, he had scorned the idea 
that workers cared much about foreign policy issues. 

Finally, Foster's role and motivations must be judged by how he antic
ipated the outcome of the Wallace debacle. He undoubtedly had misgiv-
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ings about the Party's direction, but one undeniable result of Communist 
strategy in the 1948 elections was to rend the Party's ties to the CIO-
Democratic party alliance, a goal that was consistent with Foster's skepti
cism and ambivalence about the role of labor in electoral politics. In his 
only major pronouncement on the Wallace issue in the months leading up 
to the election, he proclaimed that "a vote for either Truman or Dewey 
means a vote for eventual fascism and war." At the same time, the Wal
lace candidacy was also deeply flawed, from Foster's perspective: unlike 
the Progressive party candidate, "we Marxist-Leninists" do not "believe 
that the badly crippled world capitalist system can be saved and trans
formed into 'progressive capitalism,'" he wrote. Holding out little pros
pect for Wallace's election, he asserted that the main task of the third 
party would ultimately be to "[shatter] the deadly two-party system 
which for generations has politically paralyzed the working class."17 

These statements reveal that Foster, while fearing a repetition of the 
events of 1924, had nonetheless neither offered nor developed a signifi
cantly new perspective on the problems of labor politics since then. In 
1948, as well as 1924, the sectarian logic and aloofness of the Commu
nists and Foster's own ambivalence culminated in a disastrous split. The 
Wallace candidacy, and Truman's surprising victory, helped set the stage 
for the swift elimination of Communist influence in the CIO after the 
election. This series of events had a far-reaching effect on both the Com
munist party and the American labor movement. After years of carefully 
building up an alliance with the "center" forces of the CIO, by 1949 the 
Communists suddenly found themselves estranged from the mainstream 
of the industrial union movement. In the CIO, the splitting away and 
expulsion of powerful Communist-led unions would drastically alter the 
face of the labor movement. The presence of Communists in the CIO had 
lent a militant and aggressive cast to American unionism during the 
1930s; by 1949 the relatively young federation of industrial unions was 
well on its way toward acceptance of the precisely formalized labor-rela
tions strategies of American corporate enterprise. 

Certainly, William Foster was at the very center of these momentous 
developments in the American labor movement. Yet, he remained an en
igmatic figure, his stands on different issues drifting in and out of focus or 
lurching wildly from left to right. It was undoubtedly a period of extreme 
stress, with the Party increasingly under attack on a number of fronts. 
Despite his demands for ideological unity and coherence, Foster seemed 
unable to provide consistent leadership. As he groped for political per
spective in the midst of the developing crisis, his health began to deterio
rate. In August 1948, already suffering from chronic hypertension and 
arteriosclerosis, he suffered a mild stroke. The stroke did not apparently 
affect his mental acuity, but resulted in a significant limitation of his phys-
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ical activities. Suffering from numbness in his right side and extreme fa
tigue, Foster spent the next two months largely confined to bed in his 
Bronx apartment.18 

Foster's private life in the period after World War II can be described only 
in outline. He and Esther lived in a one-bedroom apartment at 1040 Nel
son Avenue in the Bronx, not far from Yankee Stadium. The apartment 
was very sparsely furnished and in a constant state of disrepair. Foster's 
closest family circle consisted of his two adopted children, Sylvia and 
David, and their spouses. The most frequent visitors were Sylvia and her 
second husband, Emmanuel Kolko, who would arrive once or twice a 
week to help Esther, who was suffering from severe arthritis, with house
hold chores. Emmanuel was a stubborn family critic of the Soviet regime 
who had a brother, Abush, killed in Stalin's purges. Emmanuel would 
later accompany Foster to the Soviet Union and serve as his personal 
translator. Joseph Manley Kolko, Sylvia and Emmanuel's grandson, was 
also a frequent visitor; Foster dedicated his 1949 book The Twilight of 
World Capitalism to Joe with the words "To My Great Grandson Joseph 
ManIey Kolko, Who Will Live in a Communist United States."19 

Very little is known about William and Esther's relationship during 
these years, although their apartment was essentially divided at the time: 
Esther's domain was in the kitchen, where she slept, and living room. The 
bedroom was Foster's "workshop" and study. Although she was a Party 
member, Esther never participated in political discussions, and remained 
in the background. Sylvia and Emmanuel were aloof from the Party, and 
were absolutely adamant about keeping young Joseph out of Communist 
affairs, despite William's interest in schooling him in the Soviet Union. 
David was a devoted "union man" in his trade of printer and subscribed 
to the Daily Worker, but it is uncertain if he was a member of the Party.20 

William Foster remained a very private person. Political acquaintances 
were welcome at his apartment, but only rarely stayed for dinner. Before 
his health problems limited his mobility, he would relax by going, alone, 
to Yankee games or the movies. Despite his almost puritanical depreca
tion of much of American art and culture, he was an avid film buff who 
often discussed movies in great detail with his colleagues. In the summer 
the family would stay for a few weeks at a cottage at the Mohegan Colony 
in Peekskill, with FBI agents lurking in nearby woods and bushes. For 
vacations, Foster would visit a relative in California, or his old comrade 
Jay Fox, who still resided at the Home Colony on Puget Sound. Foster's 
life-style was ascetic. His diet was very simple and most of his clothes 
were second-hand or gifts. He was adamant about not owning property: 
even the family automobile was in Sylvia's name. It was his habit to give 
money away during his occasional walks; thus, the family, never affluent, 
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Foster with his great-grandson, Joe Kolko, ca. 1948. 

made a point of keeping money out of his hands. With his private time, 
Foster followed a rigorous routine. When he was healthy, he would usu
ally rise at about five in the morning, and write for three hours before 
breakfast. After breakfast, there was a short walk to the corner news
stand, and then another four or five hours of writing.21 

Foster's activities came under increasing surveillance by the FBI after 
1945. His elevation to the chairmanship of the Party had qualified him 
for unblinking attention by the bureau, and he was on J. Edgar Hoover's 
list of subversives who were to be arrested in the event of a national secu
rity emergency. Subsequent trials revealed that the FBI had been able to 
infiltrate numerous informants into the highest ranks of the Party. By 
1947, this infiltration had apparently extended to Foster's close associ
ates; one informant gained access to his personal effects while he was 
traveling, for instance, and photographed documents in his possession 
and forwarded them to the FBI. By the late 1950s, Foster had become so 
security-conscious that confidential discussions in his own apartment 
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were written out on notes that were burned immediately afterward and 
flushed down the toilet.22 

In the last months of 1947, the FBI determined that Foster was carrying 
on a romantic liaison with an unnamed woman in Buffalo, New York. 
The bureau's conclusion was based on agents' interception and subse
quent copying of Foster's amorous correspondence, as well as surveil
lance of Foster's meetings with the woman in Buffalo. A memo addressed 
to Hoover concluded that "while the Communist Party (from its point of 
view) was scurrying to protect its very existence, its National Chairman, 
William Z. Foster, took time out to prepare this type of letters and carry 
out an apparent personal escapade." This information, it was suggested, 
"may make it possible for us to put Foster some day in a very embarrass
ing position." However, whatever its parameters or intensity, the affair 
seems to have been broken off by early 1948.23 

The Party seemed ill-prepared for the wave of legal prosecutions directed 
against it beginning in 1947. The most difficult challenge was presented 
by the Truman administration's decision to proceed with indictments 
against the twelve members of the National Board, including Foster, for 
violation of the Alien Registration law of 1940, known as the Smith Act. 
The act prohibited the teaching and advocacy of the overthrow of the 
Government by force and violence. The original indictments were re
turned by a federal grand jury in New York in July of 1948, on the eve of 
the Progressive party's convention in Philadelphia. Foster's case was sev
ered from those of the others for medical reasons; according to two court-
appointed physicians, the rigors of a prolonged trial would jeopardize his 
health. The trials of the rest of the Communist leadership began in New 
York in January 1949 and would last until October 1950, the longest 
criminal trial in United States history up to that time. The indictments 
alleged that in dissolving the Communist Political Association and recon
stituting the Communist party, the leaders had entered into a conspiracy 
to advocate the overthrow of the government. The initial trial ended in 
conviction; the Party's leaders were free on bail until mid-1951, when the 
Supreme Court upheld the verdicts.24 

Foster played an extremely important role in the Party's defense 
against the Smith Act indictments. Despite his severance from the trial, he 
continued to write prolifically and confer with Party leaders. This out
raged J. Edgar Hoover, who continually directed his agents to follow 
Foster closely and accumulate evidence that he remained a threat to na
tional security. Following the initial convictions Hoover would repeat
edly importune New York District Attorney Irving Saypol, the master
mind of the espionage case against Julius and Ethel Rosenberg and "the 
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nation's number one legal hunter of top Communists," to reopen Foster's 
case.25 

Foster sought to transform the Smith Act trials into a political victory 
for the Party. He authored exhaustive analyses of Communist political 
doctrine that were circulated among the defendants. Convinced that the 
accused could not receive a fair hearing in a nation poised on the brink of 
war, he stubbornly maintained that the trials should turn on a defense of 
doctrine, and that the defense of the indicted leaders should deemphasize 
traditional First Amendment arguments. Foster's reference point was the 
prosecutions of the World War I era, when the First Amendment was 
essentially a dead letter for radicals. However, in the 1950s his policies 
effectively precluded support from the civil-libertarian Left. And, as it 
turned out, Foster would vacillate so much on the details of Party policy 
that it would be nearly impossible to determine what constituted Com
munist doctrine in the first place. 

A key document in this regard was a deposition in which he argued 
that the Communist Party believed in a peaceful path to socialism. In a 
widely circulated pamphlet issued as a guide to Party policy during the 
trial, he acknowledged that the Party was "revolutionary," and that vio
lence has accompanied all revolutions. However, he noted that in the 
meantime "we do have a program and that program is to elect a demo
cratic coalition government which will have the potentiality of moving in 
the direction of socialism. I mean legally elected under the existing legisla
tive or election machinery." Astonishingly enough, this was written fol
lowing the Wallace debacle. Nonetheless, Foster cited the cases of Russia 
in 1917, as well as Czechoslovakia and Poland, as countries where "a 
group of [socialist] parties established a coalition government" as a pre
lude to Communism. Foster's ill-concealed admiration of the coup d'etat 
as a revolutionary tactic did not prevent him from concluding that the 
peaceful transition theory was "the most important theoretical advance 
ever made by the CPUSA on its own initiative."26 

However, there were problems with his theories, as Foster himself soon 
acknowledged. His writings during the trials represented somewhat of a 
retreat from his previous perspective on the imminence of fascism and 
war, but by 1950 his earlier prognostications were again coming to the 
fore. His convictions on the subject of the peaceful transition to socialism 
had been "at least very questionable" in the first place, one Party leader 
remembered.27 Moreover, European Communists were increasingly min
imizing the possibility of a peaceful transition to socialism. Thus, in an 
astonishing 1950 article, Foster backpedaled furiously. "In view of the 
drive of American imperialism toward fascism and war . . . it is by no 
means certain" that workers would be able to democratically elect a so-
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cialist people's front government, he now asserted. "If the reactionaries 
should succeed in breaking down the democratic system and establishing 
fascism," the result would be "open, violent struggle." Of course, "one 
would be naive to speak of a peaceful election under such circumstances 
of sharp political struggle," he noted. By unhesitatingly aligning his writ
ings with the outlook of the international movement, Foster risked the 
fate of the defendants in the trials, whose convictions were then under 
appeal.28 

The Smith Act prosecutions coincided with a wide-ranging attack on 
the Communist presence in the CIO. Following the 1948 elections, Philip 
Murray and other CIO leaders embarked on a program of virulent de
nunciation of pro-Soviet labor leaders, accompanied by elaborate "hear
ings" that sought to prove that accused unionists were in thrall to the 
foreign policy needs of the Soviet Union. From 1948 to 1950, the CIO 
formally expelled eleven unions that were identified most closely with 
pro-Soviet policies. Subsequent CIO membership raids on the expelled 
unions were accompanied by near-hysterical red-baiting, vicious physical 
attacks on suspected Communists, and cynical alliances with Mc-
Carthyite politicians. A whole variety of circumstances helped to feed the 
red scare in the unions. It was the period of the Berlin blockade, the Com
munist takeovers in China, Czechoslovakia, and Poland, and later on the 
Korean War and an increasingly paranoid concern with internal security. 
In the CIO, Murray, a Catholic, aimed his anti-Communist rhetoric at 
powerful blocs of Catholics and unionists of Eastern European descent. 
In addition, for the CIO, it was an era of bureaucratic as well as ideolog
ical retrenchment. Communists, with their particular skills in local mobi
lization, were suddenly less useful. Party organizers had often depended 
on local solidarities and cohesive work groups to build the unions in the 
first place; after the war this social base for militant unionism was disap
pearing as worker mobility reached unprecedented levels. In addition, the 
developing social contract between labor and corporate management al
lowed for relatively steady wage increases and a new level of prosperity 
for workers in basic industries. Industrial unionism had finally achieved 
a measure of acceptance and legitimacy. However, as a result of the 
purges, CIO membership declined from a peak of 5.2 million during the 
war to only 3.7 million by 1950. The AFL, by comparison, could claim 
8.5 members.29 

At this crucial juncture, Foster's activities were increasingly limited. 
His health was poor; he spent more and more time confined to his apart
ment under care of a physician for his heart condition and was less able 
to offer functional leadership in the Party. Nonetheless, he continued to 
confer with Party leaders, and he certainly sought to offer ideological 
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guidance. This phase of his career finds him turning out a veritable 
avalanche of articles, pamphlets, and books.30 

A number of his treatises sought to comprehend the onslaught against 
the Communists in the labor movement. Foster cited historical precedents 
for the events of 1948-50. After all, he pointed out, the 1920s had also 
been a period of economic boom that had seen an increase in labor-man
agement cooperation, a widespread belief that strikes would soon be un
necessary under a "new" capitalism, a climate of political conservatism 
and nationalism, and widespread expulsion of Communists from the un
ions.31 This analysis seemed to be offering a cyclical interpretation of 
trends in the labor movement, but by 1953 Foster was once again hinting 
at darker uncertainties: the decline in the acceptance of Marxism in the 
United States had been long-term and continuous, he admitted. Even in 
the 1920s numerous union leaders had retained socialist sentiments and 
outlooks. Now, Marxism was rarely found among the organized work
ing class. Why? He offered a half-hearted catechism of "exceptionalist" 
explanations: a ruthless and opportunistic antisocialist trade union bu
reaucracy; the uneven development principle (periods of ideological ret
rogression); imperialism and the resulting better living conditions of the 
masses; the "growth of bourgeois illusions," which he characterized as 
"Keynesian-Rooseveltian," in the labor movement. Whereas for a brief 
period he had previously admitted that the acceptance of "New Dealism" 
was a sign of progress in working-class consciousness, now he pro
claimed Keynesianism "the most serious challenge ever faced by Marxism 
in this country." Despite his routine invocations of the increased prosper
ity of the American working class, he recognized that periods of working-
class militancy and aggressive union building often came during periods 
of industrial boom.32 

Flow was it possible to explain the decline in anticapitalist conscious
ness, and what hope could be held out for the labor movement in the 
future? Predictably, Foster placed great faith in the organizational strides 
made by the union movement. Organization of the unorganized, indus
trial unionism, and increasing racial tolerance were all the results, at least 
partly, of the successes of the Communist party, he wrote. FIe continued 
to hold out the distant possibility of a "strong and independent political 
organization." In the 1952 elections, faced with Adlai Stevenson, who 
favored the Taft-Hartley Act and endorsed the Smith Act prosecutions, 
and Eisenhower, he called for workers to endorse the candidates of the 
moribund Progressive party. Foster could only cite as a precondition for 
eventual electoral success his supposition that the CIO was finally organ
izationally strong enough to launch a third-party effort. In 1953, after 
years of red-baiting and expulsions, he could still conclude that the trade 
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unions "are the force that must be depended upon, as against the destruc
tive policies of the big capitalists, to keep the nation out of war, to protect 
and develop its democratic liberties, and to keep workers in jobs."33 

What class consciousness there was, he wrote in 1955, was generally 
related to something he called "fighting spirit," or "the question of mass 
spontaneity." He cited the Flint sit-down strike as an example of "the 
spark that touched off the big series of strikes and organizing campaigns 
that built the CIO in the late 1930s." The trade union movement, he 
concluded, "like the working class in general, makes its main progress, 
not by slow evolutionary steps, but by militant leaps forward." This was 
bordering on a mystical conception of the origins of working-class mili
tancy, but in nearly the same breath he asserted that "trade unions are 
born, advance, and decline according to ascertainable principles or 
laws." However, other than to assert that such development is generally 
uneven and that unions are subject to periods of retrogression and less
ened class struggle, Foster left the historical etiology of trade union prog
ress obscure.34 

Shortly after the first convictions of the national leaders of the Party, 
the government initiated another wave of legal prosecutions aimed at de
stroying its cohesiveness at the local level. Dozens of leaders at the so-
called "secondary" level were imprisoned, often after cursory trials con
ducted in an atmosphere of hysteria. At the time, it was not unusual for 
Party meetings and local headquarters to be attacked by angry mobs. It 
was becoming clear that the Party was honeycombed with informers, and 
the Party itself steadily became rife with suspicion and paranoia. The cri
sis seemed to demand an ever greater degree of conformity, discipline, 
and ideological purity from the Party's members. Thus, "trials" of deviat
ing members were held that mirrored the grotesqueries of the government 
prosecutions. This internal witch-hunt would be recalled most vividly 
and angrily in a few short years, following Khrushchev's revelations of 
the horrors of Stalinism. Perhaps the most bizarre example of the Party's 
purification program was the campaign against "white chauvinism." 
Long-time Communists suddenly came under intense scrutiny for evi
dence that they held the slightest residual prejudice against African Amer
icans. The campaign, which lasted roughly from 1949 to 1953, seemed in 
part an exercise in self-hatred; increasingly isolated and bewildered, Party 
members turned viciously on one another using the "white chauvinism" 
accusation as a club. It is noteworthy that Foster did not lend his voice to 
the special issue of Political Affairs, the Party's theoretical journal, that 
formally inaugurated the white chauvinism campaign, and that his au
thorship of a belated article condemning its "mistakes" and the fact that 
a number of comrades were "unjustly disciplined and even expelled" ef-
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fectively brought an end to the hysteria. Nonetheless, it was clearly a time 
of chaos and horror for many Communists.35 

Soon, Foster acquiesced to a plan to send much of the Party's remain
ing leadership underground. Although he later stated in a top-level meet
ing that he had been opposed to this maneuver and was "not present 
when this sectarian decision was made," he admitted that his belief that 
war between the Soviet Union and the United States was highly likely and 
that the Party could anticipate a long period of fascist-like repression 
meant that he bore responsibility for "one phase" of the policy. The tactic 
was indeed debated intensively in the Party's National Committee, but 
ultimately the "five minutes to midnight" perspective (the phrase was 
Eugene Dennis's) prevailed. Following the logic of imminent war and re
pression, the main element of the Party's leadership soon became "un
available"; shortly after the Supreme Court's decision in June 1951 to 
uphold the convictions of the Smith Act defendants, a number of top 
leaders disappeared into an elaborate underground apparatus. 

Undoubtedly, the persecution of the IWW during World War I 
weighed heavily on the minds of the Party leadership. Then, the decisions 
of numerous Wobblies to serve their sentences had helped to cripple the 
movement. Also, the American Communists may have convinced them
selves that they could duplicate the feats of the Italian and Japanese Par
ties, which had endured vicious repression during the war and yet 
emerged with unprecedented power. This argument was typical of many 
others during this period. The glaring disjunction between the successes 
of the international movement and repression and decline at home inten
sified the search for paradigms from abroad; this in turn inevitably con
tributed to the surrealistic cast of Party propaganda. Foster, though, later 
vehemently condemned the underground phase in high-level meetings: 
"A well-developed security apparatus was, of course, indispensable," but 
such measures as closing bookstores, dissolving various fronts, and mov
ing out of party headquarters were "carrying matters too far." He casti
gated the policy for having produced a "severe and unnecessary weaken
ing" of the Party.36 

Whatever his doubts about the Party's retreat from its routine political 
responsibilities, Foster's writings during this period are suffused with a 
sense of morbidity and angry detachment, almost as if he was a character 
shaped in another world. The election of Eisenhower in 1952 evoked 
from him stern warnings of intensified preparations for war. American 
society continued to sink into depravity. "The capitalist economic system 
is socially insane," he ranted, and this was illustrated most graphically by 
"the growing mental confusion of the people." In one Zhdanovist out
burst, Foster proclaimed that in contrast to the conditions in socialist 
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societies, American culture "is submerged by the ocean of filthy comic 
books, crime stories, and reactionary obscurantism. Unfortunately, this 
capitalist ideological trash has profound effects on the workers." While 
workers were increasingly confused and misguided, so too were the capi
talists. The Smith Act verdicts, he concluded, were "the product of a 
capitalist system that is bewildered and doomed." The ruling class is 
"confused . . . as to its perspective," he suggested. Despite the apparent 
confusion at all levels of society, Foster continued to portray capitalism as 
a dangerous, aggressive system bent on world domination. Of course, 
concern about the imminence of war with the Soviet Union, paranoia 
about "internal security," anxiety about the potential of fascism in the 
United States, and obsession with symptoms of moral breakdown and 
alienation were characteristic of the writings of a wide range of non-
Communist observers during this period. Thus Foster's diatribes cannot 
be dismissed as political fabulism; rather, they represent a curiously dis
torted mirror image of the Cold War Zeitgeist.37 

Foster remained an ambiguous, elusive figure. His writings of this pe
riod seem untethered in some basic way; they cycle wildly between calls 
for compromise and alliance and demands for revolutionary chastity. 
Taken individually, what force his articles possessed often dissipated in a 
morass of contradictions, endless nuances, and politically defensive qual
ifications. Yet, Foster's leadership was clearly associated with the con
formist atmosphere in the Party, and at the local level it was often suffi
cient to end discussions with "that is the opinion of Comrade Foster." 
The Party came closest to imitating forms of Stalinist repression during 
his regime. Its authority structure was preserved in its basic outlines dur
ing the years of McCarthyism and the underground, and Foster himself 
was perceived as part of the surviving vital "center" of the Party leader
ship during these years. Articles for Political Affairs, for instance, were 
submitted to him for his sacerdotal consideration and approval. Thus, he 
remained a powerful influence during these years. Functioning during this 
period as a leader of an underground, internationalist, and tightly re
stricted revolutionary movement, Foster was working within his earliest 
paradigm of radical politics. An important characteristic of the Fenian 
organizations to which his father belonged was their rigorous attention to 
"security rituals."38 

Foster casually referred to the continuing purges in the Soviet Union as 
"cleansing their leading forces of Zionist agents of American imperial
ism," and continued to write an occasional worshipful assessment of 
Stalin and his influence in the world Communist movement. However, he 
was conspicuously absent from the lineup of Party leaders who contrib
uted encomiums for a special issue of Political Affairs celebrating Stalin's 
seventieth birthday, and abstained for a month from offering a eulogy 
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following the Soviet leader's death in 1953. Since he was national chair
man of the Party and thus obligated to act as its official spokesman, his 
inaction in these cases can be interpreted as a signal, however faint, that 
his opinion of Stalin had some significant reservations.39 

As the Party searched for a way out of its crisis, Foster authored a 
number of ambitious books: Outline Political History of the Americas 
(1951), History of the Communist Party of the United States (1952), The 
Negro People in American History (1954), and History of the Three In
ternationals (1955). Together, these tomes amounted to some twenty-five 
hundred pages of densely composed orthodoxy. Foster credited a number 
of researchers and others in the preface to each book and later professed 
the works were the product of a collective authorship, but they nonethe
less represent a significant individual accomplishment for a man who was 
essentially an autodidact. The fact that he composed these giant works 
while he was in precarious health and often bedridden is testimony to 
Foster's extraordinary willpower. Despite his age, he clearly possessed a 
powerful determination, as well as a comprehensive and disciplined, if 
not especially creative, intelligence. These had served him well in the 
American radical and Communist movements, and would continue to 
serve him in the fights that lay ahead.40 

A kind of "cult of personality" grew up around Foster during this pe
riod. Clearly, his own ambitions and ego were being given full expres
sion. The party press portrayed his books as triumphs of Foster's own 
immense Marxist-Leninist learning, and several were made required 
reading for Americans held in North Korean prisoner-of-war camps. 
Outline History of the Americas, according to Robert Thompson writing 
in Political Affairs, was the "product of one of the great scientific minds 
of the world Communist movement," and was "a really major event in 
the life of our Party and class." Moreover, according to Thompson, the 
book represented an "advanced" Marxism-Leninism; Foster was the 
foremost advocate in America of the "Stalinist concept of creative Marx
ism." One Party historian concluded, upon publication of History of the 
Three Internationals, that "Comrade Foster has mastered the law of so
cial development." The Party issued special study guides for his History 
of the Communist Party of the United States. However, Foster's books 
did not gain a large readership among Party rank and file, a sign perhaps 
of growing skepticism about his leadership.41 

Still, for many Party members, Foster's basic ideas and assumptions 
seemed to offer ready explanations for the repression that the Party en
dured during the darkest years of the Cold War, and his "old-time" mili
tancy gained a devoted and powerful following within the Communist 
movement itself. The metaphor of social relations as warfare and the dis
missal of popular politics as essentially epiphenomenal; the faith in the 
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radical subjectivity and elan of a militant minority concomitant with an 
ultimately obscurantist historical analysis; and, finally, the assumption of 
persecution and the dismissal of workers' conservatism as merely a par
ticularly pernicious kind of confusion: each of these found renewed use
fulness for Foster and his followers during the Cold War. His syndicalism 
had always contained an element of personalist fiat and militant vouloir 
at its core. Now the central assumptions of this activist philosophy 
proved useful in the service of an essentially authoritarian political ethos. 



Chapter 13 

FINAL STRUGGLES 

I was of my present general political opinions seventeen 

years before the USSR was established, and no doubt 

would have held the same opinions if history had not yet 

given birth to that first Socialist country. 

—William Foster, 1948 

O Proteus conscience, never to be tied! 

—John Dryden 

DURING the Cold War, American Communists paid a terrible price for 
their ideological connection to the Soviet Union; perceptions of and offi
cial policy toward American Communists were irrevocably tied to the 
public's understanding of the role of the Soviet Union in world politics. 
However, for a brief period in the first months of the Eisenhower admin
istration, this connection between policy and perception appeared to dis
solve momentarily. The Korean armistice was signed, the United States 
Senate approved a censure of McCarthy, and the Supreme Court agreed 
to reconsider appeals brought to it from a number of Smith Act convic
tions. Eisenhower inveighed against McCarthyite "thought control" and 
proposed significant decreases in military spending. By 1955, it could be 
said that the Cold War was in a period of remission. The previous month, 
five members of the Party's National Committee who had been impris
oned under the Smith Act were released. That year, the unfortunate in
habitants of the Communist underground apparatus began to surface, 
and the Party resumed some of its normal operations. 

However, the situation was still a dangerous one. In August 1954, Eis
enhower had signed the Communist Control Act, or Public Law 637, "An 
Act to Outlaw the Communist Party." The bill set fourteen broad indices 
of membership and stripped the party of "all rights, privileges, and immu
nities attendant upon legal bodies." Important Party leaders continued to 
be vulnerable; Claude Lightfoot, the secretary of the Illinois Party, as well 
as Junius Scales, the secretary of the North and South Carolina CP, were 
arrested, convicted, and sentenced to prison terms for "knowing member
ship" in the Party. In March 1956, the New York District Attorney 
moved to bring Foster himself to trial—the government's seventh attempt 
to imprison him since 1948.1 It would not be until 1957 that the Supreme 
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Foster with left, Paul Robeson and right, Benjamin Davis. 

Court finally reversed its earlier rulings in the Smith Act cases and the 
legal edifice underlying the various prosecutions against the Party began 
to weaken.2 

Despite the fact that his regime in the Party had drawn a large part of 
its ideological sustenance from the twin concepts of a war danger and a 
fascist threat, Foster seemed prepared to adjust his line somewhat when 
international tensions began to abate after 1954. In general, his writings 
took on a less sectarian cast. Although he continued to warn of the in
creasing danger of fascism in the United States, he cautioned against over
estimating as well as underestimating the danger; the former could pro
duce harmful "leftist moods," he wrote. The Party must work within the 
Democratic party, he admitted, not because that party could become a 
genuinely progressive organization, "but because the great masses of 
workers are there." He hailed the 1955 conference of the Big Four at 
Geneva as a "real victory for the cause of world peace," representing "at 
least a pause in the Cold War and perhaps its end." He warned again of 
the "left danger" in the Party, which "see[s] nothing new in the situation 
after Geneva." By January 1956 he was predicting "a more or less pro
longed period of peaceful coexistence." However, he offered no program
matic changes.3 

As the Party emerged slowly and cautiously from the shadows of Mc-
Carthyism, there was little consensus about the shape of the future. Many 
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Foster with left to right, Benjamin Davis, Eugene Dennis, and Robert Thompson. 

foresaw continued repression, and in fact anti-Communism would re
main a potent force in American politics at both the national and local 
levels for years. The Party continued to exist in an uncertain state of 
semilegality; in a movement that was frankly revolutionary, many ex
pected this. However, a significant number of Communists were increas
ingly dismayed about the Party's powerlessness and obvious isolation 
from the mainstream of American politics and society. It was obvious 
that the Party had failed in ways that could not be explained merely by 
the facts of oppression and unfavorable "objective" circumstances. The 
failures of the period seemed to require a more searching reexamination. 
Without a positive strategy, leadership authority was at a low ebb. More
over, the underground phase, by essentially dissolving the Party at its 
most dynamic levels, had undermined what one leader called the sense of 
"structured collectivity" that Communists had depended on to sustain 
themselves through periods of hardship and sacrifice. The Party, it 
seemed, needed to recompose itself at a variety of levels.4 

As had been true in 1945, signals from overseas would once again 
provide impetus for a major reassessment. For some time it had been clear 
to a number of sensitive observers in the Party that the Soviets had been 
intermittently uneasy about certain aspects of Foster's leadership, partic
ularly his emphasis on the war danger. The fact that Browder's name kept 
emerging, informally, in the ethereal atmosphere of international "discus-
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sions" made this especially clear. As late as June 1955, at a United Na
tions gathering, Molotov had cryptically suggested to the foreign editor 
of the Daily Worker, Joseph Starobin, that if the Party was not succeed
ing in its present course, then it should try "another way." At the same 
time, aware of dissatisfaction brewing among American Communists as 
well as ferment in the Soviet party under Khrushchev, Eugene Dennis 
began to call more openly for a "new look" at the old policies.5 

It was the dramatic revelations at the Twentieth Congress of the Soviet 
Party, however, that created a crucial opening for a number of articulate 
critics. On February 14, Khrushchev delivered a report to the congress 
that had explosive implications. In reference to Stalin's regime, it criti
cized the "cult of the individual," and called for a return to the Leninist 
principle of "collective leadership." It was clear that the report repre
sented the beginnings of an important change in perspective.6 

Coincidentally, the news of Khrushchev's speech arrived at the time of 
the year when the Party press was accustomed to celebrate Foster's birth
day. This time, however, on Foster's seventy-fifth birthday, the editors of 
the Daily Worker and Political Affairs were unusually conscientious in 
printing every conceivable kind of tribute. A special issue of Political Af
fairs containing numerous testimonies to Foster's leadership also in
cluded the text of Khrushchev's initial report, which warned of the "cult 
of the individual. . . alien to the spirit of Marxism-Leninism, a cult which 
tends to make a particular leader a hero and miracle worker." About the 
same time, the Daily Worker devoted a tremendous amount of space to 
numerous routine birthday greetings to Foster from every foreign party. 
All, of course, were couched in adulatory tones, but their number was far 
out of proportion to those usually published on such occasions. The 
paper even published a weird "Poem for William Z. Foster," fourteen 
stanzas in length, which concluded: 

We who are yet to be born salute you 
Men and women of the new America 
(The tanks have been tamed to flowing steel, the atom pushes the levers) 
We who have followed the path that you have pointed, 
Out of the valley and up into the mountains 
Past the winding crags to the skyline of the dawn, 
We greet you, comrade, 
Today you are with us.7 

In one issue, the editorial staff of the Daily Worker, as if to make their 
point perfectly clear, juxtaposed yet more birthday greetings and tributes 
with a letter from Ring Lardner, Jr., one of the "Hollywood Ten," which 
raised the issue of an American "cult of personality": "I wonder if some 
of the rather maudlin testaments to William Z. Foster on his recent birth-
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day are really the most mature and effective way of acknowledging the 
respect due America's outstanding working-class leader." Following the 
letter was an editorial note: "Ring Lardner's letter raises a number of 
interesting and important questions of vital concern to the American Left. 
We are happy to have his views and by the same token invite our readers 
to submit theirs for publication." Soon thereafter, the Daily Worker 
transformed its letters columns into an open forum for discussion of the 
Party's predicament.8 

Reports of Khrushchev's secret speech outlining the atrocities of 
Stalin's regime did not reach American Communists until late March, and 
the full text was not made available until June 5, when it was printed in 
the New York Times. In the meantime, however, Foster readily joined the 
controversy, obviously aware that the reputation of his regime was at 
stake. He was not going to repeat the mistakes of Earl Browder by isolat
ing himself and refusing to debate. Nor, as would quickly become quite 
clear, was he prepared to quietly retire or accept a ceremonial post. The 
coming battle would be an arduous and divisive one, but Foster's defense 
of an essentially conservative course for the Party was perhaps his most 
impressive political performance. Ironically, his tour de force would 
come at the expense of an even more drastic diminution of the Party's 
influence on the American Left. 

Publicly, Foster cautiously distanced himself from Stalin. The former 
Soviet leader had made "serious errors in his failure to develop a collec
tive leadership," he ventured, but this was as far as he was prepared to go 
in mid-March, when the main burden of Khrushchev's critique had yet to 
become public. The American Party, Foster asserted, should not forget 
that under Stalin's leadership the USSR made "stupendous progress in 
nearly every direction in the building of socialism." Moreover, it was 
dangerous to criticize Stalin too harshly, for this opened the entire social
ist enterprise to the hostile critiques of bourgeois politicians and journal
ists. According to Foster, final judgment on Stalin's regime was best left 
to the current Soviet leadership, for they were most thoroughly ac
quainted with him and his shortcomings. Thus, Foster mingled a call for 
a "thorough revaluation" of the Stalin legacy with the old shibboleths: 
defense of the Soviet Union and the need to maintain party unity.9 

Within weeks, however, Foster's criticisms of Stalin had become much 
more vehement. Communists must condemn the "atmosphere of omnis
cience and extreme adulation with which he surrounded himself," he 
wrote. The list of Stalin's errors steadily became "more disturbing." He 
had 

reduced collective leadership and Socialist democracy to a minimum, under

cut the vigor and initiative of the Communist Party, put too much stress on 



338 CHAPTER 13 

the need for security measures inside the USSR, abolished self-criticism and 

cultivated an enervating adulation, exercised harmful controls over science, 

art and literature, made serious errors in the conduct of the war, needlessly 

antagonized Yugoslavia, committed mistakes on the "agrarian question," 

used brutality in combating dissident forces, prevented women from rising 

to high posts in the Party and the Government, misused Party cadres, etc. 

Stalin's many mistakes and errors, according to Foster, were "appall
ing" and the character of many of his policies "reactionary." His errors 
and distortions "obviously did much harm to the USSR." These criti
cisms, seemingly quite severe, were still in line with the conclusions of 
Khrushchev's secret speech. Once again, however, the predictable equivo
cation was included: Stalin "consistently followed a correct general polit
ical line and . . . he has performed great services in the rapidly advancing 
Russian and World Revolution." By this measure, of course, there were 
few "errors" that could not be ultimately justified by the advance of the 
revolution.10 Yet, Foster's history of equivocation would serve him well 
in the subsequent debates; the crisis in the Party seemed to require a vil
lain and scapegoat, and his vacillation in the past on a number of issues 
would make it difficult to pin him down. 

In late April, the national committee of the Party held its first meeting 
since 1951. There, Eugene Dennis presented his summation of the Party's 
situation and the reforms that needed to be undertaken. Although they 
were from quite different backgrounds, there was a certain resemblance 
between Dennis and Foster that Foster may have found uncomfortable. 
Dennis was primarily an apparatus-man and Foster's roots were in the 
indigenous labor movement, but both men could be reluctant and uncer
tain when confronted with a new situation that required decisive leader
ship. The current situation required Dennis to present not only a new 
general outlook, but a coherent set of alternatives. Ultimately, this proved 
to be beyond his capabilities, but his initial report was an inspiring docu
ment that provided a rallying point for the dissenters. In his summary, 
later issued as a booklet and entitled The Communists Take a New Look, 
Dennis asserted that the errors of the period after 1945 had been "left 
sectarian." The Party had been mistaken in portraying the nation as being 
on the brink of war, fascism, and depression. This mistaken perspective 
had led to disastrous results in the labor movement. Additionally, the 
sectarianism in the Party had been the result of "the mechanical and doc
trinaire fashion" in which the Party had adopted as its own "the experi
ences of other parties." He called for a "creative" interpretation of Marx
ism based on American conditions, increased democracy, and discussion 
in the Party, and an abandonment of the concept of the Party as van
guard, the idea that "all those who really want socialism will have to 
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come to us." Finally, he called for the formation of diverse democratic 
front coalitions and alliances. Foster, his appearances at the meetings oc
casionally curtailed because of his heart condition, was furious about the 
report, and was the only member of the National Committee to vote 
against it.11 

In the meantime, the discussion of the Party's past errors continued in 
its press, most notably in the pages of the Daily Worker. The majority of 
the letter writers took what might be termed a moderate reformist view. 
Like Foster, they admitted past mistakes but refused to conclude that the 
crimes of Stalinism necessitated a rejection of the Party's fundamental 
principles. A clear majority believed that increased democracy and less 
bureaucracy could be achieved within a Marxist-Leninist Party. One ex
pressed a typical sentiment: "While I agree with some of the generalities 
set forth (who doesn't), I don't see that there is any need to plunge our
selves into a long, tedious and demobilizing period of purging ourselves 
of 'Stalinism.'"12 

Yet, the forum brought important and profound questions to the fore. 
The central problem, according to one correspondent, was how Marx
ism, which should be a guide to action, had become a dogma. "How does 
a science become a dogma? Science draws its theories from the facts; 
dogma selects (or invents) its facts to fit theories." A number of the rank-
and-file editorialists, however, directly attacked Foster's leadership. He 
had acquiesced in the creation of a personality cult, one concluded. Oth
ers criticized Foster's statement that the Russians were best qualified to 
judge Stalin. Why couldn't American Marxists criticize the Soviet Union? 
Didn't a lack of serious criticism play into the hands of the reactionaries? 
In July, Foster wrote a letter to the Party's Administrative Committee 
complaining about the debate in the Daily Worker. The character of the 
discussion, he wrote, was "shocking." He cited "flagrant misinterpreta
tion of policies, open advocacy of a return to Browderism, sniping at the 
Soviet Union, crass anti-leadership tendencies, and even proposals for the 
liquidation of the Communist Party." He concluded that "this is not 
Party democracy but political stupidity. It is high time that our Party take 
this situation in hand, and while welcoming constructive discussion and 
criticism, put a sharp stop to the anti-Party attacks now going on in our 
press." The Party secretariat, he proposed, should be empowered to "su
pervise" the Party discussion and "weed out from it such anti-Party mate
rial as has hitherto been cluttering it up."13 

However, while privately seeking to limit the terms of the debate, in 
his writings Foster sought to both absorb and deflect the criticisms. 
Marxism-Leninism, he reiterated, could provide "no blueprint of the 
Revolution." The transition to socialism "was bound to take on different 
features in different countries in accordance with varying national condi-
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tions." He cited his Smith Act theorizing in support of his defense that he 
had supported the idea of a peaceful transition to socialism. He referred 
approvingly to the Popular Front strategies of the Italian and French par
ties, as well as Dennis's conceptions on the need for a "constitutional and 
democratic" road to a "peoples' democracy." The Communist party was 
the vanguard political party of the workers, he affirmed, but "under the 
pressure of the rapidly changing world situation, Marxism-Leninism 
must grow and evolve in a theoretical, strategical and tactical sense." The 
American Party, he rightly noted, had modified the perspective of immi
nent war following the Geneva Conference. He admitted that "in the pe
riod which is now developing," left sectarianism was becoming the main 
danger in the Communist parties. On all of these issues, the insurgents in 
the Party had proposed very little that was fundamentally new.14 

The style of Foster's leadership was on trial as much as its ideology. 
Foster remained a difficult personality; the last years of his political career 
seemed to exacerbate his querulous manner. In general, he was a careful 
and patient listener, but was in turn extremely blunt and forthright in 
criticizing those with whom he disagreed, so that those who argued with 
him rarely came away with a sense that he respected their views. In Party 
meetings he was a lucid speaker who did not hesitate to employ a large 
and colorful vocabulary of expletives to make his point. Despite his 
health, he remained mentally sharp and alert. Occasionally he found it 
necessary to lie down on a couch during debates, shielding his eyes from 
the light. However, he would soon be back on his feet, arguing vehe
mently. He was undoubtedly somewhat of an intimidating figure, an indi
vidual with far more experience in American radical movements than any 
of his opponents. As one participant in the debates remembered, he was 
an individual who inspired respect, not affection.15 

In the months following the path-breaking National Committee meet
ings, Foster found himself again isolated in the Party's national leader
ship, as he had been in the 1930s and early 1940s. The vindication of 
1945 had perhaps contributed to Foster's sense of self-righteousness; un
doubtedly memories of his personal triumph over Browder's "liquida-
tionism" helped to harden his resolve during the summer of 1956. 

In September 1956, after months of debate, the National Committee 
finally adopted a draft resolution as a discussion document for the com
ing national convention, which would convene in February of the follow
ing year. The resolution reiterated and confirmed the criticisms that Den
nis and others had formulated earlier, and represented a clear repudiation 
of many of the Party's postwar policies. In particular, it called vaguely for 
a "mass party of Socialism." It was unclear whether or not this would be 
a substitute for the Communist party—some were already proposing that 
the Party transform itself into a "political association"—or a coalition to 
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which the Communists would attach themselves in the future. Foster had 
initially voted, in the interests of Party unity, to endorse the draft resolu
tion, but with qualifications to be published later. From all indications, he 
remained furiously opposed to the new formula, and finally he voted 
against it.16 

The precise character of Foster's objections became clear in a remarka
ble dissent published in the October Political Affairs. It was a straightfor
ward, formidable attack on the opposition. First, in the inevitable self-
criticism, he admitted that a number of disastrous turns for the Party had 
occurred under his guidance. These, however, he still explained as an 
understandable reaction to repression: the fundamental cause of the 
Party's losses in membership and influence during the Cold War years 
was the anti-Communist hysteria whipped up by the government. Yet, 
the isolation of the Party had not been inevitable, he admitted. There had 
been serious mistakes: the support given the Progressive party in 1948 
which alienated many in the labor movement and which also served as 
one of the excuses for expelling the left-led unions from the CIO; the 
failure of the Party convincingly to portray the possibility of a peaceful 
transition to socialism during the Smith Act trials; and, finally, the "ap
proach taken to security measures to protect the Party." The trials and 
expulsions of members suspected of unreliability were the "worst error of 
the whole Cold War period," he asserted. The purges and resultant loss 
of membership had generally pushed the Party "too far to the Left." 
However, Foster pointed out that all of these policies had been approved 
by the National Board; the decisions were made before the Party leaders 
were imprisoned. The National Board at the time had included John 
Gates and Dennis, leaders who, he slyly suggested, were not left-sectarian 
by instinct. Gates himself scarcely needed to be reminded of his own past. 
Only a few years earlier he had published a pamphlet entitled On Guard 
against Browderism, Titoism, Trotskyism that had warned of the contin
uing "dangerous tendencies of liquidationism" in the Party and the 
"enemy ideologies of Browderism and Titoism."17 

Privately, Foster readily admitted the "mistakes" of the postwar pe
riod, but he would never plead a full mea culpa. It was "not an easy 
proposition" to pin the problems of the Party during the Cold War on 
him, he later reflected in private remarks, because, he claimed, Eugene 
Dennis had been primarily responsible for instigating the Progressive 
party debacle and the disastrous adventures of the underground period. 
At the same time, Foster attempted to address fundamental questions that 
were on the minds of the reformers. While publicly stating that the Amer
ican party must pursue a course of political independence consistent with 
"international proletarian solidarity," in one leadership meeting he 
stated bluntly that the problem of the Stalin cult really amounted to "an 
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uncritical support of the USSR." The policy of following the Soviet party 
"has done grave injury to the Party in all its fields of work," he averred. 
Moreover, "the error runs back many years, and it affected not only our 
party but also every other Communist party in the world." Even consid
ering the context, this was a startling statement for a leader of Foster's 
stature to make. Yet, the customary equivocation followed: in correcting 
the error, "we must do so skillfully, without committing excesses in the 
opposite direction."18 

The heart of Foster's position was a defense of the fundamental idea of 
the Party as a Marxist-Leninist vanguard, "the vanguard political party 
of the proletariat and of the peoples in general," as he put it elsewhere. 
What particularly angered him was the fact that the National Committee, 
in its draft resolution, had rejected a proposal for a simple endorsement 
of Marxism-Leninism as the theoretical base for the American Party, in 
favor of an endorsement of Marxism-Leninism as it was "interpreted" by 
the Party. This, according to Foster, "would imply the end of Marxism-
Leninism as embodying the principles of Scientific Socialism." The idea of 
a "broad, amorphous" party was particularly unsettling. The reformers 
who think such a party can exist in the United States and function effec
tively "are living in a dream world," he asserted in one talk. Elsewhere, 
while admitting that Marxism-Leninism was necessarily an "evolving" 
doctrine, he asserted that the resolution would tend to "destroy the inter
national character of Marxism-Leninism and reduce it to the status of a 
Russian Socialist philosophy, subject to a maze of national 'interpreta
tions' before adoption." The Communist Party of the United States "can
not be some vague 'Marxist' party, without a real theoretical basis," he 
concluded. "The Communist Party must be based upon Marxism-Lenin-
ism, but upon a newly invigorated Leninism, cleansed from Stalinist bu
reaucratic hangovers and fully adapted and applied to the American situ
ation." Foster the syndicalist had always been more attracted to Lenin 
than Marx; in one leadership meeting this preference came through quite 
clearly. "Leninism is the Marxism of the imperialism epoch," he ex
plained. "Outside of Leninism there is no Marxism." As to the cult of 
personality, he of course denied that it had been present during the period 
of his leadership, but pointedly reminded his critics that it had undeniably 
flourished during the Browder years, the period to which the reformers 
often implicitly referred as inspiration for their proposals.19 

Foster's intransigence in the midst of the controversy was bolstered by 
several important signals from the Soviet Union. First came a review of 
Foster's recently published The Negro People in American History in 
Pravda that lauded Foster's thirty-five-year career "as a noted figure in 
the international Communist and workers' movement." The reviewer 
added that he had been steadfastly "devoted to the struggle for the purity 
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and unity of the Communist party of the USA against opportunists and 
diversionists . . . in the spirit of firm loyalty to the teachings of Marxism-
Leninism." At the same time, Khrushchev began stepping up his criticism 
of Tito, a sign that must have caused unease among the emerging "na
tional" Communists in the United States.20 

In general, much of the impetus for the proposed renovation of the 
Party had come from cadres whose defining political experiences had 
come in the 1930s. The center of the reformers' strength lay in the New 
York State Party, which comprised over half of the Party's national mem
bership. The New York Party adopted the most vehement official call for 
reform; its report even called for a reconsideration of Browder's expul
sion. However, in the period before the national convention, Foster could 
count on several important constituencies of his own. He had support in 
many Midwestern state parties among Communists who had perhaps felt 
the force of community repression during the McCarthy period most in
tensely. He liked to claim that his was the "workers'" perspective, and to 
some extent this was true. His leadership continued to elicit support 
among veteran needle trades workers in New York city, for instance, and 
perhaps his most vociferous supporters came from the Party's waterfront 
section. These individuals, veterans of the Party's heyday in the maritime 
union in the 1930s, were now increasingly bitter and isolated after a pe
riod of splits and expulsions in the National Maritime Union. One partic
ipant in the 1956 controversy termed them a "semi-anarchist group." 
However, Foster also elicited firm support from many of the Party's pro
fessionals and others classified as MAL (members at large).21 

By late 1956, the reformers' position seemed to be weakening consider
ably. A number of factors were responsible. First, no one seemed willing 
to step forward to take firm leadership of the opposing forces. Dennis 
began to equivocate on a number of issues, and Gates's unfortunate 
proposal for a new "political association" rendered him vulnerable to 
accusations of "Browderism" and "liquidationism." No one of stature to 
replace Foster seemed to be available. Perhaps most important, the re
formers were unable to agree on the exact implications of their argu
ments. The slogan "mass party of socialism" was a banality, subject to 
infinite interpretations. The Communist party, despite its Cold War or
deals, remained by far the largest party on the left. Was it to dissolve, or 
merge with other groups that were even more marginal than it was? Be
reft of organizational meaning, slogans endorsing a "national road" to 
socialism, increased Party democracy, and an end to sectarianism were 
identical with what Foster himself had formally endorsed at various times 
in the past several years.22 

Events in Poland and Hungary finally dissolved what unity of purpose 
the reformers possessed. In Poland, the workers' uprising in ΡοζΜή 
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caused some to question the validity of the "people's democracy" that 
had been established under Wladislaw Gomulka. In Hungary, the brutal 
Soviet repression of the Nagy regime in 1956 was portrayed by Foster 
and his supporters as necessary to save the country from a counterrevolu
tionary uprising. This, surprisingly, was an assessment that would be 
shared by a significant number of the reformers in the Party. The Party 
was bitterly rent by the discussions surrounding the Hungarian invasion. 
A sense of demoralization gripped a number of Party members, a feeling 
that the tremendous task of theoretical and programmatic reappraisal 
simply could not be successfully completed as the Party was presently 
constituted. A wave of resignations further diminished the Party's 
membership. 23 

During the crisis of 1956 Foster had spoken vigorously and effectively in 
defense of his conception of Marxism-Leninism, but it would be a mis
take to dismiss his performance as simply the stubborn obstructionism of 
an aging zealot. He, like other Communists during the period, struggled 
to assimilate the revelations of the Soviet twentieth congress. In one 
unpublished meditation, he wrote that the Soviets had yet to offer a satis
factory explanation of how the Stalin cult had developed in a socialist 
country; while Russian Marxists would undoubtedly come forth with an 
authoritative interpretation, "Khrushchev and other Soviet leaders have 
not been very helpful in this key respect." Elsewhere he asserted that "we 
must not confine ourselves merely to repetitious blaming it all upon the 
cult of the individual." However, in both his public and private pro
nouncements he settled on the entirely conventional idea that the Russian 
Communists had been guilty of "revolutionary excess" in defense of a 
Soviet Union encircled by hostile capitalist forces. "Other than this," he 
weakly concluded in one meeting, "we have no rational, not to mention 
Marxist, explanation" for the "barbarities" of Stalinism. Yet Foster was 
undoubtedly aware of the tautology: a Communist party in a socialist 
society could not convincingly ascribe the character of its governance to 
capitalism. 24 

At the end of the year, Foster received and inexplicably saved a letter 
from an anonymous writer, "one who has followed your career very care
fully and with no little interest." It began with a brutal assessment of the 
recent developments: "Your life's work is now all shot to hell, isn't it?" 
The writer pointed to Foster's lonely position in the Party: "Dennis is a 
weakling and doesn't amount to a damn," and "Gates and others would 
like to see you die." The purpose of the letter, however, was not simple 
harassment. Reminding Foster of the Catholicism of his childhood, the 
writer continued: 
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It mak e s a ma n th i n k , do e s n ' t it ? As a mat t e r of fa c t , it is di f f i c u l t fo r my s e l f 
to kn o w wh a t co u r s e a ma n sh o u l d pu r s u e . Yo u ar e a th i n k i n g ma n as I and 
ma n y ot h e r s we l l kn o w . . . . Surel y yo u r mi n d mu s t go bac k to yo u r bo y 

h o o d da y s wh e n yo u be l i e v e d in God and im m o r t a l i t y of th e so u l . As we 
bo t h kn o w , th e s e ar e pr o f o u n d co n c e p t s wh i c h ha v e en g a g e d th e mi n d s of 
th e mo s t br i l l i a n t me n fo r ce n t u r i e s . They ca n n o t be br u s h e d as i d e li g h t l y by 
th i n k i n g pe o p l e . Ha s it oc c u r r e d to yo u Bi l l as it ha s oc c u r r e d to me , th a t 
di a l e c t i c a l an d hi s t o r i c a l ma t e r i a l i s m mi g h t in d e e d be sc i e n t i f i c a l l y an d ph i 
l o s o p h i c a l l y in v a l i d an d th a t af t e r al l , th e th e i s t s ar e th e mo s t co g e n t in th e i r 
re a s o n i n g ? It is a pe r p l e x i n g to p i c . Ca n pl u s co m e fr o m mi n u s ? 

In 1954, Foster had received a missive from a Catholic cleric which he 
publicly and ostentatiously rebuked with the statement that "as a Marx
ist, I find that the dialectical materialist viewpoint fully satisfies me in 
meeting the everyday problems of life." Now a writer proposed to him 
that "Christ certainly has fared far better than the leaders of history. They 
are gone. We are still confronted with Christ." Considering Foster's rhet
oric and persona at the time, it is remarkable that he bothered to save this 
letter. Its significance for him can only be conjectured, in light of his ac
tions much later.25 

In February 1957, Foster attended what would be his last national 
convention of the Communist party. He was able to appear in person to 
officially open the convention, but was too weak to give his keynote ad
dress. Instead, his speech was read to the convention. In it, he reaffirmed 
his stubborn refusal to yield to the reformers on a number of issues. He 
spoke of "dangerous revisionist tendencies" and "prosperity illusions" 
among the workers, and warned against "sniping at the Soviet Union." 
He resurrected the familiar incantations of the campaign against "Brow-
derism." The Party, he wrote, "must realize that world capitalism is sink
ing into general crisis in the face of the rising socialist world," and was in 
danger of underestimating the war danger and the aggressive role of 
American imperialism. He cited the Party's criticism of the Hungarian 
Communist party during the uprising as an example of a proper willing
ness to judge the affairs of other Parties, and spoke of the ultimately "har
monious" national and international interests of the masses. The Party 
"must cooperate freely with all other Communist parties," he wrote. The 
idea of a "so-called new mass party of socialism" was a chimera, he as
serted; "for such a body there is no prospect in the political situation, 
neither now nor in the foreseeable future." While the Party must seek a 
broader membership base, he suggested "reducing our excessive numbers 
of full-timers" and cultivating "a strong core of professional revolution
aries." During one meeting in the preconvention discussion, he told one 
high-ranking organizer that he was not worried by the diminishing mem-
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bership of the Party: "Even if we go down to 50 members, if we lose 
everybody but 50, and those 50 are true . . . Bolsheviks, we'll be back, it 
doesn't matter." By this time, Foster's conception of the "militant minor
ity" had become nearly a parody.26 

It particularly angered Foster that the "revisionists" openly rejected the 
logic of "boring-from-within" in the labor movement. "It is childish non
sense," one internally circulated draft resolution declared, to pretend that 
the modern trade union movement with its millions in membership can be 
"captured" or "dictated to." Instead, it would be the workers themselves 
who would eventually come to revolutionary conclusions as a result of 
their own experiences in the workplace. Foster of course rejected this 
logic, preferring to see the minds of the workers as profoundly malleable, 
citing the influence of "churches, army, radio, television." In 1958 he 
decried the fact that the Party had issued no official resolution on union 
work in three years, and finally invoked his distillation of the Party's 
history: "The Party itself was built upon the basis of active cooperation 
with the progressive forces in the trade union movement."27 

Foster's perspective was vindicated at the convention on a number of 
key questions. The political resolution that was adopted rejected the idea 
of "liquidating" the party as a first step toward the creation of a "broader 
party of socialism at some future time." It reaffirmed the primacy of 
Marxism-Leninism and the Party's vanguard role. These had been the 
rallying points for the reformers, and their defeat was decisive. Yet, Fos
ter's victory was not a personal one. The failed "left-sectarian" policies 
that had been associated with his leadership were repudiated. While he 
was reelected to the national committee, he failed to gain the votes of 
more than 100 of the 281 delegates who cast votes.28 

It is difficult to imagine, however, that he was particularly discouraged 
or disheartened by the outcome of the convention. On the surface, at 
least, Foster seemed satisfied with the outcome of the Party crisis. Beyond 
the supposition that he had been aware of the nature of the Soviet regime 
for years, his reaction suggests that his Communism had never been held 
as a kind of quasi-religious faith, a body of beliefs sustained by infallible 
doctrine. Yet, there remained at the center of his politics one core belief 
that he defended with clerical certainty. This was the idea that a militant 
minority, a gifted priesthood of revolutionists, could somehow design the 
downfall of a corrupt and inefficient capitalist order. 

Aside from this concept, with all its implications, the emotions and 
motives that drove him in the last years of his life clearly ran quite deep. 
While for him political resolutions were an ephemeral currency, his final 
speeches and writings cannot be said to be wholly mendacious. They re
veal an extravagant anger, most of all, against "revisionists" whose qual
ifications and complexities would complicate the revolutionary enter-
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prise. Foster was an individual who, as one of his associates termed it, 
"liked his class struggle simple and clear." 2 9 

Foster's last years were a testament to his astonishing determination. A 
crippling stroke in October 1957 affected his ability to speak and hold a 
pen, and he would remain mostly bedridden for the rest of his days. 
Nonetheless, he soon trained himself to compose notes, albeit in very 
shaky handwriting, and he dictated the substance of his articles to a typ
ist. By 1959, he was back to a regular schedule of writing: in that year 
alone he produced eight articles for Political Affairs.30 

In the meantime, the Party continued its decline in membership and 
influence; by the summer of 1957, it could claim only approximately 
three thousand members. In early 1958, the Daily Worker, whose man
agement had been a continual target of Foster's wrath, was forced to close 
as antirevisionists choked off the newspaper's funding. Shortly thereafter, 
its editor, John Gates, resigned from the Party. Foster's victory over the 
fount of reformist "talk" was complete.31 

Foster seemed anxious to build an enduring political architecture for 
the Party, and establish his credentials as a prominent Marxist theoreti
cian. However, his writings contained little promise for a new approach. 
His hopes seemed to rely less on convincing analysis than on the contin
ual invocation of the ultimate superiority of "world socialism" to a cor
rupt and decaying "world capitalism." For the American Party, Foster 
offered a prescription for isolation. In 1959, he criticized the draft resolu
tion for the upcoming seventeenth convention of the Party, calling for a 
strengthening of its "international work" and a more explicit repudiation 
of the insidious revisionism of past years. The right danger to the Party, 
he held, continued to be the main danger. His perspectives found increas
ing support from abroad; articles in the Soviet press now explicitly con
demned Gates and his allies by name as dangerous revisionists. The 
American Party dutifully echoed this critique, while offering little support 
for Foster's perspectives on the labor party and other issues.32 

William Foster refused, however, to fit into neat political categories. 
This fact was underlined in the spring of 1959, when he sent a five thou
sand-word personal letter to Mao Zedong in which he extravagantly 
praised the accomplishments of the Chinese revolution and offered an 
extensive discussion of the political situation in the United States. The 
letter had not been approved by the Party's secretariat, and it caused no 
small amount of unease when the New York Times published it and 
Mao's warm response: "Allow me, on behalf of the Communist Party of 
China and the Chinese people, to extend hearty greetings to you, glorious 
fighter and leader of the American working class." In his letter, Foster 
suggested that he would like to visit the Peoples' Republic and be treated 
there for his medical problems. This raised the distinct possibility that the 
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National Chairman of the American Communist party might spend the 
last days of his life in Communist China. The Party was forced to repro
duce the exchange between Foster and Mao in Political Affairs.33 

Foster was certainly a close follower of the Chinese revolution, and an 
avid reader of Mao's writings as they became available. His History of 
the Three Internationals, which carried an extended discussion of the 
Chinese revolution and Mao, was published in 1955 during a period of 
debate over who would inherit the mantle of foremost Communist theo
retician from the recently deceased Stalin. Foster termed Mao "a brilliant 
theoretician," a "creative Marxist genius" whose writings constitute 
"major contributions to the general body of Marxist theory." After 1955, 
Foster apparently remained unembarrassed by the refusal of the Chinese 
Communists to endorse Khrushchev's condemnation of Stalin. Certain 
Maoist themes were prominent in Foster's writings of this period; his 
continued emphasis on the dangerous and aggressive motives of Ameri
can imperialism and the imminence of war were most noteworthy in this 
regard. Foster admired Mao's writings on military strategy and tactics, 
especially "the situation of a guerilla army gradually growing into a mass 
military force and carrying on the struggle in the face of a vastly stronger 
enemy." In any event, Foster would live only through the first months of 
the open Sino-Soviet split; he was thus spared the necessity of taking an 
explicit political stand in the dispute. In 1963 the Chinese, by then bitter 
critics of the American Communists, would suggest that the Party "carry 
on and enrich the revolutionary tradition of Comrade Foster." 3 4 

During the years in which he had finally attained more or less undis
puted leadership of the Communist party, Foster's politics were difficult 
to classify. His differences with the international movement on the issues 
of the war danger and the coming of fascism in the United States were 
ones of degree and timing, but significant nonetheless. His views on the 
nature of the Chinese revolution revealed that he was not as inclined to 
accept Soviet orthodoxy as were many of his comrades. During these 
years his politics essentially embraced one of the central tenets of 
Trotskyism, that world peace could not be accomplished without the 
overthrow of American capitalism. 3 5 

If there was any one area in which American Communists could have 
benefited from original theorizing, it was in questions of labor and elec
toral politics, and the relationship of the Party to state power. The unique 
and deeply rooted character of the two-party system in the United States 
required, on its face, an innovative approach to Communist tactics. The 
vehement repudiation of Browder's heresies rendered original thinking in 
this regard especially problematic after 1945, however. The political hos
tilities of the Cold War, as Foster never ceased to point out, had undercut 
many of the assumptions of "Browderism." Foster's writings, still suf-
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fused with themes from his earlier syndicalist years, offered very little 
prospect that the Communists could find a way to involve themselves in 
the hegemonic political culture. This was to be expected, since Foster for 
the most part eschewed contests over the symbolism and meanings of 
political culture. 

At the level of political tactics, he was content to call for working 
within the two-party system toward the eventual establishment of a labor 
party. He declared privately that it was a "waste of time" to try to build 
unity among the various socialist sects. The political isolation of the 
Communist party in the 192 0s and as recently as 194 8, he concluded, 
was the direct result of its attempts to build up independent mass parties 
"instead of working with the masses" in the Democratic or even Republi
can parties. In this respect, Foster hewed rightward—in his eyes even the 
slogan "United Party of Socialism" was "sectarian," for instance. 3 6 While 
a labor party would come into existence at "the appropriate time," in the 
meantime it could not be forgotten that the trade union movement would 
be the backbone of any future progressive political coalition. In essence, 
he was foreseeing a situation in which the unions would take over or 
supplant one of the major parties. Trade unionism, as a purely organiza
tional, instrumental phenomenon, was always prior to politics. This is 
how Foster could state, in a 195 6 article entitled "The Road to Social
ism," that the recent merger of the AFL and CIO was "a long stride to
wards independent working-class political action." Foster's laborist per
spective and above all his belief in the historical progression of the union 
movement absolved him from offering a cogent explanation for the rejec
tion by American workers of socialist politics. 3 7 

Foster's declining years were clearly challenging and difficult ones for him 
and his family. Although the Communist party itself had received sig
nificant subsidies from the Soviet Union since its founding, such pay
ments were not enough to provide a particularly comfortable standard of 
living for even the highest officials of the Party. William and Esther con
tinued to live in their one-bedroom flat in the Bronx, always badly in need 
of painting. His highest annual salary as a Party official was about thirty-
five hundred dollars in the years immediately after the war; this was 
roughly equivalent to the average salary of a coal miner during the same 
period. Foster's life was not made easier by the United States government. 
In 195 5 the Social Security Administration determined that a number of 
Communist party employees and their spouses were ineligible to receive 
retirement benefits because their service to the Communist party was in 
effect service to a foreign government. The government attempted to re
cover about a thousand dollars that had already been paid to Foster, but 
the policy of the Social Security Administration was finally overturned. 3 8 
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At some point early in 19 5 9 Foster and his personal physician, Dr. 
Harry Epstein, decided that he needed to travel to either the Soviet Union 
or China in order to receive proper medical care. Foster claimed that he 
simply could not afford treatment and rehabilitation in the United States. 
However, he was still under indictment for the Smith Act prosecutions, 
free on five thousand dollars bail pending his recovery from his illness. 
His attorney's repeated attempts to have the indictments dismissed so that 
he could travel out of the country were unsuccessful. In October 19 6 0 the 
Supreme Court refused to hear his plea to be released from the terms of 
his parole, which limited him to the New York area, but ordered the 
government to make a determination whether his health would ever 
allow him to stand trial. While a physician finally determined that he was 
unfit for trial (he had suffered yet another stroke in July), the government 
delayed issuing him a passport, demanding that he appear in person in 
order to apply and make a sworn statement. Finally, he was delivered to 
the office in an ambulance. By January he was on his way to the Soviet 
Union. 3 9 In a parting letter to Gus Hall, the newly anointed general secre
tary of the Party, he wrote that "our Party is part of a great world wide 
Communist movement. Time has shown that it is indestructible, and is 
part of a movement which will eventually dominate the world. It is in this 
sense that we should fight to preserve and improve it. We must actually 
love our Party." 4 0 

Esther did not accompany him on his initial voyage, although he had 
for some time been seeking information from the Soviets about the possi
bility of treatment of her severe arthritis. Only his physician and his 
son-in-law Emmanuel—whose presence as a translator Foster insisted on 
because he distrusted the Soviet translators—made the initial trip with 
Foster. Once in the Soviet Union, however, he was upset for long periods 
about Esther's absence and worried about the state of the family he had 
left behind, especially whether they had enough money to live on. Esther, 
Sylvia, and Joe arrived in the summer. 4 1 

In March, the Soviets celebrated Foster's eightieth birthday. There 
were articles discussing his career in every major newspaper, and he was 
hailed as one of the world's "greatest Marxist theoreticians." Khrushchev 
himself visited Foster's bedside, only to be met with sharp criticism of the 
Soviet regime's growing hostility toward China. In his brief remarks, Fos
ter offered praise for the Chinese revolution; the room, according to Em
manuel, fell very quiet. The Soviets, in turn, despite their celebration of 
his theoretical accomplishments, implied that Foster's syndicalism had 
limited his understanding of "dialectical" questions. 42 

Given his extremely frail condition, Foster must have known that he 
stood a very good chance of dying in the Soviet Union. His decision to 
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Foster's eightieth birthday, with left to right, Boris Ponomarev, translator, Mikhail 
Suslov, Nikita Khrushchev, and Frol Kozlov. 

spend his last days there can be understood in purely pragmatic, as well 
as political terms: he believed that he could not afford the price of decent 
medical attention in the United States. Although in his last weeks he 
showed some signs of regaining partial use of his limbs, at a sanitarium 
outside of Moscow on September 1, he finally succumbed. A state funeral 
was held in Red Square at the Lenin Mausoleum; although Khrushchev 
was part of an honor guard at an earlier viewing, he was absent from this 
meeting. The two leading pallbearers for Foster's ashes at the Red Square 
service were Leonid Brezhnev and Mikhail Suslov, conservatives who 
would later engineer Khrushchev's downfall. Despite a solemn ceremony 
before the Kremlin Wall, where American Communists John Reed, Wil
liam D. Haywood, and Charles Ruthenberg were interred, Esther finally 
accompanied his ashes back to the United States. At a memorial meeting 
at Carnegie Hall, raucous protesters paraded before the building carrying 
signs that declared: "We Hate Reds" and "One Less Red Pest."43 His 
ashes were finally deposited in Waldheim Cemetery in Chicago, near the 
graves of the Haymarket martyrs. He was indeed, as his epitaph ex
pressed, a "tireless fighter" for his dream of a socialist future. 



Pallbearers at Lenin Mausoleum. Fore
ground, left to right: N. G. Ignatov, 
Leonid Brezhnev, Mikhail Suslov, Eliza 
beth Gurley Flynn (behind Suslov). 

Memorial service, Red Square, September 6, 1961. Left to right: Mikhail Suslov, Elizabeth 
Gurley Flynn, Leonid Brezhnev, N. G. Ignatov, Dolores Ibarruri, N. M. Shvernik, 
V. V. Grishin, P. N. Pospelov, unidentified. 



EPILOGUE 

IN HIS later career Foster was often disparaged as an inflexible dogmatist. 
However, his final years were ones of deep uncertainty, which he was 
only partly successful in masking with a brittle scientism and hard deter
mination. His often inconsistent meditations on the central problems of 
Communist politics during the Cold War betray something of an angry 
lashing out at phenomena that defy deeper analysis or betray understand
ing. Despite his relentless and obsessive efforts to locate a ground of cer
tainty in Marxist theory, it was finally his voiceless rage that formed the 
inviolable core of his identity. Foster the "fighter" was in some senses an 
atavism, a throwback to the class-war syndicalism of the turn of the cen
tury and, even earlier, to the radicalism that his father had nurtured and 
which had been the "meat and drink" of his childhood years. All who 
knew him understood that his fighting temperament sustained him in his 
later years as well. This was reflected in his epitaph. 

According to his family, Foster asked for the presence of a Catholic 
priest in the hours before his death. His request was somehow appropri
ate, representing a final and indissoluble ambiguity in his life and person
ality. In an earlier meditation on religion, he had somewhat defensively 
professed his comfort with the idea of oblivious death: his soul, he ob
served, betrayed no existence before his birth, why should he expect oth
erwise following his demise? Did his final plea represent a renunciation of 
this stark, logical materialism, or did it merely reflect a momentary confu
sion of faiths in a personality given by nature to abject belief and devotion 
to "canon law"? Here it is necessary to return to Foster's own uncer
tainty, reflected in the peculiar hesitation that lurked in many of his most 
important political acts. In the final analysis, he lacked the power of true 
belief that sustained many of the most effective activists in the Commu
nist movement: "the power to hold convictions and to act on them," as 
one apostate characterized it. In this respect Foster the "fighter" was also 
a skeptical "professional revolutionary" and technician who harbored a 
certain cynicism about political ideals of all kinds, perhaps including 
those he himself professed. He understood and in some ways personified 
Zinoviev's dictum that "discipline begins where conviction ends." Ironi
cally, this is why it is possible to trust his rage, because his anger always 
survived the test of his skepticism.1 

While Foster held many convictions in his career, it was their very mul
tifariousness and the ease with which he embraced, abandoned, or re
nounced them that defined his career for most observers. Some have com-
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pared Communist politics to religion, but Foster was an individual who 
finally refused to be constrained by a coherent set of beliefs. He was first 
attracted to Communism not because of the messianic faith that Bolshe
vism promised for some activists, but because its power and efficiency 
appeared to at least match that of the modern corporations that seemed 
to rule his world. Quite simply, he believed that Soviet power could be 
enlisted in the fight for social justice in America. At its most effective, his 
outlook was adaptive, experimental, and innovative; at its worst it could 
be crudely bureaucratic and aridly unhistorical. However, his aggressive 
modernism was not an alien, "un-American" mentality—its seeds were 
first planted into his consciousness in turn-of-the-century Philadelphia, 
where his family's powerlessness gave birth to his peculiar cynicism about 
working-class culture, tradition, and faith. It is impossible, though, to 
dismiss his alienation as based simply on narrow experience or a sullen, 
wounded memory. His wide and complex experiences as a worker and 
trade union organizer both contributed to his visceral hate of capitalist 
society and led him to accept vital aspects of the worldview and meth
odology of his opponents. Part of the irony and tragedy of his life is that 
he never understood himself as an American in this way, fully a product 
of the society he so despised. 

According to Max Eastman, Foster once explained privately to him 
that he and other American Communists did not like much of what they 
had to sign their names to in Moscow, but found it necessary to "go 
along" with Soviet pronouncements because, as the only successful revo
lutionary state in the world, the support of the Soviets was vital to the 
success of the American movement.2 This is an entirely credible assess
ment of Foster's motivations, one that was at one time apparently shared, 
for instance, by both Trotsky and Stalin. It is especially suggestive to 
recall Foster's confidence in light of the collapse of Communism in the 
former Soviet Union. Undoubtedly, he came to place much of his revolu
tionary hope on the bureaucratic and military accomplishments of Com
munist state apparatuses, achievements that proved quite fragile. Yet, his 
radicalism was based on much more than opportunism or simple admira
tion of Soviet achievements. Because he was truly an American radical, 
we can be sure that the alienation and activism his life represents will 
survive the demise of Communist parties in other lands. 
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