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Historians have long recognized Will-
iam Jennings Bryan as the dominant fig-
ure in the Democratic Party from 1896
to 1912. However, assessment of his role
has been stymied by pervasive percep-
tions that the Democratic Party was in
those years a moribund and reactionary
organization, largely overshadowed by
progressive Republicans. Recently new

“scholarship, and especially David
Sarasohn'’s The Party of Reform, has be-
gun to revise this image of the Demo-
crats. In Sarasohn’s eyes the Democratic
Party transformed itself during these
years: from a conservative organization
standing for states’ rights and limited
government, it became by 1912 an effec-
tive instrument for political, social, and
economic reform.!

This new interpretation of the Demo-
cratic Party is in its infancy and many
questions remain unanswered. How ex-
actly did this transformation of the party
take place? What dynamics made it pos-
sible? This paper will explore the Demo-
cratic Party’'s evolution between 1896
and 1912, with a focus on the ways that
the alliance between organized labor
and Bryan contributed to the remaking
of the Democratic Party. Beginning with
his experience in the campaign of 1896,
Bryan became convinced that only an
alliance between farmers and workers
could bring victory to his party. A care-
ful wooing of American labor leaders re-
sulted, an effort that grew particularly
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strong between 1906 and 1908. Orga-
nized labor grew more receptive to po-
litical activity for its own reasons during
this period. The high point of this alli-
ance came in 1908, when the American
Federation of Labor and the Democratic
Party shared financial and strategic
decisionmaking as they shaped together
Bryan’s third and last campaign for the
U.S. Presidency.

Bryan, the Democrats,
and Party Politics

In 1888 James Bryce wrote in The Ameri-
can Commonwealth about the dominant
role parties played in American political
life, especially as compared to their
counterparts in Europe. In the US., he
wrote, “party association and organiza-
tion are to the organs of government al-
most what the motor nerves are to the
muscles, sinews, and bones of the hu-
man body. They transmit the motive
power, they determine the directions in
which the organs act.”? Fifteen years after
Bryce, the parties faced a more complex
political environment. The nineteenth-
century world of partisan politics faded
after 1896 as closely contested elec-
tions, unwavering party loyalties, and
campaign politics based upon mass en-
tertainment all declined. Meanwhile,
the parties faced challenges from new
sectors as the presidency and indepen-
dent state bureaucracies grew more in-
fluential and as organizations like the
National Association of Manufacturers
(NAM) and the American Federation of
Labor (AFL) emerged to contest the par-
ties’ power. As the major parties began
losing many of their traditional support-
ers during these years, they scrambled
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to reinvent themselves and adapt o
changing political circumstances. Elites
in both parties cast an eye across Ameri-
can society, searching for allies, and

‘both groups trained their sights carefully

on the American working class.
Historically the Democratic Party
stood for local autonomy, a weak cen-
tral government, and a commitment to -
individual liberty. Yet from 1896 on-
wards the party remade itself into the
major representative of reform in
America, rejected its old affection for
laissez-faire policies, and accepted the
need for governmental activism.? In
1896 the Democratic Party split apart as
conservative Cleveland Democrats and
businessmen jumped ship while William
Jennings Bryan built a reformist cam-
paign around the issue of free silver.
Party leaders spent the next decade
locked in a struggle for control. In 1904
eastern conservatives briefly regained
dominance over the party, but failed to
elect their presidential candidate Alton
Parker. Although Roosevelt campaigned
in that year as the enemy of the trusts,
the Democrats’ conservative gold stan-
dard candidate still could not win signifi-
cant business support. After the 1904 re-
turns came in, Bryan and his supporters
returned to power within the party. By
1906 Democratic unity was increasing
around a program that firmly embraced
reform and governmental activism.
Bryan himself was a complex person-
ality. A charismatic demigod to thou-
sands of adoring Americans, to his
many opponents (particularly
easterners) he was no more than a prai-
rie buffoon, a hick lacking proper man-
ners. One Lincoln woman described
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Bryan shared the plaiform with Democratic Party Chairman Norman E.
Mack, cenier, and vice-presidential nominee John W. Kern, right, during
noftification ceremonies at the Nebraska state capitol on August 12, 1908.
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him decades later to her daughter as
“simply the most handsome man | ever
saw. He was spellbinding.” Theodore
Roosevelt, on the other hand, felt that
although Bryan was “a kindly, well-
meaning man, he is both shallow and a
demagog.” Yet whatever his personal
strengths or weaknesses, Bryan domi-
nated the Democracy in the period after
1896, shaping it into a reform organiza-
tion capable of winning the White
House. The turning point in the Demo-
crats’ long struggle towards political
success appears now to have been the
years around 1906 and 1908. Despite
continued defeats in those years, the
Democrats began to gain in popularity
and momentum, gradually building up
a wave of support that would finally
bring victory in 19125

Historians have often portrayed
Bryan as indifferent to political victory,
stressing that to him principles mattered-
more than success. Yet while he cer-
tainly opposed the crude opportunism
resorted to by many politicians, some
contemporaries saw another side of
Bryan. Teaching Sunday school in Nor-
mal, Nebraska, in 1907, Bryan an-
nounced one day that the topic of dis-
cussion would be “Success.” One clever
student, “thinking of Mr. Bryan’s having
twice run in vain for the presidency of
the United States,” proposed that “one’s
success should be judged by the effort
put forth.” But Bryan sharply corrected
the boy, declaring that the only measure
of success lay in achieving one’s goal .t
Although Bryan never occupied the
White House, he did win his larger am-
bition: he defeated the conservatives in
his party and remade the Democratic
Party into a vehicle for reform.

Bryan’s political philosophy evolved
during the early Progressive era to em-
brace a broad range of reforms. Immedi-
ately after the 1904 campaign Bryan
wrote that Democrats must abandon
their laissez-faire philosophy and accept
the need for a stronger, more activist,
federal government. A year and a half
later, returning from an extended trip
abroad that enhanced his reputation at



home, Bryan spelled out his intentions in
a riveting speech: “Plutocracy is abhor-
rent to a republic. . . . The time is ripe for
the overthrow of this giant wrong.”
Stressing the “Jeffersonian doctrine of
equal rights to all and special privileges
to none” Bryan called for the elimination
of monopolies, direct election of sena-
tors, an income tax, injunction reform,
and most provocatively, government
ownership of all railroads. Here was a
program that could generate enthusiasm
among American workers, one bearing
great similarity to the proposals made by
William Randolph Hearst’s Indepen-
dence League at this time.”

Yet upon hearing of this program
moderate Democrats throughout the
country excoriated Bryan for what they
considered his bow towards Socialism.
One New York publisher wrote in dis-
may, ‘I have been flattering Bryan—to
help shut off the Hearst boom—and I
have indulged in hopes that he would
develop into a real leader. But that rail-
road program simply stuns me. [ believe
it will land Bryan again in the ditch, and
it should land him there before our con-
vention.” Joseph Pulitzer's New York
World, a leading voice among Demo-
crats, expressed its disgust more openly:
“Within six hours after he had landed at
the Battery he had split his party wide
open again. That was indeed peerless
leadership.™® Although Bryan dropped
government ownership from his pro-
gram to soothe the worries of moderate
Democrats, which undoubtedly weak-
ened his appeal among workers, many
easterners remained hostile towards
him and conservative party papers like
the New York Times refused to support
his nomination. Thus while the Demo-
crats demonstrated unusual unity as the
1908 campaign approached, some crit-
ics refused to climb on Bryan’s wagon.
Not until Woodrow Wilson emerged
four years later did a complete recon-
ciliation between the Cleveland and
Bryan wings take place.?

Under Bryan'’s leadership the Demo-
cratic Party shaped itself, as Sarasohn
has noted, into a coalition of outsiders:
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Southemers, Westerners, farmers, immi-
grants, and, hopefully, workers. Having
alienated most businessmen, the Demo-
crats had no choice but to build a pro-
gram of reform that would appeal to
working Americans on the farms and in
the factories. And that is precisely what
they did. The South, where the legacy of
populism and the absence of powerful
corporations produced strong support
for reform, provided the party’s greatest
strength. Yet Southern Democratic pro-
gressivism was limited to whites: regional
leaders like Josephus Daniels, the influ-
ential publisher of the Raleigh (North
Carolina) News and Observer, combined
a reform spirit with fierce racism. The
“Jim Crow Progressivism” practiced by
Southern Democrats alienated many
Northerners, but the approach was cer-
tainly not limited to the South. William
Jennings Bryan’s racial outlook, accord-
ing to historian William Smith, would
have been acceptable to any Southern
segregationist; as party leader the views
of The Peerless One reinforced and
propagated the Democracy’s racism. !

If the party’s current strength lay with
farmers and southemers, its future po-
tential rested in the votes of American
workers. Since the debacle of 1896
Bryan had become enamored of a sin-
gular dream: Democratic victory would
be achieved through a political mar-
riage of workers and farmers. That year
the party won farmers’ support but
failed to convince northern workers of
its virtues. Without strong support from
the working class, Democrats would
possess little foothold in the country’s
industrial centers since business so
firmly opposed them.!" Bryan dutifully
supported labor’s goals beginning with
his first race against McKinley, but his
own penchant to build single-issue cam-
paigns limited his appeal among work-
ers. In 1896, for example, he preached
for silver incessantly—even though the
Democratic platform included other is-
sues that might appeal more success-
fully to working-class voters nervous
about inflation. In 1900 Bryan's cam-
paign focused on imperialism: again, an
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issue that at best failed to address work-
ers’ problems, while at worst it alienated
workingmen influenced by the national-
ism and jingoism of the day.

Other barriers also loomed over the
Democracy’s project to recruit workers
behind the party’s banner. Workers’
race, ethnicity, and religion, and the re-
gion or city in which they lived all
shaped their political preferences. Since
the 1896 contest between Bryan and
McKinley, the Republican Party had
strengthened its hold over the industrial-
ized sections of the North and Middle
West, while the Democrats gained in the
South. Non-Southern urban workers had
provided the Republicans with impor-
tant gains. Yet in many northern cities
Democratic machines continued to
claim workers’ loyalties, and throughout
the region many workers, particularly
recent immigrants and workers of Ger-
man or Irish descent, remained tied to
the Democrats. Protestant workers born
to native-born parents were most likely
to vote Republican.'

Even for those workers inclined to fa-
vor the Democrats, the party’s history in-
cluded several troubling episodes. The
worst depression in history up to that
time began in 1893 under Democratic
President Cleveland, and voters possess
exceptionally long memories when it
comes to an economic crisis. In 1894
Cleveland deployed an injunction and
federal troops to break the Pullman boy-
cott. Furthermore, the rural and South-
ern roots of the Democratic Party re-
pelled many workers. Although the
populist movement appealed to some
industrial workers, aspects of the farm-
ers’ movement—such as the cry for sil-
ver—failed to excite many others. Build-
ing unity between farmers and workers
would require gradual change and work
at the grassroots level. Some workers
likewise resented the visible role South-
erners played within the Democratic
Party because of the region’s harsh
treatment of workers and unions, and in
some cases, because of its racist caste
structure.”

Furthermore, workers inhabited a




complex political universe by 1908, one
in which diverse groups competed for
their support. Many trade unionists, fol-
lowing decades of advice from pure and
simple leaders, disdained party politics
altogether. Left-wing syndicalists argued
that workers should reject politics, and
after 1905 this position found new
strength in the Industrial Workers of the
World, most of whose leaders embraced
an antipolitical syndicalism." The So-
cialist Party of America, on the other
hand, embraced political struggle as an
important route to power for the work-
ing class. Once again in 1908 Socialists
would make a mighty appeal for work-
ing-class support, running Eugene Debs
for the presidency as well as innumer-
able candidates at the state and munici-
pal levels.'® Because of all these factors,
an alliance between workers and Demo-
crats at the grassroots level would not
emerge easily.

The Emerging Alliance: Labor
and the Democrats

The Democrats’ best hope for building
an alliance with workingmen turned out
to be the American Federation of Labor,
the dominant working-class organization
in the United States between 1896 and
1917. In these years numerous pressures
operated on the AFL, pushing its conser-
vative leaders hesitantly towards politi-
cal engagement. During the Gilded Age
the AFL’s skilled craftsmen divided be-
tween four main approaches to politics:
socialism, populism, a rejection of any
political activity in favor of economic
strategies, and “antipartyism,” a strategy
that rejected the party system and relied
on nonpartisan tactics like lobbying to
win specific labor demands. By the end
of the nineteenth century the latter politi-
cal strategy had won a narrow triumph
and rose to dominance in the federation.
Favored by Sam Gompers and his allies,
antipartyism constituted the AFL’s first
serious effort to break workers’ ties to
both the mainstream and the minor, op-
positional parties. It became an essen-
tial tool in Gompers'’s struggle to control
the future of the AFL, uniting a broad
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The AFL Executive Council in 1900. Front row, left fo right: Thomas 1. Kidd (Wood

Workers), President Samuel Gompers (Cigar Makers), Secretary Frank Morrison
(Typographicl Union), James Duncan, (Granite Cutters). Back row: Treasurer John B.
Lennon (Tailors), Max Morris (Retail Clerks), James O’Conneli (Machinists), John
Mitchell (Mine Workers). Courtesy of the Statfe Historical Society of Wisconsin
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coalition of members behind him and
pushing Socialists to the margins of the
organization.'®

However useful they might be for
consolidating Gompers's power within
the labor movement, by the early twenti-
eth century antipartyism and nonparti-
san tactics were proving to be ineffec-
tive tools for achieving labor's demands.
In these years a more interventionist
state and employers’ political activism
together halted the expansion of
America’s labor movement. The em-
ployers’ antilabor social movement,
commonly known as the open shop
drive, fought unions on the shop floor,
in the courts, and in the halls of Con-
gress. Forming an effective alliance with
conservatives in the Republican Party,
employers organized into the National
Association of Manufacturers halted the
limited lobbying success enjoyed by

. AFL leaders. The NAM leaders’ friendly

relationship with conservative Republi-
cans such as Speaker of the House Jo-
seph Cannon demonstrated vividly to
the AFL that independence from politi-
cal parties made effective political ma-
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neuvering impossible. Thus increasingly
after 1903, the AFL leaders grew more
interested in exploring an alliance with
the Democratic Party. At the same time,
the AFL launched an unprecedented
mobilization effort, seeking to convince
trade unionists to get out and vote for
prolabor candidates.

This strategy reached its peak in the
elections of 1906 and 1908, and thanks
to efforts made by William Jennings
Bryan and other Democratic leaders,
their party benefitted greatly from
labor’s new political engagement. In
1906 the AFL focused its resources on
congressional campaigns, and in most
cases trade unionists supported Demo-
cratic candidates rather than Republi-
can ones. Four trade unionists won elec-
tion to Congress that year, and three of
them belonged to the Democratic Party.

The friendly relations between labor
and the Democrats remained informal,
though, until William Jennings Bryan
began planning for the 1908 presidential
campaign. Over the course of 1908
Bryan began a regular correspondence
with Sam Gompers that laid the ground-
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work for their alliance. In February of
that year the Supreme Court handed
down its decision in the case of the
Danbury hatters, holding that workers
and their unions could be prosecuted
under the Sherman Anti-Trust Act. This
decision constituted an exceedingly
grave blow to organized labor. Almost
immediately, Bryan wrote Gompers and
enclosed an editorial he had written
that demonstrated how labor organiza-
tions differed from trusts. Through their
correspondence Gompers ultimately in-
fluenced the Democratic platform for
the state of Nebraska, which in turm pro-
vided the basis for the 1908 national
party platform. That summer, when
Bryan began writing the platforms re-
garding antitrust and injunction reforms
in preparation for the national conven-
tion, he and Gompers again discussed
their formulation.!”

That summer, AFL leaders visited
both the Republican and Democratic
conventions to request support for
labor’s chief demands: reforms in laws
regarding antitrust prosecution and in-
junctions. The reception they met with
in each case intensified their growing af-
fections for the Democratic Party. At
their July convention, Republican Party
leaders treated the Federation deri-
sively, their platform committee refusing
to meet with the AFL and offering in-
stead only a ten-minute meeting with a
subcommittee. As they walked into the
meeting, the AFL officials were shocked
to see Republican Party leaders flanked
by James Emery, James Van Cleave, and
Martin Mulhall of the National Associa-
tion of Manufacturers. The platform
passed by the Republicans provided no
support for labor’s demands.'®

Weeks later the Democrats gra-
ciously welcomed labor to their Denver
convention as friends and allies. AFL
leaders met with the entire platform
committee, of which Alton Parker (who
had recently served as an AFL attorney
in a critical legal case) was the chair-
man. After a lengthy discussion the
Democrats included most of the AFL’s
requests in its platform, and Gompers

declared himself well satisfied with the
planks on the Sherman Act and the in-
junction. After the party conventions,
Gompers publicly and emphatically en-
dorsed the Democratic Party platform
and its presidential candidate. And he
condemned the Republicans in harsh
terms: “The Republican party . . . lines
up with the corporate interests of the
country and defies the people to help
themselves.” The Democrats, on the
other hand, endorsed the principles
Gompers and his colleagues had
struggled towards for years. The masses
of workers, Gompers declared, “will rise
in sympathy to the Democratic party in
the coming elections.”®

In the following weeks the AFL and
the Democratic Party transformed their
relationship to create an unprecedented
and farreaching alliance. Headed by
William Jennings Bryan and his brother,
Charles, Democratic leaders initiated
the idea of a partnership, seeking to in-
volve AFL leaders in campaign
strategizing at every level.? Their plan
revolved around placing a “first class la-
bor man at headquarters” in Chicago to
run the Democrats’ Labor Bureau. It
took a couple of weeks to win over
Gompers, but by August 25 the labor
chief had agreed the AFL should enter a
formal political relationship with the
Democratic Party. Accompanied by
James O'Connell, Frank Morrison, and
organizer Grant Hamilton, Gompers met
with Norman Mack, the chairman of the
Democratic National Committee (DNC).
Together they wrote a formal agreement
establishing the basis for cooperation
between the Democratic Party and the
AFL. This involved, for example, an
agreement that the Democratic Party
would print and distribute whatever lit-
erature the AFL's Labor Representation
Committee deemed necessary for com-
municating its political goals to working
people. Furthermore, the agreement
stipulated that AFL organizers would
personally represent the labor move-
ment within the bowels of Democratic
Party bureaucracy. The AFL appointed
its top labor men to party headquarters
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around the country, focusing especially
on New York City, Indianapolis, and
Chicago, and instructed them to work
closely with Democratic Party officials in
planning campaign strategy. In addition
the AFL suggested several other labor
men whom the DNC could send around
the country on campaign assignments.
Most important, the agreement noted
that all organizers would be supervised
by Gompers, not by the Democrats.?

William Jennings Bryan centered his
1908 campaign around one question:
“Whether the government shall remain
a mere business asset of favorseeking
corporations, or be an insirument in the
hands of the people for the advance-
ment of the common weal.”? Capping
their campaign with the slogan “Shall
the People Rule?”, Democrats hoped to
evoke a Jeffersonian program of politi-
cal and economic reform. More specifi-
cally, they targeted the corrupt use of
money in politics, and especially politi-
cians’ reliance on money from special
interests for winning elections, the indi-
rect election of U.S. Senators as a limita-
tion on democracy, the rules in the U.S.
House of Representatives which al-
lowed the Speaker to dominate the
House agenda and thus prevent reform,
the need for regulation of the trusts, and
the rights of labor.

The Democrats’ support for workers’
rights anchored their new image as the
party of reform. Their labor campaign
focused almost entirely on two issues:
labor’s legal rights (the need for an anti-
injunction law and an amendment to
the Sherman Anti-Trust Act), and the
hostility shown labor by Congress and
in particular by Speaker Joseph Can-
non. A letter to American workers writ-
ten by Gompers stated well the central
concerns of the AFL-Democratic cam-
paign: “The facts are that the Judiciary,
induced by corporations and trusts and
protected by the Republican party, is,
step by step, destroying government by
law and substituting therefor a govern-
ment by Judges. . . . It is sought to make
of the judges irresponsible despots, and
by controlling them using this despotism
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Democratic postcards and cartoons ap-
pealed to labor by suggesting that pros-
perity and a “Full Dinner Pail” could no
longer be expected under the Republi-
cans. Above: NSHS Museum Collections-
4491-1 (postcard); Right: The Commoner,
July 3, 1908 (cartoon)

in the interest of corporate power."?
Bryan also took pains to support other
AFL demands, such as a Department of
Labor with full cabinet powers.?

Its alliance with the Democratic Party
allowed the AFL to launch a much more
ambitious campaign than in 1906.
Based upon explicit references to cam-
paign literature made by labor and
party leaders, we can estimate that they
distributed at least five million pieces.®
At the center of labor’s campaign stood
imagery of the American Revolution.
Hamilton sent postcards to individual
workers, asking them to enlist as
“Minute Men of Labor.” Interested trade
unionists filled in their names and ad-
dresses and answered questions regard-
ing how many pieces of campaign lit-
erature they could use (either foreign-
or English-language), then mailed the

THE ‘‘FULL DINNER PAIL’’

Az the Working Man Sees It

card back to Hamilton. He would then
respond with a package of literature and
a personal letter thanking the worker for
his or her loyalty to the AFL program.

Within half a week of mailing the first
postcards Hamilton had collected re-
sponses from 100,000 individual work-
ers and from 13,000 secretaries of local
unions. A week later the returns re-
mained impressive, as some 200 re-
sponses flowed into headquarters each
day.® The Democrats and the AFL relied
on other tactics as well—sending cam-
paign literature and cartoons to labor
newspapers, and mailing out 21,000
copies of the American Federationist to
barber shops in eleven crucial states,
for example—but the “Minute Man”
campaign represented their most ag-
gressive attempt to reach local workers
through literature.?
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Thanks to financial assistance from
the Democratic Party, the AFL was able
to assign over one hundred organizers
to the campaign, and they quickly
fanned out across the country. Labor’s
campaign targeted twenty-two states
across the country, but AFL Secretary
Frank Morrison wrote in late October
that “we have massed our forces” in
New York, Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois,
with “a few detachments also in Rhode
Island, Connecticut, Maryland, and
West Virginia.” The New York City bu-
reau, in charge of seven eastern states,
placed almost all its resources into win-
ning New York state for Bryan. The na-
tional headquarters of the Democratic
Labor Bureau in Chicago coordinated
activities for the entire country, but it fo-
cused its resources on lllinois and Ohio
in particular.?®



The Nature and Meaning of the
1908 Campaign

At the height of the 1908 campaign
Pearson’s Magazine noted the unusual
prominence accorded labor by politi-
cians: “How the orators of all parties
praise the workingman in this year of
political humility and expectation! How
they thunder against his enemies and
promise vague redress! How the presi-
dential candidates and the myriad seek-
ers for office smile and smirk, aye, and
sometimes grovel in the dust, before the
toiler who has a vote!"® The Democrats
and the AFL leaders wanted to make la-
bor a dominant theme in the 1908 elec-
tions, and they succeeded. But their
strategy took place amidst a competitive
world of national politics. Republicans,
Socialists, and rival interest groups like
the NAM all jockeyed to influence toilers’
votes. In this context the Democrats lost
control over the meaning of “labor” as
political discourse increasingly revolved
around the AFL leaders’ activity and their
unprecedented relationship to the Demo-
cratic Party. What began as a crusade for
the rights of labor turned sour as politi-
cians challenged organized labor's right
to speak for American workers.
Organized labor’s new political
prominence and its blossoming partner-
ship with the Democratic Party deeply
worried Republican leaders. As Joseph
Cannon later described the situation,
“None of us knew exactly how powerful
Gompers and his crowd might prove."?
Thus party officials carefully created
machinery of their own to recruit
working-class votes, forming a labor bu-
reau and organizing Republican clubs
among various working-class constituen-
cies. Railroad workers and miners pro-
vided important support for the Republi-
can Party. Party officials reached be-
yond those groups, however, seeking
endorsements from any prominent la-
bor official in order to demonstrate the
limits of Gompers's authority 3!
Republicans relied upon two main
issues for appealing to workers in 1908.
First, they vowed to bring greater eco-
nomic prosperity and a “full dinner pail”
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to American workers. The politics of
prosperity allowed Republicans to stress
their concern for workers at a time
when they had rejected organized
labor’s demands for legal and other re-
forms. While Democrats attacked plu-
tocracy and the privileges accruing to
special interests, Republicans spoke
more consolingly of Americans’ com-
mon interest in economic growth. This
theme, premised on class harmony, as-
sumed that workers and their employers
shared a common political outlook:
both groups asked only that factories
run at full production. Thus while Taft
charged that Bryan’s “election would
mean a paralysis of business and . . .
a recurrence of disastrous conditions
of the last Democratic administration,”
Roosevelt added that it would bring ca-
lamity in particular to wageworkers,

Gradually, however, Republicans fo-
cused their campaign strategy on the
AFL, attacking its political role and its
relationship with the Democratic Party.
In the eyes of Republicans, Gompers
had promised “to deliver the labor vote”
to the Democratic Party. Gompers
quickly labelled the charge absurd: “We
recognize the absolute right of every
citizen to cast his vote for any candidate
and with any party that he pleases. Far
be it from us to attempt to coerce the
votes of the workers, nor are we so asi-
nine as to promise to ‘deliver the labor
vote,"® °

But in the next weeks Republican
speakers and newspapers tirelessly re-
peated this theme, charging Gompers
and the AFL with “dictating” to workers,
seeking to control their votes, and giv-
ing them no voice in deciding labor’s
political strategy. The accusation also
allowed Republicans to taint the Demo-
crats with the scandal of links to special
interests. The Denver Post, for example,
reprinted an article by open shop activ-
ist C. W. Post that declared: “The only
trust having the impudence to openly
assert that it is going to elect its own .
trust representatives to public office is
the Labor Trust. The election, therefore,
will determine whether the Common

Citizens retain control of public affairs,
or allow the Labor Trust magnates to
govern.” Even an avowedly Democratic
newspaper, the New York Times, picked
up this charge. According to its editor,
“Popular wrath might well be kindled
by the complacent announcement of
Mr. Gompers that he has saddled the
Democratic donkey, and that it will do
his will at the polls as it did at the con-
vention when it adopted his plank.*

The AFL leaders found this charge of
“delivering the labor vote” significantly
damaged their campaign. Organizers re-
peatedly alerted AFL headquarters that
local workers felt troubled by the accu-
sations. As the AFL leaders braced them-
selves for a “vicious” last two weeks to
the campaign, Morrison assessed the
problems they faced: “The great effort of
the Taft supporters will be . . . to impress
upon the minds of the wage workers
that their vote is being delivered and to
try and create a resentment in their
mind against the idea that they are not
free agents."3

AFL spokesmen, from the highest of-
ficials to the organizers in the field, fi-
nally found that responding to this
charge could be a full-time job. Watch-
ing employers and Republican politi-
cians attempt to manipulate workers’
voting behavior in their interest,
Gompers could barely contain his anger
and frustration. Newspapers have criti-
cized the AFL, he wrote, because its
president “presumed to advise the work-
ers as to how their interests could be
best protected in this campaign. It now
becomes clear that this was mostly a
howl of rage on the part of those who
had always arrogated to themselves the
task of advising the toilers how to vote.”

Conclusion

Focusing a presidential campaign on
workers and their problems thus proved
a more challenging task than the Demo-
crats expected. Their very success cre-
ated complex dynamics that neither
Democratic nor AFL leaders could con-
trol. Republicans exploited labor’s po-
litical participation for their own ends,
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Republicans countered with cartoons playing on old fears that a Bryan victory would
paralyze business and disrupt the economy. Omaha Daily Bee, October 30, 1908

turning it into a liability more than a
benefit for the Democratic campaign.
These factors helped William Howard
Taft defeat Bryan in 1908. The northeast-
ern states went solidly for Taft, and in
this region the AFL possessed the great
bulk of its members. Furthermore, vot-
ing records suggest that trade unionists
in several northeastern and middle-

western states—above all in New York,
Ohio, and Indiana—did not overwhelm-
ingly support Bryan. In Rhode Island
and Connecticut, which possessed a
greater proportion of wage earners than
any other non-Southern states, Bryan
captured a smaller percentage of the
vote than had Alton Parker in 1904.%
There were many lessons to be
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gleaned from the 1908 campaign. In the
future, both the Democrats and the AFL
shied away from the public partnership
they’'d attempted that year. While their
relationship continued, and with time
grew stronger, it would never again be
manifested in the sort of visible mobili-
zation effort that had dominated the
1908 campaign. Instead the alliance
evolved through more elite and private
channels, one in which Democratic and
AFL leaders consulted on major deci-
sions but without directly involving their
grassroots members.

Yet the remarkable innovations of
1908 pointed to the future in important

‘ways. Labor's unprecedented pariner-

ship with the Democratic Party in 1908
had created a campaign centered
around workingmen and their prob-
lems. By supporting and bolstering the
most progressive wing of the Demo-
cratic Party, the American Federation of
Labor helped the party’s leader, William
Jennings Bryan, to win control over the
Democracy’s future. Moreover, support
for labor's rights served to bring the con-
servative and reform wings of the party
closer together; given the limited politi-
cal demands of the AFL, even conserva-
tives like Alton Parker could support
them. This allowed the Democrats to
embrace an image of reform without
alienating more traditional members. In
these ways labor played an essential
role in transforming the Democrats from
the party of states’ rights to the party of
reform. In the following years the Demo-
cratic Party’s alliance with organized la-
bor anchored its claim to represent the
forces of progressivism. Ironically, the
conservative and antistatist AFL had
carved a sphere of influence within the
party soon to become the architect of
progressive statecraft. :

The defeat of 1908 also provided one
last lesson for Democrats, one which
Woodrow Wilson, who in 1912 suc-
ceeded Bryan as the party’s reigning
leader, learned well. When party leaders
began courting American workers in the
years after 1904, they had to choose
whether they would appeal to workers
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en masse, or, working through the lead-
ers of organized labor, limit their pro-
gram to American trade unionists. In the
early days of that partnership, under
Bryan’s leadership, the party focused
upon allying with the dominant organi-
zational representative of the working
class, the AFL. This linked the Demo-
crats to the most cautious and conserva-
tive wing of the labor movement. Fol-
lowing the lead of the AFL, Democrats
focused their campaign on relatively
limited demands for injunction and anti-
trust reforms. In contrast, the Republi-
can Party developed an effective cam-
paign by focusing on economic prosper-
ity, a theme of interest to all workers,
and by assassinating the character of
AFL leaders.

By 1916 the Democratic Party fol-
lowed the lead of Republican strategists,
reaching beyond the AFL leaders to
connect with the desires and needs of
the broader working class. Facing a dif-
ficult re-election campaign in 1916,
President Wilson looked closely at strat-
egies employed by Republicans eight
years earlier. He continued to rely
heavily on the alliance between his party
and the AFL, but he knew Democrats
could no longer allow union leaders to
set the party’s labor agenda. The AFL
strongly supported Wilson in 1916, but
Gompers eschewed the mass mobiliza-
tion strategy of earlier years. Meanwhile
the Democrats transcended the narrow
political vision of the AFL, embracing
positive governmental intervention in
the form of laws like the Adamson Act,
which gave the eight-hour day to railroad
workers, and the Keating-Owen Act,
which finally regulated child labor. In
shaping this broader labor campaign
Wilson listened not to Gompers for ad-
vice, but to independent reformers like
labor lawyer Frank Walsh. While these
events lie outside the scope of this pa-
per, preliminary research suggests that
Wilson’s approach in 1916 recruited
more working-class voters to the Demo-
crats’ campaign than had Bryan’s earlier
efforts.®®

Yet even as Woodrow Wilson modi-

fied his party’s alliance with labor,
thereby making it more effective, he
built upon and learned from a strategy
initiated by Bryan in the early years of
the twentieth century. By the 1930s this
strategy would help take Democrats to
the pinnacle of political influence, re-
shaping and recasting American politics
along the way.
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