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Introduction 

 The political landscape of the United States is odd, when compared to the rest of the 

world. The two major political parties in the United Kingdom are the Conservative and Labour 

parties. In Germany, the major left-wing political party is the Social Democratic Party (SDP). In 

France, the Socialists represent the left. The Labour Party, the SDP, and the French Socialists are 

all members of the Socialist International (SI) ("Member Parties of the Socialist International", 

2012). 

 The major left-wing party in the United States, however, is not a member of the SI, which 

is an anomaly
1
. The Democratic Party, the major political party representing the left in the 

United States, is not a socialist party. A major socialist party failed to arise in the United States, 

even though the United States was a major capitalist power just like the Western European states, 

with many of the same features in industrial society that were present in the rest of the Western 

world. This has puzzled historians, and many have sought reasons to explain the lack of a major 

socialist or labor party in the United States. This paper seeks to explore this question as well. 

 Why is this question important? There are working-class benefits for the existence of a 

labor party in a political system, as labor parties tend to be friendly to unions, which I view as 

organizations that are helpful to the plight of a significant portion of the working class. The 

                                                 
1 The United States is not the only Western democratic nation without a major labor party; America's northern 

neighbor, Canada, does not have a labor party either, whereas most of the former British empire does. It is possible 

that, because of the proximity and dynamic between both Canada and the United States, similar reasons for the lack 

of an American and a Canadian labor party exist. 
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Labour Party in Britain was born from the British Trade Unions Congress (TUC), and the TUC 

is the primary backer of the Labour Party in Britain, financially and otherwise (Brown, 1983). 

Because of this, the labor unions in Britain exert significant power over the British political 

system. The same cannot be said for American unions, however. Labour in Britain has passed 

many acts favorable to unions, including the Employment Protection Act of 1975 and the Trade 

Unions and Labour Relations (Amendment) Act of 1976, and many acts strengthening the closed 

shop in employment (which requires workers to be members of a labor union for the duration of 

their employment) (p. 57). Many states in the United States, in comparison, are "right to work" 

states, which unions generally oppose ("'Right to Work' for Less", 2012). While I won't say that 

if there were a labor party in the United States "Right to Work" laws would be abolished, I feel 

there are benefits for unions when the domestic political system has a strong labor party. 

 I attempted to answer the question of why there is no labor party in the United States with 

a historical approach. The period between 1830 and World War I saw significant developments 

in industrial society. During this period, trade unions grew, Western economies became 

increasingly capitalist, national union movements such as the TUC and the American Federation 

of Labor (AFL) in the United States emerged, industrialization continued, and the Labour Party 

rose in the British Empire, along with other socialist movements in Europe ("organized labour", 

2012). It was, in fact, a pivotal period in labor history. I focus on the United Kingdom and the 

United States in particular, due to the similar cultures and economic circumstances shared 

between the two nations. I also place particular emphasis on the role of the unions in these 

countries, particularly the TUC in Britain and the AFL in the United States; the TUC claims 

responsibility for the creation of the Labour Party (Brown, 1983), so it seems fair to view the 

labor unions in particular as bearing the responsibility for the creation of a strong labor party. 
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 Given this approach, in this paper, I first describe the changing economies of the United 

Kingdom and the United States in the 19th and early 20th centuries. I illustrate the exploitation 

that took place that helped to spur unionism. I then discuss the theoretical frameworks that 

motivated the policy makers and capitalists as opposed to the unions. After this comes the 

growth of unions in the "organizational revolution," to use the words of Gary Marks (1989). I 

present the rise of the TUC in Britain and its role with the creation of the Labour Party, followed 

by the rise of the AFL in the United States. (This is presented in a semi-chronological order, but 

the paper isn't necessarily chronological.) I conclude this paper with a final discussion on why a 

strong labor party never arose in the United States, stating and justifying my thesis that the 

character of unionism in the United States played a significant role in the failure of a rise of a 

labor party. 

 

Economic Changes 

 In the United States (and similarly in the United Kingdom), a revolution in transportation 

had expanded the market, both prior to the American Civil War (Dulles & Dubofsky, 1993) and 

after (Tomlins, 1985). The first major innovation resulted in retail shops and custom-order work 

giving way to wholesale business (Dulles & Dubofsky, 1993). The increasingly competitive 

environment which required firms to increase output and cut costs (Tomlins, 1985) forced them 

to seek cheap labor; this could be achieved by circumventing the apprentice system (a bulwark 

used by tradesmen to protect entry into their craft and keep returns high (Smith, 1994)), hiring 

women and children, letting out contracts to prison labor, and employing sweatshop practices 

(Dulles & Dubofsky, 1993). This phenomenon repeated again in the United States after the 

American Civil War, as innovations in transportation and communication technology once again 



Curtis Miller The Missing Party 5 

exposed businesses to increased competition that put pressure to decrease costs and increase 

output (Tomlins, 1985). The nature of the firms were also changing, growing in size and 

increasing the distance between management and the shop floor (p. 17). 

 

Working-Class2 Exploitation 

The English working class rose around the turn of the 19th century, a period when Britain 

fought two major wars with France (Thompson, 1980). Its rise can be attributed not only to 

economic exploitation, but political marginalization and repression by the British aristocracy and 

ruling class, who feared the implications of the French Revolution (pp. 197-199). Exploitation at 

work intensified, and relations between employer and worker grew harsher and less personal (pp. 

198-199). Thus, a working class consciousness began to emerge in which workers began to 

identify with each other as members of a social class distinct from the other classes in society (p. 

194). This can be considered the birth of the working class in England. Workers began to 

develop common grievances; Thompson says these grievances included: 

 

...changes in the character of capitalist exploitation: the rise of a master class without traditional 

authority or obligations: the growing distance between master and man: the transparency of the 

exploitation at the source of their new wealth and power: the loss of status and above all the 

independence for the worker, his reduction to total dependence on the Masters instruments of 

production: the partiality of the law: the disruption of the traditional family economy: the 

discipline, monotony, hours and conditions of work: loss of leisure and amenities: [and] the 

reduction of the man to the status of an 'instrument'... (pp. 202-203) 

                                                 
2
 The working class is far broader than wage labor, and includes agricultural labor and penny-capitalists; the labor 

movement in general, and unions in particular, cannot be considered to represent the plight of all wage laborers, let 

alone the working class (Benson, 1989). Although it represents a significant subset of the working class, it cannot be 

generalized to the entire working class. However, this paper will focus on the plight of wage labor. 
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The form of exploitation taken varied between sectors, but common themes appear. First, 

the workplace was unhealthy. Sir Arthur Helps (1845) said that employers in England failed to 

attend to proper ventilation in their mills and that risks inherent in the nature of the work were 

not diminished. Mr. Sadler, Member of Parliament, described the heat in the mill to be too high 

(as high as ninety degrees) and the air unfit to breath, damaging the lungs of the child workers 

(Hansard & Great Britain, 1832). Workers experienced reduced lifespans. In America, Mrs. John 

van Vorst (1903) described women workers in a pickle factory who had been disfigured by their 

labor. The risk of injury was also present, as she describes: 

… At every blow of the hammer there is danger. Again and again bottles fly to pieces in my hand. 

The boy who runs the corking-machine smashes a glass to fragments. 

“Are you hurt?” I ask, my own fingers crimson stained. 

“That ain’t nothin’,” he answers. “Cuts is common; my hands is full of ‘em.” 

Thus many employers failed to ensure proper safety and healthy working conditions for their 

workers. 

 But a frequent grievance was the intensity of work, namely the length of the working day. 

Mrs. Vorst (1903), in her work in a pickle factory, stood for ten hours a day. Mr. Sadler (Hansard 

& Great Britain, 1832) said the children in factories were worked for as long as sixteen hours a 

day, six days a week (most of that time spent standing), with hardly a break to even eat. Sir Help 

(1845) says the piece-work (work where the worker is paid by the piece rather than the hour) 

children were employed to do was inappropriate for their age. Marx said workers were literally 

worked to death by the capitalists (Ehrbar, 2012). 
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 The exploitative burden was borne mostly by women and children. The reason why 

employers preferred women and children was because they were “less militant” than men 

(Benson, 1989). For example, Mrs. Vorst (1903), in her experience at the pickle factory, 

experienced “scrubbing day,” where all the women had to scrub down the factory floor. The men, 

however, did not do so: 

The grumbling is general. There is but one opinion among the girls: it is not right that they should 

be made to do this work. They all echo the same resentment, but their complaints are made in 

whispers; not one has the courage to openly rebel. What, I wonder to myself, do the men do on 

scrubbing day. I try to picture one of them on his hands and knees in a sea of brown mud. It is 

impossible. The next time I go for a supply of soft soap in a department where the men are 

working I take a look at the masculine interpretation of house cleaning. One man is playing a hose 

on the floor and the rest are rubbing the boards down with long-handled brooms and rubber mops. 

“You take it easy,” I say to the boss. 

“I won't have no scrubbing in my place,” he answers emphatically. “The first scrubbing day, they 

says to me ‘Get down on your hands and knees,’ and I says—‘Just pay me my money, will you; I'm 

goin' home. What scrubbing can't be done with mops ain't going to be done by me.’ The women 

wouldn't have to scrub, either, if they had enough spirit all of 'em to say so.” 

Many in Parliament during the debate in 1832 regarding regulation of child labor in factories 

presented petitions that argued that children were helpless to resist their masters (Hansard & 

Great Britain, 1832). These sources of labor allowed employers to keep costs low, keep control 

of their labor force, and obtain the most labor from their workers. 
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 Standard of living for the working class was improving, though. Many in the working 

class from 1790 all the way to 1915 and the First World War and beyond experienced substantial 

improvement in material conditions (Benson, 1989; Thompson, 1980). This was especially true 

for the "high wage" sectors of the economy including manufacturing, mining, and the railroads 

(Benson, 1989). Wages rose much faster than the cost of living in the period from 1850 to 1939 

(pp. 55-58). Working conditions, while still not the safest, were improving, and the number of 

hours worked were dropping (pp. 14-15). The monotony of work remained, but increased 

mechanization made the work less physically straining (p. 58) (although it was also considered a 

threat to employment). 

 The improvement of work, however, came at the cost of exploitation of the workers. 

Thompson described the period from 1790-1840 in Great Britain as one of increasing material 

standards of living but at the cost of "exploitation, greater insecurity, and increasing human 

misery" (1980). In the aforementioned high-wage sectors in the Victorian era, workers faced 

growing conglomerates of employers, the factory system, an increasing gap between worker and 

employer accompanied with a decreasing gap between skilled and unskilled labor, and new and 

increasingly harsh forms of employer punishment (Benson, 1989). So increasing material benefit 

was accompanied with increasing misery and the development of an apathetic attitude and 

disconnection to work (Benson, 1989; Thompson, 1980). 

 One may ask why exploitation on behalf of employers was permitted and was even 

acceptable. Thompson notes that part of the reason was simply the difficulty of developing an 

industrialized society, and the nature of the changing market itself (1980). Increasing 

competition forced firms to adapt and become more competitive and keep greater control of their 

labor (Benson, 1989; Marks, 1989). Another factor was the dominant economic doctrine of the 
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19th and early 20th centuries: laissez-faire capitalism. Adam Smith's conception of a laissez-faire 

economy was widely accepted, and even many in the working class and the labor aristocracy 

supported laissez-faire capitalism (Benson, 1989). Laissez-faire capitalism will be discussed in 

greater depth below. 

 In the high-wage sectors of the economy (such as mining, textiles, and manufacturing, as 

opposed to agriculture and other older sectors of the economy)—where, ironically, exploitation 

was most prominent—class identification was high (Benson, 1989). But with increasing wages 

came rising consumerism among workers, and measuring one's status by material wealth (pp. 

148-149). Workers began to identify with the middle class and the "labour aristocracy" rather 

than the working class (pp. 155-156). Identification with the working class was not dead, 

however. 

 

The Laissez-Faire Economic System 

 What ethical and theoretical grounds made exploitation in the economy acceptable? 

Thomas Sowell says that much of intellectual and ideological history can be divided into two 

competing visions of mankind, the constrained and unconstrained visions of man. The 

constrained vision of man was the vision held by Adam Smith and many other economic thinkers 

behind laissez-faire capitalism. This vision describes man as being incapable of surmounting his 

own moral, intellectual, and judgmental limitations. The collective consciousness of society, 

however, having gone through an extensive evolutionary process, has developed the best system 

possible via social processes (think social Darwinism), so the best possible results are attained 

when members of society have fidelity to their social roles. Individual cases of poor outcomes 
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will occur from time to time, but only systemic failure could justify the replacement of a system 

(this distinguishes the constrained vision from mere apologetics; many laissez-faire thinkers 

were opponents of slavery, for example) (Sowell, 2007). 

 Laissez-faire capitalism and capitalist indifference to the plight of the worker stem from 

such a vision. Because any attempt at centrally planning of an economy is doomed to be inferior 

to the results of the economic system that arises naturally from systemic rational (i.e. self-

interested) behavior in society (pp. 71-72), laissez-faire capitalism and non-intervention is the 

perfect economic system. In a free economy, unintentional social good arises from the self-

interest of the individuals of society (pp. 20-21), and so they should be left alone and free to 

serve their own interests as they see fit. This vision’s emphasis on fidelity to social roles leads the 

employer to value the “bottom line” over the welfare of his workers, since his social role is to 

maximize the profit of his company.
3
 

 The accuracy of this vision and the merit of the laissez-faire economic doctrine is a 

separate discussion that has been debated contentiously. But regardless of whether this ideology 

is right or wrong, it was the dominant ideology of the day (at least amongst the policy-makers 

and employers). In my view, it functioned as expected in the society. As mentioned earlier, the 

material wealth of British and American society (including the working class) increased 

significantly in the period covered. But this came at the cost (or, to use Sowell's vocabulary, the 

"trade-off") of misery and apathy in the working class, a large segment of British and American 

societies. While remembering that material wealth is not the same as well-being, one could 

                                                 
3 With that said, though, I caution against arguing that in this vision, anything goes morally; what I have outlined is 

an extreme view that many of the constrained vision did not hold, including (and maybe especially) Adam Smith. 

Ideology is better seen as a continuum rather than discrete. But while extreme, I feel that my description serves as an 

adequate rule of thumb and generally descriptive of the ideology behind the society of the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. 
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question whether this is an acceptable trade-off. (However, material wealth certainly plays a 

factor in well-being, and is far easier to measure, quantify, and qualify than the vaguer concept 

of "well-being", so I do not feel that it should be held against intellectuals that they give material 

wealth greater attention.) 

 

The Rise of Marxism 

 However, another vision
4
 arose that greatly appealed to the working-class. Karl Marx 

argued extensively and persuasively that working people, the proletariat, were being exploited in 

the capitalist economic system. Das Kapital, Marx’s treatise on the capitalist system, explains in 

extensive length how this is so. The deepening division of labor on the shop floor (the 

specialization of a worker into a very specific task, such as rotating the tires on an automobile) 

renders the worker incapable to utilize his labor to produce commodities outside of the means of 

production, and thus becomes dependent upon the means of production (or capital). Workers are 

thus forced to sell their labor-power to capitalists (the owners of this capital). The capitalists are 

able to obtain a profit (surplus-value) from this labor by paying the worker for only part of their 

labor
5
. Also, the capitalist desires to draw as much labor-power from his laborers as possible, 

which is where abuse appears. The worker finds herself separated from her labor-power and the 

product of her labor (in the Marxist paradigm, the capitalist and his machine capital are not 

contributors to the labor process to create commodities). Thus, Marx argues that the capitalist 

                                                 
4
 This context seems to suggest Karl Marx was an alternative to the constrained vision of laissez-faire capitalism; 

however, Sowell does not place Karl Marx cleanly into the unconstrained vision of man. Rather, Sowell describes 

Marx as a mixture between the constrained and the unconstrained visions, having a constrained view of history but 

an unconstrained vision of man’s possibilities. (Sowell, 2007) 

 
5
 The economist David Ricardo, who was in fact one of the driving minds behind laissez-faire capitalism, was 

actually the first to make such an argument; Marx draws extensively from “bourgeois economists” in his economic 

theory, even though he is critical of them as well, and many of the theories that he uses in his thought process, such 

as the labor theory of value, were the mainstream at the time and as old as Adam Smith. 
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system is an exploitative system where one class exerts its dominance over the other, just like the 

slave and feudal systems that preceded it (albeit in a more civilized form). (Ehrbar, 2012) 

 Clearly, the Marxist vision appealed to the radical elements of society, including the 

communists and socialists. But it was not limited to the socialists. Das Kapital does not attempt 

to describe an economic system as how it should (or ought to) be, but capitalism as it is at 

present. What this means is that Das Kapital can be, and was, very important to non-socialist 

members of the working class, who do not desire to eliminate the capitalist system but rather to 

protect their place in the division of labor. Samuel Gompers, the first president of the AFL, was 

such a person; he was an anti-socialist, but he accepted Marx, even arguing that Marx himself 

was opposed to the socialists (Stearn, 1971). 

 The fact that Samuel Gompers, a critical figure in the labor history of the United States, 

was a “fan” of Marx warrants consideration of Marx in a discussion of union history. From a 

theoretical point of view, the union movement could be viewed as an attempt by the workers to 

seize control of the means of production. The means of production targeted by the union 

movement was not capital, but the division of labor itself, the workers responsible for 

commodity production (which, in the Marxist framework, is a key element in the means of 

production, which the capitalist also owns in addition to the factory and the machines). 

 

The Organizational Revolution 

 In the economies—and societies in general—of America and Great Britain, the pure 

laissez-faire economic system that existed in the first half of the nineteenth century broke down. 

Marks calls this the "organizational revolution" (1989). Class conflict had already existed in the 
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laissez-faire society, but it was not until the "organizational revolution" that this conflict took on 

an organized and institutionalized form (pp. 118-119), between the working class' trade unions, 

corporate cartels, and the employers' organizations, each working to further their collective, 

rather than individual, economic interests (pp. 79-80) (which in laissez-faire economics is 

considered as price-setting monopolistic conspiracies that will only hurt society). Industrial 

conflict became centered around the power of these group in the labor market and the economy 

(pp. 79-80), and governments could no longer stay neutral as each of these groups vied for 

influence with the government (pp. 118-119). The result was the gradual erosion of the laissez-

faire economic system (pp. 118-119). 

 

The Rise of Unions 

 According to the Dictionary of Sociology, a trade union (or labor union) is any 

organization that attempts to bargain collectively with employers on behalf of the members of 

the union rather than those members bargain individually (Scott & Marshall). Trade unions can 

be further broken down into four types (though in practice, these types are likely to blur 

together): craft unions are unions that represent skilled workers within a particular trade 

exclusively, such as cigar makers or typographers; industrial unions represent all unions within a 

particular industry regardless of occupation in that industry, such as a firemen's (as in the 

firemen in steam locomotives) union; occupational unions are, in a certain respect, the opposite 

of an industrial union in that they represent within a particular occupation regardless of their 

industry; a general union is a mix between an occupational and an industrial union; and an 

enterprise union intends to represent all workers with a common employer (so one could 

theoretically imagine an enterprise union representing all General Motors employees) (Scott & 
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Marshall). These distinctions are important to keep in mind because unions of different types 

have been known to behave differently and hold different attitudes, and the differences in union 

composition in the formative years played a key role in the divergence between the United States 

and Great Britain regarding the social and political relationship to unions and organized labor. 

 In the United States and Britain, the first unions to form were craft unions, which 

represented skilled labor (Brown, 1983; Dulles & Dubofsky, 1993). Many practices employed by 

businesses were a direct threat to the craftsman’s place in the division of labor, and thus a threat 

to their status and living standards. The result was craftsmen combining together into unions to 

combat the “artifices and intrigue” of employers and ensure that their labor be duly compensated 

(p. 25). (It was an uphill battle against the employers, though, who kept wages down to levels 

that were barely able to keep up prices (p. 26).) 

 British labor relations initially formed similarly to labor relations in the United States. 

Both started out in illegitimate positions. The Combination Acts of 1799 and 1800 in Britain 

initially prohibited trade unions, but eventually were considered too oppressive and were 

removed by legislation in 1824 and 1825 ("organized labour", 2012). And like in America, 

British common law delegitimized labor and wrote it off as conspiracy (para. 1). 

 But the antagonism that existed towards trade unions that existed in the United States did 

not exist to the same extent in Britain. Whereas employers in the United States were very hostile 

to unions (Stearn, 1971) and seen as a threat to employer control over the production process 

(Tomlins, 1985), in Victorian Britain, employers did not collaborate frequently to undermine 

unions; in fact, towards the end of the 19th century, they saw unions as a positive influence on 

labor, for not only their ability to attract skilled labor, but also to strengthen the character of 
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workers in industry (Brown, 1983). Parliament also saw unions as beneficial to the economy; in 

fact, if common law delegitimized unions, many in Parliament felt a "cavity" must be hacked out 

of common law to make room for unions, rather than lose the unions (p. 19). The United States 

government (the court system, especially) were not as friendly to unions. 

 

The TUC and the Labour Party 

 The trade unions in Britain developed a distinct character, particularly in their attitude 

towards union political activity. Legislation by Parliament in the 1860s, antagonistic to unions, 

convinced unions in Britain that direct representation in Parliament was needed (p. 59). They 

first entered Parliament via the Liberal Party, supporting Liberal candidates known as "Lib-Labs" 

(p. 61). But eventually the unions grew tired of needing to work with the Liberal Party in order to 

be able to achieve their ends. 

 It was in this context the TUC appeared. Prior to the 1860s, trade unionism (which was 

largely restricted to skilled labor and craftsmen, still) was confined mostly to the local level, and 

national organizations either failed (such as the Grand National Consolidated Trade Union) or 

failed to receive national recognition (like the National Association of United Trades) (Martin, 

1980). In 1867, the issue of a national union organization was raised again, when the Conference 

of Trades (created by the London Workingmen's Association), which was responsible for 

handling the union case before the Royal Commission regarding the so-called "Sheffield 

outrages", excluded outside union observers from their meetings; angered provincial union 

leaders began to call for an annual trade union "Congress" (p. 20). Thus, in 1868, the Trade 

Unions Council was born (p. 20), and remains to this day the most powerful national union 

organization in Great Britain. 
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 In 1900 the TUC formed the Labour Relations Board from which the Labour Party would 

eventually spring (p. 58). While it was not an instantaneous success, eventually the Labour Party 

would overtake the Liberal Party as the primary opponent of the Conservative Party, and have 

been connected at the hip with the TUC and British unions. As mentioned earlier, this has had 

many benefits for the British unions, who have a powerful position in British politics. 

 

American Federation of Labor 

 Around the 1870s, one of the first major amalgamations of different labor unions, the 

Knights of Labor, was formed in the United States (Stearn, 1971). The Knights were an awkward 

and idealistic union, a secretive organization with rituals reminiscent of the Freemasons (p. 6), 

yet were widely inclusive of workers regardless of craft, and were similar to British unions in 

that they sought to instill a work ethic in their members (Brown, 1983). They were distrustful of 

craft unions, seeing them as narrow and selfish organizations (Stearn, 1971). Also, the Knights 

were reformist (p. 6). 

 Samuel Gompers, the eventual leader of the American Federation of Labor (the AFL), 

was a member of the Knights, but became dissatisfied with the Knights and sought to create a 

new labor organization to supplant the Knights as the dominant labor organization in the United 

States (p. 6). He desired to model his new organization on the Trade Unions Congress in Britain, 

but rejected the reformism of the Knights and sought to focus exclusively on economic matters 

(p. 6). In 1881, the Federation of Organized Trades and Labor Unions was formed, with 

Gompers as leader (Tomlins, 1985). In 1886, the organization, having grown strong enough to 

form a permanent labor organization, was reorganized into the American Federation of Labor (p. 

10). Unlike the Knights, the AFL was mostly composed of craft unions (Brown, 1983). 
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  The early years of the AFL involved rivalry and competition with the Knights of Labor, 

partly fueled by personal antagonism between Gompers and the leader of the Knights, Terence 

Powderly, a conflict that Gompers and the AFL won (Stearn, 1971). The victory of the AFL over 

the Knights of Labor allowed for mechanization and industrialization in the United States to 

proceed unhindered by mass unionism (p. 10). The AFL had a conservative tint, stemming from 

its composition of mostly craft unions; and Gompers, who was the president of the AFL for all 

but one year before he died, was a fierce anti-socialist (p. 11). 

 Still, the AFL faced many enemies in American society. The National Association of 

Manufacturers worked hard to undermine the AFL at the turn of the century (p. 12). But what 

was much more antagonistic to the AFL, and labor unions in general, was the legal system. 

Trade unions were frequently accused of infringing on entrepreneurial rights, and the courts 

dismissed legislative attempts to legitimize unions (Tomlins, 1985). Injunctions were used to 

stop union activities, and well as Supreme Court interpretation of the Sherman Act and the 

Interstate Commerce Act (both of which were anti-trust legislation targeting business cartels) as 

applicable to labor unions (Stearn, 1971) once again characterized unions as price-setting 

“conspiracies”, even though in 1842 the Supreme Court had absolved labor unions of this charge 

in the case of Commonwealth vs. Hunt. It was ultimately the hostility of the legal system that 

forced Gompers and the AFL to seek political support (p. 13). Gompers appealed to both the 

Democrats and the Republicans and didn't see any support until Woodrow Wilson, who Gompers 

supported, took office (p. 13). Regardless, the unions were largely marginalized in American 

society, competing with corporations (Tomlins, 1985). 
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Absence of an American Labor Party 

 I now revisit my original question: why is there no labor party in the United States? As 

Marks (1989) said, “The issue… is an extraordinarily difficult one to come to grips with not 

because there are few plausible explanations but because there are so many.” He goes on to say: 

Hypotheses… have stressed the role of stratification and the absence of an entrenched class 

system; the strength of American capitalism and the relative wealth of the country; the American 

Constitution and the flexibility of American parties; social and economic mobility; the economic 

and psychological impact of the frontier; the absence of feudalism and the pervasiveness of 

liberalism and bourgeois culture; traditions of equality, individualism, and antistatism; the absence 

of a revolutionary intelligentsia; ethnic and racial conflict; immigration; Catholicism; slavery; and 

state repression. (pp. 196-197) 

So clearly the issue is a complicated and multifaceted one. It is likely that each one of these 

hypotheses is true to an extent, but some may have a stronger role to play than others. 

 Regarding the American political system, I feel there is strong merit to arguing that the 

structure of the American political system made the formation of a labor party difficult. State 

repression is not a sufficient explanation; state repression existed in many continental European 

nations (Germany in particular), and yet the unions, like in Britain, are presently some of the 

strongest elements in European politics, accompanied by allied socialist parties (such as the 

German Social Democratic Party, or SDP). But the political structure of the United States is 

different enough to possibly represent a stumbling block to the formation of the labor party. This 

includes the party system, where each of the two parties represent the assimilation of a large 

variety of interest groups into one political party; rather than forming a new political party, 
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unions may instead attempt to assimilate into the present party system. As a result of this, the 

closest approximation of a labor party in the United States today is the Democratic Party. 

 I feel, however, that the most basic reason, save the sociological and political dimensions, 

is that the largest union movements, the AFL in particular, did not attempt to form a labor party. 

Samuel Gompers was generally opposed to political action, and when he eventually felt it was 

necessary, he chose to work within the existing political system rather than change it. The AFL 

was, at most, a pressure group during elections (p. 203). This is different from Britain, where the 

Labour Party had the backing of the TUC, which was also the case in continental Europe. 

Attempts in the United States to form a labor or socialist party did not have the same backing, 

and, to a large degree, pressed on independent of the union movement. 

 But could a labor party have formed if the AFL supported one? This is, of course, a much 

more difficult question to ask, and hypothetical as well. Samuel Gompers and the AFL may have 

recognized the difficulty of forming a labor party in the American context, and may have felt that 

the labor movement was best benefitted by working in the already-existing American political 

system. Thus the route taken by the AFL may have been the best route possible (seeing as 

revolutionary change was not even on the table). As Marks said, “No country has seen a greater 

number of parties contest elections than the United States, yet nowhere over the last century have 

third parties been so weak” (p. 217), so it may have been best for the unions to avoid a third-

party movement all-together. 
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Conclusion 

 The injury presented by the lack of a labor party in the United States may not be 

significant. The Democratic Party in the United States is a fairly close approximation to an 

American labor party. And the labor parties and socialist parties in Britain and Europe have, to a 

large degree, lost their revolutionary character and have become simply the left-wing actors in 

their political systems (Foley, 2006). So I do not feel that a labor party in the United States 

would represent a significant improvement for unions as compared to the Democratic Party, 

given the assimilative character of the American party system, and it is possible that such a party, 

had it been formed, would have the same character of the Democratic Party today. 

 However, the character of unionism in the United States is quite different than unionism 

in Europe and Britain. Across the Atlantic, the unions are major players in the political system. 

The unions in the United States, however, do not exert the same power, which, I feel, is 

unfortunate. Unions, while not perfect, have been powerful elements seeking to defend the 

working class from employer exploitation. I feel that if unions in the United States desire to have 

greater power in industrial relations, they should strengthen their role as a pressure group within 

the Democratic Party to the extent that they become the dominant voice, rather than one among 

the din.
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