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St u d ie s  i n  Lab our  H is t o r y  
Ge n e r a l  E d it o r ’s Pr e f a c e

Labour history has often been a fertile area o f  history. Since the Second World 
War its best practioners -  such as E.P. Thompson and E.J. Hobsbawm, both 
Presidents o f  the British Society for the Study o f  Labour History -  have written 
works which have provoked fruitful and wide-ranging debates and further 
research, and which have influenced not only social history but history generally. 
These historians, and many others, have helped to widen labour history beyond 
the study o f  organised labour to labour generally, sometimes to industrial relations 
in particular, and most frequently to society and culture in national and 
comparative dimensions.

The assumptions and ideologies underpining much o f the older labour history 
have been challenged by feminist and later by postmodernist and anti-Marxist thinking. 
These challanges have often led to thoughtful reappraisals, perhaps intellectual 
equivalents o f  coming to terms with a new post-Cold War political landscape.

By the end o f  the twentieth century, labour history had emerged reinvigorated 
and positive from much introspection and external criticism. Very few would 
wish to confine its scope to the study o f  organised labour. Yet, equally, few 
would wish now to write the existence and influence o f  organised labour out 
o f  nations’ histories, any more than they would wish to ignore working-class 
lives and focus only on the upper echelons.

This series o f  books provides reassessments o f  broad themes o f  labour 
history as well as some more detailed studies arising from recent research. Most 
books are single-authored but there are also volumes o f  essays centred on 
important themes or periods, some arising from major conferences organised 
by the Society for the Study o f  Labour History. The series also includes studies 
o f  labour organisations, including international ones, as many o f  these are much 
in need o f  a modern reassessment.

Chris Wrigley
British Society for the Study o f  Labour History 

University o f  Nottingham
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In t r o d u c t i o n

‘The history o f labor internationalism is a history offailuret o f dreams 

disappointed\ ideals compromised\ and institutions corrupted*

(Victor Silverman)1

Edo Fimmen had already predicted it in 1933: ‘the judgement o f history upon the la-
bour movement in the years immediately following the war, and especially upon the 
leaders o f that movement, is not likely to be a merciful one.n

The International Federation o f Trade Unions (IFTU) was founded in July 1919 in 
Amsterdam. This ‘Amsterdam International” declared war on war and wanted to lib-
erate the workers from capitalism. For Edo Fimmen, one o f the fathers of the IFTU, it 
had been clear ever since 1923 that things would take a different course, and for a 
long time, he kept on urging in vain for the international trade union movement to 
take a firm stand. It repeatedly brought him into conflict with the leaders o f the 
IFTU, a conflict that was also partly personal.

On the facing page is a photograph of the leaders, the Executive Board of the In-
ternational Federation of Trade Unions in 1930: sitting from left to right are L6on 
Jouhaux (France), Johannes Sassenbach (Germany), Walter Citrine (Great Britain), 
Walter Schevenels (Belgium), and Theodor Leipart (Germany); standing are Rudolf 
Tayerle (Czechoslovakia), Corneel Mertens (Belgium), and Hans Jacobsen (Den-
mark). In 1930, the IFTU had just recovered from a severe internal crisis. Its member-
ship had grown steadily and had reached a record number o f 13.5 million members in 
twenty-nine countries. It also had a new and stronger executive. In this photograph, 
the leaders radiate willpower and self-confidence. The future looked bright, and it 
shows. The picture was taken in July 1930 in Stockholm. The first storm clouds were 
already gathering on the horizon, but no-one could suspect that the next decade 
would be an infernal era of economic catastrophes, political crises, and armed con-
flicts. The world o f the IFTU was an insecure and dangerous one. This is amply illus-
trated by the eminently fickle fortunes o f the members o f the Executive Committee: 
Leon Jouhaux was imprisoned during the war by the French Vichy regime and was 
deported to Germany in 1943. After the war, he became the leader o f the Force 
Ouvri£re and he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1951. Johannes Sassenbach, the 
German general secretary o f the IFTU, was close to retirement in 1930; he retreated to 
Germany but was arrested by the Nazis and died in November 1940. The British 
president, Walter Citrine, had assumed leadership o f the IFTU in 1928 and was one o f
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the figureheads of both the British trade union movement and of Labour, together 
with Ernest Bevin. He was knighted in 1935 and even became Lord Citrine in 1947. 
The Belgian deputy general secretary, Walter Schevenels, succeeded Sassenbach in 
1931. He led the struggle of the IFTU against Nazism and the aid campaigns o f the in-
ternational labour movement for the Spanish Republic. Schevenels spent the war in 
London and helped to create the World Federation of Trade Unions. With the sup-
port o f the British, he tried consecutively, to become general secretary o f the World 
Federation of Trade Unions and of the International Confederation of Free Trade 
Unions (ICFTU); both attempts failed. Theodor Leipart, the leader of the German 
trade union movement, was arrested on 2 May 1933 and his organisation was banned. 
Leipart survived his imprisonment, but died shortly after the end of the war. The 
Czech Rudolf Tayerle was arrested after the German invasion of his country and was 
one o f the 120,000 people who were killed in the Mauthausen camp. ComeelMertens 
was the general secretary of the Belgian Socialist union. He retired in 1939 and the 
war left him a sick man. Hans Jacobsen, the popular Danish union leader, retired in 
1940 and died in 1943.

The history of the international organised labour movement may have been a suc-
cession o f failures, the wrong analyses, and tragic developments; many o f the people 
who made its history paid the price for it. The failure o f the International Federation 
o f Trade Unions must also then be considered within the context of its inability to 
achieve its primary goal: to safeguard peace. O f course, in light of these catastrophes 
its achievements pale into relative insignificance, which also influences its historiogra-
phy. Many authors convey a sense o f disenchantment at the ostensible ‘betrayal’ o f the 
internationalist ideal by organised social democracy. It even sometimes leads them to 
question the point of studying the history of the international trade union movement, 
since the result can never be anything but ‘an elegy for dashed hopes’.4

This is likely to be one of the reasons why the history of the international work-
ers’ movement has received so little attention. But this situation is changing rapidly 
and in recent years, a great number and variety of publications have been devoted to 
mainly institutional histories of organisations belonging to the international trade 
union movement. Especially for the larger national federations, a fairly complete pic-
ture is starting to form.5 Until recently, we had to make do with the writings o f for-
mer officials Walter Schevenels6 and Hans Gottfurcht7, and the more critical, yet 
quite broad-ranging work of Lewis L. Lorwin,8 all published more than forty years 
ago. Now, we also have a series of publications at our disposal that are based on 
sound archival research. Through ‘The Dilemmas o f Internationalism*, Susan Milner 
wrote the history of the International Secretariat of National Trade Union Centres9, in 
which she focuses on the conflict between the French and German trade union 
models. In 2000 a general history of the International Confederation of Free Trade 
Unions (ICFTU) was published. This book was the result of the collaboration o f sev-
eral researchers (Anthony Carew, Michel Dreyfus, Rebecca Gumbrell-McCormick, 
Marcel van der Linden, and myself).10 Commissioned by the International Associa-
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tion o f Labour History Institutions (IALHI), this team engaged in an intense collabo-
ration for four years, which resulted in a remarkably homogeneous book that places 
the development of the ICFTU as a worldwide umbrella organisation o f the ‘free’ 
trade union movement, in the framework of its historical development. Finally, a 
number o f theses have recendy been devoted to union history. In his ‘Histoire du 
Syndicalisme Chretien International’, Patrick Pasture (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven) 
presents the history of Christian trade union internationalism from its origins to 
I975"and the Habilitationsschrift by Reiner Tosstorff (Mainz University) is an ac-
count o f the history of the Communist Red International o f Labour Unions between 
1921 and I937.11

With this study, it is my intention to fill the gaps in the written history o f the in-
ternational ‘free’ trade union movement.13 The focus is the institutional history o f 
the International Federation o f Trade Unions, from its creation in 1913, through its 
reconstitution in 1919 in Amsterdam, to its final dissolution in 1945. 1 will in partic-
ular formulate questions as to its policy, its strategies, its alliances, and its ideas. I have 
drawn from discussions held at congresses and resolutions, but without according 
them more weight than they deserve.14 The IFTU survived a succession o f severe in-
ternal crises and was a forum for the discussions that caused dissension within the 
international social democracy throughout the period between the two World Wars. 
In this study, I want to investigate how a superstructure o f national union leaders 
handled these problems together with a small group o f international officials. I 
would like to make it clear from the outset, the history of the international labour 
movement is one of a relatively small group o f men: the ‘leaders’ with whom 
Fimmen had such difficulties.

This study is intended to provide elements for further research, which should 
extend beyond the purely institutional history of the various organisations, and 
concentrate on the questions of how and why national trade unions set up and 
maintained international alliances and partnerships. In an even wider framework, it 
is about the development of transnational labour movement organisations and the 
role o f the international federations in this development. It is a debate that ties in 
with the growing tendency to adopt a multidisciplinary perspective in the study o f 
social movements.15

Although this last point of mine is in line with recent trends in social historio-
graphy, the traditional and originally Marxist-inspired genre of institutional historio-
graphy has generally become somewhat o f a rarity in these last few decades, having 
been superseded by new themes (gender, ethnicity, religion, etc.) that have both 
broadened the field and opened up the discipline. Moreover, the contemporary his-
torian likes to write from the perspective o f the people and prefers to take a bot- 
tom-up view o f things. The institutional angle is now often considered ‘sterile’ . It 
has acquired an old-fashioned image and for a long time, it seemed to have nothing 
o f interest to contribute to the debate. This negative image has o f course, been fed 
to a considerable extent by a flow o f publications that should really be classified as
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festschriften, as their main purpose is to heap praise on organisations on the occasion 
o f their anniversary, in an uncritical and even idolising manner. This is a genre of 
‘history’ that is written for and on behalf o f the current leaders of these organisa-
tions, who are usually also the clients and fmancers of these books.

The renewed attention for the history o f the organisations of the international 
trade union movement now gives us an opportunity to revive the institutional angle. 
In this context, I also refer to the contribution of Ira Katznelson to the roundtable 
debate on the future of labour history in his ‘International Labor and Working-Class 
History’. In this article, he makes out a case for a ‘fresh look at the institutionalist 
scholarship’, away from the ‘uncritical, atheorethical, and celebratory mode’ o f the 
‘older labor history’. He wants a new ‘labor’ history ‘that refuses to choose between 
currently fashionable alternatives’ and that finds a way of incorporating such pur-
portedly superseded subjects as institutional history in ‘the center of the discipline’ in 
order to arrive at ‘a labor history more multiple in its theoretical strategies, more 
ironic in its rhetorical stance, and more open in its search for understanding.’16

While the historiography of the international organisations of the labour move-
ment may have taken great strides in just a few years, this does not mean the debate is 
already closed. On the contrary, it has only just been opened.

Sources

This history was written without my being able to consult the archives o f the IFTU. 
The actual IFTU archives fell victim to the rapacity of the Nazis in June 1940.17 One 
o f the first concerns on starting this study was therefore to attempt to trace these lost 
archives. This search led to the archives o f the Nazi intelligence service, the Reichs- 
sicherheitshauptamt (RSHA), which turned out to be a very important source, but 
contained no information on the fate o f the IFTU archives.

Many o f the documents that were confiscated by the Nazis have been resurfacing 
in Russia in recent years. In his search for Belgian archives in Moscow, dr. Wouter 
Steenhaut also looked for traces o f the IFTU archives upon my request.18 He found 
nothing in Moscow but in 1997, when Steenhaut was studying the archives o f the 
Office of Military Government for Germany -  United States (OMGUS), he came upon 
a trace that pointed not to Russia, but to France.19 The OMGUS archives contain a re-
ceipt in which French Major E. Simon states to have received, on 15 November 1946, 
six ‘cases’ (trunks) containing material o f the ‘Federation Syndicate Internationale’ 
from the military commander-in-chief o f the US in Germany.10 The restitution was 
part o f a set of forty-seven trunks containing ‘archives and library documents’ from 
French ministries, the Alliance Israelite, and several trade unions, among them the 
Confederation International des Syndicats Chretiens. O f course, the designation 
‘trunks’ does not allow us to accurately assess how many documents were transferred, 
nor does the description ‘archives and library documents’ make it possible for us to
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estimate the value of these documents. It was logical for the American authorities to 
restore the documents of the IFTU to the French because in 1940, when they were con-
fiscated, the headquarters of the IFTU were located in Paris. In 1946 however, the IFTU 
no longer existed, and it is not clear what the French army did with these documents. 
Wouter Steenhaut has appealed to the French authorities with copies of the receipt, 
but has been waiting three years for a reply. Consequently, the fate o f the IFTU ar-
chives, which were confiscated in Paris in June 1940, remains unclear to this day.

Considering the ambition of this study was to write the history of the IFTU based 
on original archival research, the absence of the organisations archives presented a se-
rious impediment. To compensate for this absence as much as possible, the only op-
tion was to locate IFTU materials and documents concerning the IFTU kept in other 
archives. The first and obvious place to look was the IFTU archives o f the Interna-
tional Institute for Social History (IISH). O f course, these are not the archives o f the 
IFTU itself (which would be impossible), but a collection that was assembled after the 
war by Walter Schevenels and Annie Adama van Scheltema. Although the collection 
is interesting, it contains few original documents. It mainly consists o f draft reports 
and offprints o f miscellaneous publications.

The IFTU was an umbrella organisation o f national trade unions and maintained 
relations with friendly international trade secretariats (iTSs). Therefore I immediately 
directed my search for sources towards the archives o f the main national confedera-
tions that were members of the IFTU, the major leaders, and the ITSs.

Alas, many o f these archives met with the same fate as the IFTU archives and disap-
peared during the Nazi period. Therefore I was compelled to limit my study to trade 
union archives in those countries that had not been occupied and had played a major 
role in the IFTU, which automatically led me to Great Britain and the United States.

The archives o f the Trades Union Congress (TUC), kept in the Modern Records 
Centre o f Warwick University, turned out to be a real gold mine. The TUC occupied 
the presidency o f the IFTU from November 1920 until the dissolution o f the organi-
sation in 1945. Although the first presidents (A.A. Purcell and J.H . Thomas) were not 
strong leaders, the General Council and the International Committee o f the TUC 
kept close track o f the actions o f their representatives in the international trade union 
movement. As a rule, TUC delegates and representatives drew up separate and confi-
dential reports on each of their foreign missions, which were submitted to the com-
petent executive bodies together with the official minutes. Thanks to these internal 
reports, I was fortunate to get a look behind the scenes. The TUC archives are there-
fore actually even more interesting than the IFTU archives themselves might have 
been. In addition, the continuity o f this series allowed me to gain a good insight. The 
drawback of course, is that these reports were all written from a British point o f view. 
I was able to complete the British picture by consulting the archives o f the General 
Federation o f Trade Unions (GFTU), a confederal structure that operated alongside 
the TUC. The GFTU represented the British labour movement on the international 
scene between 1901 and 1920 and also provided the first president (W.A. Appleton) of
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the IFTU in 1919. The archives o f the GFTU were important for the reestablishment 
o f the IFTU in 1919 and the struggle for power with the much larger TUC, which was 
to end with the defeat of the GFTU in 1920.

The archives o f the British organisations thus already provided a solid foundation 
for my research. However, it was important to broaden the perspective. The archives 
o f the American Federation of Labor (AFL) in the George Meany Memorial Archives 
in Maryland contained a lot o f relevant additional material, even though the AFL was 
a member of the IFTU only for a short period (1909-1919 and 1937-1945). The ar-
chives of the Danish Samvirkende Fagforbund i Danmark mainly proved that the 
smaller national federations had to be represented by very strong personalities to 
carry any real weight with the giants that dominated the movement. The Danes had 
few influential people in the IFTU.

Still, the personal angle offered fresh opportunities. Although the IFTU purported 
to speak on behalf of many millions of members, in effect its politics were deter-
mined by a very small number o f people. The president, vice-presidents, and secre-
taries formed the executive body that was the real centre of power. Frequendy, the 
circle was really even smaller, and decisions were taken or prepared by the president 
and a single secretary, or by a vice-president and a secretary. Therefore I conducted a 
systematic search for the personal papers o f the main leaders.

The key figure was the British president o f the IFTU and general secretary o f the 
TUC, Walter Citrine. Citrine was appointed president in 1928 and remained in this 
office until 1945. His personal papers are kept in the British Library of Political and 
Economic Science (BLPES), the archives department of the London School o f Eco-
nomics. The archives mainly contain Citrines diaries. Apart from a few confidential 
or internal documents, all the others went into the TUC archives.

The French general secretary o f the CGT, Lion Jouhaux, was vice-president o f 
the foundation from 1919 until 1945. His personal archives could not be located. 
However, major files on lio n  Jouhaux are kept by the Archives Nationale (Fonds 
Fy-Police), the Prefecture de la Ville de Paris, and the M u d e  1’Arm^e de Terre.

No personal archives could be found belonging to the Belgian, Dutch or German 
union leaders, with the exception o f the files of Johannes Sassenbach, who was gen-
eral secretary of the IFTU from 1927 to 1931. However, the Sassenbach archives con-
tain only a few fragments on the IFTU.

The personal papers of Samuel Gompers, leader of the AFL, and one o f the key 
figures behind the reconstitution o f the IFTU in 1919, have been published on micro-
film.

The Hoover Institution on War, Revolution and Peace of Stanford University in 
California holds the personal records o f Walter Schevenels, general secretary o f the 
IFTU from 1931 to 1945.

In addition to the archives o f national confederations and leading figures within 
the IFTU, I studied the archives of the international organisations that were in close 
contact with the IFTU. The main source in this category was the Labour and Socialist
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International (LSI), whose archives are kept at the IISH. Secondly, the archives o f the 
International Labour Organization (ILO) also proved important. Although the ILO is 
an official body that was founded in 1919 in the context of the League o f Nations, its 
relations with the IFTU, especially at the time of director Albert Thomas (1920-1932), 
also had a strongly informal character. In the ILO archives, which are kept at the 
headquarters of the organisation in Geneva, I was able to consult the personal papers 
of the successive directors (Thomas, Buder, and Winant).

As regards the international trade secretariats, I made a thorough study o f the ar-
chives o f the International Transportworkers Federation (ITF). These archives are 
divided between two locations: the Modern Records Centre (Warwick) and the 
Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (Bonn). In addition, I consulted the archives o f the Inter-
national Metalworkers’ Federation and the International Textile Workers’ Federa-
tion, both now in the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, neither o f which contained many 
important documents from before 1945. The International Ladies Garment Workers’ 
Union (ILGWU), an organisation” operating in the United States and Canada, pro-
vided an important archive. Stimulated by its leader, David Dubinsky, the ILGWU 
developed major initiatives in support o f union resistance against fascism and Na-
zism. The archives o f the ILGWU and the personal papers o f David Dubinsky were 
consulted in the Kheel Center o f Cornell University in Ithaca, New York.

Several times during its existence, the International Federation o f Trade Unions 
aroused the special interest o f a number o f governments and public bodies. Espe-
cially during the two World Wars and at moments of international tension, the high-
est authorities o f Great Britain, the United States, and France actively concerned 
themselves with the international trade union movement. This involvement left 
traces in a number of archives, such as those of President Roosevelt (Roosevelt 
Library, Hyde Park, New York), the State Department (NARA, College Park, Mary-
land), Winston Churchill (Public Record Office, Kew), the Foreign Office (Public 
Record Office, Kew), and the Minist£re des Affaires Etrangeres (Quai d’Orsay, 
Paris). A  number of governments also charged their intelligence and espionage ser-
vices with checking and monitoring the IFTU. Some intelligence services collabo-
rated with people and organisations of the international workers’ movement and the 
German intelligence service in particular, actively sought to suppress the interna-
tional workers’ unions. Although many countries currently still have an embargo on 
the archives o f their intelligence services for the period under study, the consultation 
o f a number of archives belonging to this category yielded some highly valuable ma-
terial. The archives of the German Reichssicherheitshauptamt (RSHA), which were 
kept in the Bundesarchiv Abteilungen Potsdam and the Bundesarchiv in Koblenz at 
the time o f my study, contain dozens o f files on the IFTU. Very recently, the Public 
Record Office released a part o f the archives o f the Special Operations Executive 
(SOE). In the US, there were the important and well-known archives o f the Office of 
Strategic Services (OSS); although their declassification is still far from complete, 
they contain a wealth o f information. The reports and analyses o f the OSS are o f a
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very high quality and are therefore of great importance in helping to understand the 
evolution towards a worldwide federation o f trade unions at the time o f the Second 
World War. In the Netherlands, finally, the Instituut voor Nederlandse Geschiedenis 
(ING) is working on a project to open up a part o f the Centrale Inlichtingendienst 
(CID) archives in its collection.

In the margin o f this research, I also consulted several archives containing files 
concerning the IFTU: Paul Tofahrn, Transport and General Workers’ Union (Mod-
ern Records Centre, Warwick), Clement Attlee (Bodleian Library, Oxford), Ernest 
Bevin (Churchill College, Cambridge), Marjorie Nicholson (University o f North 
London), Abraham Plotkin (Kheel Center, Ithaca), National War Fund (NARA, 
College Park), Hans Gottfiircht, Walter Auerbach, Martin Plettl, Internationale 
Sozialistische Kampfbund, Restakten ADGB (Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, Bonn), Je f 
Rens (Studiecentrum Oorlog en Hedendaagse Maatschappij, Brussels), and Jay 
Lovestone (Hoover, Stanford).

For a clear understanding

When one looks at the history o f an organisation as if it were the story o f a life, one is 
soon tempted to give it the form of a chronological account. However, such an 
approach imposes too many restrictions when there are several important issues that 
warrant a more thorough and separate treatment. On the other hand, a thematic ap-
proach comes with the drawback that it tends to obscure the general picture. There-
fore, I have chosen to steer a middle course. The first and most voluminous chapter 
doubles as a general introduction, in which the origins and the evolution o f the Am-
sterdam International are placed in their historical context. This chapter introduces 
the leading figures and organisations and describes their ideas and actions. This first 
chronological chapter is followed by eight thematic chapters, each o f which focuses 
on one particular aspect of the IFTU in greater detail. They cover those issues that led 
to heated discussions and caused serious problems within the IFTU: its relations with 
the communists, the international trade secretariats, the International Labour Orga-
nization (ILO), and the American trade union movement, and finally, the batde 
against fascism and Nazism. In addition, there is a short chapter on the women in the 
international trade union movement. I would also have liked to devote a chapter to 
how the IFTU dealt with the issues of colonialism, but as it would not have run to 
more than a few paragraphs, I opted to incorporate it in the chronological section. 
The work concludes with two chapters which already look ahead to the events that 
took place after 1945: the evolution towards a world federation o f trade unions and 
the cooperation o f organised labour with the Western intelligence services.

In my experience, the readability of an international institutions history is very 
often hampered by a frequent use o f acronyms. Sentences such as ‘the relationship 
between the IFTU and the ITSs came under pressure due to the fact that the ITF and
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the IMF, amongst others, thought they were not carrying enough weight within the 
ILO* read rather like a secret code. I have attempted not to use the acronyms of 
organisations that are only mentioned sporadically, but there was no getting round 
the fact that this is a history of an umbrella organisation, and many o f its member 
organisations are mentioned so frequently that it was impossible to avoid the use of 
acronyms altogether. However, I believe this should present no difficulties to anyone 
who is familiar with the issues at hand, and it takes only a small effort to memorise 
the most frequendy used acronyms.

The official name of the organisation that was called the ‘Amsterdam Interna-
tional* by many o f its contemporaries was ‘International Federation of Trade Unions 
(IFTU). In addition to the IFTU, there was a whole series of international affiliations 
that had formed along industrial lines, culminating in the international trade secretar-
iats or ITSs. The major ITS was the International Transportworkers Federation (ITF).

Besides these key players, there was a wide range of national federations and con-
federations. The most important among them are the Trades Union Congress (TUC) 
in the UK, the Confederation G&ferale du Travail (CGT) in France, the Allgemeiner 
Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund (ADGB) in Germany, the Commission Syndicale in 
Belgium, the American Federation o f Labor (AFL) in the U.S.A., and its rival the 
Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), and the Nederlandsch Vakverbond (N W ) 
in the Netherlands. I have aimed at using the names o f all the national federations in 
their original language. However, some quotations refer to a more or less literal trans-
lation or frequendy, simply to their country o f origin, as in: ‘the Finnish TUC*, ‘the 
Belgian Central* or ‘Swiss organisations*.

The IFTU had a few rivals, the greatest of which was the Communist Red Inter-
national o f Labour Unions (RILU). However, this RILU is frequendy known by its 
other name, the Profintern.

In its everyday operations, the IFTU also had contacts with the Labour and 
Socialist International (LSI) and the International Labour Organization (ILO).
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Th e  Wo r l d  o f  t h e  In t e r n a t i o n a l  
Fe d e r a t i o n  of  Tr a d e  U n i o n s

Amsterdam, Berlin, and Paris

Labour -  The World!1

The International Secretariat

Internationalism and nationalism are frequently presented as contradictory con-
cepts but from its inception, the international trade union movement was both an 
arena where national interests did battle and a driving force towards international 
development. This developed naturally from its origins: the international trade un-
ion movement grew both out o f national structures and out o f the deliberative and 
consultative bodies on which the leading representatives o f these structures met one 
another.

Originally, the national framework was the only reality for the labour movement 
as a whole, when it started to develop in the last quarter of the nineteenth century as 
a mass movement. This was a reality that was quite different from one country to 
another, politically as well as economically. These movements increasingly became 
reformist, and this too resulted in a greater interest in the national sphere. Their re-
formism concentrated on feasible reforms and on the development o f an organisa-
tional counterforce. This assumed a priority o f national action over international 
operations. Moreover, the spirit of the age was also conducive to nationalism in all 
European countries, or in the words of Horace Davis, nationalism had become so 
much a way o f life, for the working class as for everyone else, that even the workers 
who talked about internationalism practiced nationalism as a matter o f course*.1

It was the German social democrats who started to elaborate the reformist model 
from around 1870 onwards. It was not until this process had spread to other Euro-
pean countries that the first initiatives were taken to set up a form of international 
cooperation, though without attempting to reconcile mutual differences. When the 
Second International was founded in 1889, this was a confirmation o f the creed o f the 
German model o f social democracy, with its emphasis on the development of a broad 
network of associations on a national basis. The Second International was the um-
brella organisation that was, in principle, supposed to encompass this entire field.



14 The Amsterdam International

The domain covered by the International was very broad and was certainly not re-
stricted to politics; quite the contrary in fact. Many o f the issues addressed by the 
International, such as the eight-hour working day and social legislation were, by 
nature, also those o f the workers’ unions. By the turn of the century, the attention of 
the Second International was even largely absorbed by issues which belonged pre- 
dominandy, though not exclusively, to the domain of the unions. Moreover, roughly 
half of the members o f the Second International were trade union organisations.3 A 
certain division of labour or specialisation was therefore a logical development, but 
this too was one that occurred first at the national level.

In most industrialised countries, trade unions were initially a heterogeneous group 
of regional and/or occupational (i.e., craft or trade) organisations. Between 1888 and 
1905, the unions grew so strongly almost everywhere that they became mass organisa-
tions. One of the consequences of this growth was an increasing need for coordi-
nated cooperation at the national level. This led to the formation of a whole series of 
national confederations around the turn o f the century4: the Confederation G^n&ale 
du Travail (1895, France), the Commission Syndicale (1898, Belgium), the Nationaal 
Arbeids-Secretariaat (1893, the Netherlands), the Generalkommission der Gewerk- 
schaften (1890, Germany), the Samvirkende Fagforbund i Danmark (1898, Den-
mark), the Landsorgansationen i Sverige (1898, Sweden), and the Arbeidemes Faglige 
Landsorganisajon (1899, Norway). This development also reflected the Marxist view 
that the proletariat was to fight on two fronts: the political and the economic. But 
there were great differences of opinion on the question of whether these two batdes 
were also to be waged in the separate structures, and on the nature of the relations 
that should be maintained between these structures. These debates were fought both 
at the national and international level.

Apart from these discussions, a trend emerged around the turn of the century. Al-
though it took on a different form depending on the local background, it was unmis-
takably o f similar inspiration everywhere: trade union movements started to aspire to 
greater autonomy, though without wanting to break away from the political parties. 
The party and the union became like two sides of the same coin, each with a clearly 
defined task and profile.

The foundation in 1901 of an international consultative body where the leading 
officials o f the diverse European national federations could meet and discuss, was an 
expression o f this urge for greater independence of the trade unions. The idea of 
bringing these young national federations together at regular intervals came from the 
president o f the Danish federation, J. Jensen, and was sanctioned in 1900 by Isaac 
Michel o f the British General Federation of Trade Unions (GFTU). The German Carl 
Legien,5 backed by the powerful German federation, the Generalkommission der 
Gewerkschaften Deutschlands, that had more than one million members, was will-
ing and able to bear the administrative and logistic expenses. The International Sec-
retariat o f National Trade Union Centres (ISNTUC) was subsequendy founded at a 
conference in Copenhagen on 21 August 1901/  At first, the role of the ISNTUC re-
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mained limited to exchanging information and giving support to the development of 
national federations in the various countries. Programmatic union issues remained 
exclusively the sphere of the Second International. This is why the organisation was 
later labelled a ‘post-box’ organisation,7 although a number o f developments did in 
fact start within the ISNTUC, along with a particular organisational culture that 
would long outlive the organisation itself.

The ISNTUC (also known simply as the ‘International Secretariat’, or IS for short) 
played an important role in the gradual process o f bringing the European trade un-
ion movement into the same reformist line, and in the evolution towards a greater 
organisational independence and a more distinct political role o f the trade unions. 
But this was an evolution that took place in an atmosphere of conflict, in which the 
most politically engaged organisations, such as the French CGT, were also the least re-
formist.

The IS thus had an eventful and conflict-ridden history. It was divided at the core 
between two contradictory union concepts: the syndicalist concept, which was mainly 
advocated and embodied by the French CGT, and the social democratic concept o f 
the German trade union movement. For the German-led majority within the IS, the 
case was straightforward: the trade union international was to be subordinate to the 
political international. Historian Susan Milner therefore concluded that ‘The IS con-
sciously limited its competence and authority, and it deferred to the Socialist Inter-
national on almost all matters of general significance’ .8 The real discussions about the 
relations between the party and the union were therefore not held in the IS, but in 
the Second International, where feelings on this subject ran high. In 1907, the con-
gress o f the International in Stuttgart would even address the question as a burning 
issue,9 and it was a bone of contention again in Copenhagen in 1910. While the Sec-
ond International remained divided about the relations between the political and the 
economic organisations, the IS took pains to prevent this question from being a divi-
sive element by imposing strict limits on its own activities.

In any case, the IS had no monopoly. In addition to the international of the na-
tional organisations, industrial federations had started to unite into international 
trade secretariats (iTSs) ever since 1890. By the time the IS was founded, there were al-
ready seventeen o f these ITSs, and their number rose to twenty-eight by 1914. It was a 
development that was viewed with suspicion by the national confederations. For IS 

secretary Legien, the proliferation of ITSs was premature and futile’ and interna-
tional cooperation was to remain the province o f ‘established centralist organisa-
tions’.10 But thanks to its superior numbers, the German federation was able to call 
the tune here too. O f the twenty-eight ITSs, twenty-four had their headquarters in 
Germany, which meant that just like the IS, they were also financially and logistically 
dependent on the German organisations."

The ideological discussion within the Second International was mirrored in the 
unions: there too, the social democratic model gradually became the dominant one, 
increasingly suppressing the syndicalist model. But in the trade unions themselves,
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the syndicalists were able to keep up their resistance for longer. However, there were 
not only syndicalists. The IS also had important neutral and politically non-aligned 
members. The most important member o f this category was the American Federa-
tion of Labor (AFL). In addition, there was the British General Federation of Trade 
Unions (GFTU). The British Trades Unions Congress (TUC), already an established 
organisation with a long tradition by 1900, remained absent from the IS.11 For that 
matter, the TUC did not have a clear political affiliation either, and was more o f a 
loose collaboration o f autonomous trade unions, lacking a powerful executive body. 
When British trade unions needed international connections, they would go through 
their own ITS. The idea that the TUC itself would become active on the international 
forum was especially advocated in Labour Party circles and would only become gen-
erally accepted during the war.13

After a few difficult early years, the formula o f the IS was no longer satisfactory, 
and there was a growing body of opinion that wanted it to have wider powers. The 
affiliates, who were no longer content with the modest information meetings that 
passed for congresses of the IS, called for ‘real’ congresses, and the organisation was 
urged to assume a more coordinating role. The advocates of this new strategy were 
not the social democrats; on the contrary, they were the French CGT and the Ameri-
can Federation o f Labor, with its legendary leader Samuel Gompers.14 The CGT, 

which did not take part in the Second International, had already been in favour o f a 
more programmatic approach of the international trade union movement since the 
start o f the IS. The French tried to impose their own syndicalist accents by putting 
tactical items to the agenda. For instance, in addition to the issue of the eight-hour 
working day, they insisted on addressing the question o f the general strike. But 
Legien saw this as a project competing with the socialist International’,15 which made 
him reject every attempt in this direction. This was the reason why the CGT with-
drew from the organisation between 1905 and 1909.16 The AFL too had political-stra-
tegic reasons for advocating a more active and autonomous international labour 
movement. The Americans rejected all political interference in the trade unions at 
home, so they could hardly agree to a complete subjection of the union international 
to the political international at the global level. By weight o f numbers alone, this po-
sition o f the American trade union movement was a strong signal that could not be 
ignored by the European organisations.

However, the German leaders would not swerve, though they had to accept for-
mal changes. Therefore at the 1913 congress in Zurich, the IS was converted into the 
‘International Federation of Trade Unions’ (IFTU). The name was changed following 
an AFL resolution that formulated more general objectives for the international trade 
union movement, e.g.: ‘the protection and advancement of the rights, interests and 
justice o f the wage-workers of all countries and the establishment of international 
fraternity and solidarity’ .17 At the congress itself though, the American delegate stated 
that he would be satisfied with a change of name, a suggestion Legien was only too 
pleased to take up. The new name was therefore an expression of the ambition to in-
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novate rather than the start of a new organisation, as the IFTU simply continued 
along the lines o f its predecessor. The conversion of the IS into the IFTU was origi-
nally no more than a facelift.18

Again, this can be explained by the fear o f the German and Austrian social demo-
crats o f competitive currents in workers’ circles. They believed that it would only be 
possible to develop a powerful and effective international labour movement once all 
the national movements had conformed to the social democratic model. According 
to this view, held by Theodor Leipart19 amongst others, it was o f paramount impor-
tance for the federations in the different countries to work towards the same goal: 
‘this uniformity o f aims, together with certain agreed principles, form the founda-
tions for the effectiveness of the International Federation of Trade Unions’/0 Conse-
quently, the international closed its ranks and pursued a selective policy. The rule 
was that only one national federation would be recognised in each country. This 
was a means o f achieving the desired ideological homogeneity.

Therefore, in spite o f its apparently insignificant role, the IS was an important in-
strument in the German trade union movement’s tenacious efforts towards unity. Al-
though on the face o f it, the story o f the IS would seem to be the story o f the victory 
o f the German model over the French one, it was the French radical tradition that 
would eventually survive the war and whose ideas, such as the general strike, were to 
cause such discordant discussions later on.

The First World War

By the beginning o f the war, the German leaders o f the IFTU had turned the organisa-
tion into a well-oiled machine that fulfilled an important supporting function for its 
members in the field of the exchange o f literature and information. The secretariat 
had a staff o f twelve full-time employees comprising four English, four Swiss, an 
American, a Dane, and two Germans,” and was strongly international in its outlook. 
After the outbreak o f the hostilities, the IFTU virtually ceased to operate. The staff was 
dismissed or left o f their own accord, and publication o f the bulletin, Correspondance 
Syndicate, was perforce discontinued. But although the federation had practically sus-
pended its activities, its international contacts were not broken off entirely. President 
Legien kept up an active international correspondence, with which he attempted to 
maintain at least some o f his personal ties with leaders o f affiliated organisations/2 

However, the war had divided the international labour movement into three 
camps. On the side of the Entente countries, a British-French axis soon formed 
whose ambition was to develop their collaboration with a view to maintaining the 
existing understanding, and the organising o f joint efforts’/3 The unions o f the Allied 
countries no longer wished to be associated with the German trade unions and urged 
for the headquarters o f the IFTU to be moved.24 Legien conceded in part. In consulta-
tion with Jan Oudegeest25 of the Dutch central (N W ), a so-called ‘liaison office’ was
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set up in Amsterdam. But this was not enough for the unions o f the Allied camp. 
They saw it as a manoeuvre of the Germans because according to the French, 
Oudegeest was ‘devoted to LegienV6 Apparently, the pre-war dominance o f the Ger-
mans made public opinion suspicious o f the IFTU as a whole. W A  Appleton17 o f the 
GFTU even claimed that ‘it will take some years even to convince large numbers o f 
our people that the International Secretariat is not a part of the German system of es-
pionage’.1* In order to shake off all involvement with the former German colleagues, 
it was eventually decided in July 1916 at a conference in Leeds, to set up a ‘correspon-
dence office’ in Paris, to be led by Leon Jouhaux.19

A  second issue over which opinion was divided during the war was the question 
o f who would convene an international conference, where, and when. The Allied, 
neutral and German blocs all tried to gain control over these decisions, conscious 
that the party setting the agenda and issuing the invitations would also have a consid-
erable influence on the outcome of this conference. From the start of the war, Samuel 
Gompers o f the AFL advocated the organisation of an international labour confer-
ence concurrently with the peace conference. Oudegeest tried to organise a confer-
ence in mid-1915 in consultation with Legien, but met with general unwillingness. 
There was more agreement on the principle that ‘labour’, represented by the trade 
union organisations, should play an important role in the forthcoming peace confer-
ence. In Leeds in 1916, the Allied camp supported the conclusions o f a report by 
L6on Jouhaux, in which he pleaded for ‘industrial clauses to be inserted into the 
peace treaty’.30 The TUC also backed up this call for the ‘participation of labour in 
peace negotiations’ .31 Jouhaux’s memorandum was taken up again one year later at 
the conference o f organisations of the neutral and Axis countries in Berne, where it 
was discussed and accepted. Eventually, it would serve as the basis for the programme 
o f demands that was laid down immediately after the war by the international trade 
union conference of February 1919 in Berne. In spite of the rift between the different 
blocs, this development did lead to a consensus on the new role for organised labour 
as a participant in the future international community, and a framework was drawn 
up for a reform programme.

In addition, the difficulties presented by the possibility of an international con-
ference in Stockholm exercised many minds in the unions. As it turned out, this con-
ference was of little importance for the international trade union movement. On 8 
June 1917, a select company met at Legien’s invitation, ‘in order to deal beforehand 
with the social legislation problems’31 which would be discussed at the actual confer-
ence by the delegates of the various political parties. However, as it was obvious that 
the organisations present in Stockholm could not possibly be considered representa-
tive, they had no choice but to convene another international trade union conference 
in Switzerland at a later date.

Then the US entered the war and the revolution broke out in Russia. Develop-
ments gained momentum. Both events strengthened the influence o f the labour 
movement, especially in the Allied countries. In the US, the AFL was one o f the pillars
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of President Woodrow Wilson. As regards the young Soviet Union, the socialist par-
ties, which were part of the various Allied governments, were the obvious channels for 
convincing the new leaders of the Kremlin to stay in the war.

Moreover, the October Revolution was a signal to the established political and 
economic powers that they had better take the demands of the labour movement se-
riously if they wanted to avoid disaster. Consequently, the demand for a greater input 
o f the labour movement in the upcoming peace conference was positively received 
and given due attention.

The great commotion that swept the various participants from 1917 onwards was 
partly due to this. The general feeling was that they stood on the brink o f historic 
events and that the leaders of the labour movement would be able to have a substan-
tial influence on their outcome. Leaders o f labour organisations entered the forum of 
the great statesmen, or, in the words of Gary Busch, national centres o f the Allied 
Powers were interested in building a role for themselves in the creation o f a frame-
work for the eventual peace negotiations’.33

Within the Allied camp, two trends emerged. On the one hand, there was the 
British Labour Party led by Arthur Henderson,34 which believed in a peace by settle-
ment and wanted to participate in the Stockholm conference. Henderson was even 
willing to give up his portfolio in the government for it. He wanted to proceed to a 
restoration o f the Second International as quickly as possible and would grasp at the 
first opportunity to engage in talks with the enemy camp. On the other hand, there 
was Gompers o f the AFL, who refused to talk to the Germans as long as the war was 
still on. Gompers was not interested in restoring the political international, as he 
would have nothing to do with it, but he was very keen on resurrecting the trade un-
ion international and even cherished the ambition to lead it. Additionally, he envis-
aged a major role in the peace talks for himself and for his organisation.

The other actors, both in the Allied camp and in the neutral bloc, held positions 
in between these two extremes. The French CGT was hesitant. It was less rigid than 
the AFL in its rejection of the Germans, but supported the reconstitution o f the IFTU 

more than the TUC did. Among the Belgians, the dominant feeling was one o f aver-
sion to the Germans, whom they did not wish to meet, either in the political or in the 
trade union international. The Dutch however, had maintained quite cordial rela-
tions with the German camp throughout the war and were able to build a bridge, but 
the Americans distrusted them. The leaders o f the British GFTU stuck scrupulously to 
the AFL line, in the vain hope they would be able to count on the support o f the AFL in 
their rivalry with the TUC. Finally, the TUC showed a growing interest in international 
issues and wanted to be represented both in the political and trade union interna-
tional, for which purpose it was busily making deals both with Labour and the GFTU.

After the military defeat, the Germans were forced to relinquish their former 
dominance. Although they continued to try to influence the debate, they were sent 
into the wilderness for almost ten years. There is some evidence that this drove the 
Germans to seek an alliance with the Dutch and the French. According to the French
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embassy in Switzerland, a secret conference took place in August 1918 between social-
ist groups from the three camps, attended by representatives from the Netherlands, 
Germany, France, and Switzerland.35 The IFTU was represented by Legien. It is not 
clear what the outcome o f this conference was, but it could explain why the CGT 

adopted such a recalcitrant attitude towards the AFL.36

Berne and Versailles

By the end o f the war, the key question was therefore when and where to organise 
an international ‘labour conference. The Inter-Allied and Socialist Conference of 
17-19 September 1918, organised by Hendersons British Labour Party, was the occa-
sion for reaching a compromise on this question in the Allied camp.37 Samuel 
Gompers seemed to have carried the day there. The conference decided not to make 
any contact with ‘enemy labour before the end of war, accepted the entire four-
teen-point programme o f President Wilson,38 and endorsed the old demand of 
Gompers: the organisation of an ‘international labor conference’ at the same time and 
place as the official peace conference. The organisation of this conference was entrusted 
to the quadrumvirate of Emile Vandervelde,39 Albert Thomas, Arthur Henderson, 
and Samuel Gompers. ‘This result constitutes the triumph of the programme cham-
pioned by M. Gompers’ ,40 concluded the French embassy in London.

But the consensus between the organisations of the Allied countries was fragile, and 
a number of problems remained unspoken. Henderson, Vandervelde, and Thomas 
were hardly interested in a trade union international at that time. They were preoc-
cupied by matters of much greater importance, such as the political outcome of the 
war, the new situation that would present itself in their different countries, and the 
role that would be reserved in the new order for their socialist parties. Gompers for 
his part stubbornly resisted any possible alliance of the trade union movement with 
political parties and wanted a new trade union international that would be politically 
neutral.

The distrust of the German socialists harboured by the Allied governments, and 
especially the fear that the peace conference would offer a forum for radical socialist 
elements if they were admitted in Paris, torpedoed the proposal of the Allied coun-
tries. For the French and British governments, holding a workers’ conference at the 
same place and time as the peace conference was out of the question, but they did 
not oppose the organisation of a conference in a neutral country. Gompers could ar-
gue as much as he wanted that it was not his intention ‘to meet with a political party’ 
and merely wished for a conference of ‘a new international federation of labor’,41 it 
fell on deaf ears outside the US. However, the American delegation did travel to 
Europe to take part in the Versailles peace conference, in which Samuel Gompers 
would play a prominent role as the president of the ‘Commission on International 
Labour Legislation.
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Arthur Henderson now saw his opportunity to force through his idea for a gen-
eral conference of the parties and trade unions of the three blocs. For this purpose, he 
made use of the mandate that had been given in London to the quadrumvirate of 
Vandervelde, Thomas, Henderson, and Gompers. In January 1919, he convened a 
conference in Lausanne of the Allied groups that had also been present in London.42 
Meanwhile, he agreed with the secretary of the Second International, Camille Huys- 
mans,43 and the Swede Hjalmar Branting,44 to hold a conference between the organi-
sations of the neutral and central countries,45 at the same time and place.

Finally, this conference was not held in Lausanne, but in Berne, from 5 to 9 Feb-
ruary 1919. Viewed from a trade union perspective, this conference was important 
because it formulated a broad reform programme and paved the way for the reconsti-
tution of the International Federation of Trade Unions. As part of the conference, a 
separate union session was held, that brought together trade unions from the three 
camps for the first time in four years.46 The tone of both the British and the French 
delegates was one of reconciliation.47

As Berne brought together both the political parties and the trade unions, the 
question of their mutual relations naturally arose at once. The fact that the trade unions 
wanted to meet separately placed the British TUC in a difficult position. Although it 
was qualified to take part in the political meeting, it lacked a clear mandate to do the 
same at the trade union conference. Moreover, the TUC delegation feared that the 
two conferences might well reach different conclusions on the same issues. Jouhaux, 
however, did not think such an outcome was a problem, because ‘the trade union 
conference will decide on the questions concerning workers’ interests’.4* Still, the 
British left the conference, to return the following day. The Swedes, Austrians, and 
Germans also claimed to hold only a mandate for the socialist conference, though 
this may have been a pretext for not having to discuss the headquarter question.

Although Berne was not a regular conference, the debate was an interesting one. 
Oudegeest, who arrived a few days late, had not yet caught onto the new mentality. 
In the discussion on the League o f Nations, Jouhaux voiced a number o f political de-
mands: the abolition of the national armies, the internationalisation o f the arms in-
dustry and control over the distribution o f raw materials. But Oudegeest reminded 
the delegates that the earlier international trade union conferences had decided that 
‘only questions o f administration and organisation should be dealt with at the inter-
national trade union conferences’.49 The German Janson too was still following the 
pre-war tradition and pointed to the unanimity that had reigned so far at the interna-
tional conferences, ‘when only Trade-Union questions were on the agenda’.50

However, the French replied that: ‘if  the new Trade-Union International should 
like to remain without ideals, without a final purpose, it could not long be a unity. It 
would be disrupted and its separate parts would join the political international’.51 
Finally, a committee was formed and formulated a compromise that no longer 
overtly referred to the political anti-war objectives, but stated that the League of 
Nations, besides a political role, also had an economic remit in the field o f control on
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the distribution of raw materials, the regulation of the financial markets and trans-
portation, and the development of labour legislation. The greater moral authority o f 
the French CGT at this point in time, combined with the weakened position o f the 
Germans, led the international labour movement to shift its ground and adopt more 
politically inspired standpoints, an evolution that would continue over the following 
months.

One of the key subjects of debate in Berne was the international programme for 
social reform. The French, German, and British delegates, building on the decisions 
of the congresses of Leeds (1916) and Berne (1917), succeeded in drafting a programme 
that was meant to be the guideline for the workers’ representatives on the ‘Commis-
sion on International Labour Legislation of the peace conference, that was meeting at 
the same time in Paris, chaired by Samuel Gompers. This Berne programme de-
manded the general implementation o f a whole series of social laws, including the 
right of association, the eight-hour working day, unemployment insurance, equal pay 
for equal work for women, the minimum wage, and an international body for labour 
legislation on which the organised workers would be officially represented. However, 
Gompers refused to recognise the Berne decisions and simply forced his own views on 
the committee, to the great disappointment o f many, including L6on Jouhaux.

There was also disagreement in Berne on the problem of the structure and head-
quarters of the future IFTU. The participants could not find a solution and resolved to 
convene a fully-fledged IFTU conference. The only question that remained was who 
would send the invitations. After some discussion, this task was entrusted to the cor-
respondence office in Paris and the liaison office in Amsterdam/1 This too could point 
to the formation o f a coalition. As it happens, according to the French intelligence 
services, another secret meeting took place between Oudegeest, Legien, and Jouhaux 
at this point, in which they agreed that the headquarters of the IFTU would be trans-
ferred from Berlin to Amsterdam and that ‘Oudegeest shall lead it’53 (meaning he was 
to be president). The Dutchmen in charge of the Amsterdam liaison office, Edo 
Fimmen54 and Jan Oudegeest, then contacted the various national headquarters over 
the following months and managed to find enough national federations willing to 
participate in the reconstitution congress o f the IFTU in July 1919 in Amsterdam. 
Together with Jouhaux, they also laid down the agenda and the programme, which 
had a clear political slant.

The Berne conference was also a further step towards the ideological harmonisa-
tion o f the European national trade union movement. Although the conference ex-
plicitly refused to exclude organisations that did not invoke the class struggle, the 
reform programme, aimed at the rapid improvement o f the working and living con-
ditions o f the working class, was linked to a long-term perspective, ‘the suppression 
o f capitalist society’/3 This closed the doors to the confessional trade unions and 
those o f ‘bourgeois-liberal’ signature/6 The pre-war difficulties were gradually being 
solved, now that the British TUC had politically associated itself with the now 
clearly social democratic Labour Party, and the majority movement within the
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French CGT had renounced syndicalism. To those who criticised his actions, L6on 
Jouhaux retorted: ‘to achieve revolution, it is not enough to organise a riot, which is 
always easy; it is a matter o f organising the order of the things which must replace 
those we set out to destroy’/7

In Berne, there was never really a chance of restoring unity within the interna-
tional trade union movement, simply because a number of important partners were 
absent. The AFL, apparently to the displeasure of even the American government,5* 
did not waver from its refusal to deal with any representatives o f the central powers 
before the formal end o f the war and the signing of the peace treaty. The Belgian 
Trade Union Commission took the same line, and the British GFTU, to its great cha-
grin, had not even been invited by the TUC.59 Moreover, the trade unions present in 
Berne also rejected Huysmans’s idea for structural international cooperation between 
the three main branches o f the socialist movement: the parties, the trade unions, and 
the cooperatives. According to Edo Fimmen, the time was now ripe for a trade union 
international,60 whereas the Austrian Griinewald spoke o f the wish to be a real Inter-
national’.61 Even many of those who were not present in Berne held similar views: 
‘the bona fide trade union movement of various countries should have some sort of 
Federation with a closer relationship than has existed heretofore, and in such a Feder-
ation I am firmly convinced that the politicians from any of the political parties of 
any of the countries should be rigidly excluded’, wrote Appleton to Gompers.61 
Thus, the great discussion that had dominated the IS for so many years was finally 
closed. There was to be a fully-fledged and autonomous trade union international 
with a broad, activist and, all in all, rather moderate reform programme.

One of the main reasons why the national confederations were in such a hurry to 
reestablish the IFTU was the impending international labour conference that was 
scheduled for the autumn of 1919 in Washington. At this conference, one o f the 
major demands of the labour movement, namely the creation o f the International 
Labour Organization (ILO), would be granted. The reformist trade unions wanted to 
secure a place for themselves at the head o f this new international organisation. But 
in order to fulfil these leadership ambitions, they needed a representative organ, and 
that was to be the IFTU.

Amsterdam: to have a go at Gompers

‘A  new organisation, a new tactic and new action will show that the international 
organisation o f the trade union movement o f 1919, is no longer that o f 1914 and the 
preceding years’,63 this was the ambitious objective set out by Edo Fimmen at the 
opening of the IFTU’s constituent congress in Amsterdam on 28 July.

There had previously been a brief meeting o f the ‘old’ IFTU, ‘for the purpose of 
hearing the views o f the Belgian Labour Party’.64 For the Belgian delegation, led by 
Corneel Mertens,65 it was ‘necessary to first discuss the past before starting on the
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future’ .6* In fact, the Belgian Trade Union Commission insisted that the German 
delegation should only be granted access to the union international on condition 
they make a public admission of guilt. It finally came from Johannes Sassenbach.67 It 
was a weak statement that admitted injustice had been done to the Belgian people, 
while justifying the attitude of the German trade unions. Sassenbach claimed that 
the German people had been honestly convinced that the war was a war of defence. 
Had they known the fact o f the matter, he claimed, the German workers would have 
opposed the war with all the resources at their disposal, but they had simply not 
known: ‘I f  everything that was published recently had been known at the start o f the 
war, we would not have been deceived by our government and then, at any rate, the 
German workforce and its supporters would have been in a very different position’.68 
Still, the Belgians indicated they were satisfied with the statement, thereby opening 
the door not only to the Germans, but also to themselves.

The war still loomed large. The Dutch organisers lodged the delegations o f the 
various camps in different hotels. ‘In the street, people just passed each other by’.69 
Sassenbach later reminisced how, whenever he dared to speak to a delegate from one 
o f the Entente countries, his German colleagues would cast accusatory glances at 
him, ‘as if  I were about to commit treason’.70 This atmosphere o f tension also per-
vaded the press reports: ‘The wartime hostility still weights heavily; the electricity in 
the air is tangible’.71 Even agenda items relating to order proved to be hurdles, and es-
pecially Samuel Gompers was frequently unbending and repeatedly attacked Legien. 
The press and public opinion also remained sensitive to nationalistic sentiments. 
Reports in the German press o f Sassenbach’s confession of guilt caused a storm of 
protests in Germany, after which the rest o f the German delegation72 declared, on the 
fifth day o f the congress, ‘that we only arrived after Sassenbach’s declaration in Am-
sterdam and cannot condone its wording’,73 a statement with which the Germans 
once again placed themselves with one foot outside the international.

The actual constituent congress of the IFTU was held in the Amsterdam Concert- 
gebouw in the presence o f trade union confederations from fourteen countries.74 To-
gether, they represented 17,740,000 members. With the exception o f the AFL, they 
were all from Europe. The only absent industrialised country was Italy, but that was 
due to passport problems. Samuel Gompers raised his prestige by the mandate he 
held from the Pan American Federation of Labor (PAFL),75 an international federa-
tion of trade unions from North and South America that had only just been formed 
a few weeks before. In principle, only one national organisation per country was 
admitted to the congress, though there were three exceptions: the British delega-
tion, which acted as one76 but was a mixture of GFTU and TUC delegates; the Dutch 
delegation, in which both the Trade Union Federation (N W ) and the syndicalist 
National Labour Secretariat (NAS)77 were represented, and the German delegation, 
which combined representatives from the Generalkommission der Gewerkschaften 
Deutschlands and from the syndicalist Vereinigung Deutscher Gewerkschaften, 
which had 60,000 members at the time.78


