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A Voice From the Past
How has labor leadership felt about
immigration?
[This is the text of a letter from Samuel Gompers, steamship men 10,000,000 people could be brought into
president of the Executive Council of the American this country in the next ten months if ships were
Federation of Labor, dated April 28, 1921, and available. This estimate is based on applications for
addressed to J. H. Reiter at Havorford College, passage already received. So many have moved from
about Congressional legislation to restrict immi- Belgium and Germany to Holland that tens of thousands
gration. A copy of portions of the letter appears of Hollanders have been forced to leave their country for
below. The correspondence is from the archives of the United States. When peace is declared between the
H. Keith Thompson for the Thompson Collection in United States and Austria, floods of residents of these
the Hoover Institution.]

Dear Sir:
Your letter of April 25 received and

contents noted.
You ask for information on the

immigration question. The American
Federation of Labor made an earnest effort
to have immigration restricted for at least
two years. It also urged that an immigration
law be enacted containing the provision that
after that period of two years an order can
be issued absolutely prohibiting immigration
during times of unemployment.

Congress, however, passed a bill
providing that only three percent of any one
nationality, based on the foreign population
of 1910, could enter the United States. This
was not signed by the President. At the
next session of Congress the American
Federation of Labor will continue to urge
the passage of legislation restricting
immigration for two years or more.

Every citizen of the United States
should make protest against the influx of
people from other countries. It is estimated
that there are 5,000,000 unemployed in the
country at the present time with the number
increasing rapidly. In October 101,000
immigrants arrived in this country; in
November, 103,000. According to
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“Shutting out from our shores the

poor of other nations and races is

caused by the law of necessity and

self-protection consequent upon our

industrial system.”

countries will come to America. You can then very well working conditions are signs of prosperity China and
understand that the United States is deeply interested in India would be the greatest commercial and industrial
immigration. countries in the world. They have no strikes in China. It

So many immigrants coming into this country will American Federation of Labor
break down the standard of living of our people. In 1905
when efforts were made in Congress to open the doors
to Oriental immigration the American Federation of
Labor declared:

We make no pretense that the exclusion of
Chinese can be defended upon a high ideal,
ethical ground, but we insist that it is our
essential duty to maintain and preserve our
physical condition and standard of life and
civilization, and thus to assure us the
opportunity for the development of our
intellectual and moral character. Self-preser-
vation has always been regarded as the first
law of nature. It is a principle and a necessity
from which we ought not and must not depart.

Shutting out from our shores the poor of other
nations and races is caused by the law of necessity and
self-protection consequent upon our industrial system.
Labor does not desire to erect a wall around our country
and prevent the poor of other nations from entering. It
does declare that America is for Americans alone, but it
does insist that there should be and must be some
restriction of immigration that will prevent disintegration
of American economic standards.

Those who favor unrestricted immigration care
nothing for the people. They are simply desirous of
flooding the country with unskilled as well as skilled labor
of other lands for the purpose of breaking down
American standards. You must not forget that if low
wages, long hours of employment and unbearable

is the Utopia of the “open Shop.” America, however,
where men are free to voice their desires for greater and
still greater advancement in economic conditions, is the
greatest country on earth. Its people live better than
anywhere else, and the trade unions are responsible for
maintaining those standards. Those who believe in
unrestricted immigration want this country Chinaized. But
I firmly believe there are too many right-thinking people
in our country to permit such an evil.

Very truly yours,
(s) Samuel Gompers
President,

*   *   *

[Contrast this letter from 1921 with the news that in
Los Angeles on November 9, 1999 the AFL-CIO
Convention agenda will include:]

ILLEGAL IMMIGRATION RESOLUTION

At the convention a vote will be taken which will
allow all workers, regardless of immigration status, to:

Have the right to form unions, file complaints against
illegal and unfair treatment without fear of reprisal,
receive unemployment insurance, disability insurance,
workers’ compensation benefits and all the same
remedies under the law as all other workers.

And,
Opposes all cooperation between the Immigration

and Naturalization Service and other government and
public institutions, such as the Social Security
Administration, the Department of Labor, Unemployment
and Welfare offices, and Motor Vehicle departments.

And,
Calls for a new amnesty program, and an

inexpensive and expedited citizenship process.
And,

Proposes that the budget for immigration
enforcement be cut and used to increase workers’ rights
and fair labor standards. TSC


