NOTES ON THE HISTORY OF THE JEWISH
. AMERICAN SECTION OF THE

INTERNATIONAL WORKERS ORDER
R. SALTZMAN

MARCH 1944 marked the
14th anniversary of the Intet-
national Workers Order, at the
very time that the Workmen's
Circle, from which it devel-
oped, celebrated its 44th year
of existence. It is interesting and
worth while to tecall the events
and developments which led to
the founding of this compara-
tively young organization which
has already played so important
a role in the history of the
American fraternal movement.

The Birth of the
W orkmen’s Circle

The organization of the
Workmen’s Circle was a bright
event in Jewish life. In its early
days, the branches of the Work-
men’s Circle, scattered through-
out the country wherever Jew-
ish immigrants from Europe
penetrated, brought a clear
light to the gloom that charac-
terized the lives of these people.

The objectives of the organ-
ization were predicated on the
ideal of an emancipated world.
One of the foundets of the

Workmen’s Circle, A. A. Got-
don, thus formulated its aims:

“Out viewpoint was not
metely to provide some money
to a man who fell ill or to allot
a few hundred dollars to his
wife, in the event of his death.
That was not out primaty pur-
pose.

““We have a much higher,
deeper and broader objective:
We strive for a better society
and a more beautiful life, a
society in which men may be
secure in their needs, not only
when they are dead, but when
they are still among the living.”

Not only were the theorists
and formulators of the program
workers from the shops and
factories, but so were the foun-
ders and practical administrators
of the movement. They were
men of the people who were
not content merely to discourse
on a better and more beautiful
world, but were actually ready
to give their lives for their ideal.
It was characteristic that one of
the founders was a man who
had fought in that world-shak-
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ing event, the Paris Commune.
A. S. Sacks states in his “History
of the Workmen’s Circle,” that
the first chairman of the organ-
ization was M. Goldreich. He
was a cap-maker living in
France at the time of the
Franco-Prussian War. When
the French army returned from
the front, he joined the Nation-
al Guard of the Paris Commune
and fought on the barricades as
a lieutenant in Louis Michel’s
army.

Equal Rights for All Trends
in'the Workmen's Circle

Our task here is not to re-
view the entire history of the
Workmen’s Circle. We wish
merely; in some measure, to
account for some of the inci-
dents which eventually led to
the founding of the Interna-
tional Workers Order.

One of the main reasons for
the success of the Workmen’s
Circle, for its prominent posi-
tion in the ranks of Jewish
labor, as well as for its immense
growth, was that its founders
had formulated a program,
which had an appeal for the
large mass of Jewish workers.
The immigrants who flocked to
the United States, at this time,
were not primarily concerned
with the benefits accruing to it
from membership, as they were
with the ideas incorporated in
its program. The practical cul-
tural activities of the organiza-

tion answered a definite social
need in the lives of the immi-
grants. This was especially true
for those who were imbued
with the high ideals of the
working-class and who in striv-
ing for a free world, were par-
ticularly — pleased with the
knowledge that all trends were
welcome in the Workmen's
Circle. There was special pride
in the statement made by B.
Feigenbaum, the first General-
Secretary of the Workmen’s
Cricle, concerning the causes
for founding the organization:

“The labor movement was
rent asunder. Rival unions were
created over night. Rifts devel-
oped in the parties, wranglings
were current in all the organiza-
tions, at the time. Many of the
rank and file, who always
worked in the movement, with
honesty and true principle, were
now left adrift. They had no
haven of rest or comfort. Ac-
cordingly, among a small group
of them, was born the idea that
it was necessary to create some-
thing, wherein idealists of va-
rious camps and free-minded
men could meet as one family
and as genuine friends ex-
change the heartaches common
to all of them, and so minister
to one another.”

In those years, this was to a
great extent the practice. In
1913, for example, we find Dr.
Zhitlowsky making a report for
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the Educational Committee. So-
cialists, who were in agreement
with the “Jewish Daily For-
ward” then, had important posi-
tions in the leadership. The
spirit of the afore'rnenfioned
program fully prevailed in the
branches.

In 1920, however, almost a
quarter of a century 4ago, the
Workmen’s Circle fell under
the complete domination of the
“Porward” machine, the most
brutal force in the Jewish labor
movement — a machine whose
deadly hand was felt by every
vital movement which disagreed
with it and whose touch was
withering and annihilating.

Actually, the “Forward” be-
gan to meddle in the Work-
men’s Circle as eatly as 1915,
when the so-called “Youth™
succeeded in gaining control of
the National Executive Com-
mittee of the Workmen’s Cir-
cle. The year in which the
“Youth” element exercised con-
trol was one in which the “For-
ward” catried on a campaign of
the basest type of vituperation.
The “Youth” movement Wwas
wrecked in its struggle with
the “Forward,” because it rep-
resented a trend that only feit

itself wronged by the organiza-
tion, It had no program of its
own. The constructive Pprovi-
sions it did propose found no
support even in its own leader-
ship or in the rank and file

of its own “Youth” followers.
It was, therefore, possible for
the “Forward” to annihilate
each and every new trend from
the very beginning, as soon
as it entered the leadership of
the Workmen’s Circle.
In 1920, the Workmen’s
Circle leadesship began to be-
tray its former progressive pol-
icies. The Convention of the
Workmen’s Circle distributed
thousands of dollars to every
reactionaty organization in the
fold and to reactionary party-
organs, both in America and in
Europe. It did not lend support
to the extent of even a single
penny to any of the progressive
movements then in the process
of development in the United
States. That brought to the
fore a new movement in the
Workmen's Circle, a move-
ment, which was not an isolat.ed
and separatist trend, but whit,:h
began to develop deep roots in
all sections of the labor move-
ment. This new trend which be-
came known as “the left and
progressive” trend, resisted the
desires of the Workmen's Circle
to betray its own principles of
equal rights for all the trends
within the organization. I,
therefore, took over the best in
the program of the “Youth”
Jeadership, who during their pe-
riod of leadership demanded
more democracy within the
Workmen’s Citcle and more
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attention to the needs and de-
mands of the rank and file
membership.

It proposed that the Society
devote more to cultural work;
it sought to have all trends rec-
ognized with representation in
the national and local executive
bodies of the Workmen’s Cit-
cle; that not merely one phase
of the movement, the “rightist,”
be supported, but all the trends;
that it take a position not with
the enemies of the Soviet
Union, but, on the contrary,
that the Workmen’s Circle as-
sume a friendly attitude towards
the Soviet Union; that finally
it cease squandering thousands
of dollars in behalf of the inter-
ests of the “rightist” leadership
and employ its funds for the
benefit of all its members.

The Birth of the Progressive
Wing

The “rightist” leadership
within the Workmen’s Circle
met the new opposition with a
regular reign of persecution,
with a sefies of misrepresenta-
tions and insults. The whole
national apparatus was placed
at the disposal of the most cor-
rupt force in Jewish life—the
“Forward” machine. Everything
the leadership of that machine
desired was executed for them
by the leaders of the Work-
men’s Circle.

They did even more. Until
then, an occasional newcomer,
with an independent mind and
personal convictions, had en-
tered the National Executive
Committee. Now the utmost
caution was exercised to prevent
the penetration of such a “mu-
tinous” element. Prior to the
election of the National Execu-
tive, the “Forward” machine
was duly mobilized to make
certain that a “misfortune”
should not occur through the
election of even .one single
progressive to the national ad-
ministration. Conferences and
eléctions were managed in the
Tammany pattern. And, as if
that was not enough, when de-
spite all these precautions, a
“misfortune” did occur, and a
progressive was elected to rep-
resentative bodies, such as the
New York City Committee or
to another position in the
Workmen’s Circle leadership,
he was promptly excluded.
There was no mincing of words.
He was told very simply that
he was not respectable enough
to be a member of the body.
Those great democrats who
always had as their slogan “de-
mocracy above everything,”
now expelled legally-chosen

representatives, and ravished
democtacy.

But when even such methods
failed, and the progressive
movement embraced an ever-
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widening section of the Work-
men’s Circle membership, when
the danger developed that t.he
exclusion of a representative
here and there would be an _in-
effective means of combatting
the rising tide or opposition,
“wholesale” expulsions were in-
augurated. On one occasion, 6:1
branches of the Workmen's
Circle were expelled for the

ctime of having organized
themselves into a body whose
only objective was to secure
support in behalf of the afore-
mentioned program. Despite
the bitter persecution of the
progressive wing, from 1922
until May, 1925, despite all the
manipulations of the leadership
of the Workmen’s Circle, the
progressive elements, neverthe-
less, were able to muster 250
delegates at the great Conver}-
tion, called by the Workmen’s
Circle to celebrate its 25th an-
niversaty. 'They represented
more than 200 branches. The
total number of delegates was
about a thousand.

“The “rightist” leaders of the
Convention proceeded in a
manner never before seen at a
workets’ convention. The pro-
gressive wing, which had al-
most a quarter of the delegates,
were not even given the op-
portunity of making a statement
at any of the sessions. Such were
the base methods employed by

the leadership of the Work-
men’s Circle.

The 250 delegates who rep-
resented the progtessive wing
came to the 1925 Convention
with the following constructive
program:

1. That the Workmen’s Cit-
cle is a non-partisan fraternal
organization, obligated to aid,
materially and spiritually, all
phases of the labor movement,
irrespective of their political
trend.

2. That the main task of the
Workmen’s Circle is to énlight-
en the Jewish masses as to their
need for organization both eco-
nomically and politically as well
as the necessity for adequate
cultural wotk to meet the main
needs of the Jewish workers.

3. That a Jewish book-pub-
Jishing house be established, to
prepare literature for thf: large
Jewish masses on all subjects of
science and art, popular pamph-
lets as well as serious scholarly
works.

4. That the activities of the
existing labor-lyceums be wid-
ened in scope, so that they be-
come real cultural centers both
in spirit and leadership.

5. That there be the widest
extension throughout the coun-
try of the Jewish children’s
schools, sec ondary schools,
courses for adult workers, and
well-established workers’ uni-
versities, which could prepare
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leaders for the labor movement.

6. That the “Freint” (The
Friend), the official organ of
the Wotkmen’s Circle, be
transformed intoasocial-literary
monthly.

7. That choruses and orches-
tras be established, which
would be workers’ institutions,
not only in their make-up, but
also in their content and that
an art theater be created.

8. That each and every im-
pottant cultural undertaking in
the labor movement be given
support.

The progressives bit their lips
but continued to speak in terms
of “our common organization.”
They were hurt, that the be-
trayers of the Workmen’s Cir-
cle had besmirched its name.
The leaders of the progressive
wing continued to dream that
“the Workmen’s Circle could be
returned to its splendid tradi-
tion, to the organizational ideal,
which its founders envisaged,
and which was the dream of the
rank and file, as well. These
hopes were in vain.

The four-year period from
1925 to 1929 were very diffi-
cult years for the progressive
wing. They had to bear patiently
the persecution of their mem-
bers, were forced to observe
how their organization, to which
they had contributed their hard-
earned money, and to which
they had given some of their

best years in furthering its
growth and development, was
now trampling on their inner-
most feelings, slandering the
Soviet Union and becoming
more and more a pillar of the
reactionary forces of the land.
The Workmen’s Circle leader-
ship was not even restrained
from wrecking the most glori-
ous institution which the move-
ment had built—its children’s
schools.

In 1925 the leaders of the
Workmen’s Circle observed
that the children’s school move-
ment was growing and becom-
ing an ever more important
institution, due particularly to
the efforts of the progressive
elements. The leaders of the
Workmen’s Circle, therefore,
decided to gain control over
these schools, even if it became
necessary to wreck this school
movement in the process. They,
therefore, presented an ultima-
tum whereby the administration
of the schools was to be altered.
They were no longer to be
constituted from the ranks of
the individual branches and
neighborhoods where they func-
tioned. They thought that by
summoning a general city con-
ference of Workmen’s Circle
branches, their machine-meth-
ods would aid them in taking
over administrative control;
that they would then be able
to completely expel the progres-
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sive elements. It became appatr-
ent to all who were active in
the schools that a relentless ma-
chine strategy was being pro-
posed to defeat those who had
devoted their lives to the build-
ing of the school movement.
The consequence was that the
plan of the National Executive
Committee was rejected. They
did not hesitate, however, to
exclude 18 out of the 24 schools
then functioning in New York.
This was in line with the whole
program of terror politics beir}g
pursued by the Workmen’s Cir-
zle leadetship.

The Dilemma of the
Progressive Wing

It was very appatent that the
leaders of the Workmen’s Cit-
cle very definitely sought to Fid
themselves of the progressive
elements in its membership.
The Progressive Action Com-
mittee soon heard the call that
was being echoed from all sec-
tions of the country: How long
must we suffer physically and
spiritually? Why do we pay
dues and large taxes, only to
have the leaders of the Work-
men’s Circle distribute it to our
bitterest foes? Why do we re-
main in an organization which
is supposedly fraternal in char-
acter, whose objectives are com-
radeship and brotherhood,
when its leaders actually have

introduced a shameful civil war
into its ranks? Why not entet
an organization that can satisfy
our cultural and fraternal de-
sires? .

The National Committee of
the progressive branches, there-
fore, submitted to the will of
hundreds of active workers in
the Workmen’s Circle and
called a conference for October
11, 12, 13 in 1929.

With bated breath, the pro-
gressive membership and
branches read the call. At last,
theitr dream was to be realized.
The fraternal, brotherly organi-
zation, which represented their
hopes and ideals, was now to
become an actual fact. This
mood was duly reflected in the
deliberations at the conference
when 193 delegates assembled,
representing 108 branches and
22 minority groups. That his-
totic conference unanimously
decided to leave the Workmen'’s
Circle.

Joining an Independent W ork-
Men's Circle or Founding
A New Organization?

This historic conference had
an immediate problem to solve.
Woas it to found a new organt-
zation ot join the Independent
Workmen’s Citcle which had
already been in existence for
over a score of years, and had
within the last several years

158

assumed a progressive attitude
toward the problems of Jewish

life? It had been this advanced

attitude, as a matter of fact,
which accounted for the phe-
nomenal growth of the Inde-
pendent Workmen’s Circle dur-
ing 1925-1929. It had increased
its membership from four thou-
sand to seven thousand during
those years, at a time when the
Workmen’s Circle itself was
losing ground. It so happened
that in that very year a Na-
tional Executive Committee had
been selected which showed
great sympathy for the progres-
sive point of view. We, there-
fore, decided first to address out-
selves to the Independent
Workmen’s Circle, to learn
whether it was prepared to ad-
mit our progressive elements,
since it knew both our program
and platform. We sent a tele-
gram to the National Executive
of the “Independent” and re-
ceived the following telegram
in reply:

“We received with satisfac-
tion your telegram, in which
you register your decision and
hearty willingness to join our
organization, the Independent
Workmen’s Circle.

“We welcome your action
and your attitude toward the
painful problems which now so
sharply divide the different
classes. We, welcome your earn-
est desire to bring together with

us a mass organization, which
should serve the working class
in all its struggles.

“We welcome the fact that
the Independent Workmen’s
Circle has finally received the
recognition of Jewish labor.”

(Signed) National Executive

Committee, “Independent
Workmen’s Circle.”

When we received this tele-
graphic reply, we had two con-
siderations before us, to build
a new organization or join the
Independent Workmen’s Citcle.
We unanimously decided to
leave the Workmen’s Circle
and to unite with the “Indepen-
dent.”

The decision of our Confer-
ence to leave the Workmen’s
Circle spread like wildfire over
the land. The question was put
on the agenda of more than
400 branches. The National Ex-
ecutive Committee which on
various occasions had expressed
satisfaction on being rid of the
progressive wing, suddenly real-
ized that thousands of other
members would be leaving to-
gether with them. They were
scared and began to weave a
treacherous plot both against
the progtessive wing as well as
against the Independent Work-
men’s Circle, which they had
wished to wreck long before.
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W orkmen'’s Circle Leaders Plan
Their Conspiracy

They sent agents to Boston,
where they planned to take out
an injunction against the ad-
mission of new members who
had left the Workmen’s Citcle.
The injunction was to check the
activities of the Independent
Workmen’s Circle and would
lead it to the brink of bank-
ruptcy.

They were able to achieve
in part this malicious plan.
They wrecked the Independent
Workmen’s Circle. They could
not, however, destroy the pro-
gressive wing. When we real-
ized the nature of the plot, we
decided to accept the com-
promise-motion of the court-
appointed referee, who proposed
that a special convention of the
“Independent” be assembled. In
accepting the compromise, we
knew that under the circum-
stances the reactionary forces in
the “Independent” might secure
a majority. We were determined
to build a new organization and
if we could not achieve out
aim by joining with the “Inde-
pendent,” we would establish
our own organization instead.

We Are Forced to Build A
New Organization

The Convention of the “In-
dependent” took place on the
12th of January, 1930, and de-

spite all the maneuverings of
the Workmen’s Circle leaders,
together with the reactionary
leaders in the Independent
Workmen’s Circle, they had
only three more votes than the
progressive wing. The vote was
51 against 48, and even that
was accomplished by way of a
stratagem. Those who received
the 51 votes had promised that
they would admit the new thou-
sands of members. The next
day, however, when they had
chosen their leaders, they re-
fused to carry out the decision
of the convention. We decided
to build a new organization.
The very same month we
dispatched a letter to all the
branches and groups calling
them to a national conference.
On the 30th of March, 1930,
there were assembled the rep-
resentatives of 157 branches of
the Workmen’s Circle and Inde-
pendent Workmen’s Circle and
a number from minority groups
as well. More than 200 dele-
gates met the challenge with
the decision to build a new
national fraternal organization.
When the report was read,

“these words were greeted with

a long ovation, and a splendid
demonstration, so that all felt
that the founding of the Inter-
national Workers’ Order began
a new chapter in the history of
the American fraternal move-
ment.
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TOWARDS UNITY AND VICTORY
R. SALTZMAN
National Secretary Jewish-American Section LW.O.

R. Saltzman

Our report to the last, the
5th Convention of the Intet-
national Workers Order,*
opened with the following
words which characterize its
birth and development. “Ten
years ago, Jewish workers be-
gan to paint a splendid picture
on the broad American canvas,
on the United States map.
These were not artists, but plain
toilers. They, however, put all
their faith, all their idealism
and enthusiasm into the effort,
so that other national groups
were imbued with their vision

*.‘ This article is from the report
delivered by Mr. Saltzman to the Gth
National Convention of the Jewish-
American Section I.W.O. July, 1944.

and soon one after the other,
joined in the common work.
The canvas is not yet finished,
but the grand plan is cleatly in
evidence.

“The picture shows the gala-
day of labor, a field-day for
brotherbood, friendship, com-
radeship and selfaid, the cele-
bration of a varigated culture,
which grew more fascinating
and richer during the decade in
which we worked to build up
our organization.”

By employing this analogy
we can say, in 1944, that the
picture has been considerably
enhanced during the last four
yeats by the weighty contribu-
tion our organization and espe-
cially the Jewish-American Sec-
tion of it, made to both the gen-
eral, as well as Jewish, life of
the country. The last four years
were such as are sure to leave
a permanent mark in the his-
tory of the United States. and
in the history of the Jews in
our country. The canvas we be-
gan painting 4 years ago. glows
deeper and brighter today. *

We are tempted to tell you
much more about this remark-
able canvas, of which plain
folk, the people, ate the master
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