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Foreword

his volume reports on the first century of a government
agency whose founders hoped that, by publishing facts
about economic conditions, the agency would help end
strife between capital and labor.

The Bureau’s early work included studies of depressions, tariffs,
immigrants, and alchoholism and many assignments to investigate and
mediate disputes between labor and management. Most of these func-
tions—especially those involving formulation of policy—passed on to
other agencies. The Bureau today remains one of the Nation’s princi-
pal economic factfinders.

This account of the Bureau’s history is based on 4 years of
research by two historians, Joseph P. Goldberg and William T. Movye.
Dr. Goldberg holds degrees in history and economics from the City
College of New York and Columbia University and has written exten-
sively on the maritime industry, collective bargaining, labor law, and
labor history. He has served as special assistant to the Commissioner
of Labor Statistics since 1955. Dr. Moye holds degrees from Davidson
College and the University of North Carolina and has been with the
U.S. Department of Labor since 1976, specializing in the history of the
Department and the Bureau of Labor Statistics.

In conducting their research, Drs. Goldberg and Moye had full
access to the records of the Bureau and of the Department of Labor
and also used the collections of the Library of Congress, the National
Archives, and other public and private institutions. In addition, the
authors conducted interviews with recent Commissioners and Secre-
taries of Labor and others familiar with the work of the Bureau. At
the Archives, Jerry N. Hess and Joseph B. Howerton provided valua-
ble assistance, as did Henry P. Guzda of the Department of Labor
Historical Office.
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Rosalie K. Epstein, the book’s editor, worked closely with the
authors in helping them fashion their voluminous research into a
book-size manuscript.

Several expert readers helped improve the work through
thoughtful critiques. They included Richard B. Morris, Gouverneur
Morris Professor of History Emeritus, Columbia University; Professor
Irving Bernstein, Department of Political Science, University of Cali-
fornia, Los Angeles; Dr. Jonathan Grossman, Historian, U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor, from 1962 to 1982; Dr. HM. Douty, author and
economic consultant; Dr. Herbert C. Morton, Director, Office of
Scholarly Communications and Technology, American Council of
Learned Societies; and several members of the staff of the Bureau of
Labor Statistics.

Book design was supervised by Richard Mathews. Scenobia G.
Easterly and Elizabeth M. Johnson assisted with manuscript prepara-
tion.

In writing the book, Drs. Goldberg and Moye had full freedom to
interpret events in accordance with their judgments as historians,
without conformance to an “official” view of institutional history.
Given the perspective made possible by passing years, the authors

offer broader evaluations of the Bureau’s early history than of contem-
porary events.

Henry Lowenstern
Associate Commissioner, Office of Publications
Bureau of Labor Statistics
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Chapter 1.

Origins

hen President Chester A. Arthur signed the bill cre-

ating the Bureau of Labor in the Department of the

Interior on June 27, 1884, it was the culmination of

almost two decades of advocacy by labor organiza-
tions that wanted government help in publicizing and improving the
status of the growing industrial labor force.

Those two decades had seen vast changes in the American econ-
omy and society. A truly national economy was developing, epito-
mized by the transcontinental railroads. Industry was attracting
increasing numbers of unskilled workers, recruited from among immi-
grants, freedmen, women, and children, into the urban centers. And,
with the emergence of the industrial worker, unemployment, slum
conditions, and labor unrest were on the rise.

The altruistic concerns of social reformers, largely directed
against slavery in the pre-Civil War period, increasingly focused on
ameliorating the conditions of American workers—men, women, and
children. Some of these reformers supported the emerging national
unions as aids to such amelioration. Further, they challenged the
prevailing view that the primary role of government was to preserve
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order and protect property and that control of the economy was to be
left to the captains of industry. They believed that the state should
have an ethical and educational role, one that was indispensable to
human progress.

It was in this era of ferment and demands for reform that the
Bureau of Labor was born.

The campaign for a national labor agency

The campaign for a national labor agency had begun with the call for a
Department of Labor at the 1867 convention of the short-lived
National Labor Union.! In 1869, in response to the growing strength
of alabor reform party in the State, Massachusetts established the first
State bureau of labor statistics. But, under the leadership of labor
activists, the new agency stitred controversy which almost destroyed
it. In 1873, the governor appointed as chief Carroll D. Wright, a
former State legislator who was not associated with the labor reform-
ers, and Wright soon put the bureau on solid ground. Other States
followed suit, and, within 10 years, 12 more States had established
labor bureaus.

On the national scene, the Industrial Congress, later renamed the
Industrial Brotherhood, carried on the fight but did not survive the
depression years of the mid-1870’s. Then, in 1878, the Knights of
Labor adopted the preamble of the Brotherhood almost verbatim,
calling for “the establishment of Bureaus of Labor Statistics” at the
various levels of government.” That same year, a Select Committee of
the U.S. House of Representatives held hearings on the causes of the
general depression. In their testimony, Hugh McGregor, later a leader
in the American Federation of Labor, and George E. McNeill, former
Deputy Chief of the Massachusetts agency, called for a Federal Bureau
of Statistics or Ministry of Labor to gather facts and figures.3

From its founding in 1881, the Federation of Organized Trades
and Labor Unions, later reorganized as the AFL, joined the drive. At
its first convention, the Federation urged the passage of an act estab-
lishing a national Bureau of Labor Statistics. The 1883 convention
endorsed the creation of a Department of Industry and Statistics to
collect “such facts as will tend to bring before the United States

Congress each year the true condition of industry in all its depart-
ments,”*

Origins

In Senate hearings on the relationship of capital and labor in
1883, union leaders testified in favor of a national Bureau of Labor
Statistics. Samuel Gompers, chairman of the legislative committee of
the Federation, felt that Congress should no longer be able to justify
its inaction on labor matters by pleading ignorance of workers’ condi-
tions. A national Bureau “would give our legislators an opportunity to
know, not from mere conjecture, but actually, the condition of our
industries, our production, and our consumption, and what could be
done by law to improve both [sic].” He cited the useful role of existing
State statistical agencies as exemplified by a recent investigation of
factory working conditions by the Massachusetts Bureau of Statistics
of Labor under the direction of Carroll D. Wright.’

Wright appeared as an expert witness. He administered the Mas-
sachusetts Bureau, in his words, “as a scientific office, not as a Bureau
of agitation or propaganda, but I always take the opportunity to make
such recommendations and draw such conclusions from our investiga-
tions as the facts warrant.” He stressed that the agency should be free
of political influence. There was need for Federal “investigations into
all conditions which affect the people, whether in a moral, sanitary,
educational, or economic sense,” thus adding “to the educational
forces of the country a sure and efficient auxiliary.” The resultant
statistical progress of the Nation would indicate “its great progress in
all other matters.”6

In 1884, backed by the powerful Knights of Labor and the Feder-
ation, the establishment of a national Bureau was included in the
platforms of both parties. In the same year, the House passed a bill
establishing a Bureau of Labor, but in the Senate, Nelson W. Aldrich
of Rhode Island secured an amendment putting the Bureau under the
Department of the Interior. Attempts to ensure that the head of the
agency would be identified with workers failed.

In the debate on the issue, Representative James H. Hopkins of
Pennsylvania pointed out, “A great deal of public attention in and out
of Congress has been given to the American hog and the American
steer. I submit, Mr. Chairman, that it is time to give more attention to
the American man.”” Hopkins and Senators Henry W. Blair of New
Hampshire and George F. Hoar of Massachusetts emphasized that the
primary function of the new agency would be to collect information.

Southerners provided the main opposition. Senator Morgan of
Alabama attacked “the disposition to pry into the affairs of the people”
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~ that had given rise to the desire to mount an “inquisition” on labor
conditions.® Criticism was also forthcoming in editorials of The New
York Times, which viewed the proposed new agency as “a fine bit of
Congressional witlessness,” arguing that the work could and should
be done in some existing agency.’

Overwhelming majorities in both houses approved the establish-
ment of the Bureau of Labor in the Department of the Interior, and
the bill was signed by President Arthur on June 27. The statute
provided for a Commissioner of Labor to be appointed by the Presi-
dent for a 4-year term, whose mission was to “collect information
upon the subject of labor, its relation to capital, the hours of labor and
the earnings of laboring men and women, and the means of promoting
their material, social, intellectual and moral prosperity.”

The new Bureau was a compromise arrangement, providing only
factfinding authority and limited funds. Labor organizations had
sought more; opponents had wanted less.

Appointing the first Commissioner

Activation of the new Bureau took an additional 6 months, however,
as candidates for Commissioner presented themselves and others were
offered. The process stirred considerable controversy, and the results
set a permanent stamp on the Bureau. !0

Initially, the candidates came from labor organizations. Terence V.
Powderly, Grand Master Workman of the Knights of Labor, applied to
Arthur for the position, arguing that the Knights were “the first and
the only national organization” pressing for the Federal agency and
the group primarily responsible for the establishment of the various
State bureaus.!! Through the Knights' Journal of United Labor,
Powderly urged passage of resolutions supporting his candidacy. At a
meeting with the President, he presented more than 1,500 petitions
requesting his appointment.

Considering Powderly too controversial, Arthur looked for other
candidates associated with labor. He turned to John Jarrett of the Iron
and Steel Workers but dropped him because of the labor leader’s
political statements. Then he considered others, such as Miles S.
Humpbhreys, a steel puddler who served in the Pennsylvania legislature
and as Chief of the Pennsylvania Bureau of Statistics. Apparently the
President even wrote nomination papers for John Fehrenbatch, for-
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mer General Chief Engineer of the Brotherhood of Locomotive Engi-
neers and, at the time, Supervising Inspector of Steamboats for the
Ohio River District, only to withdraw his name because the Tenure of
Office Act prohibited the holding of two Federal offices at one time. !?

In the meantime, at its 1884 convention, the AFL passed a resolu-
tion to “respectfully but earnestly protest against the attitude assumed
by President Chester A. Arthur in refusing to appoint a chief of the
Labor Bureau of Statistics.”13

The New York Times declared that the work “ought to be in the
hands of some man of a judicial turn of mind who has no interest in
the results to be shown other than that of presenting the absolute
truth and such conclusions as spring naturally from the facts and
figures.”!* The St. Louis Globe Democrat offered a more specific sug-
gestion: “A Bureau of Labor Statistics which the new national institu-
tion would do well to take for a model has existed in Massachusetts
for several years. . . . President Arthur, by the way, might have wisely
put Colonel Wright in charge of the National Labor Bureau, with
these inquiries in view on a broad scale.”1?

Wright’s name had been presented to Arthur from several
sources. One report to the President described Wright as “Chief of
the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Not a labor man. Excellent statistician,
but will not especially gratify Labor. Moderate Republican. No politi-
cal aspirations.”19

Finally, in January 1885, Arthur named Wright. The New York
Times editorialized, “No better appointment could be made, and Mr.
Wright's selection in the first place would have been much better than
the attempt to win the favor of the labor organizations of the country
by naming for the place someone prominently identified with them.”!7



Chapter II.

| Carroll Wright:
Setting the Course

arroll D. Wright, the first Commissioner of the agency that

came to be known as the Bureau of Labor Statistics, had

little formal training or apparent inclination for labor sta-

tistics. Yet, by the turn of the century, he was the most
widely known and respected social scientist in the Nation, and pet-
haps in the world. How did he come to play such a prominent role in
his country’s service? “Because,” his biographer has responded, “to the
confusion and misinformation surrounding labor reform, Wright
brought high administrative ability, a nonpartisan interest in facts, and
a humane idealism that dignified his character and work.”!

Carroll Wright took office in January 1885 as head of the newly
established Bureau of Labor. He was to lead the agency for the next 20
years. Over these years, government would play a more active role in
social and economic affairs in response to the demands of labor, social
reformers, and the growing Progressive movement, and the services of
Wright's Bureau would be increasingly called upon. Although the
Bureau would undergo several metamorphoses which reflected shift-
ing political forces, Wright's leadership gave steady direction to its
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work in “conducting judicious investigations and the fearless publica-
tion of the results. . . .”

Wright was born in Dunbarton, New Hampshire, in 1840, the
son of a Universalist parson and farmer. His early life gave no hint of
his later career except for its heavy emphasis on religion and civic
duty. Wright taught school while he studied at academies, and later
read for the law. During the Civil War, at the age of 22, he enlisted in
the New Hampshire Volunteers, making a distinguished record and
receiving his commission as colonel in the fall of 1864. Ill health,
which was to plague him periodically the rest of his life, cut short his
service, and he returned to his old neighborhoods in Massachusetts
and New Hampshire.

Wright established himself as a patent attorney in Boston with a
residence in Reading, Massachusetts. He had a brief political career,
winning a seat in the State Senate in 1871 and again in 1872, before
declining renomination, as was the custom, in 1873. He sought nomi-
nation to Congress in 1874, 1876, and 1878, failing each time.

In the meantime, in 1873, Governor William B. Washburton
appointed him Chief of the Massachusetts Bureau of Statistics of
Labor, which, under earlier leadership, had become embroiled in con-
troversy. Wright moved quickly to put the Bureau on a solid founda-
tion of objectivity and impartiality, soon making an international
reputation for himself and the agency.

As Chief, Wright investigated wages and prices, and supervised
the Massachusetts Census of 1875 and the State section of the 1880
Federal Census. He also directed studies on such social problems as
drunkenness, education of youth, and convict labor. He continued as
head of the Massachusetts Bureau for 15 years, until 1888, a tenure
which overlapped his Federal appointment for 3 years.

Self-trained, Wright pioneered in the development of the fields of
economics and sociology in the United States. He contributed
through statistical reports, papers, lectures, and new professional
associations to the pragmatic approach to economic thinking, which
had been limited to the narrower abstractions of classical economics.
His optimistic view of human prospects made its mark on the direc-
tion of economic thought in the United States.?
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Wright's views

A belief in the ability of man to study his situation and to devise ways
to improve it put Wright in the forefront of the opposition to the
prevailing doctrines of Social Darwinism. He has been linked to Lester
.Frank Ward, the great pioneer sociologist, in the “faith that mankind
is intelligent enough, or may become so, to play a constructive part in
the creation and organization of his social as well as of his physical
environment.”>
Wright expressed his ethical consciousness in a lecture delivered
be.fore the Lowell Institute in 1879 in which he attacked John Stuart
Mill and others of the “old school” as urging, “Love thyself; seck thine
own advantage; promote thine own welfare; put money in, thy purse;
the welfare of others is not thy business.” In contrast, he spoke’
hopefully of the “new school” which sought “the amel’ioration of
unfavorable industrial and social relations whetever found as the sur-
est road to comparatively permanent material prosperity.” The “new”
)A\;git;llditcomgine “\Kith tl:ie old question the old school always asks
pay!’ another and hi Ts it ri m ioh i
repeat i e tim:%her query, ‘Is it right”” Wright would
b Unre'st in labor—rr}anagemen.t relations did not trouble Wright,
o saw it as the basis of continuing improvement in the human
FO;Idlt‘lOl‘.L But it was the responsibility of government to provide
Zlnorm;llt?: to educate those in the midst of the unrest. In the Eighth
exp’;:iied f;:t of the Mas'sachusetts Bureau (1877), Chief Wright
o ned, inf:y m:ans ;vhlch the Legislature can adopt which will
tly T o o;rza 1olr:i 0 althe people on subjects which concern their
before te oot ! zimto value. B To popularize statistics, to put them
ok e s n a way wl?lch shall attract, and yet not deceive, is a
encouragerzn% Zﬁ{;\rr;:?tl I;w}‘?ilsdfgggres f?é its future stability should
. res i i
can Social Science Association, he dgcla;eci,nﬁl\;lliiidt:: Sc:i)litgg:r\xrr?lzg;

Wright saw the benefits a
He praised the industrialist:
he is an instrument of God
same time he stated, “The e
call out all the sentiments o

as wgll as the evils of the factory system.
He is something more than a producer
fjor the upbuilding of the race.”6 At the;
vils of the factory system are sufficient to
f justice and philanthropy which enable us
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to deal with wrong and oppression; all this I do not dispute, but I
claim that, with all its faults and attendant evils, the factory system is a
vast improvement upon the domestic system of industry in almost
every respect.”? He wrote, in The Oudine of Practical Sociology in
1899, “Every material improvement by which society is permanently
benefitted temporarily hurts somebody or disturbs some interest;
every advance in civilization means the temporary discomfort, incon-
venience, and loss, even, to some man or some set of men.” The
introduction of machines displaced some individuals; however, he
argued, “Machines not only create new demands in old lines, they also
create occupations that never existed prior to their introduction.”®
Thus, society as a whole benefitted.

In 1892, before the Buffalo Liberal Club, Wright declared, “In
those countries where machinery has been developed to little or no
purpose, poverty reigns, ignorance is the prevailing condition, and
civilization consequently far in the rear.” In “The Factory as an Ele-
ment in Social Life,” he stated, “The modern system of industry gives
the skilled and intelligent workman an opportunity to rise in the scale
of employment, in intellectual development, in educational acquire-
ments, in the grade of services rendered, and hence in his social
standing in his community."®

His views on the entry of women into the factory system were
advanced for his time. Although initially he had felt that factory work
would degrade women and disrupt the family, he later declared that
the results of various investigations had caused him to change his
mind. In one statement, he stressed the independence accruing to the
working woman: “As woman has the power given her to support
herself, she will be less inclined to seek marriage relations simply for
the purpose of securing what may seem to be a home and protection.
The necessity under which many young women live, of looking to
marriage as a freedom from the bondage of some kinds of labor, tends,
in my mind, to be the worst form of prostitution that exists. I cannot
see'much difference between a woman who sells her whole freedom
and her soul to a man for life because he furnishes her with certain
conveniences and one who sells her temporary freedom and her soul
for a temporary remuneration, except this, that the former may be
worse than the latter.”10
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- I‘l'Ie argued that working women had as high a moral standard “as
ny class in the community” and that “regular employment is condu-
cive to regular living.”11
- thI: early expressic‘)ns. o'f his philo§ophy, Wright placed great faith
; power of the individual to bring about reforms. Increasingly,
: gl\ivevfar, at a time of strong opposition to union organization and
lective action, he supported both, although he did not accept all
union demands. He threw out as “absurd” the claim on the part “of
great employers that they can deal only with individual employ-
ees. . . ." Rather, “organizations must recognize organizations and the
cc?mmlttees of the two must meet in friendly spirit for the purpose of
fairly and honestly discussing the questions under consideration.”!%
And he saw collective bargaining—“a new force comparatively, and
one which expresses the most important principles of industrial man-
agement”—as the means for achieving what legislation or socialist
revolution or unilateral trade union rules could not do to avoid strikes
or satisfy strikers.13
While recognizing that strikes were sometimes necessary, Wright
constantly urged the use of voluntary means to avoid or settle them.
He favored mediation and conciliation but opposed compulsory arbi-
tration, which he viewed as an indirect means of fixing wages and
prices by law. Voluntary collective action, then, provided the “practi-
cal application of the moral principles of cooperative work.”14
Wright did not believe, however, that resolution of the labor-
management problem could be easily achieved. “The Bureau cannot
solve the labor question, for it is not solvable; it has contributed and
can contribute much in the way of general progress. The labor ques-
tion, like the social problem, must be content to grow towards a
higher condition. along with the universal progress of education and
broadened civilization. There is no panacea,”1
Wright’s frank expression of his views did not jeopardize his high
standing with either labor or business interests. During his tenure as
Commissioner in both Democratic and Republican administrations
and after his retirement, he was listened to with respect and was)
sought after as a commentator on the current scene,
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Laying the foundation

After taking office in 1885, Wright moved quickly to establish profes-
sionalism and impartiality in the national Bureau, as he had in Massa-
chusetts. He firmly spelled out the guidelines: Study all social and
economic conditions; publish the results; and let the people, individu-
ally and collectively, assess the facts and act on them. Facts, not
theories, were the foundation stones for constructive action. And facts
were to be gained, according to Wright, “only by the most faithful
application of the statistical method.”!6

Staff

He gathered a small force of investigators—capable, well-educated
men and women who shared his views on the utility of public educa-
tion for social reform. If, in the early years, some lacked formal train-
ing, as did Wright himself, others were fresh from European
universities. The staff reflected Wright’s broad interests and contacts
with various academic, professional, and reform groups. Several went
on to careers in other agencies or to academic pursuits, and some
carried public administration into the territories gained during the
national expansion of the 1890’s.

Among these first staff members was Oren W. Weaver, who
served as Chief Clerk from the Bureau’s inception until his death in
April 1900. Weaver had worked for Wright in Massachusetts, and
Wright had recommended him for the post of Commissioner of the
national Bureau. G.W.W. Hanger was Chief Clerk until 1913, when
he left to become a member of the new Board of Mediation and
Conciliation. Gustavus A. Weber, first a special agent and then head of
the division of law and research work, went on to the Institute for
Government Research, which was to become a part of The Brookings
Institution. Other early staff members included William E. Willoughby
and Elgin R.L. Gould. Willoughby, a graduate of Johns Hopkins,
wrote extensively on foreign labor laws and U.S. factory legislation
while at the Bureau, and later became Treasurer of Puerto Rico.
Gould, who spent 5 years in Europe conducting several surveys for
the Bureau, later played an important role in a number of political and
social reform movements.

Wright also reached outside for assistance in special projects.
Caroline L. Hunt conducted the fieldwork for a study of the Italians
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in Chicago, and Florence Kelley served as the expert in Chicago
during an investigation of the slums of large cities.

At one time, John R. Commons also worked with Wright, on
Regulation and Restriction of Output (XI Special Report, 1904). Com-
mons later criticized Wright's method of leadership, writing that he
had “developed the military organization of privates carrying out the
detailed orders of their commander.” The agents, he continued, “were
remarkably accurate in copying figures and making calculatior;s. .
But they had no insight or understanding of what it was all about.”17
. But other contemporaries and associates of Wright evaluated his
influence as broadly leavening in the developing social science field.
Walter E Wiillcox, in writing of the need to give practical assistance
and experience to students of theoretical statistics, spotlighted “the
group of young men who gathered around Carroll D. Wright” and
ﬁomplainec'l that, after Wright’s retirement, no agencies gave the

opportunity to get a training in statistics which would qualify one to
rise to the most important statistical positions. . . .” And S.N.D. North
declared of Wright, “His Bureau at Washington has been a university

for i i istics, i i
o t.he' education of experts in statistics, in sociology, in economics,
and in industrial studies,”18

Conduct of studies -

The principles underlying Wright’s methods for the conduct of origi-
nal studies were defined and applied early. These were: Firsthand data
collection, voluntary reporting, and confidentiality of returns.

Wright explained his data collection methods: “The information
under any investigation is usually collected on properly prepared
schedules' of inquity in the hands of special agents, by which means
only the information which pertains to an investigation is secured.”
The schedule would avoid the collection of “nebulous and ramblin.
observations.” Mail collection, though it might be used occasionallyg
was deemed a failure. “With properly instructed special agents WhO’
secure exactly the information required, who are on the spot to ’make
any explanation to parties from whom data are sought, and who can
c.onsult the books of accounts at the establishment u1’1der investiga-
tion, the best and most accurate information can be secured.” Tgh
completed schedules were then scrutinized under strict supervi:%ion toe
ensure internal consistency. The final statistics were carefully checked
and rechecked, as were the analytical results presented by thz staff. 19
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Wright's British counterpart, Robert Giffen, head of the Bureau
of Labour Statistics in the Board of Trade, sharply criticized Wright's
methods, especially the use of field agents. Questioning the accuracy
of their direct inquiries, Giffen declared in 1892, “I think I may say
that there are no persons in the world whom I would trust with the
kind of inquiries which some of the American agents make. . . 20

Cooperation from businessmen was essential to the Bureay, since
they were virtually the sole source of information on many subjects.
Wright opposed making reporting mandatory to avoid the appearance
of adversarial relations between the Bureau and business. And with
voluntary reporting there were increasingly fewer refusals. Generally,
agents were received in friendly fashion, even if information was
refused, and substitutions were made for refusing establishments.

Cooperation was heightened by the businessman’s knowledge
that the Bureau maintained strict confidentiality regarding the identity
of reporters. “The Bureau never allows the names of parties furnish-
ing facts to be given in its reports,” Wright assured respondents.2]

Thus, in 1898, he wired a San Francisco businessman: “I pledge
my word as a government officer that names of your plants and of city
and State in which located shall be concealed. This will be done for all
plants. If senator or representative should ask for these names, he
should not have them.”2? E.R.L. Gould explained to the International
Statistical Institute in 1891, “Impartiality, fair-dealing, and a respect
for confidence bestowed have not only disarmed suspicion but engen-
dered even willing cooperation.”?3

Wright’s reputation for impartiality and objectivity gave him
entree to the business community, through organizations such as the
National Civic Federation and the National Association of Manufac-
turers. His contacts were helpful in the planning and conduct of
studies. For example, in developing its studies of production costs, the
Bureau sought the advice of producers in various industries.24

Similatly, his labor contacts helped smooth the way for the
Bureau’s investigators. When Wright found that unions did not
always cooperate, Gompers urged cooperation. “Let there be light,”
Gompers wrote, “confident that impartial investigations create num-
berless sympathizers in our great cause.”?5 Moreover, Gompers sup-
ported putting the census into the Bureau of Labor, advocated
publication of a regular bulletin, and suggested topics for investiga-
tions.

13
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- 'Wright sought to expand the scope of the Bureau’s coverage b
joining forces with the State labor agencies. He was one of the f. gu ds-,
ers ,Of .the National Association of Officials of the Bureaus of iag
Stat‘ls.tlcs and was its president throughout his term of office I'?;
envisioned a nationwide network of collaborating State and Feéleral
agent.s—j“ a powerful chain of investigators,” he called it. He planned.
?edsaljl in 1885, to ask Congress to authorize a system whefeby the,
agdeio a?flreauhcogld compensate State agencies for their assistance
bureaus.%ow the Federal Bureau to place agents in States without
Although he had little success in carrying out joint studies with
the StE’lteS, the State bureaus drew increasingly on the Federal
Bureau’s experience, so that by 1900 the reports of work in progress

in the States demonstrated i
in tk a substantial degre i ity i
inquiries covered.2? Free of uniformity in

Achieving departmental status

While Wright was laying the foundation for his agency, forces were at
work to expand its power and influence. The Knights :)f Labor za
gerence Powd‘erly had been active in the campaign to establis;llnt}(:
; k111'@'.1\1. Early in 1886, Powderly asked President Cleveland to increase
e powers of the Bureau and also to have the Commissioner investi-
gate the railroad strike in the Southwest then in progress.?8 In A rill
Cle.:veland sent to Congress the first special message ciealin Sit};
stnctlsf 12}bor matters, recommending that a mediation and arbifration
commission be grafted onto the existing Bureau. Congress, ho
adjourned without taking action. OTETED
Powderly persevered, and, at the Knights of Labor convention in
Qctober 1887, he urged establishment of a Department of Labor with
its Secretary a member of the Cabinet. The next year, he scored
p?rnal success. It was again a Presidential election ye;r with lab .
difficulties on the southwestern railroads. In June 1888, Con: e
established a Department of Labor, independent but withc;ut Cag'resz
status, A separate statute, the Arbitration Act of 1888 authorizedl?}fe
Commissioner of Labor, with two ad hoc commissimilers to act
board of inquiry in railroad disputes. e
Tht? growing reputation of the Bureau under Wright had contrib-
uted to its rise in status. Reflecting Wright’s concerns, the act estab-
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lishing the Department specifically called for studies of the domestic
and foreign costs of producing goods, national trade and industrial
activity, the causes and circumstances of strikes, and other special
topics. The basic functions of the agency were not changed, but, for
15 years, it was to be more independent.

Any uncertainty regarding Wright's continuance in the new
agency was soon dissipated. Although it was reported that the Knights
of Labor and the Federation would oppose his retention because of his
opposition to the Knights of Labor, his protectionist views, and his
Republican associations, in fact, observers in the labor press com-
mented favorably on Commissioner Wright, his staff, and the Bureau’s
endeavors.

The National Labor Tribune declared, “Inasmuch as Commis-
sioner Wright conducted the Bureau with rare skill, energy, and
impartiality and not as a politican, there does not seem to be any
reason why there should be haste in changing.”??

Powderly later wrote that President Cleveland had offered him
the position but he had refused. At the time, however, in the Journal
of United Labor, Powderly disclaimed all interest in the post of Com-
missioner. In fact, he declared that the campaign to boom him for the
job was a conspiracy by his enemies to embarrass him and the
Knights.3

Wright continued as Commissioner, now head of the Depart-
ment of Labor. The Act of 1888 authorized 55 clerks and experts for
the Department and substantially increased its appropriations. Until
the early 1900’s, Wright presided over the enlarged and independent
operation largely without challenge.

A sister agency: Bureau of the Census

Wright took a prominent part in the establishment of a permanent
Bureau of the Census in 1902. Until that time, each decennial census
was conducted under temporary arrangements by a Superintendent of
the Census appointed by the President. As early as 1884, during his
service as Chief of the Massachusetts Bureau, Wright had testified
before Congress on the benefits to be gained from the creation of a
permanent census agency. Prominent academicians and Francis A.
Walker, Superintendent of the 1870 and 1880 censuses, went beyond
merely proposing a permanent agency; they proposed placing it in
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Wright’s Department for greater efficiency and to take it out of the
political arena,’!

Although there was support for a permanent agency, the 1890
census was still conducted under a temporary arrangement. But the
impetus for a permanent agency increased in 1890, and the Secretary
of the Interior recommended establishment of a permanent census
office. In 1891, the Senate called for a report from the Secretary, and,
in response, Robert P, Porter, then Superintendent of the Census, also
suggested formation of a permanent agency. In his report, Porter
included a letter from Wright supporting the idea.32

Widespread dissatisfaction with the conduct of the 1890 census,
with especially sharp controversy in New York City, focused attention
on the shortcomings of the periodic temporary arrangements. The
immediate unhappiness was dissipated when, with the change of
administrations and the resignation of Porter, Cleveland appointed
Wright as Superintendent of the Census, a post he held concurrently
with his leadership of the Department of Labor from 1893 until
1897.33 Years later, in a eulogy on Wright, S.N.D. North, first head of
the permanent Bureau of the Census in the Department of Com-
merce and Labor, stated that Cleveland appointed Wright “because no
other available man was so conspicuously fitted” for the task.3*

Calls for legislation continued. In 1892, the House Select Com-
mittee on the Eleventh Census held hearings on Porter’s report and,
in 1893, recommended a permanent Census Bureau, but Congress
took no action.3

Two years later, the International Statistical Institute suggested
studying ways to conduct a uniform worldwide census at the end of
the century, and, in 1896, Congress directed Wright to correspond
with various experts on the International Institute’s suggestion and to
report on the best organization for the upcoming 1900 canvass.
Wright submitted his report with a draft of a bill providing for an
independent office. He opposed putting the work in the Department
of the Interior because the Secretary changed with each administra-
tion and appointments were subject to political pressures. In his view,
the proposed office could include the activities of the Division of
Statistics in the Department of Agriculture and of his Department of
Labor, but he opposed such a transfer. When pressed on the question,
he responded, “Personally, I should dislike very much to be put in
charge of census duties.” But he did admit that, from an administrative
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point of view, “the work of the Department of Labor and that of the
Census Office could be carried along together.”36

Bills were introduced, one drawn by Wright for an independent
agency and one to place census work in the Wright-led Department of
Labor. The House Committee on Appropriations, in February 1897,
favorably reported the bill putting the work in the Labor Department,
characterizing that agency as “admirably equipped for statistical
work.”37 However, Congress took no action that session.

During the next session, Senator Henry M. Teller of Colorado
commented, “The Census Office ought to be a bureau under some
Department, and the Department of Labor is the proper place for this
work.” Then he offered an amendment putting the work in the
Department of Labor, “out of which ought to grow in that Depart-
ment a statistical force, and that Department ought to become the
statistical department of this Government.”38

Senator Henry C. Lodge of Massachusetts stated that he pre-
ferred that the Census Office be separate and independent but, “if it is
to go anywhere,” the Department of Labor was the natural choice. He
opposed “jumbling it, with public lands, Indians, Pacific railroads, and
every other kind of thing, into a department already absolutely hetero-
geneous and overloaded.”3?

Senator William B. Allison of lowa favored putting the work in
Interior. He pointed out that the Secretary of the Interior was a
Cabinet officer. Moreover, in his view, it would not be fair to the
Department of Labor as it would interfere with the work of that
agency and the Department officials did not want the new work.*

Some Senators opposed the idea of a permanent Census Bureau
as an extravagance.

In a compromise, in 1899, a Census Bureau was attached to the
Department of the Interior specifically to conduct the 1900 census. In
1902, a permanent Census Bureau was formed and, a year later, trans-
ferred to the new Department of Commerce and Labor.4!

In regard to Wright's statement that, “Personally, I should dislike
very much to be put in charge of census duties,” there is little but
inference from surrounding events to explain his view. It may have
been that, in serving 4 years as Superintendent of the Census while he
was also Commissioner of Labor, he had had his fill of the administra-
tive burdens and political pressures such a position would bring.
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The Department of Commerce and Labor

The depression conditions of the 1890's led business interests to
advocate a Cabinet-level department to further the growth of industr
and foreign and domestic commerce. The National Association 03;
Manufacturers, organized in 1895, had as a principal goal the forma-
Flon of a Department of Commerce and Industry which would
include the hitherto independent Department of Labor along with
other agencies.? To counter the growing NAM drive Gompergs pro-
Posed a Cabinet-level Department of Labor for “a direc;t representati
in the councils of the President.”*3 preeREe
Cc?ngreSS also launched an initiative, creating the U.S. Industrial
Com'rmssion in 1898 to investigate the Nation’s many social and eco-
nomic problems, including the growing role of corporate trusts, rising
1abor. unrest bordering on class warfare, agricultural diSCOI‘ltEI"lt the
iastt 1{}1& of imt.nigrants, and intensified competition in foreign ’mar-
: :nsc.e‘ e commission reported in 1901 but produced little of signifi-
The succession to the Presidency of Theodore Roosevelt in Sep-
tember 1901 brought into office an energetic and innovative leader
who was prepared to meet the problems of the day through increased
govern'mental activity. He sought to bridge the contending positions
of business and labor, and in 1901, in his first State of the Union
:I::issig;, he r.ecommended the creation of a Department of Commerce
ane ri:h tosre\gri}; azv:ﬁirntgc:nlzrzesugate corporate earnings and to guard
l’loosevelt’s enthusiasm for such a department, along with his
party’s control of Congress, made the matter a foregone conclusion
?ut th.e Democratic minority fought hard. Proponents of the bill’
1nc1}1d1ng Senator Marcus A. Hanna of Ohio prominent in th)
Nat’lonal Civic Federation, saw no conflict bem;een the interests "%
capital and labor and insisted that the concerns of labor would be w:ll
represented in such a department. All sides in the congressional
d.ebate praised Wright, and proponents urged that his role and that of
his agency would only gain if transferred to the new department T}?
AFL and the unaffiliated railroad unions opposed the mer e1: cle
supported instead the establishment of a Cabinet-level Depart?nenetu;f

Labor. Among labor groups, only th ‘
favored the merger_‘*‘*g ps, only the almost defunct Knights of Labor

18

Wright: Setting the Course

At the 1901 AFL convention, Gompers had argued that, on many
questions of national importance, the Cabinet was deprived of labor
representation and had to act without receiving advice on the work-
ers’ viewpoint. In January 1902, he wrote Senator William P. Frye of
Maine, the President pro tempore of the Senate, that the proposed
dual department would “minimize the importance of labor’s interests
and minimize the present Department of Labor. Against such a proce-
dure, in the name of American labor, [ enter my most solemn pro-
nd5
At hearings on the bill, Thomas E Tracy, an AFL representative,
did not oppose a Department of Commerce but asked for a separate
Department of Labor. HR. Fuller, of the railroad brotherhoods,
declared that a businessman “is not capable to speak for labor, even
though he felt honestly disposed to do so.” Andrew Furuseth, of the
Seamen’s Union, stated that the value of the existing department lay
“in the absolute reliability of the information it furnishes. We do not
believe it could remain that under the condition that is proposed.”#

But the Federation and the brotherhoods did not give Wright
and the Department of Labor their unqualified approval. Tracy
expressed some reservations. “While they are not all that we would
desir