Clark University
Clark Digital Commons

Manuscripts Pittsfield, Unity Church, 1905-1919

1-27-1919

The Strike of the General Electric Company Employees

Earl Clement Davis

Follow this and additional works at: https://commons.clarku.edu/pittsfield_manuscripts

Recommended Citation

Davis, Earl Clement, "The Strike of the General Electric Company Employees" (1919). Manuscripts. 10.
https://commons.clarku.edu/pittsfield_manuscripts/10

This Lecture is brought to you for free and open access by the Pittsfield, Unity Church, 1905-1919 at Clark Digital
Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in Manuscripts by an authorized administrator of Clark Digital
Commons. For more information, please contact larobinson@clarku.edu.


https://commons.clarku.edu/
https://commons.clarku.edu/pittsfield_manuscripts
https://commons.clarku.edu/pittsfield
https://commons.clarku.edu/pittsfield_manuscripts?utm_source=commons.clarku.edu%2Fpittsfield_manuscripts%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://commons.clarku.edu/pittsfield_manuscripts/10?utm_source=commons.clarku.edu%2Fpittsfield_manuscripts%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:larobinson@clarku.edu

‘fig_i%fThe Strike of the General Eleetrie Comrany “mployes.

fﬁ&qrsday morning, Dee. 19, 1918 at 10 o'eloek , the emrloyes of

'the'general“ﬁlectrie Company at the eompany's plants at Fort
Weyne Ind., Seheneetady N.Y. , and Pittefield Wess.:, laid down
“their tools and walked out. The emrloyes at the eomprany's. plant
ét Lymn lass. remsined at work beeasuse, it is stated, .they were
in the midsﬁ of adfusting en award made by the Wsr Lsbor Board
Qct. 31, 1218. The union employes at?%;ie Pa. plant of the same =»
ecompany had walked out Dee. 10 on aeceount of alleged discrimination
by the Erie plant management against ten men,more or less, who, &as
delegates , had attendéd a meeting of the Eleetriesl Manufaeturing
Industry Lebor Federatiom held at Erie Pa.-during the week end of
Nov.30 to Dee. 2. This Federation is eomposed of delegafes of the
Meta} Trades Councils and eraft unions of employes at the various
plants of the Generel Eleetrie Company.
The alleged diserimination at the Erie plant against employes
for attending a meeting of the delegates from all the General Zlee-
rie Company plants was regarded by the employes as an issue between
the Genersl Eleectrie Comygny as a Whole and its employes, involv-
ing & situation that threééened the orgenizaetion of employes in &ll
the rlants. The Bxeeutive Committee of the Federation sddressed a
letter o the TFresident of_the General Eleetrie Company , eslling héﬁ A
attention to the eituation at Erie, asking the Company to eause
?hg men to be reinstated, and fequesting a eonferenee between the- ~?ﬁ.
exeeutive Committe of the Federstion and the President. Failing te
arrive at any adjuétment of tﬁe Erie diffieuvlty in this way , the 'é" -
Committee presentéd the m=ikw matter to the employes of the vatrdvas
prlants with the rewult tlhmt a general strike was called for Dee. 1%;

3938.
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‘the eompany as a whole.

G.E.Strike, . | e

As the strike developed it beeame elear that the real issue was
to bring out the labor poliey of the General Eleetrie Company. In
a telegrem to the War Lebor Board Jan. 3, 1919 the President of the
Coﬁpany stated that the labor poliey in the various plénts of the
Company was left to the manager to determine. The emploges stated-
8t the begimning of therstrike that a real settlement must be ase-
éompaﬁied by & deelaration of labor poliey by the eompany as a Whole;
This undercurent issue eame elearly to view several times during the
strike. At a publie hearing hebd. in Pittsfield Jen. 15 by the
WMassaehusetts Stete Board of Coneiliationzs and Arbitration the
manager of the Pittsfield Works in rerly to a guestion as to the
eauses of the strike said," The eauses ef ﬁhe strike were the form-
ation by the emrloyes of the Federation of Fleetrieal Employes and
the émbitions of eertain labor leaders to become larger figures
in the generai field of organized labor."™ The same point of dis-
satisfaction with the present leaders of emrloyes was expressed by
the Vice iresident of the Company in a rublie statement. To these
statements the employes respond that they have had a long and bitter
struggle to esteblish the right of ecolleetive bargeining and organis
Ization In the %gous rlants , and that it is necessgry to have
& federation of all emyloyes and to establish & labor poliey in

The Jjuxtaposition of forees in this strike and the real

.

- issues involved are brought out cleerly by the growth of organiza-'

tion during the rast two years. The meeting of the Fleetriesal
é :
lManufaeturing InGustry Labor Federation at EBrie , Ta., F¥ov. 20 to

S

Dee. 2 1918 was the eulminetion of an interesting ehapter of in-

dustriel mxpmxizzEiiex history. Trior §® 1°16 the only Genersl

Eleetrie Compeny rlant in whieh it hed been rossible to develope
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g union organization , was at Sehenectady E.Y.. &t that rlant after

several strikes, a Netal Trades Couneil was organized seversal yesrs

ago. The letal Trades Couneil is a eentral delegate body ecomposed

(&
4

six delegates from eaeh orgasnized eraft in the plant. In 1916
the employes in the Pittsfield ¥orks began to organize. A metal
trades eouneil , similar to the one in Seheneetady,was formed.
Several of the leaders in the movement were disecharged. The manafe-
ment stated through the press ™that he will not offieially re:@é?e
a commitiee representing any of the so-eslled national or inter-

=

national unions. A strike was called Sept.2nd 1516 on the mai

]

issue " of the Geheral Electrie gmxprnyx officials dismissing old
employes who might be members in various labor organizetions . ™

=

The strike lastel for four weeks . Timmsdsediugumimpmmimmn 5 e 8 i 2 RO

It Qas settled by a ecompromise agreement. The management agreed
to reinstate all men who had been diseharged , With the exeeption
of those who had been sentenced in eourt during the strike. The

-

employes agreed to accept a rlan submitted by the mensgement for
= = o A - 3

the eletion by seeret ballot of a shop eormittee of 26 +to handle

grievence This shop-committee plan at Pittsfield worked very
satisfactorily for more than & year. The statements of both employes

-

and management agree on this point.
.~ This era of comparative stability continued until early in

1918 , when, shortly after the Supreme Court rendered its deeision
9n'the validity of the individual econtraet between the employer and
employe, the management cgv“ed to be eireulated among the employes
a very strong and éarefu]ly drawn individuel eontraet. Employes
were requested to sign this contraet if they wished. Trouble began
to brew. Nost of the opposition centered sbout Artiele five, as

follows:-~" The employer agrees thet it will not loer out its
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employes , and the emrloye agrees thet hé will neither quit work

beeause of a grievanee of any other persons, nor engege in any
trike with eo-employes exeept Xmx efter a sixty deys notiee in

writing to the other party to this agreement, but no sueh notiee
shall be served until one yesr from the exeeution thereoff."”

A threatened strike was averted through the efforts of é Federal

Coneiliator . He formulated an asgreement seeeptable to both parties.

+

The kernal of the agreement was contained in the elause,--"it
being understood that no individual eontraet or agreement will be
offered or required by the eompany. " It is elaimed by the employes
that the next day after this agreement was signed the manager caus®d
ed eopies of the Individual Contraet to be_posted on the bulletin
Board§ in the faetory together with a notice‘to the effeet that the
ceantrgets might be obtained from the foremen. Another strike vote mm
wag taken, but the National War Labor Board took the situation im
hend on llay 6. Its awerdé was rendered July 31. The aweard provided fa
a Waée inecrease, the electione of derartment cormittees,mf fximxzmm
and s Frohibition of individual contraets.

During imk 1918 the employes a Fort Wayne, Ind. orgaenized and
wete opercting under an screement arranged by & Federal Coneiliator.
The employes at Lynn% lass. attempted orgenizetion with the result

hat diffieulties arising brought the War Labor Board intec the
field, An award was made Oet. 31,1918,

~.- At Erie Pa. whieh , it is elaimed, was operated as a2 elosed
nonéunién shop prior to the war, an organization of about 20 % of
the plant had been affeeted when this present diffiéulty arose,

Om or about Dee. 6 1918 the management at Erie installed a plan

for a loeal union ineluding the eleetion of a shop eommittee to k=mi

handle grievences. The evidenece given at the Wer Labor Boerd
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hearing in New York Jan.8 seemed to show elearly thet this new
plan at Erie was installed by the manegement without eonsulting
the wishes of the employes , and that it was done after some of the
alieged diseriminations had taken plaee, and just prior to the
strike of Dee 16 .

Thus the reelfissue of the strike , the labor poliey of the
Generél Eleetrie Compsny , emerged in the @eneral strike of

Dee. 19. The general strike assumed sueh proportions that on Jan.

2nd. a telegram was sent to all eoneerned to the effeet that the

1 -

Bepartment of Lebor, regarding the situation as an emergeney, had
referred the entire matter to the dational War Labor Board for
settlement. The employes wer® advised to return to work pending a
hearing by the War Labor Board in New York Jdaen .8, A vote was
takeﬁ Jan. 3 by employes of all the plants 4h return to work at
onee. At Seheneetady the manager issued & statement that the
men eould not be reeeived hefore Jan. 6, and kkamk,because of
”Eanééilgation and reduetion in orders" not all of the strikers
ecould be taken baek, but that they would be returned 1in order of
gservice snd needs of dependents. Most of the men returned Jan.6 and
in a manner apparently satisfaetory to both parties. The same held
true at Fort Wayne. At Pittefield the men went to the shop Jan.
4, and.were told that there was no work end that they would be sent
>for ag they were needed. Saturday eveningspaper in Pittsfield
gdrried an announeement by the menager almost identieal with the

I

Seheneetady announcohent The essentigl varistion was the state-

A

ment that all enrloyes whe had remaired at work would be given first
preferenee in reinstatement. The emyloyes regarded this aetion
as a loekout, and voted to go baek in & body or not at all.

Veanwhile on Jen. & the manager of the Erie plant sent a reply
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telegram to the rar Thhor Board , reviewing the situation at Erie
and eoneluding as follows ;+4-

"prerefore we are unwilling to submit this eontroversy to the

national War Lebor Board , or to be bound by any finding it may
make, and asecordingly we respeetfully ask to be exeused from ap-
peariﬂg in New York eity on the 8th in regard to matters rertain-
ing to the Erie Works.™

On the same date a telegrem was sent to the War ILabor Board
by the President of the General Electtie Company , reviewing the
situation, exkkikwgrmtkErtiwwxkextiexfzzixtkzt , developing the

point that the strikes at the various plants were sympathetie and in

violation of the awg@rds of the War Labor Board. It eoneluded as

~

follows ;=
;" PhExwE ..."the manager of the Erie Plant ..., has advised yom
of his decision noet to submit to the jueisdietion of the kamaxsd
board. In that deeision I eoneur. As a matter of eourtesy to the
board‘, however, a representative of the eompany will arpear, S e
still decide the hearing to be necessery, and give the board any =E
additioﬁal information. "
The War Lebor Board Hearing was held in Few York , Jan. 8.

Bothex the employes and the Company were represented, The Board

made publie its decision Jan. 16. The report of that deeision

states that a Var Lebor Board Exsminer will be plaeed at Erie

ﬁo getfle matters there. Coneerning the ?ittsfield snd Seheneetady
situations the Doard held that thé strikes were in violation of the
awards of July 31 last, bm# éxaminers would. be sent to these
plants to adjust matters and settle sriefenees and diseriminationsx
in terms of the awards slresdy in operation there,

At Pittsfidld a loeel eomplication made matters difieult. The



7
e%gld&es who had atiemptied to return fTo work on Jam. 4 5 sgain ., =t
the %equest of the Xxkmx Department of Labor , voted to return to
Work Jan. 12. A seeond time they were told that there was not work
and that they would be sent for ss needed. This setion by the
eompany eaused very bitter feeling. But on Jan. 18 the Appeals
Committee and the mana;er'reu ched an asgreement rrovidiné that
all employes would be returned on or before Jan. 27, and , in ecase
of ingbility to plaee 211 the men on or before that dafe, those not
80 rlaeed would be put on the pay-roll for one half day.

Thus the matter rests. The results of the eonfliet whieh last—
ed almost seven weeks are not yet elearly defined. Whether the Com-
reny aeceepts the deeision of the Wer ILebor Board to plaece an examiness

@r in the Erie Plant is not fully elesr, ﬂeither the War lebor
BoerdsBeeision nor the outeome of the strike ﬁqunum»nrou-kt forth
& defined stetement as to the labor poliey of the Company exeept
in so far as the faet thet, opersting under the ewerds of tgé %ar
Iqbor.éaard in four of the plants, the eompany aecepts the prineiple

of eollecetive bargesining and the right of organization. On the
other hand, so far as now appears, the employes have gained a pdint
st Erie, heve demonstrated their ability to eall a general strike,

and have brought the Company as a whole into the eontroversy.

-4
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The Strike of the General Electric Company Employees
Earl Clement Davis
Pittsfield, MA

January 27, 1919

Thursday morning, Dec. 19, 1918 at 10 O’clock the
employees of the General Electric Company at the company’s
plants at Fort Wayne Ind., Schenectady N.Y., and Pittsfield
Mass., laid down their tools ana walked out. The employees
at the company’s plant at Lynn Mass. remained at work
because, it is stated, they were in the midst of adjusting
an award made the War Labor Board Oct. 31, 1918. The union
employees at the Erie Pa. plant of the same company had
walked out Dec. 10 on account of alleged discrimination by
the Erie plant management against ten men, more or less,
who, as delegates, had attended a meeting of the Electrical
Manufacturing Industry Labor Federation held at Erie Pa.
during the weekend of Nov. 30 to Dec. 2. This Federation is
composed of delegates of the Metal Trades Councils and
craft unions of employees at the various plants of the
General Electric Company.

The alleged discrimination at the Erie plant against
employees for attending a meeting of the delegates from all
the General Electric Company plants was regarded by the
employees as an issue between the General Electric Company
as a whole and its employees, involving a situation that
threatened the organization of employees in all the plants.
The Executive Committee of the Federation addressed a
letter to the President of the General Electric Company,
calling his attention to the situation at Erie, asking the
Company to cause the men to be reinstated, and requesting a
conference between the executive Committee of the
Federation and the President. Failing to arrive at any
adjustment of the Erie difficulty in this way, the
Committee presented the matter to the employees of the
various plants with the result that a general strike was
called for Dec. 19, 1918.

As the strike developed. it became clear that the real
issue was to bring out the labor policy of the General



Electric Company. In a telegram to the War Labor board Jan.
3, 1919 the President of the Company stated that the labor
policy in the wvarious plants of the Company was left to the
manager to determine. The employees stated at the beginning
of the strike that a real settlement must be accompanied by
a declaration of labor policy by the company as a whole.
This undercurrent issue came clearly to view several times
during the strike. At a public hearing held in Pittsfield
Jan. 15 by the Massachusetts State Board of Conciliation
and Arbitration the manager of the Pittsfield Works in
reply to a question as to the causes of the strike said,
“The causes of the strike were the formation by the
employees of the Federation of Electrical Employees and the
ambitions of certain labor leaders to become larger figures
in the general field of organized labor.” The same point of
dissatisfaction with the present leaders of employees was
expressed by the Vice President of the Company in a public
statement. To these statements the employees respond that
they have had a long and bitter struggle to establish the
right of collective bargaining and organization in the
various plants, and that it is necessary to have a
federation of all employees and to establish a labor policy
in the company as a whole.

The juxtaposition of forces in this strike and the real
issues involved are brought out clearly the growth of
organization during the past two years. The meeting of the
Electrical Manufacturing Industry Labor Federation at Erie,
Pa., Nov. 30 to Dec. 2 1916 was the culmination of an
interesting chapter of industrial history. Prior to 1916
the only General Electric Company plant in which it had
been possible to develop a union organization was
Schenectady N.Y. At that plant, after several strikes a
Metal Trades Council was organized several years ago. The
Metal Trades Council is a central delegate body composed of
delegates from each organized craft in the plant. In 1916
the employees in the Pittsfield Works began to organize. A
metal trades council, similar to the one in Schenectady was
formed. Several of the leaders in the movement were
discharged. The management stated through the press “that
he will not officially receive a committee representing any
of the so-called national or international unions.” A
strike was called Sept. 27 1916 on the main issue “of the
General Electric officials dismissing old employees who
might be members in various labor organizations.” The
strike lasted for four weeks. It was settled by a
compromise agreement. The management agreed to reinstate



all men who had been discharged, with the exception of
those been sentenced in court during the strike. The
employees agreed to accept a plan submitted by the
management for the election by secret ballot of a shop
committee of 26 to handle grievances. This shop-committee
plan at Pittsfield worked very satisfactorily for more than
a year. The statements of both employees and management
agree on this point.

This era of comparative stability continued until early
in 1918, when, shortly after the Supreme Court rendered its
decision on the wvalidity of the individual contract between
the employer and employee, the management caused to be
circulated among the employees a very strong and carefully
drawn individual contract. Employees were requested to sign
this contrect if they wished. Trouble began to brew. Most
of the opposition centered around Article five, as follows:
“The employer agrees that it will not lock out its
employees, and the employee agrees that he will neither
qgquit work because of a grievance of any other persons, nor
engage in any strike with co-employees except after a sixty
days notice in writing to the other party to this
agreement, but no such notice shall served until one year
from the execution thereoff.” A threatened strike was
averted through the efforts of a Federal Conciliator. He
formulated an agreement acceptable to both parties. The
kernel of the agreement was contained in the clause, “it
being understood that no individual contract or agreement
will be offered or required by the company.” It is claimed
by the employees that the next day after this agreement was
signed the manager caused copies of the Individual Contract
to posted on the bulletin boards in the factory together
with a notice to the effect that the contracts might
obtained from the foremen. Another strike vote was taken,
but the National War Labor Board took the situation in hand
on May 6. Its award was rendered July 31. The award
provided for a wage increase, the elections of department
committees, and a prohibition of individual contracts.

During 1918 the employees a Fort Wayne, Ind. organized
and were operating under an agreement arranged by a Federal
Conciliator. The employees at Lynn, Mass. attempted
organization with the result that difficulties arising
brought the War Labor Board into the field. An award was
made Oct. 31, 1918.



At Erie Pa. which, it is claimed, was operated as a
closed non-union shop prior to the war, an organization of
about 20% of the plant had been affected when this present
difficulty arose. On or about Dec. 6 1918 the management at
Erie installed a plan for a local union including the
election of a shop committee to handle grievances. The
evidence given at the War Labor Board hearing in New York
Jan. 8 seemed to show clearly that this new plan at Erie
was installed by the management without consulting the
wishes of the employees and that it was done after some of
the alleged discriminations had taken place, and just prior
to the strike of Dec 10.

Thus the real issue of the strike, the labor policy of
the General Electric Company, emerged in the general strike
of Dec. 19. The general strike assumed such proportions
that on Jan. 2nd. a telegram was sent to all concerned to
the effect that the Department of Labor, regarding the
situation as an emergency, had referred the entire matter
to the National War Labor Board for settlement. The
employees were advised to return to work pending a hearing
by the War Labor Board in New York Jan. 8. A vote was taken
Jan. 3 by employees of all the plants to return to work at
once. At Schenectady the manager issued a statement that
the men could not be reviewed before Jan. 6, and because of
“cancellation and reduction in orders” not all of the
strikers could taken back, but that they would be returned
in order of service and needs of dependents. Most of the
men returned Jan. 6 and in a manner apparently satisfactory
to both parties. The same held true at Fort Wayne. At
Pittsfield the men went to the shop Jan. 4, and were told
that there was no work and that they would be sent for as
they were needed. Saturday evening’s paper in Pittsfield
carried an announcement by the manager almost identical
with the Schenectady announcement. The essential variation
was the statement that all employees who had remained at
would be given first preference in reinstatement. The
employees regarded this action as a lockout, and voted to
go back in a body or not at all.

Meanwhile on Jan. 3 the manager of the Erie plant sent a
reply telegram to the War Labor Board, reviewing the
situation at Erie and concluding as follows:

“Therefore we are unwilling to submit this controversy to
the national War Labor Board, or to be bound by any finding
it may make, and accordingly we respectfully ask to be



excused from appearing in New York city on the 8th in
regard to matters pertaining to the Erie Works.”

On the same date a telegram was sent to the War Labor
Board by the President of the General Electric Company,
reviewing the situation, developing the point that the
strikes at the various plants were sympathetic and in
violation of the awards of the War Labor Board. It
concluded as follows:

“the manager of the Erie Plant .. has advised you of his
decision not to submit to the jurisdiction of the board. In
that decision I concur. As a matter of courtesy to the
board, however, a representative of the company will
appear, 1f you still decide the hearing to be necessary,
and give the board any additional information.”

The War Labor Board Hearing was held in New York, Jan. 8.
Both the employees and the Company were represented. The

Board made public its decision Jan. 16. The report of
that decision states that a War Labor Board Examiner will
be placed at Erie to settle matters there. Concerning the
Pittsfield end Schenectady situations the Board held that
the strikes were in violation of the awards of July 31
last, but examiners would be sent to these plants to adjust
matters and settle grievances and discriminations in terms
of the awards already in operation there.

At Pittsfield a local complication made matters
difficult. The employees who had attempted to return to
work on Jan. 4, again, at the request of the Department of
Labor, voted to return to work Jan. 13. A second time they
were told that there was not work and that they would be
sent for as needed. This action by the company caused very
bitter feeling. But on Jan. 18 the Appeals Committee and
the manager reached an agreement providing that all
employees would be returned on or before Jan. 27, and in
case of inability to place all the men on or before that
date, those not so placed would be put on the pay-roll for
one half day.

Thus the matter rests. The results of the conflict which
lasted almost seven weeks are not yet clearly defined.
Whether the Company accepts the decision of the War Labor
Board to place an examiner in the Erie Plant is not fully
clear. Neither the War Labor Board decision nor the outcome
of the strike has brought forth a defined statement as to



the labor policy of the Company nor except in so far as the
fact that, operating under the awards of the War Labor
Board in four of the plants, the company accepts the
principle of collective bargaining and the right of
organization. On the other hand, so as now appears, the
employees have gained a point at Erie, have demonstrated
their ability to call a general strike, and have brought
the Company as a whole into the controversy.
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