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The National War Labor Board (NWLB) stands as a crucial piece of the American historical mosaic,
particularly during periods of significant national crises. Established during both World War I and World
War 11, the NWLB played a pivotal role in mediating labor disputes, stabilizing the economy, and ensuring
uninterrupted production of vital war materials. This article aims to delve into the intricacies of the NWLB,

exploring its origins, functions, impact, and legacy in shaping labor relations in the United States.

The history of the National War Labor Board is inseparable from the exigencies of wartime. In both World
War I and World War II, the U.S. government recognized the imperative of maintaining industrial peace to
support the war effort. Labor unrest, strikes, and lockouts could cripple production, delaying the delivery of
essential goods and weakening the nation's ability to wage war effectively. Thus, the NWLB emerged as a
key instrument to address these potential disruptions, bringing together representatives from labor,
management, and the public to resolve disputes and set standards for wages, hours, and working conditions.
Understanding the NWLB requires an examination of its historical context, its organizational structure, and
its multifaceted functions in promoting labor stability and economic mobilization during times of national

emergency.

Origins and Establishment

The National War Labor Board (NWLB) was established twice in American history, during World War I
and World War II, to address labor disputes and ensure uninterrupted production during wartime. The
circumstances surrounding its creation in each era reflect the specific challenges and priorities of those

periods.

World War 1

As the United States entered World War I in 1917, President Woodrow Wilson recognized the critical need
for industrial peace to support the war effort. The country's industrial capacity had to be fully mobilized to
produce weapons, equipment, and supplies for the military. However, labor unrest was widespread, with
strikes and lockouts threatening to disrupt production. To address this situation, President Wilson

established the first NWLB in April 1918.

¢ Purpose: The primary purpose of the World War I-era NWLB was to mediate labor disputes that could
potentially disrupt war production. It aimed to provide a forum for resolving conflicts between workers

and employers, thereby ensuring a steady flow of essential goods and services.



e Composition: The board consisted of representatives from labor, management, and the public. This
tripartite structure was designed to ensure fair representation of all stakeholders and to foster

consensus-based decision-making.

¢ Key Figures: Prominent figures involved in the NWLB during World War I included former President
William Howard Taft, who served as co-chairman representing the public, and Frank P. Walsh, a labor

lawyer who co-chaired the board representing labor.

World War 11

The second iteration of the NWLB was established in January 1942, shortly after the United States entered
World War II. Again, the need to maintain industrial peace and maximize war production was paramount.
President Franklin D. Roosevelt recognized that labor disputes could undermine the country's ability to

effectively wage war against the Axis powers.

e Purpose: Similar to its predecessor, the World War II-era NWLB aimed to resolve labor disputes and
prevent strikes and lockouts that could disrupt war production. However, it also had a broader mandate

to stabilize wages and prices in order to prevent inflation and maintain economic stability.

e Composition: The board was composed of twelve members, with equal representation from labor,
management, and the public. This tripartite structure was intended to ensure fairness and balance in
decision-making.

o Key Figures: Key figures involved in the World War II-era NWLB included William H. Davis, who

served as chairman, and representatives from major labor unions and corporations.

In both instances, the establishment of the NWLB reflected a recognition of the critical role of labor in
supporting the war effort and the need for government intervention to ensure industrial peace and economic

stability.

Functions and Powers

The National War Labor Board (NWLB) exercised a range of functions and powers aimed at resolving
labor disputes, stabilizing wages, and ensuring uninterrupted production during wartime. These functions

and powers were essential to maintaining industrial peace and supporting the war effort.

Dispute Resolution

One of the primary functions of the NWLB was to mediate and resolve labor disputes between workers and

employers. This involved:

¢ Mediation: The NWLB provided a forum for parties to come together and negotiate their differences.

Mediators facilitated discussions, helped identify common ground, and proposed solutions to resolve



conflicts.

Arbitration: In cases where mediation failed, the NWLB had the authority to arbitrate disputes and
issue binding decisions. These decisions were enforceable and required compliance from both labor and
management.

Hearings: The NWLB conducted hearings to gather information and evidence related to labor disputes.
This allowed the board to make informed decisions based on a thorough understanding of the issues at

stake.

Wage Stabilization

In addition to resolving disputes, the NWLB played a crucial role in stabilizing wages to prevent inflation

and maintain economic stability during wartime. This involved:

e Wage Guidelines: The NWLB established wage guidelines and standards to regulate wage increases
and ensure fair compensation for workers. These guidelines were designed to prevent excessive wage

demands that could fuel inflation.

Wage Adjustments: The NWLB reviewed and approved wage adjustments proposed by employers,
ensuring that they complied with established guidelines. This helped maintain wage stability and

prevent wage-price spirals.

Equal Pay: The NWLB also promoted equal pay for equal work, regardless of gender or race. This

helped address discriminatory wage practices and ensure fairness in compensation.

Enforcement Powers

To ensure compliance with its decisions and policies, the NWLB possessed significant enforcement

powers, including:

¢ Seizure of Facilities: In cases where employers refused to comply with NWLB decisions, the
government had the authority to seize and operate their facilities. This was a powerful tool for ensuring

compliance and preventing disruptions to war production.

Denial of Government Contracts: Employers who failed to comply with NWLB decisions could be

denied government contracts, which could have significant financial consequences.

Public Shaming: The NWLB also used public shaming and moral suasion to encourage compliance
with its decisions. This involved publicizing cases of non-compliance and urging employers to adhere

to the board's rulings.

Through these functions and powers, the NWLB played a critical role in maintaining industrial peace,

stabilizing wages, and supporting the war effort during both World War I and World War I1.



Impact and Achievements

The National War Labor Board (NWLB) had a profound impact on labor relations, war production, and
social equity during both World War I and World War II. Its achievements in these areas contributed

significantly to the success of the war effort and the advancement of workers' rights.

Labor Relations

¢ Reduced Strikes and Lockouts: The NWLB's mediation and arbitration efforts significantly reduced
the number of strikes and lockouts during wartime. By providing a forum for resolving disputes, the

board helped prevent disruptions to war production and maintain industrial peace.

¢ Promoted Collective Bargaining: The NWLB encouraged collective bargaining between labor unions
and employers. By recognizing the right of workers to organize and negotiate collectively, the board

helped strengthen the labor movement and promote fairer labor practices.

¢ Established Labor Standards: The NWLB established labor standards related to wages, hours, and
working conditions. These standards helped protect workers' rights and ensure fair treatment in the

workplace.

War Production

¢ Ensured Uninterrupted Production: The NWLB played a critical role in ensuring uninterrupted
production of essential war materials. By resolving labor disputes and preventing strikes, the board

helped maintain a steady flow of goods and services needed to support the war effort.

e Increased Efficiency: The NWLB's efforts to stabilize wages and promote fair labor practices
contributed to increased efficiency in war industries. By reducing labor unrest and improving worker

morale, the board helped boost productivity and output.

e Supported Economic Mobilization: The NWLB supported the overall economic mobilization of the
country during wartime. By managing labor relations and stabilizing wages, the board helped ensure

that resources were allocated efficiently to support the war effort.

Social Equity

e Promoted Equal Pay: The NWLB promoted equal pay for equal work, regardless of gender or race.
This helped address discriminatory wage practices and advance the cause of social equity in the

workplace.

e Protected Women Workers: The NWLB recognized the important role of women workers in war
industries and took steps to protect their rights. This included ensuring fair wages and working

conditions for women and addressing issues such as childcare.



¢ Addressed Racial Discrimination: The NWLB took steps to address racial discrimination in
employment. This included promoting fair hiring practices and ensuring that African American workers

had equal opportunities in war industries.

Overall, the NWLB's impact and achievements were significant, contributing to the success of the war
effort, the advancement of workers' rights, and the promotion of social equity during both World War I and

World War 1I1.

Challenges and Criticisms

Despite its significant contributions, the National War Labor Board (NWLB) faced several challenges
and criticisms during its operation in both World War I and World War II. These challenges and criticisms

stemmed from various sources, including labor unions, employers, and the public.

Labor Union Concerns

e Wage Controls: Some labor unions criticized the NWLB's wage controls, arguing that they suppressed
wage increases and prevented workers from receiving fair compensation. They felt that the board's

wage guidelines were too restrictive and did not adequately address the rising cost of living.

e No-Strike Pledge: The NWLB's no-strike pledge, which required unions to refrain from striking during
wartime, was a source of frustration for some labor leaders. They argued that it limited their ability to

effectively represent workers' interests and negotiate for better wages and working conditions.

¢ Bureaucracy: Some labor leaders complained about the bureaucracy and delays associated with the
NWLB's dispute resolution process. They felt that the board was too slow to address labor disputes and

that its decisions were often influenced by political considerations.

Employer Concerns

¢ Government Intervention: Some employers opposed the NWLB's intervention in labor relations,
arguing that it infringed on their right to manage their businesses as they saw fit. They felt that the
board's regulations and decisions interfered with their ability to control wages, hours, and working

conditions.

e Union Favoritism: Some employers accused the NWLB of favoring labor unions in its decisions. They
felt that the board was biased towards workers and that its rulings often sided with unions at the

expense of employers' interests.

e Enforcement Powers: The NWLB's enforcement powers, including the authority to seize facilities and

deny government contracts, were a source of concern for some employers. They felt that these powers



were excessive and could be used to unfairly punish businesses that disagreed with the board's

decisions.

Public Criticisms

¢ Inefficiency: Some members of the public criticized the NWLB for its perceived inefficiency and
bureaucracy. They felt that the board was too slow to resolve labor disputes and that its decisions were

often inconsistent or contradictory.

¢ Political Influence: Some critics argued that the NWLB's decisions were influenced by political
considerations rather than objective assessments of the merits of each case. They felt that the board's

rulings were often driven by political expediency rather than fairness.

¢ Lack of Transparency: Some members of the public complained about the lack of transparency in the
NWLB's decision-making process. They felt that the board should be more open and accountable in its

operations.

Despite these challenges and criticisms, the NWLB played a crucial role in maintaining industrial peace
and supporting the war effort during both World War I and World War II. Its efforts to resolve labor
disputes, stabilize wages, and promote fair labor practices were essential to the success of the war effort

and the advancement of workers' rights.

Legacy and Significance

The National War Labor Board (NWLB) left a lasting legacy and holds significant historical importance
in the context of American labor relations and wartime economic mobilization. Its influence can be seen in

several key areas.
Impact on Labor Relations

¢ Strengthening Collective Bargaining: The NWLB played a pivotal role in promoting and
strengthening collective bargaining in the United States. By recognizing the right of workers to
organize and negotiate collectively, the board helped institutionalize collective bargaining as a

fundamental aspect of labor relations.

o Establishing Labor Standards: The NWLB's efforts to establish labor standards related to wages,
hours, and working conditions helped set precedents for future labor regulations. Many of the standards

and practices promoted by the NWLB were later incorporated into federal and state labor laws.

e Promoting Social Equity: The NWLB's commitment to promoting equal pay and addressing

discrimination in employment contributed to the advancement of social equity in the workplace. Its



efforts helped pave the way for future legislation and policies aimed at ensuring equal opportunities for

all workers.

Wartime Economic Mobilization

¢ Ensuring Industrial Peace: The NWLB's most immediate impact was its success in ensuring industrial
peace during wartime. By providing a mechanism for resolving labor disputes and preventing strikes,

the board helped maintain uninterrupted production of essential war materials.

¢ Stabilizing the Economy: The NWLB's wage stabilization efforts played a crucial role in preventing
inflation and maintaining economic stability during wartime. By regulating wage increases and
promoting fair compensation, the board helped manage the economic challenges associated with

wartime mobilization.

¢ Supporting War Production: The NWLB's overall contribution to supporting war production was
significant. By managing labor relations and ensuring a steady flow of goods and services, the board

helped the United States effectively mobilize its resources for the war effort.

Historical Significance

¢ Government Intervention in Labor Relations: The NWLB represents a significant example of
government intervention in labor relations during times of national crisis. Its establishment reflects a
recognition of the critical role of labor in supporting the war effort and the need for government

intervention to ensure industrial peace and economic stability.

e Tripartite Model: The NWLB's tripartite structure, with equal representation from labor, management,
and the public, became a model for future labor boards and commissions. This model emphasized the

importance of collaboration and consensus-based decision-making in resolving labor disputes.

¢ Precedent for Future Boards: The NWLB set a precedent for the creation of similar boards and
agencies in subsequent conflicts and economic crises. Its experiences and lessons learned have

informed the development of labor policies and practices in the United States.

In conclusion, the National War Labor Board's legacy extends beyond its immediate impact during World
War I and World War II. Its contributions to labor relations, wartime economic mobilization, and the

establishment of labor standards have had a lasting influence on American society.
FAQ About the National War Labor Board
Q: What was the primary purpose of the National War Labor Board (NWLB)?

A: The primary purpose of the NWLB was to mediate labor disputes and ensure uninterrupted production

during wartime. It aimed to prevent strikes and lockouts that could disrupt the supply of essential goods and



services needed for the war effort.
Q: How was the NWLB structured?

A: The NWLB was structured as a tripartite board, with equal representation from labor, management, and
the public. This structure was designed to ensure fair representation of all stakeholders and to promote

consensus-based decision-making.
Q: What powers did the NWLB have?

A: The NWLB had significant powers, including the authority to mediate and arbitrate labor disputes,
establish wage guidelines, review and approve wage adjustments, and enforce compliance with its

decisions through measures such as the seizure of facilities and the denial of government contracts.
Q: How did the NWLB impact labor relations?

A: The NWLB had a profound impact on labor relations by reducing strikes and lockouts, promoting

collective bargaining, and establishing labor standards related to wages, hours, and working conditions.
Q: What were some of the criticisms of the NWLB?

A: Some of the criticisms of the NWLB included concerns about wage controls, the no-strike pledge,

bureaucracy, government intervention, union favoritism, and a lack of transparency in decision-making.
Q: What is the legacy of the NWLB?

A: The legacy of the NWLB includes its contributions to strengthening collective bargaining, establishing
labor standards, promoting social equity, ensuring industrial peace during wartime, stabilizing the economy,
and supporting war production. It also set a precedent for government intervention in labor relations during

times of national crisis.
Q: Was the NWLB successful in achieving its goals?

A: Yes, the NWLB was largely successful in achieving its goals of resolving labor disputes, stabilizing
wages, and ensuring uninterrupted production during wartime. Its efforts contributed significantly to the

success of the war effort and the advancement of workers' rights.

Conclusion

The National War Labor Board (NWLB) stands as a testament to the critical role of labor in times of
national crisis and the importance of government intervention in ensuring industrial peace and economic
stability. Established during both World War I and World War II, the NWLB played a pivotal role in

mediating labor disputes, stabilizing wages, and ensuring uninterrupted production of essential war



materials. Despite facing challenges and criticisms, the NWLB left a lasting legacy in the areas of labor

relations, wartime economic mobilization, and social equity.

The NWLB's impact on labor relations is particularly noteworthy. By promoting collective bargaining,
establishing labor standards, and addressing discrimination in employment, the board helped advance the
cause of workers' rights and create a more equitable workplace. Its efforts to promote equal pay and protect

women workers set precedents for future labor regulations and policies.

Moreover, the NWLB's contributions to wartime economic mobilization were essential to the success of the
war effort. By resolving labor disputes, stabilizing wages, and ensuring a steady flow of goods and
services, the board helped the United States effectively mobilize its resources and support its military

operations.

As we reflect on the legacy of the National War Labor Board, it is important to consider the lessons it offers
for addressing contemporary labor challenges and economic crises. The NWLB's tripartite structure,
emphasis on collaboration, and commitment to fairness provide valuable insights for policymakers, labor
leaders, and employers seeking to navigate complex labor relations issues and promote economic stability

in the 21st century.

How do you think the principles of the NWLB could be applied to today's labor disputes and economic

challenges?



