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Prologue

In the pre-dawn darkness outside Mexico City, in the dim light 
created by streetlamps, a group of about 300 thugs and tough guys 
prepare to enter the Ford Cuautitlán Assembly Plant. They are men 
willing to commit acts of violence for the right price and are armed 
with clubs and firearms. Many have been drinking or have strength-
ened their resolve with drugs. They are wearing ill-fitting Ford 
uniforms with company ID badges displayed on their chests. The 
government union officials and gangsters who have hurriedly pulled 
the group together wait for the final OK to enter the plant.

It is January 8, 1990. The events of the next few hours will shape 
the lives of workers at the plant irreversibly. Within a few months, 
hundreds will have lost their jobs, after protesting the violent attacks 
on them that were about to begin. Within a few days, one worker 
will be dead.

In isolation, the Golpe (meaning “coup” in Spanish) at Ford 
Cuautitlán is a gut-wrenching tale of a courageous struggle and its 
betrayal. Faced with the opposition and resources of one of the largest 
employers in Mexico, the dominant labor federation in the country, 
the ruling Mexican political party, and the U.S. government, workers 
fought valiantly for years against wage cuts and for elemental union 
democracy. But the Golpe cannot be viewed in isolation.

Domestically, a challenge to the authoritarian rule of the Partido 
Revolucionario Institucional, or Institutional Revolutionary Party 
(PRI), was brewing. In 1988, a coalition of left parties, the Frente 
Democrático Nacional, or National Democratic Front (FDN), had 
won the July election, vowing to reverse the free-market reforms the 
PRI was promoting. Only quick and decisive electoral fraud on the 
part of the PRI enabled it to hold on to power. Undeterred by the 
true vote against him, President Carlos Salinas, a Harvard-educated 
Ph.D., moved forward with his program of deregulation, privatiza-
tion, austerity, and free trade that began in the wake of the 1982 
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economic crisis. The worker insurgency at the Ford Cuautitlán plant 
was the latest manifestation of rising militancy in the working class. 
As diplomatic cables detailed in this book demonstrate, Salinas 
and his government feared further industrial action would scare off 
foreign capital. They had to crush the workers—and in the form 
of the Confederación Trabajadores de México, or Confederation of 
Mexican Workers (CTM), they had a compliant union federation 
that they could turn to for support. When that proved to be insuffi-
cient, they found help from outside the country.

Some readers will be aware of the long history of intervention by 
the United States in South and Central America during the Cold 
War. The CIA was a critical agent of political change in the region, 
waging largely successful covert operations against the left-of-center 
governments in Guatemala, Cuba, British Guiana, the Dominican 
Republic, Brazil, and Chile. In 1981, U.S. President Reagan autho-
rized the CIA to conduct covert operations against the Sandinista 
government in Nicaragua. Part of the Reagan administration’s justi-
fication for this was based on the belief that if Nicaragua fell under 
the control of a leftist-leaning government, neighboring Mexico 
could be next. To protect the PRI, but more importantly to protect 
American capital investment into the country, the DoS looked to 
support the decades-old status quo forces that would stand in the 
way of democratic industrial action like that practiced in Cuautitlán.

Joining this anti-communist crusade was the foreign-policy lead-
ership of the American Federation of Labor-Congress of Industrial 
Organizations (AFL-CIO), the largest labor federation in the United 
States. Since the end of World War II, many of the AFL-CIO’s top 
officers and staff had worked hand-in-glove with U.S. intelligence 
services to fight communism in foreign trade unions. Latin America 
proved to be a crucible in which purported representatives of the 
U.S. labor movement organized, trained, and funded right-wing 
groups to wreak havoc on the social fabric of nations led by left-lean-
ing governments. Most of this work was done by the American 
Institute for Free Labor Development, created in 1962, referred to 
in the text as AIFLD or the Institute. Although the Institute claimed 
to be a private organization, the U.S. government financed it, and, 
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as this book will prove, it danced to the tune of the U.S. intelligence 
agencies. It was provided operational cover by the AFL-CIO and key 
business leaders.

This book reveals the link between AIFLD and the events at Cuau-
titlán. It does this first by establishing AIFLD’s history as an arm 
of U.S. foreign policy, which infiltrated and worked with foreign 
labor leaders to disrupt, crush, or sabotage democratic, organic trade 
unionism. Turning to Mexico, it then outlines all the evidence avail-
able, and makes the case that it is highly likely AIFLD colluded with 
some CTM officials to help break the dissident movement—result-
ing in the killing of a worker at the Ford Cuautitlán plant.

The book is primarily written for people who, perhaps as former 
union members or supporters, want to know about the AFL-CIO’s 
foreign policy and its catastrophic effects. However, the evidence 
presented in Part I does have relevance for more academic historio-
graphical debates, both on U.S. foreign policy toward the Americas 
and on the relationship between the labor movement and the U.S. 
government. It demonstrates that labor representatives were an 
active and essential part of the foreign-policy apparatus that fought 
“communism” and workers’ organizations worldwide.

In academic accounts of the U.S. policy toward South and Central 
America, AIFLD is often overlooked. This might be understandable 
given the organization’s relatively low public profile and its disap-
pearance after 1996. U.S. labor’s Cold War role has more likely been 
sidelined by presentism, which in the post-Reagan and “Third Way” 
era no longer deems organized labor to be a powerful agent of polit-
ical change. Even in books such as Stephen Rabe’s The Killing Zone, 
which eviscerate any moral justification for the CIA’s support of 
right-wing groups in the region, labor is only a peripheral presence 
in the story. Another trend that could explain why AIFLD is rarely 
mentioned is the understandable fear that historians have of under-
mining the agency of historical actors in the Global South. Such 
sentiment is evident in leading books on the subject, such as Hal 
Brands’ 2010 tome Latin America’s Cold War and Tanya Harmer’s 
2011 assessment of the inter-American Cold War. We believe that 
by telling this story from the perspective of U.S. labor’s complicity, 
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particularly as Anglophone speakers with little personal experience 
of Mexico, we are doing the best we can to bring to light partici-
pants’ experiences that are otherwise ignored in the historiography.

The debate on labor’s relationship with the U.S. government and 
its support for U.S. foreign-policy objectives has not sufficiently 
assessed the role of AIFLD. Historians debating over how “slavishly” 
AFL-CIO foreign policy followed the lead of the U.S. government 
into (covert) battles, the key claim of New Left historian Ronald 
Radosh, or arguing that it pursued an “independent” foreign policy, 
such as Edmund Wehrle in his detailed account of the federation’s 
policy toward the Vietnam War, would be better served had they 
scrutinized the make-up and purpose of AIFLD and its twin orga-
nizations the Asian American Free Labor Institute (AAFLI) and the 
African American Labor Center (AALC). Further investigation into 
how business interests morphed into labor’s foreign policy, given the 
structure of AIFLD and its board of directors, would have strength-
ened Wehrle’s attempt at a “nuanced” portrayal.

The narrative that unfolds in the pages that follow is an intricate, 
even convoluted one. But the case I make can be simply summa-
rized: AIFLD was a government-created organization, managed by 
the CIA, for which the top leaders of the AFL-CIO provided cover 
throughout the Cold War. The Institute carried out U.S. foreign 
policy both in overt actions and covert activities. AFL-CIO foreign 
policy was guided in large part by government agents who were also 
active in suppressing dissent over foreign policy in labor. AIFLD and 
the CIA worked with elements in Mexico to break the Ford Workers 
Democratic Movement (FWDM) at Ford Cuautitlán. That nascent 
reform movement might otherwise have been able to chart a dif-
ferent path for Mexican workers, improving conditions there and 
reducing U.S. job losses to Mexico.

The violence at Ford Cuautitlán had a lasting impact on Mexican 
workers’ wage and benefit level and the flight of U.S. manufactur-
ing jobs to Mexico. In 2017, at under $3.00/per hour, Mexican auto 
workers’ pay fell below the average manufacturing wage in China, 
something that would have been inconceivable in 1990.1 That same 
year, a new U.S. president took office, his election in part due to 
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a backlash against the devastation of the American manufactur-
ing economy and the influx of immigrants from Mexico, fleeing 
bone-crushing poverty.

What follows is a story about a group of workers who fought 
against economic and political domination in their workplace. It is 
also a story about the many advocates for social justice who labored 
to bring the details of these events to light. Its purpose is not merely 
to recall history but to mobilize those who read it. If you are as 
appalled as we are at the actions taken by AIFLD as outlined in this 
book, then it is time to talk about them. At the minute, far too few 
people are.



PART I

U.S. Labor’s Cold War  
in Latin America 





1
The Birth of AIFLD and  

the Coup in British Guiana

As Kirkland has always done, and as I would always do and George 
Meany, vigorously deny that the CIA ever had anything to do with the 
AIFLD. I would be willing to swear on a Bible, and I’m a practicing 
Catholic, that the CIA did not finance the AIFLD. But, that doesn’t do 
any good because even if they did, I would have to deny it.

William Doherty Jr., 1996

The American Institute for Free Labor Development (AIFLD) was 
incorporated as a non-profit organization in late 1961. Created as an 
immediate response to the success of the Cuban revolution, it was 
the product of over a decade of prior collaboration between the CIA 
and the American Federation of Labor-Congress of Industrial Orga-
nizations (AFL-CIO) in the Cold War struggle.1

As the ultimate defeat of Nazi Germany became evident in the 
final months of World War II, the Soviet Union and the U.S. began 
planning for a post-war confrontation. The devastation caused by 
the war and the pre-eminent role of communists and labor militants 
in the anti-Nazi resistance had helped put leftists in a strong position 
in post-war European unions. As early as 1944, the Office of Stra-
tegic Services (OSS), the forerunner to the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA), calculated that it would have to make significant 
efforts in foreign labor unions to meet the communist challenge. 
Serafino Romualdi, who later would become the first executive 
director of AIFLD, was assigned as an OSS Special Agent with the 
rank of Major, to work against the communists in labor unions in 
the liberated areas of Italy in 1944.2

In 1920, as a young man of 20, Romualdi joined the Italian 
Socialist Party in his native province of Perugia. Two months later, 
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fascist squads from nearby Tuscany overran the region and began 
looking for socialist leaders. Romualdi fled, eventually landing in 
New York City in 1922. He got a job with an anti-fascist Italian-lan-
guage newspaper associated with the International Ladies Garment 
Workers Union (ILGWU), eventually joining the editorial staff 
in 1933. With the entry of the U.S. into World War II in 1941, 
Romualdi began organizing anti-fascist groups among Italian com-
munities in South America. In 1945, with the support of ILGWU 
President David Dubinsky, Romualdi was granted an earlier request 
to establish a Latin American operation under an American Feder-
ation of Labour (AFL)-affiliated organization.3 After the end of the 
war, he would spend the rest of his career working with U.S. intelli-
gence in Latin America.4

In 1944, the AFL also began a campaign against communist 
influence in foreign trade unions. At a convention that year, the 
AFL passed a resolution, drafted by Jay Lovestone, creating the 
Free Trade Union Committee (FTUC). Nominally independent 
from the AFL, it directed the foreign policy of the AFL throughout 
the 1940s and 1950s. Its members included George Meany, David 
Dubinsky, Mathew Woll, Irving Brown, and Jay Lovestone.5 Love-
stone would be the executive director of the FTUC and become the 
international affairs director of the AFL-CIO in 1963. The FTUC 
gave money to anti-communist unions and anti-communist politi-
cal forces. Starting in 1948, it received most of the funds for doing 
this from the CIA or its component, the Office of Policy Coor-
dination.6 A proposed contract between the CIA and the FTUC 
clarifying their alliance and goals was found in the Hoover Institu-
tion Library Archives.7

With the Allied victory, the U.S. began the Marshall Plan for 
the reconstruction of Europe. The Soviet Union and the commu-
nist-dominated World Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU) opposed 
the plan. The American Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) 
ceded from the WFTU in protest, and, along with the AFL, which 
had never joined the WFTU, they helped initiate the International 
Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) in 1949.8 One of the 
organizers of the ICFTU was William C. Doherty Sr. Doherty had 
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close links to the CIA and his son, William C. Doherty Jr., would 
be intimately connected with the conception, life, and ultimate end 
of AIFLD.

Doherty Sr.’s career fighting communism began at a young age. 
He joined the army in 1919 and was part of the U.S. Army’s Expe-
ditionary Force sent to Russia to support the White movement, a 
loose coalition of anti-communist forces who opposed the Bolshe-
viks in the Russian Civil War (1917–22). He spent three years in 
Vladivostok, Russia, and became a chief communications officer. 
On returning to the U.S., he got a job with the U.S. Postal Service 
and became the president of his local union. In 1941, he was elected 
president of the National Association of Letter Carriers (NALC). 
In 1941, Doherty Sr. also became the youngest person to be elected 
as vice-president of the national AFL-CIO. At the end of World 
War II, General Lucius B. Clay chose him to help the trade union 
movement re-establish itself in the Allied controlled areas of West 
Germany.9 In addition to his work with the NALC and the ICFTU, 
Doherty Sr. was also involved in the post-war revival of the Postal, 
Telephone and Telegraph International (PTTI), an International 
Trade Secretariat (ITS).10 The International Trade Secretariats were 
created around the turn of the century, but following World War II 
they became tiny and were quickly dominated by American affili-
ates, due to their dependence on CIA finances.11 In 1962, Doherty 
Sr. was appointed ambassador to Jamaica, the first trade union leader 
selected for an ambassadorship.12

Much of what we know about the senior Doherty’s CIA links 
comes via former CIA agents Paul Sakwa and Tom Braden, who 
remember Doherty Sr. parceling out cash to foreign union leaders.13 
The CIA hired Sakwa in 1952, and he served until 1962. He was 
sent to Paris to work in the French branch as a case officer. Accord-
ing to Sakwa, the CIA paid Doherty Sr.’s expenses.

Tom Braden was an assistant to Agency Director Allen Dulles and 
vigorously defended CIA activities after his retirement. In a phone 
interview conducted for Jonathan Kwitny’s 1984 book Endless 
Enemies: The Making of an Unfriendly World, Doherty Sr. admitted 
to working with Braden “very closely.” To the suggestion that he 
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had funneled CIA money to foreign unions, he would only say he 
had “never been on a CIA payroll” or “I never supplied money to 
anybody except on behalf of the organization I represented.”14

These earlier government-supported, anti-communist activi-
ties on the part of labor organizations would soon lead directly to 
the establishment of AIFLD. Perhaps the most important player in 
this episode was Joseph A. Beirne, President of the Communica-
tions Workers of America (CWA). According to AFL-CIO President 
Lane Kirkland, “The most significant thing, as I recall, about Beirne 
was his role in the creation of the American Institute for Free Labor 
Development (AIFLD). I think that Joe was the moving party in 
that.”15

Serafino Romualdi claimed that the idea for the Institute came 
to Beirne in somewhat of an epiphany while flying over the Andes 
mountains on the western side of South America.16 According to 
Romualdi, Beirne was contemplating the poverty of the region 
and decided that what these people needed to do was change their 
outlook and view of the world. Upon his return, Beirne inaugu-
rated a training program for Latin American labor leaders, an effort 
for which he would rely on the assistance of a fellow Irish Catholic, 
William C. Doherty Jr.

In April 1958, Beirne arranged to have Doherty Jr. tour Latin 
America with Romualdi’s deputy at the AFL-CIO, Andrew McLel-
lan. McLellan was working at the Federation’s International Affairs 
Department. The trip’s goal was to select a group of anti-communist 
labor leaders who would undergo on-site training at a new PTTI 
school in Washington, DC.17 Beirne brought 16 of these Latin 
American communications workers to the nearby CWA Training 
Center in Front Royal, Virginia, for a three-month stay in 1959.

William Doherty Jr. worked for the PTTI and supervised Beirne’s 
1959 training program.18 On completion of the training course, 
the Latin American workers would return home and have their 
salaries paid for nine months while they organized anti-communist 
unions and did administrative work for those organizations.19 When 
Beirne’s Latin American communications workers went home, their 
wages were paid by the PTTI, according to Romualdi.20 In a 1996 




