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Preface

I became interested in nineteenth-century Chicago labor history in
an indirect way. I had begun a study of political mobilization in
Chicago community organizing and felt that I could not understand
the political process that led to such mobilization without also
understanding the underlying political and economic forces that
created issues for community groups. I undertook a study of disin-
vestment in an aging industrial city—investigating Chicago’s loss of
thousands of manufacturing jobs, the denial of mortgages and loans
to black inner-city neighborhoods, and the flight of many middle-
class residents to the suburbs. The political and economic conse-
quences of these underlying trends resulted in the mobilization of
community groups to fight job loss, crime, redlining, and housing
abandonment.

I also became fascinated with the idea of comparing movements
that arose as a result of decline and disinvestment with movements
that responded to growth and investment in Chicago in its early
history. I wanted to be able to answer the question how movements
reacting to industrialization and urbanization in nineteenth-century
Chicago differed from movements responding to deindustrializa-
tion and population loss. I also wanted to understand why the pro-
test movements in the nineteenth century were generally labor
oriented, but post—World War I1, twentieth-century protests were
more likely to be carried out by community organizations.

This interest led me to study the Chicago labor movement in the
1870s and 1880s, a period of industrialization and urban growth.
I found an incredibly active movement that included strong craft

it
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unions, militant strikes by the less skilled, and highly mobilized,
revolutionary socialist and anarchist tendencies. There was great
diversity in political choice within the movement; it varied from
passivity to mild reformism to anarchism.

The revolutionary tendency in Chicago in this period was not a
marginal political sect; it may have been the most highly mobilized
urban revolutionary movement in American history. Many workers
believed that the economic and political system was the real source
of their problems, and thousands participated in strikes, rallies,
marches, and boycotts to try to change that system. Worker politi-
cal actions in the 1870s included marches by tens of thousands of
unemployed to protest an unfair and corrupt relief system; the for-
mation of a political party—the Workingmen's Party of Illinois,
which included in its platform such demands as an end to monopo-
lies and the establishment of government ownership of several in-
dustries; a week-long general strike in 1877; and the formation of a
socialist party that elected a number of legislators to city and state
office.

In the 1880s, the revolutionary anarchist movement was
founded. At its peak in the mid 1880s, the Chicago anarchist move-
ment was the most highly mobilized in the country; it had seven-
teen political clubs with a total of one thousand members and
five or six thousand sympathizers. A coalition of anarchist labor
unions—the Central Labor Union-—contained twenty-two unions,
including the eleven largest in the city.

The platform at the anarchists’ founding convention rejected the
electoral system, argued that political institutions were agencies of
the propertied class, and proposed that the only recourse was
force. They advocated using whatever means necessary to destroy
existing class rule, to establish a free society based on the coopera-
tive organization of production, and to replace government with a
system of contracts between autonomous communes and associa-
tions. The anarchists demanded total transformation of the eco-
nomic and political systems, and they suggested guns and bombs to
accomplish that aim.

But the movement was soon crushed. On May 4, 1886, several
hundred Chicago workers gathered near Haymarket Square to hear
speeches protesting the police killing of a striker the day before.
When hundreds of police arrived to break up the peaceful meeting,
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someone threw a bomb into their ranks; the blast itself and the sub-
sequent shooting by the police killed seven and wounded dozens of
workers and officers. In the aftermath of the bombing, the authori-
ties arrested hundreds of labor movement activists, shut down
many labor-oriented newspapers, and banned all political meet-
ings. There was little outcry a year and a half later when four anar-
chists blamed for the bombing—the Haymarket martyrs—were
hanged, and one committed suicide to escape the hangman’s noose.

In the following pages, I present an analysis of which workers
joined various political segments of the Chicago labor movement
and why. The time period covered is one of intensive industrializa-
tion and urban growth from the end of the Civil War until the Hay-
market affair. The beginning point coincides with the onset of
industrialization in the city; the end point was chosen because of
the decline of the revolutionary anarchist movement following
Haymarket.

At first I believed that a Marxist perspective would be best for
interpreting the mobilization pattern in the Chicago labor move-
ment. I expected to find that the periodic depressions and the con-
stant tendency toward skill degradation in the crafts had created a
politically united, class-conscious working class that had challenged
the city’s economic and political systems. Such was not the case.
Instead I discovered a politically divided working class. Some work-
ers were politically inactive, some worked to reform the existing
system, and others worked actively to overthrow the economic and
political order of the city. Recruitment to these various segments
was based primarily on the workers™ ethnic origins. The primary
task then became to explain the reasons for these ethnically based
political splits within the Chicago labor movement.

I also found that the existing theories of urban social and political
movements could not adequately explain the mobilization pattern
in the Chicago labor movement. Marxist theory overemphasizes
the importance of economic class; ethnically based movements not
built on the growth of working-class consciousness cannot be ade-
quately analyzed within this tradition. The theory pays too much
attention to analysis of macro-level, abstract class issues and ne-
glects to adequately consider cultural factors and the importance of
social networks in political mobilization efforts. Even revisionist
Marxists, who have attempted to deal with the importance of cul-
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tural and social structural factors, often assume the development of
working-class consciousness and movements based on such con-
sciousness; this assumption is not always correct.

Classical urban social movement theory, growing out of the Chi-
cago School of Sociology, considers important social and cultural
factors. One might expect it to do a better job of analyzing ethnically
based fragmentation in a labor movement; but its key proposi-
tions—that movements are a product of social disorganization and
their participants are generally the socially marginal—are incor-
rect. In fact, movements are often built using social networks and
cultural traditions found in close-knit urban communities, and par-
ticipants in those movements are socially and culturally integrated.

Resource mobilization theory suggests that modern urban move-
ments are likely to be bureaucratic, centralized, and hierarchical
and to involve rationally calculating individuals who assess the
costs and benefits of movement participation. This theory can ex-
plain some of the tendencies within the Chicago labor movement—
notably the largely Anglo-American reform union tendency; but it
cannot explain the revolutionary tendencies in the movement, ten-
dencies that were nonbureaucratic and decentralized and that con-
vinced participants to sacrifice their own self-interest to a group
cause.

A fourth theoretical alternative, solidarity theory, better ex-
plains the mobilization of these revolutionary movements. The
strengths and weaknesses of each of these theories are detailed in
Chapter 6. However, the research concerns addressed here—
especially the importance of class versus ethnicity in urban political
mobilization and the reasons for reformist versus revolutionary re-
sponses to industrialization and urbanization—have grown out of
the historical analysis. They have not been predetermined by alle-
giance to any of these theoretical traditions.

Although I try to explain the mobilization pattern in the Chicago
labor movement for this period, the relevance of the findings for
American workers in general or for theories of mobilization or
revolution are subject to the reader’s interpretation. Chicago was
unusual in many ways, especially in the rapidity of its growth and
industrialization and in its incredible ethnic diversity. An adequate
explanation for the mobilization pattern in the Chicago labor move-
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ment in this period will not automatically be relevant to other
movements in other places under different historical circumstances.

Chapter 1 describes the labor movement in Chicago from the
end of the Civil War through the 1870s. Chapter 2 continues the
history through 1886, the year of the Haymarket bombing. These
first chapters give a historical account of events, but both also con-
sider the ideologies, tactical choices, and social composition of the
various reformist and revolutionary tendencies within the labor
movement. I consider whether each tendency recruited different
class sectors, trades, skill levels, ethnic groups, and genders. The
evidence shows that the worker’s ethnic origin was the best predic-
tor of which tendency was chosen. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 discuss the
reasons for these particular political choices for the three most im-
portant ethnic groups in the city—Anglo-Americans, Irish, and
Germans. Chapter 6, which concludes the book, details theories of
urban social and political movements.

A number of people were important in the completion of this
book. I would especially like to thank certain authors whose work
gave me important insights: Craig Calhoun, Manuel Castells, Sara
Evans, John Foster, Jo Freeman, William Gamson, Bert Klander-
mans, Doug McAdam, John Mollenkopf, and E. P. Thompson. The
work of two great Chicago historians—Bessie Pierce and Richard
Schneirov—was simply indispensable, as was the assistance of the
staff of the Chicago Historical Society, especially Archie Motley.
The hard work of Naomi Schneider, Steve Rice, Amy Klatzkin, and
Sylvia Stein at the University of California Press made this a much
better book. A number of people read the manuscript at various
stages of completion and made helpful suggestions. These include
Sig Diamond, Roberta Garner, Ira Katznelson, Richard Taub, Bill
Wilson, and three anonymous reviewers for the Press. Finally, I
thank Andrea, Ann, Carol, Deborah, Don, Jane, Jeff, Lexi, Peg,
and my father. Each was able to give me a different kind of support,
all of which I appreciated.






Chapter One

Ethnic Segmentation in the
Early Chicago Labor Movement

The setting for the rise of the Chicago labor movement was a rap-
idly growing industrial city. Although Chicago was founded in the
mid nineteenth century as a commerecial city, much of its economic
growth in the post—Civil War period came in manufacturing. As
the United States grew to the west, Chicago became the largest,
most accessible city capable of transforming raw materials into
finished manufactured goods and distributing them to consumers.
The number of manufacturing establishments increased from 129
in 1860 to 730 in 1873 (Schoff 1873, 198). Those 730 establishments
employed over fifty thousand workers, had over $50 million in in-
vested capital, paid nearly $30 million in wages to employees, and
created nearly $130 million in production value. By 1880, Chicago
was the third most important manufacturing city in the country
(Pierce 1957, 2: 147—75), with nearly four thousand manufacturing
establishments, over eighty thousand employees, $85 million in in-
vested capital, $40 million in payrolls, and $269 million in produc-
tion value (Andreas 1884, 3: 715). Many of these manufacturing es-
tablishments clustered around the three branches of the Chicago
River and the many railroad lines that met in the city’s center (Hoyt
1933, 95—96; Schneirov 1975, 3—4).

But the industrialization of Chicago did not affect all city resi-
dents in the same way. Upper-class capitalists, such as Cyrus Mc-
Cormick, George Pullman, and Philip Armour, realized huge prof-
its and amassed large fortunes. Middle-class professionals and small

1



2 Ethnic Segmentation in the Labor Movement

businessmen cashed in on the need for services and the expansion
of local markets. But the working class was not treated as kindly.
Problems arose for the workers because of uneven economic growth
and employers’ incentives to reduce wages to the lowest possible
level through mechanization.

Even in the most rapidly growing cities like Chicago, the busi-
ness cycle—periodic booms followed by devastating busts—meant
workers experienced long periods of unemployment and low wages.
The business cycle was not the only problem. Mechanization intro-
duced labor-saving devices into a variety of trades, reducing the
skill level of many craft jobs. The use of labor-saving devices to de-
grade skills increased the number of potential workers available to
perform particular jobs, thus allowing employers to reduce wages,
resist union organizing, break strikes, and force workers to accept
long hours and poor working conditions. Many craft workers conse-
quently faced the prospect of higher unemployment, lower wages,
and more alienating working conditions in this period; some of
them fought back with the most powerful economic weapon at
their disposal: the craft union.

The Craft Union Model of Economic Action

The ability of skilled workers in a particular trade to enjoy relative
economic comfort was due largely to the ability or inability of those
in the craft to organize a strong union. Some workers established
unions that successfully fought both aggressive employers and the
effects of the business cycle and mechanization. One of the most
powerful unions and the first in the city was the Chicago Typo-
graphical Union no. 16 (Chicago Typographical Union, 1864-1887,
1880), founded in the early 1850s by fifty-four printers. Printers
historically have been able to organize strong unions because their
literacy and ability to print trade papers and newsletters allows for
better communication between members of the trade.

The printers union was dramatically successful in its attempt to
control the effects of the introduction of technology in the trade.
The most important machine introduced into the printing trade in
this period was the linotype, which allowed typesetting by key-
board rather than by hand. Even though a linotype machine is not
much more difficult to operate than a typewriter, printers unions
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throughout the country were able to insist that linotype operators
have three- or four-year apprenticeships and belong to the union
(Barnett 19og). Their use of strikes, boycotts, and threats of mob
actions allowed them to preserve a high degree of control over the
labor supply in the trade, which in turn preserved high wages and
employment security even during business slumps.

The union attempted to define the conditions under which its
members were willing to work and then tried to impose these con-
ditions on employers. Wage rates, for example, were not subject to
negotiation in the early history of the union. Instead the Chicago
Typographical Union simply published a list of prices and refused
to allow its members to work below these rates. Employers who
violated union rules faced strikes and boycotts, and the Chicago
Typographical Union often fined, suspended, or expelled printers
working at nonunion rates. Printers who refused to join the union
were labeled “rats” and were socially scorned and morally con-
demned by union printers.

Non-membership [in a printers union], as a rule, arises from one of two
causes—incompetency or moral cowardice—and no valid reason can be
assigned why an honorable, qualified workman should refuse to identify
with an organization which secures the highest remuneration for his ser-
vices and whose primary and essential objects are his financial and mate-
rial welfare. We insist the mechanic who refuses or neglects to identify
himself with his trades organization is a libel on the human race, and un-
worthy of the name of protector, husband or father. (Inland Printer March
1884, 11)

By the end of the Civil War, other trades had followed the
printers” lead and founded craft unions along a similar model. The
Mechanics Union, founded in 1852, was followed by the Iron Mold-
ers in 1857, the Machinists and Blacksmiths in 1859, the Ship-
wrights and Caulkers in 1860, the Seamen and the Foundry Work-
ers unions in 1861, the Painters and the Locomotive Engineers in
1863, and the Plasterers and Bricklayers and Stonemasons in 1864
(Pierce 1957, 2: 160—68).

Unfortunately, this solution to the problems faced by the city’s
working class was not available to all workers. Unlike industrial
unions, which employ the inclusive strategy of attempting to orga-
nize all those hired by employers in a particular industry, craft
unions such as the Chicago Typographical Union employed a con-
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servative strategy of limiting the labor supply, of excluding groups
from participating in the trade. Craft union power comes from its
ability to control the labor supply through apprenticeship systems.
Four-year apprenticeships were the rule, and the union required
employers to hire only those who had completed such training. So
everyone was not welcome to join the union; generally only friends
and relatives of members were offered apprenticeships.

The use of the craft union organizing model meant that entire
groups, such as immigrants, women, or prison inmates, often were
excluded from the trade. This frequently relegated the excluded
group to unskilled work or—in the case of women workers in the
city—to low-paying sweatshop labor. This attitude is illustrated by
the following quotes from Chicago’s major printing trade journal,
the Inland Printer. 1t is interesting that their argument used moral
persuasion, not the assertion that excluding certain groups from
the trade would have economic benefits for the largely Anglo-
American male printers.

Probably the principal reason that there are so few lady compositors in
our printing houses is the long time required to perfect anyone in the art.
As a general thing, women do not engage in any kind of business except as
a temporary employment, their ultimate goal being to preside over a
household. (December 1883, g)

[It is wrong to compel] her to earn her living by following a trade which
requires three years of application to master, to which she is altogether
unsuited by her taste and condition, while the tendency of that labor must
inevitably lead to the lowering of the standard of workmanship . . . the
tendency to force women . . . into indiscriminate competition with men
must eventually prove disastrous to both, and is calculated to lower her in
the social and moral scale. (September 1885, 534)

There is a vast difference between compelling the law-breaker to earn his
living by the sweat of his brow and aggregating the crime of the state in
two or three branches of industry, compelling those callings to bear the
brunt of such crime, and leasing the labor of the convicts to unprincipled
speculators for their own enrichment. (November 1884, 65)

Thus, the power of the craft union model was to define a limited
group of eligibles and to exclude everyone else. In certain trades—
especially printing, construction, machine, and iron and steel—
workers were able to use this tactic to limit the adverse impact of
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depressions and mechanization; they managed to keep their wages
fairly high and to mitigate the effects of unemployment with work-
sharing schemes (Barnett 1gog, 213). A smaller percentage of unions
was able to successfully combat the effects of mechanization.

In business expansions, there was prosperity for workers in
unions that had enough control over the labor supply to force up
their wages in tight labor markets. These workers often made sig-
nificant gains in wages, working conditions, employment security,
and union strength. But most workers could not enjoy the benefits
of work-sharing schemes during depressions and wage hikes during
expansions because most workers did not belong to unions.

Labor Market Segmentation

The craft union or even a coalition of craft unions was not a very
powerful weapon for the economic and political organization of the
city’s working class because it was an exclusive, not an inclusive,
strategy. The organizing model excluded large sectors of the work-
ing class—especially the unskilled and women—from the orga-
nized group of workers. Even within the targeted group of skilled
male workers, organizing efforts were not always successful. Those
trades with strong unions that had been organized before the onset
of industrialization had an advantage over those that had to
scramble to respond with new organizing efforts once they began to
be hurt by mechanization and business slumps. Certain trades
(construction, for example) had stronger unions because their tech-
nical basis made it more difficult to substitute machines for workers.

Thus, some skilled workers—such as cigar makers, boot and
shoemakers, and butchers—did not fare well in this period. They
suffered skill degradation and eventually the total destruction of
their trades with the move to factory production. Positions for-
merly occupied by skilled workers were taken by semiskilled or
even unskilled workers. The crafts lost control over the labor sup-
ply available to the employer, wage levels went down, and craft
workers were forced out of their crafts and into less skilled, lower
paying work. The cigar makers union, for example, had great diffi-
culty coping with the introduction of labor-saving devices into their
trade; by the 18gos, most cigars were made totally by machine

(Baer 1933).
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Skill degradation could often be accomplished without mecha-
nization. In many trades, labor-intensive production allowed use
of the putting-out system. Employers set up sweatshop textile,
clothing, or cigar-making operations in any tenement and found
workers—usually women—from among those excluded from the
discriminatory craft unions. Employers reduced wages and broke
strikes by decentralizing the trade into hundreds of hard-to-locate,
hard-to-organize workplaces.

Thus, workers in many low-status skilled trades fought a losing
battle against the introduction of machinery and less skilled labor.
Their inability to limit the labor supply meant that their economic
condition was not nearly as secure as that of workers in the print-
ing, construction, and metalworking trades. Their wages were al-
ways lower and their unemployment rates higher than those of
workers in the elite trades. Their problems were especially severe
during business slumps, when their unions often ceased to exist,
and their economic condition sank to the level of the unskilled.
Few low-status skilled unions survived the 1873—1879 depression;
most were forced to reorganize when the business expansion of
1879 began.

Unskilled workers—such as laborers, servants, teamsters, dray-
men, and porters—faced even worse economic prospects. Their
lack of skills and the consequent large size of the labor pool avail-
able to break their strikes rendered them unable to form unions.
Because they were often searching for better jobs, they also experi-
enced high residential and job mobility; that mobility made them
difficult to organize and led to their being labeled tramps. With
very low income per wage earner, entire families often had to
work. Eventually, the less skilled were forced to enlist the support
of those who did possess scarce skills or found it necessary to de-
velop alternative industrial union models of organizing in order to
gain any leverage over their employers. In this period, however,
they rarely managed to gain such leverage.

Because of their inability to organize, unskilled laborers’ wages
were about half those typically paid to skilled workers, and unem-
ployment rates were up to four times those characteristic of the
best organized crafts. Unskilled workers were unable to take eco-
nomic advantage of business expansions; depressions resulted in
tremendous hardship as their wage levels fell, and unemployment
rose dramatically.
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TABLE 1. Average Daily Wages in Chicago, 18701886
(in dollars)

Occupation 1870 1872 1874 1876 1878 1880 1882 1884 1886

Blacksmith 207 265 247 222 256 267 288 280 290
Boilermaker 2.23 2.83 258 228 284 290 290 290 290
Bricklayer 229 420 201 236 292 350 350 350 4.00
Machinist 222 268 243 222 264 273 278 275 275
Printer 237 294 28 275 292 300 300 300 3.00

Hod carrier 1.02 1.26 082 082 146 150 150 175 175
Laborer 1.29 159 141 125 146 158 159 150 1.50
Teamster 143 175 162 159 199 205 204 204 204

Source. U.S. Department of Labor Bulletin no. 18, September 1898, pp. 665-82. This
is the best source available on Chicago wage rates for the period. The data were compiled
directly from establishments doing business continuously in the city from 1870. The depart-
ment controlled for currency deflation in the 1870- 1878 figures. These have been recalcu-
lated to reflect actual wage rates.

Thus, industrialization did not have a monolithic impact on the
working class. The impact varied according to skill level; the un-
skilled suffered much lower wages and higher unemployment than
the skilled crafts. Even among the skilled trades, there was much
variation in economic status based on the history of organization in
the trade and the union’s ability or inability to resist skill degrada-
tion caused by mechanization or sweatshop production.

Table 1 indicates the tremendous differences in Chicago wage
levels for a variety of trades between 1870 and 1886. Even the se-
rious depression from 1873 to 1879 did not bring wage levels of the
most highly skilled trades down to the level of the unskilled. The
skilled were generally able to keep wages over $2 per day, while
the unskilled sank to depths as low as $.82 a day. Perhaps just as
important, various trades had different degrees of employment sta-
bility; the unskilled had much higher rates of both short- and long-
term unemployment than the skilled. These differences in earning
power and employment stability translated into dramatic dispari-
ties in economic consumption.

Differential ability to respond to economic problems must be re-
flected in the concepts used to analyze the working class. It will be
useful to divide the class into three categories: the labor aristoc-
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racy, low-status skilled, and the unskilled. Membership in the
labor aristocracy is based on early craft union organization and rela-
tive invulnerability to skill degradation based on trade characteris-
tics. Included in this category were printers, tinners, iron molders,
machinists, blacksmiths, locomotive engineers, railroad conduc-
tors, and many of the construction trades (brick makers, brick-
layers, stonemasons, carpenters, painters, plasterers, plumbers).
These were the first trades to organize in the city, all of them
having established trade unions prior to the Civil War (Pierce 1940,
1: 160, 165). Effective organization allowed their members higher
wage levels, lower unemployment levels, and higher levels of eco-
nomic consumption than others in the working class.

Low-status skilled trades included the cigar makers, tailors,
bakers, tanners, harness makers, brewers and maltsters, boot and
shoemakers, butchers, coopers, and cabinetmakers. Most of these
trades organized unions, but not until after the Civil War. For con-
venience, various types of factory operatives making their first ap-
pearance on the Chicago economic scene are also included in this
category; their economic situation was similar to that of workers in
the less skilled crafts. But it is important to understand that there
were few factory operatives in this period. For example, there
were only 688 mill and factory operatives listed in the 1880 Census
out of about 40,000 workers in the low-status skilled category (U.S.
Census of Population 1880, Table 36). The typical worker in this
category was not a semiskilled operative in an automated factory
but rather a skilled craftworker experiencing skill degradation dune
to the introduction of simple labor-saving devices and/or the in-
creasing division of labor within the trade.

The unskilled were represented by the laborers, freight handlers,
hod carriers, teamsters, servants, launderers and laundresses,
messengers, packers, porters, and lumbermen. These workers, un-
able to create strong unions, faced low wages, high unemployment
and job turnover, economic insecurity, and poverty.

The distribution of these three economic subgroups in the work-
ing class can be seen in Table 2. The unskilled are the largest cate-
gory, accounting for about a third of the city’s entire occupational
structure in all three years. The low-status skilled represent a little
less than one-fifth in 1870, one-quarter in 1880, and one-fifth in
18go. The labor aristocrats are about one-fifth of the distribution in
all three census years.
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TABLE 2. Chicago’s Occupational Structure, 1870, 1880, 1890
(in percentages)

Class 1870 1880 1890
Upper middle and upper 12.7 12.2 11.5
Lower middle 16.5 17.7 20.1
Labor aristocracy 18.3 18.3 20.0
Low-status skilled 17.9 24.0 19.1
Unskilled 34.5 27.8 29.3
Total 99.9 100.0 100.0
N 97,725 166,498 393,069

Sources. 1870 Census of Population, Table 32, p. 782; 1880 Census of Population, Table
35, p. 566, 1890 Census of Population, Table 118, p. 650.

The relative stability of the percentages in different class groups
should not lead to the conclusion that there was little individual
mobility from one class to another. These group figures say nothing
about individual mobility from group to group. In a period of rapid
job growth, as was occurring in the Chicago labor market during
this time, stable percentage figures may conceal significant individ-
ual mobility.

One striking fact is the tremendous size of the Chicago working
class in this period. It represents around 70 percent of the occupa-
tional structure in all three census years. There was certainly the
potential for the working class to be a major political force in the
city based on sheer numbers alone. But that potential may have
been reduced by the important economic differences between
working-class segments, differences that might be expected to be
reflected in political disparities within the class.

Earnings within the working class varied significantly according
to sector. Table 3 shows that the mean earnings of the labor aristo-
crats were approximately $710 per year, compared to $487 for
low-status skilled and $376 for the unskilled. Similar but smaller
differences occur with regard to family income and savings. The
aristocrats managed $752 versus $592 for the low-status skilled and
$484 for the unskilled. The family income differences are narrower
because those families with lower earnings from the primary wage
earner were more likely to seek employment for spouses and chil-
dren. As far as potential savings—the amount family income ex-
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TABLE 3. Earnings of Head of Household, Family Income,

and Savings for 1884, by Working-Class Sector
(in dollars)

Working-Class Family

Sector Earnings Income Savings
Labor aristocrats 710.49 752.44 34.68
Low-status skilled 487.41 592.05 --1.60
Unskilled 375.81 484 .42 10.10

Source. 1884 Bureau of Labor Statistics Report.

ceeds expenses—the aristocrats saved around $35 per year, the
low-status skilled had an average debt of $1.60, and the unskilled
saved around $10. The aristocrats had greater earning power and a
better life-style than the low-status skilled and the unskilled.

This three-category variable is an excellent predictor of earnings
in the Chicago labor market. For 1884, it had a correlation of .68
with annual earnings (t-statistic of coefficient = 15.42, significant at
the .001 level). This result can be interpreted as indicating the cru-
cial role of strong craft unions in elevating the wages of Chicago
workers.

Perhaps if industrialization had had a similar or characteristic
effect on all or nearly all of the Chicago working class, there might
have been a unified working-class response to the problems cre-
ated by industrialization. But “what if " questions are difficult to an-
swer. In fact, the differences in impact meant that the Chicago
working class was economically segmented; different parts of it ex-
perienced different kinds of economic problems and had different
capacities to respond to them. These disparities limited the possi-
bility of a unified political response to industrialization and made
working-class political fragmentation more likely.

The Beginning of the Labor Movement

There was no unified response by Chicago’s working class to the
problems caused by industrialization. Many workers never became
active in labor politics at all. Among workers who did become
active in the movement, there were important variations in ap-
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proach. Some argued for reform, saying that the city’s economic
and political systems could meet the needs of the working class
with some minor adjustments; others suggested that only a revolu-
tion, a new system, could meet those needs. These differences cre-
ated severe factionalism that made unified working-class political
action difficult at first and later impossible.

The reform tendency was founded in 1864 when a printers’
strike led to the formation of the city’s first trades assembly. The
Morning Post had attempted to hire and train forty women com-
positors to work at cut rates. Using the exclusive strategy typical of
elite craft unions, the Chicago Typographical Union no. 16 decided
to strike and boycott the paper; the idea of including the women in
the union was never considered (Chicago Typographical Union
minutes 1864).

Boycotts require mass support, so the Chicago Typographical
Union strikers tried to secure the cooperation of other unions; they
called a meeting of all the union members in the city, paying the
expenses of hall rent and brass band. Not wishing to alienate their
friends in high places, the Chicago Typographical Union invited
the mayor of Chicago to preside over the meeting and the editor of
the Evening Journal to be the principal speaker (Inland Printer
June 1886, 287-88). By the next year, the coalition that was formed
as a result of this strike, the Chicago General Trades Assembly, had
eighty-five hundred members in twenty-four unions (Pierce 1957,
3: 168).

Also founded in 1864 by the Chicago Typographical Union was
the Workingman’s Advocate, the first significant labor journal in the
city.* Edited by a leader of the printers union, A. C. Cameron, the
Advocate was the primary voice of the Chicago labor movement
until it ceased publication in the mid 1870s.

The Trades Assembly and the Advocate did not attempt to chal-
lenge the underlying basis of Chicago’s economic and political
systems. Both had relatively privileged constituencies—the city’s
best organized, best paid, most stably employed labor aristocrats.
The paper and the General Trades Assembly fought for candidates

*The man in the title of the paper and in the name of many of the period’s
workers associations indicates the discriminatory nature of the movement. There
were few attempts to organize women workers but many successful attempts to
exclude them from the crafts.
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and for legislation to ameliorate the plight of the workingman in
Chicago and not for the revolutionary overthrow of capitalism or
representative democracy. Variation in economic conditions meant
that the trades assembly was sometimes strong, sometimes weak,
and sometimes nonexistent; but throughout the 1860s, 1870s, and
1880s, the assembly was the crucial advocate of labor reform in
the city.

Labor movement factionalism was based on ethnic group mem-
bership, not only on economic factors. Many of the city’s early
unions, the Trades Assembly, and the reform tendency itself were
dominated by the native born (Schneirov 1984, 18). Apprentice-
ships were given primarily to the sons of members or to the sons of
members’ friends and relatives; women, convicts, children, and
non-Anglo immigrants were largely excluded from union member-
ship. An exception was made for those of English, Welsh, and Scot-
tish birth, who were often included in craft unions due to their
skilled backgrounds, union organizing experience, and cultural
similarity to the native born.

One response by non-Anglo immigrants to their exclusion from
the elite native-born unions was to form ethnically based unions in
each trade. These ethnic unions remained a crucial part of the labor
movement throughout the period, providing an organizing base for
an alternative to the Anglo-American labor reform tendency.

The first group to form such unions was the Germans, one of the
biggest ethnic groups in the city with large numbers in the skilled
working class and a tradition of guild organization. As early as the
1850s, Germans formed unions of the coach makers, carpenters,
tailors, and cabinetmakers; and the German Trades Assembly actu-
ally was founded seven years before the largely Anglo General
Trades Assembly. The German assembly had a membership of one
thousand in 1865 (Pierce 1957, 2: 166—67), and two thousand mem-
bers and a weekly paper by the spring of 1869 (Schneirov 1984, 37).

Certainly, there were some German advocates of labor reform.
But from early on, many Germans were sympathetic to ideologies
that asserted the need for more basic changes in the economic and
political systems. Marxist ideas gained popularity because a number
of political refugees of the German workers revolt of 1848 settled in
Chicago. Among these “forty-eighters” was Josef Weydemeyer, a
friend and correspondent of Karl Marx. These Germans published
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a Marxist paper called Der Proletarier as early as 1853 (Pierce
1957, 2: 186). The German Trades Assembly became an important
forum for these revolutionary pronouncements, as did the German
Social Democratic Turnverein, which were German nationalist
gymnastic societies.

In 1858, representatives of German workers in the city appeared
at the first congress of the International Workingmen'’s Association,
which had been organized in New York the year before. The plat-
form passed at the conference held that the right of revolution was
guaranteed by the Declaration of Independence and that scientific,
technical, commercial, and industrial progress had reached a stage
that necessitated a change in the American form of government.
They demanded the right to organize unions, protested against the
treatment of labor by capital, and attacked political party platforms
and private charity programs as offering no remedies for the work-
ing class (Pierce 1957, 2: 186). As early as the 1860s, there were
important political differences between organized Anglo-American
and German workers.

Also in the sixties, a new ideology, called Lassalleanism, began
to compete with Marxism for the allegiance of the city’s German
workers. Lassalle stressed political action as the key to the eman-
cipation of the working class and scorned trade unions as impotent,
even irrelevant. Political action was seen as crucial because it could
force the government to grant aid to workers’ producer coopera-
tives, making these worker-owned institutions competitive with
existing capitalist-owned firms. Eventually, Lassalle proposed,
workers would control entire industries and markets, especially if
the government could be forced to break up the monopolies that
were beginning to dominate some industries (Foner 1955, 2: 414).

Marxists rejected this analysis, arguing that a workers party
should not be formed until it could successfully influence elections
and that the party would not be able to do that until it was based in
a strong trade union movement. So there was a running, seesaw
battle from the sixties until the eighties in the Chicago labor move-
ment between Lassalleans and Marxists, that is, between political
action advocates and economic action advocates. Which group
dominated depended on the business cycle. During expansion pe-
riods, trade unions had many members and were strong because of
the greater demand for labor; this led to the domination of the
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Marxist position. During depressions, Lassallean ideas were domi-
nant because weak unions rapidly disintegrated, economic action
was precluded, and political action was viewed as the only viable
remedy.

Certainly, the primary appeal of Lassalleanism was to German
workers. But some of the native born, most notably A. C. Cameron,
of the printers union, flirted with Lassallean ideas (Pierce 1957,
2: 188). Marxism, however, with its much more critical view of the
capitalist economic and political system, never achieved significant
allegiance from the native born.

Thus, the organizational and ideological context of the labor
movement in the early seventies was as follows. Anglo-American
skilled workers, that is, the native and British born, were orga-
nized in a trades assembly that advocated mild legislative reform as
a response to the plight of the working class. Some progressive
Anglo reformers advocated stronger measures such as cooperation
to deal with the workers’ plight. German workers were organized
into the German Trades Assembly; Marxist, Lassallean, and reform
ideologies and organizations competed for the allegiance of these
German workers. The unskilled, including many of the city’s third
most numerous ethnic group, the Irish, were largely unorganized.

Early Response to the Depression:
The Unemployed Marches and the International

Debates between advocates of reform versus revolution, between
Anglo-American and German workers, were abstract until the mid
1870s, when a serious depression created severe economic prob-
lems for the working class. The depression, lasting from 1873 to
1879, resulted in a large number of business failures, and each
new victim took with it many working-class jobs. As Pierce (1957,
3: 240—41) describes it:

Skilled and unskilled alike were thrown out of work, and where em-
ployees were retained, reductions in wages ensued. The growth of indus-
try, which had been stimulated by the city’s rebuilding [after the 1871
Chicago fire], stopped dead in its tracks. Closing banks swept away the
savings of thrifty thousands, and even the rich were touched by the palsy-
ing depression.
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Figure 1. Chicago business cycle, 1870-1885: Number of employees and total
wages in manufacturing.

The trends in business activity can be seen clearly in Figure 1,
which shows the number of employees and total wages in manufac-
turing establishments in the city for 1870 to 1885. Booms affected
the city from 1870 to 1873 and from 1879 to 1884. A depression
from 1873 to 1879 is clearly shown, as is the recession that began
in 1884.

Prices were unstable as well. As can be seen in Figure 2, the
effect of the depression was partially mitigated by falling prices
from 1873 through 1878. But inflation often ate into any wage gains
that the working class made during business expansions, such as
during a boom beginning in 1879. From 1879 to 1882, wages re-
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Figure 2. United States price index, 1870-1886.

mained fairly stable while food prices and overall living costs in-
creased at a rate of up to 33 percent a year (Pierce 1957, 3: 239).
The 1873 depression clearly threw many out of work; a study by
the Relief and Aid Society in early 1874 found a 37 percent unem-
ployment rate among the non-building trades. This means that the
actual unemployment rate was probably even higher because the
construction trades were recognized to have had the highest rate of
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joblessness (Schneirov 1975, 184). The most important result of this
was to destroy many of the city’s unions; unemployed workers do
not pay union dues. By January 1874, there were only eleven mostly
Anglo-American unions left in the city (Schneirov 1984, 43—44).

Only one union affiliated with the Marxist International Work-
ingmen's Association, the German Carpenters and Joiners Union,
was still in existence by this time. But some of the Marxists had
formed a political club, the Social Political Workingmen’s Union, in
1870; and it began to respond to the economic crisis with political
action. Apparently this club had no Anglo-American members; it
originally had four hundred members in three sections: one Ger-
man, one French, and one Scandinavian (Schneirov 1975). By
1873, it had five hundred members in six sections: three German,
one French, one Scandinavian, and one Polish.

On the advice of the leaders of the International in New York,
the Chicago section organized a movement for the relief of the un-
employed. They called for a meeting at a German Turner hall on
West Twelfth Street on December 21, 1873 (Hillquit 1977, 183;
Pierce 1957, 3: 241). But even this large hall was not large enough;
five to seven thousand largely foreign-born workers packed it, and
many were forced to wait outside. Speeches were made in Ger-
man, Swedish, Polish, French, and English, but the first speaker
was German, perhaps reflecting the high proportion of Germans in
the audience. He expressed militant sentiments, maintaining that
charity was inadequate and that it was high time a laborer became
something other than a machine. “Our aristocratic rulers and manu-
facturers do not care whether laborers in the city die of starvation,”
he continued. “We must stand together and show the bloated aris-
tocracy that laborers have some rights that must be respected”
(Chicago Tribune December 22, 1873, 11). A Frenchman argued
that it was not the workers’ fault that they had nothing and the capi-
talists had everything. The laws were made for the aristocrats, not
for the laborers. Workers must demand their rights. They were
strangled by the biased press, by the bourgeoisie, and by the
priests, all of whom did everything in their power to prevent the
emancipation of the working classes (Chicago Tribune December
22, 1873).

Following a model provided by the national office of the Inter-
national, the provisional committee formed by the workers re-
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solved to demand “(1) work for all that are out of employment
and able to work, on an eight hour per day basis; (2) advances
to those able to support themselves; (3) a working class committee
to be appointed to oversee the relief effort in order to insure that
aid go only to those in real need; and (4) the use of city credit
to obtain relief funds” (Foner 1955, 1: 445). There was loud ap-
plause and cheers for these resolutions; many of the workers ap-
proved of them.

Finally, there was a proposal to assemble the next night to march
to the city council to pressure the council members to meet these
demands. The Social Political Workingmen's Union planned to
present six thousand signatures of unemployed workers—what
they claimed was one-quarter of the unemployed in the city at this
time—to the mayor and city coupcil (Chicago Tribune December
23, 1873).

The procession took place as scheduled. The Tribune reported
that there were twenty thousand marchers. Several dozen locked
arms and led their fellow workers; two had flags; one had a drum.
As Currey (1912, 2: 364-65) puts it, “The whole working class
population seemed magically to have been drawn together; there
appeared to be no leaders but the men fell into orderly lines; and
they marched sometimes hand in hand as quietly as a funeral pro-
cession to City Hall.” Workers carried placards with such senti-
ments as “Work or Bread!” “War to Idleness!” “Death to Destitu-
tion!” “One for All and All for One!” “United We Stand, Divided
We Fall!” “Unity Gives Strength!”

The orderly crowd was unable to get close to city hall because
three hundred police had many of the streets leading to it barri-
caded, but the demands were presented to the council neverthe-
less. The mayor and council assured the workers™ representatives
that they would respond to their grievances and resolutions; they
appointed a committee to discuss the disbursement of funds to the
destitute with the main organization responsible for poor relief in
the city, the privately sponsored Relief and Aid Society.

The workers’ view of the Relief and Aid Society was not a posi-
tive one. They charged that the society had taken many of the con-
tributions for the relief of fire sufferers and had distributed them
among its own members or to those with connections in high places
(Flinn 1973, 147). Over $1 million had been contributed to the so-
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ciety, but as of late 1873, $700,000 had not been publicly dis-
tributed (Foner 1955, 1: 447). The workers committee demanded a
meeting with society officials; the audience was at first denied,
but the appearance of one thousand workers outside their offices
changed their minds (Foner 1955, 1: 447). Following the meeting,
the Relief and Aid Society announced that it would provide relief
for the families of unemployed workers; 9,719 families were even-
tually provided with aid. But because no public jobs were ever
offered by the mayor or city council, this was viewed as only a
minor victory for those who had marched to protest unemployment
(Pierce, 1957, 3: 242; Schneirov 1975, 184).

This first major militant demonstration by the Chicago working
class was not an indication of class unity; it did not include signifi-
cant numbers of native or British-born workers. The organizational
work and hundreds of the participants came from the Working-
mens Union, which did not have an American section. The Tri-
bune reported that the native-born workers were shocked by the
demonstration, that it “fell upon the American portion of the popu-
lation like lightning from a clear sky” (December 23, 1873, cited in
Pierce 1957, 3: 241). The political differences between the Anglo-
American and other foreign-born workers continued as the latter
organized the city’s first labor party.

The Workingmen's Party of Illinois

The unemployed marches continued throughout January. But many
of the workers were dissatisfied with their inability to influence city
officials through direct action. Naturally, they began to discuss the
possibility of replacing those elected officials with others more
sympathetic to their interests. Many suggested forming a political
party to represent the interests of the rapidly growing working
class in the city. On Sunday, January 11, 1874, two mass meetings
were held by Chicagos workers to establish the Workingmen’s
Party of Illinois (WPI) (Chicago Tribune January 12, 1874).

The party represented a turn toward Lassalleanism and away
from trade union action and organizing in the International. By
March 1874, the WPI had twenty-two sections and seven thousand
members. These sections generally consisted of workers of one na-
tionality or language group. The party was overwhelmingly Ger-
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man; fifteen of the twenty-two sections were German, three were
Bohemian,* three were Polish, and only one was American. There
were no Irish or Scandinavian sections.

Not only the rank and file was overwhelmingly foreign born;
the executive committee was foreign born, with only one excep-
tion. Moderate Anglo-American labor reformers were hostile to the
WPI proposal that the government ought to provide employment
to Chicago workers. As A. C. Cameron argued when the WPI was
formed:

In a republican government, the State is not bound to find employment
for the citizen. Here we have all the incentives to industry, frugality, and
perseverance. If we were to admit the correctness of the theory that the
State is bound to find employment for the citizen, we would destroy the
noblest ambition in man, that of independence and he would become a
simple pensioner. (Workingman’s Advocate January 17, 1874, cited in
Schneirov 1984, 63)

In an atmosphere of great hope, the party nominated several
candidates for city council in north side, predominantly German
wards. In the spring elections of 1874, the ticket got fewer than a
thousand votes; in the fall of 1874, it received 785 votes, not even
close to the twenty-five hundred party members were certain they
had cast (Commons et al. 1918, 2: 229—-30). The Vorbote claimed
vote fraud (not the last time it would do so), and many in the party
became disillusioned with electoral efforts. Eight sections of the
party dissolved in the next four months, and there was no further
participation in elections until spring 1877, when the party polled
around six hundred fifty votes (Schneirov 1975, 13).

Typically, when political action failed, the pendulum moved
back in the direction of the Marxists, with the workers again devot-
ing themselves to trade union action in order to provide the foun-
dation upon which political action could be based. This time was no
exception. The Lassallean editor of the Vorbote was soon replaced
with a Marxist, and the two remaining sections of the International
were fused with the remnants of the WPI (Commons et al. 1918, 2:
230). This happened nationally as well; on July 15, 1876, delegates
from the International met in Philadelphia and dissolved their or-

* Bohemians were immigrants from that part of Europe now known as Czecho-
slovakia.
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ganization. They then joined the Workingmen’s Party of the United
States (WPUS), which was established several days later. The
WPUS adopted a trade union emphasis consistent with Marxism,
and Chicago—with 593 party members and the four thousand cir-
culation German-language weekly Vorbote—became a center of
WPUS activity (Foner 1976, 18).

The Marxists found plenty of economic action to support as
strikes in 1875 and 1876 became increasingly militant. Violent
strikes by outdoor laborers—mainly Irish coal heavers and brick-
yard workers and Bohemian lumberyard workers (called lumber
shovers)—were opportunities for organizational work. The un-
skilled laborers had no scarce skills and no strong craft unions; the
only alternative was to gather in large crowds to verbally and physi-
cally intimidate strikebreakers, to try to prevent scabs from re-
placing them on the job. Such mass strikes (Schneirov 1984, 147)
had limited aims (usually higher wages) and were conducted by
weak temporary economic organizations.

The common pattern was for workers in one company to collec-
tively agree to strike. Those workers would form a band, arm
themselves with clubs and other primitive weapons, and proceed
to other unskilled workplaces—brickyards, lumberyards, coal-
yards—where they would convince workers to quit work and per-
suade employers to shut down their operations. Because the un-
skilled lived near their jobs, these mass strikes often mobilized
community residents as well as workers; women, who did not nec-
essarily work in the yards, often joined in crowd actions designed
to enforce the strikes.

Skilled workers, especially Anglo-American trade unionists,
showed little interest in these strikes. But the largely German WPI
tried to support the unskilled strikers. Speaking at a strike rally of
several thousand at a Bohemian Turner hall, a WPI leader sug-
gested that the workers ought to drill with wooden rifles if they
could not get real ones; when the time came, they would be able to
acquire muskets and cartridges (Schneirov 1975, 11). Another sug-
gested that a proletarian revolution would come “within a few de-
cades if the ruling classes threatened to suffocate the labor move-
ment” (Pierce 1957, 3: 243).

Physical intimidation played an important role in the mass strike
model of economic action, giving both employers and the police an
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easy excuse to retaliate in kind. Confrontations between police and
crowds of foreign-born workers were frequent by the mid 1870s. In
1876, a lumberyard owner shot and killed a striker and wounded
three others attempting to prevent crowds of as many as fifteen
hundred workers from enforcing a strike by Bohemian lumber
shovers. When seven strike leaders were arrested, a contingent of
four hundred marched to a police station to secure their release.
The mayor was forced to close all gun shops when a committee of
workers attempted to secure weapons. That same year striking
brick makers gathered in Bridgeport to march to the North Side to
tear down a prison where convicts were making bricks under con-
tract. The police arrested twenty-five to prevent this march: eight
Irish, five Germans, four native born, and the rest Scandinavians,
Bohemians, and Poles (Schneirov 1975).

Some German workers responded to police repression by form-
ing armed worker resistance groups called the Lehr und Wehr
Verein (Educational and Resistance Societies) (David 1958, 57).
Bohemian workers soon followed the lead of the Germans, forming
their own society, called the Lincoln Guards. These militia units
drilled regularly, practiced bayoneting, picket duty, deployment,
skirmishing, and shooting in formation. The native born did not
participate in these associations, and few of the city’s Irish residents
did either. These working-class units were more significant for the
anxiety they caused the city’s middle and upper classes than as ac-
tual military units; they represented little threat to the authorities
because they had a peak strength of three hundred (Illinois State
House of Representatives 1879, 39).

Although the strikes of the unskilled provided a few opportuni-
ties for political agitation by the mainly German members and
leadership of the WPUS, the party did not have any real influence
on the mass of Chicago workers until 1877, the year of the great
railroad strike. As George Schilling, a party leader at the time,
put it:

The daily press paid little or no attention to us in those days [before 1877].
We called public meetings in all parts of the city, but the masses were
slow to move. Oft-times, after posting bills and paying for advertising, we
were also compelled to contribute our last nickel for hall rent, and walk
home instead of ride. At all these meetings A. R. Parsons was the only
English speaker.
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Our influence as a party, however, both in Chicago and elsewhere, was
very limited until the great railroad strike of 1877. Before this the labor
question was of little or no importance to the average citizen. The large
mass of our people contented themselves with the belief that in this great
and free Republic there was not room for real complaint. The idea that all
Americans were on an equal footing seemed to be recognized as an in-
controvertible fact in the halls of legislation, in the press, and the pulpit.
(Parsons 1889, xvi—xvii)

July 1877:
Railroad Strike and General Strike

The strikes of the mid 1870s were but harbingers of much more
serious events in 1877.* The depression had not abated, and the
railroads decided to try to recoup some of their losses by cutting
workers’ wages. By 1877, most railroad workers had already suf-
fered wage cuts of from 21 to 37 percent; still, late in May, several
railroads announced that they would cut wages and salaries another
10 percent (Foner 1977, 28). On June 2, railroad workers formed
the secret Trainmen’s Union, an organization that aimed to orga-
nize all railroad workers for the sole purpose of carrying out a na-
tional railroad strike. The union successfully recruited all but the
elite engineers and conductors along the entire Pennsylvania Rail-
road as well as other lines (Pennsylvania State Senate and House of
Representatives 1878).

When the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad announced a 10 percent
wage cut on July 16, 1877, the local section of the Trainmen’s Union
in Martinsburg, West Virginia, struck. The strike soon spread
along the B & O line and then to other lines through Cumberland,
Maryland, Newark, Ohio, and then to Pittsburgh and Chicago. At-
tempts to suppress the strike were unsuccessful because the local
militia often threw down their arms or, as in the case of the Phila-
delphia militia, were driven from the city. Federal troops were
called out in both Maryland and Pennsylvania to try to end the
strike in those states (Foner 1977; Schneirov 1975, 14).

*The following account of the 1877 strike is based on a number of sources in-
cluding Foner (1977) and a reading of the city’s daily papers for the period. But I
am most indebted to Richard Schneirov (1975), who has provided the most de-
tailed account of the events that took place in Chicago during the strike.
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Railroad workers in Chicago were discussing the strike two days
after strike activity had begun in the east; most wanted higher
wages (Chicago Tribune July 19 and 22, 1877). As the Tribune re-
ported, “All hands felt hard towards the railroad company because
they had reduced the poorest paid workingmen and left the Presi-
dent, Managers, superintendents and foremenalone” (July 22, 1877,
6). But the strike was mobilized primarily by the unskilled and
semiskilled, predominantly Irish track laborers, switchmen, fire-
men, and brakemen. The more conservative engineers and conduc-
tors brotherhoods—dominated by the native born—spoke against
the strike and never joined it (Chicago Tribune July 23, 1877).

The WPUS was quick to jump on the strike bandwagon. The
party’s national executive committee met and issued a directive to
all local sections to support the railroad strike and to demand both
government ownership of the railroads and telegraph companies
and the eight-hour day (Schneirov 1975, 16). The Chicago sec-
tion began agitation immediately, talking to railroaders on Friday,
July 20, advocating a strike, and assuring the workers of their full
support.

On Saturday night, the WPUS held a rally in a vacant lot at
Twelfth and Halsted attended by over one thousand workers.
Huge banners were displayed reading “Down with the Wages
of Slavery!” “Why Does Our Production Cause Starvation!” “We
Want Work, Not Charity!” WPUS leader Albert Parsons—the best
known native-born socialist in the city—asked the crowd, “If the
proprietor has a right to fix wages and say what labor is worth, then
arent we bound hand and foot—as slaves? We should be perfectly
content with a bowl of rice and a rat a week!” He told them, “if the
laboring man agrees to work 12 to 15 hours for the bosses and
allows them to take five-sixths of the profit, then the laboringmen
are themselves to blame” (Chicago Tribune July 23, 1877, 17).
Parsons closed with the Lassallean demand for worker cooperatives
and exhorted the working class to organize. They must “strike
while the anvil is hot”; they must follow the example of the eastern
strikers. Parsons, a veteran of the movement to free the slaves,
often used the slavery analogy to describe the plight of Chicago’s
working class. An inspiring orator, he was cheered and applauded
on this and on many future occasions.
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The strike began as expected on Monday, July 23, when many of
the city’s semiskilled switchmen walked off their jobs. The city’s
business class and the mayor reacted instantaneously. Many of the
railroad lines serving the city rescinded the wage cut to avoid a
strike. Many others stopped all freight runs, thus locking out their
employees to avoid strikes and property damage (Chicago Tribune
July 24, 1877).

These actions were effective in preventing a militant strike by
railroad workers in Chicago. When the wage cuts were rescinded,
the railroaders saw no reason to continue the job action; by the
middle of the week, most said they wished to return to work so
they could support their families (Chicago Tribune July 25 and
July 27, 1877).

But railroaders who wished to return to work were unable to do
so. Crowds of less skilled foreign-born workers prevented the rail-
roads from operating and had closed down most of the workplaces
along the Chicago River as well. Railroad workers reported to the
Tribune that two-thirds of those who had intimidated them into
quitting work were not railroad workers and that there were no at-
tempts on any day by railroad workers to induce non-railroad
workers to quit work (Chicago Tribune July 25, 1877). The railroad-
ers maintained that they would “protect the corporations’ property
with sword and gun if it became necessary,” publicly deprecated all
attempts at violation of the law, and said that they could not see
what interest the “rabble” had in their affairs. One switchman said:
“We are afraid to work. The mob has intimidated us. They have
sent word that we must quit work or suffer. But we want to work if
we can only be protected” (Chicago Tribune July 27, 1877, 3).

This was no longer a railroad strike at all, but rather a near general
strike against the low wages and massive unemployment suffered by
unskilled workers in foreign-born enclaves near the Chicago River.
Through the efforts of crowds of less skilled foreign-born work-
ers—mainly the outdoor laborers who had been active in the 1875
and 1876 strikes such as the lumber shovers, brickyard workers,
and coal heavers—the strike had spread well beyond the railroad
yards to the industrial areas of the city.

The WPUS, believing that perhaps the revolution was at hand,
lost no time in trying to expand the strike; it held a mass meeting as



26 Ethnic Segmentation in the Labor Movement

early as Monday night. The leaflet announcing the meeting ended:
“Every day, every hour that we remain disunited only helps our
oppressors to bind more firmly the chains around us. Throughout
the entire land our brothers are calling upon us to rise and protect
our labor. For the sake of our wives and children and our own self-
respect, LET US WAIT NO LONGER! ORGANIZE AT ONCE!”
(Chicago Tribune July 23, 1877, g9). The meeting was massive;
estimates of the crowd ranged from fifteen to forty thousand. Six
speaker stands were erected because a single speaker could not be
heard by so many. Workers from all over the city carried torches
and signs in various languages, including German, Scandinavian,
and French. The banners read “Life by Labor or Death by Fight!”
“United We Stand, Divided We Fall!” The crowd was militant, and
those who suggested moderation were shouted off the speaker
stands (Chicago Tribune July 24, 1877; Schneirov 1975, 19).
Again Albert Parsons spoke, denouncing the actions of the mo-
nopolies and Jay Gould, W. H. Vanderbilt, and other capitalists. He
asked how the workers could feed and clothe their families on $.go
a day and suggested the workers act in a determined way to main-
tain their rights (Chicago Tribune July 24, 1877). He concluded:

It rests upon you to say whether we shall allow the capitalist to go on ex-
ploiting us, or whether we shall organize ourselves. Will you organize?
(Cries of “WE WILL!”) Well, then enroll your names in the grand army of
labor, and if the capitalist engages in warfare against our rights, then we
shall resist him with all the means that God has given us. (Loud and pro-
longed applause!) (Chicago Daily News July 24, 1877; cited in Foner 1977,
143~ 44)

In the most militant statement of the night, WPUS activist John
McAuliffe suggested that low wages, strikes, poverty, and greed
were all effects of the capitalist system. The solution was to take
control of the government, by force if necessary. Workers from
the crowd also spoke from the stands. One Irish Civil War veteran
said: “We fought for the Negro and brought him up to the level of
the white man, why not do something for the workingman? We
fought for the big bugs, but what have the capitalists done for us?
We must bring the capitalists down to our level with powder and
ball!” (Schneirov 1975, 19-20). The crowd cheered wildly, and
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someone yelled, “We are the boys to give it to them!” (Schneirov
1975, 19—20).

A reading of the WPUS strike platform, which included na-
tionalization of key industries, organization of unions, and the
eight-hour day, was enthusiastically received. The meeting ended
with three cheers for shorter hours and better pay, three cheers for
the strikers, and the singing of the “Marseillaise” (Chicago Tribune
July 24, 1877).

On Tuesday, committees of workers began to roam the streets,
closing all rail lines to freight service, then spreading the strike to
other industries. Onlookers in foreign-born neighborhoods near
the city’s industrial center cheered these committees. Many work-
ers visited by the committees agreed to join the strike; railroad offi-
cials or the managers of other firms often closed their places of busi-
ness as the crowds approached to avoid property damage (Schneirov
1975, 23)-

Schneirov estimates that a minimum of five to six thousand
workers participated in the crowd actions in and around the rail-
road yards and the city’s West Side industrial district by the end of
Tuesday. Thousands more were out on strike or had been locked
out by their employers. By evening, most of the West Side facto-
ries and lumberyards and nearly all the railroad freight runs in the
city were shut down (Foner 1977, 145; Schneirov 1975, 26).

On Tuesday afternoon, the WPUS executive committee met to
discuss its response to the strikes and crowd actions. Desperately
trying to organize the strike under its banner, the party called for a
meeting at which striker delegates would plan further action. But
such organization was difficult to attain because those active in the
strike—the unskilled—did not have preexisting economic organi-
zations, and those workers who had organizational resources—the
skilled—were not active in the strike. Only fifty-two delegates
came to the WPUS meeting, and few delegates attended subse-
quent gatherings. The WPUS never had control of the strike.

The workplace closings had been accomplished by loosely orga-
nized groups of unskilled workers supported by a few WPI so-
cialists but not by the craft unions. The lack of action by the pre-
dominantly Anglo-American Chicago Typographical Union no. 16
was typical. The printers, with the sole exception of Albert Parsons,
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did not participate in crowd actions, offered no money for strike
support, and passed no resolution of solidarity (Chicago Typo-
graphical Union minutes 1877). Labor reformers in the city never
endorsed the general strike or engaged in any actions to support it.

On Tuesday, a meeting of labor reformers endorsed the railroad
strike but withheld support for the general strike (Schneirov 1984,
67). Not until Thursday did a small number of German skilled
unions begin to discuss the strike, the eight-hour day, and the pos-
sibility of demanding pay increases.

This movement was mobilized by unskilled residents of the city’s
foreign-born neighborhoods; it was not a class-conscious move-
ment by Chicago’s entire working class. Anglo-American workers
gave the strike little support. Schneirov (1975) found that of the
132 arrested during the strike, the majority of crowd members
were foreign born: Only 15 percent had English names, 37—45 per-
cent had German or Bohemian names, 34—42 percent had Irish
names, 3 percent were Polish, and 2 percent were Scandinavian.

Schneirov also considered which wards spawned crowds: The
fifth through the eighth and the fourteenth through the seven-
teenth predominated; those were the most heavily foreign-born
wards in the city at this time. Finally, newspapers listed the ad-
dresses of those killed Wednesday night and Thursday. Twenty-
seven percent of those addresses were in the seventh and eighth
wards, near the Bohemian community where the Halsted viaduct
conflicts occurred. Sixty-seven percent came from the fifth and
sixth wards, which were predominantly German, Irish, and Bohe-
mian (Schneirov 1975, 54).

The fact that this was a movement by only one part of Chicago’s
working class made it easier for the city’s well-organized political
and economic elite to crush the strike. An unnamed business leader
paid for eight hundred special police, and the militia was ordered
to its armories. The mayor met with businessmen, police, and mili-
tia commanders and issued a statement calling for neighborhood
patrols to preserve order. He also required that all saloons be
closed, ostensibly to prevent drunken rioting; but another reason
may have been to prevent striking workers from utilizing the saloons
as meeting places. He ordered all gun dealers to remove firearms
from their shops, and all armories were placed under guard to pre-
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vent workers from obtaining firearms (Foner 1977, 142; Schneirov
1975, 17-18).

The authorities had found the strategy that would end the strike
by the middle of the week. Three to five thousand workers had
gathered for a rally at Market and Madison on Wednesday evening.
During the first speeches, a group of police arrived and began to
club the workers indiscriminately, forcing the crowd to disperse.
There followed numerous assaults on peaceful meetings. As the
Inter-Ocean reported, “When the mob was attacked, except in one
or two instances, they were attacked for assembling in crowds and
not for any unlawful acts they were committing” (July 28, 1877;
cited in Schneirov 1975, 51). From this point on, the conflict dete-
riorated into a violent battle with police, a battle the unarmed
workers could not win. The continuing pattern of police violence
intimidated the socialists as well as the strikers; the WPUS was
never able to hold another mass meeting.

The authorities did not even tolerate indoor discussions. A meet-
ing of three hundred and fifty cigar makers concerning a strike for
the eight-hour day was broken up, the coopers narrowly escaped
the same kind of attack, and thirteen tailors were arrested for
simply discussing the strike (Schneirov 1975, 45).

At the Twelfth and Halsted Streets Turner hall, two to three
hundred journeymen German cabinetmakers were meeting to con-
sider the eight-hour day question and some of their other griev-
ances. A group of police, both regulars and specially appointed, at-
tacked this meeting without provocation. They entered the hall
and began firing and clubbing everyone in sight, killing one and
wounding several others. The Chicago Tribune reported that the
workers “ran hither and yon like rats in a pit” (Foner 1977, 153).
Two policemen then took turns beating a man pinned to a table
while a sergeant took potshots at passersby in the street.

When the police left, the National Guard arrived and, with
drawn bayonets, drove everyone in the neighborhood into their
homes (Foner 1977, 153). The police involved in the incident were
later tried, convicted of inciting a criminal riot, and fined six cents
each (Schneirov 1975, 45). Both this event and the subsequent trial
of the perpetrators in 187g were covered extensively in the Ger-
man press (Illinois Staats Zeitung April 26, 1879). The Lehr und
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Wehr Verein gained recruits as a result of such unprovoked attacks
by the authorities.

By the middle of the week, the conflict had moved into the resi-
dential neighborhoods of the foreign born, and they began to fight
back more aggressively. As the strike moved into the community,
women—many of whom worked in less skilled jobs at home or in
neighborhood workplaces—became more prominent in the crowd
actions. The conservative Inter-Ocean blamed women for many of
the most militant worker actions during the course of the strike
(Foner 1977, 154-55)-

On Thursday, three thousand women and teenagers from the
surrounding neighborhoods gathered along Halsted Street and be-
gan cutting telegraph wires and damaging streetcar lines. The po-
lice soon arrived and attempted to break up the crowd by charging
and clubbing everyone in sight. But the crowd soon grew to five
thousand and refused to disperse. Angered by the police actions of
the previous days, the crowd met the police with a volley of stones.
The police began to fire at will and dropped many, but they were
outnumbered and forced to retreat. A squad of reinforcements ar-
rived, and the police attacked again, killing several crowd mem-
bers (Schneirov 1975, 41).

Ten thousand packed the same area the next day, but the work-
ers and residents had few guns and could not confront the police
directly. They resorted instead to guerilla warfare; when police or
cavalry approached, the crowd would briefly disperse and then
close in behind them, throwing stones and pieces of wood. When
the police charged, the crowd would run into alleyways. Small
groups of workers used the rooftops to shower the police and troops
with missiles. Neighborhood residents helped the injured and
refused to tell the authorities where the wounded were hiding.
Police and troops were routinely denied food and water. Crowd
members also attempted to liberate captured workers, sometimes
successfully.

By this time, the police actions had had very serious conse-
quences. Between twenty-eight and thirty-five workers had been
killed and approximately two hundred wounded seriously. The lop-
sided nature of the conflict can be seen in the fact that no police or
troops were killed during the week, and only eighteen were in-
jured, none seriously (Schneirov 1975, 46). The workers and neigh-
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borhood residents, unable to acquire guns, finally gave up their at-
tempts to confront the police; the cost in killed and maimed was
too high, and they had no prospect of victory.

The great strike was essentially over by Friday, when most of the
railroad workers went back to work (Schneirov 1975, 75). The daily
papers and employers showed that they understood that this had
not been a railroad strike. The Tribune praised the railroad workers
for their loyalty to the companies (July 28, 1877), Illinois Central
management allowed full pay for the time lost by its employees,
and other railroads followed their lead (Lightner 1977, 201).

Socialist Electoral Campaigns

Finding again that elected officials had failed to take their side in a
conflict, the socialists moved back into the electoral arena. The
WPUS nominated a full slate of county officers in the November
1877 elections and did quite well. The continuing depression and
the memory of police repression of workers just a few months be-
fore undoubtedly helped the party’s candidate for treasurer Frank
Stauber net 6,592 votes, 13.7 percent of the total votes cast. He
received over 20 percent of the vote in the seventh, fifteenth, and
sixteenth wards, over 30 percent in the fifth and fourteenth, and
over 40 percent in the sixth (see Table 4). This success again led to
the strengthening of the political action viewpoint within the party.

At the next national WPUS convention, the party name was
changed to the Socialist Labor party (SLP). It was determined that
all sections should form state organizations and hold conventions
before each election; the SLP was to be an electoral machine. One
crumb was thrown to the trade unionists: A resolution was passed
suggesting that the party “should maintain friendly relations with
the trade unions and should promote their formation upon socialist
principles” (WPUS Proceedings 1877; cited in Commons et al.
1918, 2: 278-79).

Party reorganization allowed the English-speaking section and
other political action advocates in the Chicago SLP to wage a
strong campaign in the spring 1878 election. Prospects seemed so
bright that even the largely German Marxists and the Vorbote ac-
cepted that political action would be the SLP direction in the near
future (Commons et al. 1918, 2: 279). The city’s trade unions also
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TABLE 4. Socialist Vote for County Treasurer, Fall 1877, by Ward

Ward Number of Votes Percentage

1 37 1.8

2 212 10.2

3 78 3.9

4 101 3.3

S 1,020 30.2

6 1,071 41.6

7 685 21.0

8 286 7.5

9 74 3.6
10 223 14.1
11 65 2.6
12 21 0.6
13 52 2.6
14 1,096 30.1
15 663 24.0
16 652 27.3
17 166 6.9
18 90 2.8
Total 6,592 13.7

Source. Chicago Tribune, November 7, 1877.

were optimistic about political action; over twenty endorsed the
SLP for the April elections, and more than one hundred trade
unionists distributed ballots for the party on election day.

The party again did well, receiving approximately eight thou-
sand votes, one-seventh of the total vote cast. Frank Stauber was
elected alderman in the fourteenth ward, and the party suggested
that its candidates would have been elected in the fifteenth and six-
teenth wards had there not been a recurrence of vote fraud. The
socialists also received more than 20 percent of the vote in the fifth
and sixth wards (see Table s).

The socialists followed this modest success with victories in the
November 1878 elections. They elected three representatives to



Ethnic Segmentation in the Labor Movement 33

TABLE 5. Socialist Vote for Alderman, Spring 1878, by Ward

Ward Number of Votes Percentage
1 30 1.9
2 67 3.0
3 4 0.2
4 108 4.9
5 733 21.4
6 616 21.0
7 674 16.2
8 592 15.6
9 27 1.2

10 153 10.3
11 no candidate fielded
12 no candidate fielded
13 4] 1.9
14 1,416  Stauber elected 41.3
15 744 29.9
16 762 21.9
17 191 8.0
18 no candidate fielded

Source. Chicago Tribune, April 4, 1878.

the Illinois House (out of twenty-one for the city) and one state
senator out of seven. Their candidate for sheriff received a majority
of the vote in the fifth, sixth, and fourteenth wards and close to a
majority in the fifteenth and sixteenth. In the congressional races,
they received a majority in the sixth, fourteenth, and sixteenth
wards and close to a majority in the fifteenth (Chicago Tribune No-
vember 7, 1878).

But the height of the socialists’ electoral strength was reached in
the April 1879 election for city officers. Their candidate for mayor,
a German doctor named Ernst Schmidt, garnered 20.4 percent of
the vote, 11,807 total votes. He received over 25 percent of the
vote in the seventh ward; over 30 percent in the fifth, fourteenth,
and fifteenth; 45 percent in the sixth; and 51 percent in the six-
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teenth. The party also received 20 percent of the vote for city at-
torney and city clerk and elected three aldermen in the sixth, four-
teenth, and sixteenth wards (see Tables 6 and 7).

The party’s strength in the late 1870s was in the foreign-born
wards, especially in those dominated by Germans. They received
their highest vote percentages in the fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth,
fourteenth, fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth wards. Table 8,
which shows the ethnic composition of Chicago’s wards, indicates
that the wards with the highest proportion of Germans were the
sixteenth (72.7 percent), the fifteenth (70.4 percent), the seventh
(44-0 percent), the sixth (38.7 percent), and the fifth (33.8 percent).
The sixth and eighth wards also have a high percentage of Bohe-
mians (32.1 percent and 11.3 percent, respectively).

TABLE 6. Socialist Vote for Mayor, Spring 1879, by Ward

Ward Number of Votes Percentage

1 155 6.1

2 305 11.2

3 152 6.6

4 241 7.0

5 1,611 33.9

6 1,528 44.8

7 1,070 27.5

8 698 15.2

9 166 6.0
10 393 20.3
11 131 4.4
12 57 1.6
13 179 7.1
14 1,312 34.2
15 1,112 36.0
16 1,368 51.0
17 469 17.0
18 362 10.5
Total 11,807 20.4

Source. Chicago Tribune, April 3, 1879.
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TABLE 7. Socialist Vote for Alderman, Spring 1879, by Ward

Ward Number of Votes Percentage
1 115 4.4
2 222 8.4
3 93 4.1
4 154 5.1
S 1,688 35.6
6 1,532 45.3*
7 786 24.5
8 352 12.0
9 97 3.5

10 361 18.7
11 116 3.8
12 38 1.2
13 149 5.9
14 1,718 39.6*
15 903 29.4
16 1,520 57.8*
17 322 12.1
18 235 6.9

Source. Chicago Tribune, April 3, 1879.
*Candidate elected.

Schneirov (1975, 66) calculates that the eight wards with the
highest percentage of foreign born in the city contributed 76 per-
cent, g2 percent, 82 percent, and 77 percent of the socialist vote
total in the fall 1877 to spring 1879 elections. None of these results
conclusively indicates who voted socialist. For example, it is pos-
sible that the 27 percent of non-Germans in the sixteenth ward
voted socialist and that Germans actually voted for mainstream
parties. This phenomenon, known as the ecological fallacy, means
that it is not possible to know actual ethnic voting patterns because
only the percentage foreign born and percentage voting socialist
are known.

But the high correlation between foreign-born, German, and
Bohemian wards with high socialist voting is not the only indication
that Germans and Bohemians provided most of the votes for the
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TABLE 8. Percentage Native and Foreign Born
in Chicago’s Wards, 1884

Native Bohe- En- Ger- Norwe- Swed-
Ward Borm mian glish man Irish gian Polish ish

1 51.0 0.2 4.2 20.0 16.8 0.6 0.6 1.7
2 39.2 0.2 5.6 24.7 12.5 0.1 2.4 0.5
3 55.0 0.2 5.2 23.7 12.1 0.2 0.4 1.2
4 51.5 0.1 5.6 25.0 11.0 0.2 0.2 0.6
S 8.8 2.6 3.4 33.8 39.5 0.5 2.6 4.1
6 4.7 32.1 1.2 38.7 12.6 0.5 5.6 1.7
7 9.0 5.5 2.2 44.0 27.7 0.2 1.6 0.5
8 17.8 11.3 3.0 19.9 36.5 0.2 0.8 0.6
9 4.1 0.1 5.6 17.9 20.8 0.4 0.2 0.4
10 14.5 0.6 3.9 25.1 25.7 15.5 0.6 3.8
11 48.6 0.1 5.1 14.6 13.7 8.2 0.2 3.6
12 68.2 0.1 6.5 9.1 9.2 0.3 0.0 0.4
13 33.7 0.3 6.8 21.6 24.2 3.5 0.0 2.2
14 4.6 1.6 1.9 45.1 7.2 11.8 18.9 2.8
15 15.1 0.4 1.6 70.4 5.8 0.6 2.3 2.0
16 13.6 0.1 1.4 72.7 3.5 1.1 0.5 3.6
17 6.4 0.2 2.2 19.5 27.7 3.1 1.7 34.8
18 44.4 0.0 3.0 28.1 15.9 0.9 0.1 4.6
Total

for city* 23.2 4.6 3.3 34.0 18.5 3.0 3.8 3.8

Source. Chicago Board of Education, Report on School Census, 1884.

* Percentages do not add up to 100 because minor nationalities have been deleted. Those
nationalities combined total less than 6 percent of the Chicago population, and no one de-
leted group represents more than 1.5 percent of the total population.

SLP. First, it is known that many of those in the party were Ger-
mans on the north side in the fourteenth through sixteenth wards.
Second, several of the wards that voted socialist were the location
of the 1877 strikes and crowd actions, mobilized by the foreign
born. The socialists had never run candidates in the fifth and sixth
wards before the strikes; their voting strength there came from
those dissatisfied with the official response to the July 1877 events
(Schneirov 1975, 67).
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Third, Schneirov examined precinct voting patterns in an effort
to reduce the seriousness of the ecological fallacy. He found that
the precincts where many of the crowd actions had occurred had
voted socialist to a greater degree than other precincts. The fourth
precinct of the sixth ward was a largely Bohemian area that in-
cluded that part of the city where most of the crowd actions had
occurred. It ranked first in the city in the percentage voting so-
cialist: From 55 to 67 percent voted socialist in each election. Two
conclusions seem warranted: Socialists did particularly well in the
German and Bohemian communities, and they did well in areas
affected by the events of July 1877. Of course, the two propositions
overlap because there were many Germans and Bohemians living
in strike-affected areas.

By early 1879, Chicago was the unquestioned center of the U.S.
socialist movement. The SLP was publishing four socialist papers:
the Arbeiter Zeitung and the Vorbote in German, the Socialist in
English, and the Nye Tid in Norwegian (Commons et al. 1918, 2:
282). Although the party had fewer than a thousand dues-paying
members (Schneirov 1984, 110), it had been successful in the elec-
toral sphere. Also, many of the city’s largest German unions—in-
cluding the cabinetmakers, cigar makers, shoemakers, coopers,
upholsterers, silver guilders, clothing cutters, and wood carvers—
were officially affiliated with the SLP and/or met at SLP headquar-
ters (Schneirov 1984, 110). Other unions, many of them predomi-
nantly German, such as the machinists and blacksmiths, bakers,
carpenters, iron molders, boxmakers, German Typographical Union
no. 9, shoemakers, stonemasons, and tailors, participated in an 1878
picnic and parade organized by the SLP (Schneirov 1984, 111).
Thus, although the party had few official members, it had many
supporters, primarily in the German trade union movement.

Socialist legislators even managed to bring about the appoint-
ment of a committee to investigate the causes of the continuing de-
pression in Illinois in 1879. Half a dozen SLP members appeared
before the committee, and their testimony documents their beliefs
about the economic and political system at the time of their greatest
strength. The socialist analysis of the causes of working-class prob-
lems goes well beyond the moderate early WPI platforms. Their
statement suggested that labor-saving machinery never helped
working people and that it increased the comforts of the middle
and upper classes at the cost of creating a life of drudgery and im-
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prisonment for those in the working class (Illinois State House of
Representatives 1879, 8). They argued that the fundamental causes
of labor difficulties were problems within the existing industrial
system of private capitalist production, that free competition was
directly opposed to the common welfare of the working class, that
the means of labor ought to be placed in the hands of all the people,
and that the present system of wage labor ought to be abolished.
Other SLP speakers suggested that the country faced a revolution
that would come inevitably, either peacefully or forcefully (Illinois
State House of Representatives 1879, 39—40).

The SLP speakers also stated that the involuntary idleness of
workers, the insufficient wages of those employed, the general de-
pression of business, the unsatisfactory condition of the public
treasuries, and the existence of a large criminal class were all due
to one cause: unrestricted competition within the planless mode of
capitalist production. The solution was to liberate the laborer from
the yoke of capitalist exploitation and replace the present system
with a cooperative system of production organized by the govern-
ment, thus guaranteeing workers adequate remuneration for their
labor. The statement ends with a call for the state to guarantee em-
ployment for all workers (Illinois State House of Representatives
1879, 42—45). These were revolutionary sentiments, clearly calling
for replacing the current economic and political systems with some-
thing radically different. However, support for the SLP demands
and proposed solutions soon dropped precipitously when relative
prosperity returned in the middle of 1879.

The Decline of the Socialist Labor Party

By the fall of 1879, the six-year depression was ending. The result
of prosperity was declining support for the SLP and their subse-
quent defeat at the polls. In the fall of 1879, the socialists managed
only 3,939 votes for county treasurer versus 22,514 for the Repub-
lican candidate and 18,777 for the Democrat. In the spring of 1880,
the party did manage to reelect Stauber to the city council, but by
a slim thirty-one-vote majority. Stauber’s opponent refused to ac-
cept his defeat, challenged the result, and several election judges
stuffed a ballot box during a recount. It took Stauber a year and the
party $2,000 to regain the fraudulently denied seat. The SLP was
never again an important factor in Chicago elections.
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A party member, George Schilling, suggested, “This circum-
stance did more, perhaps, than all other things combined to de-
stroy the faith of the Socialists in Chicago in the efficiency of the
ballot” (Parsons 1889, xviii). Their alternative was the use of force;
Schilling reported that the Lehr und Wehr Verein gained many
new recruits after such instances of vote fraud, just as they had
after the 1877 police repression of meetings.

Another indication of SLP weakness was increasing political con-
flict between German and (less numerous) Anglo-American activ-
ists in the party. The two groups had had an uneasy truce during
the successful electoral campaigns. But there had always been sus-
picions on both sides. As one socialist leader put it, “the German
Socialists were suspicious of the English Section and oft-times gave
them to understand that the damned Yankees needed watching”
(Parsons 1889, xv).

In the SLP, the problems had surfaced in 1878, when the issue
of armed worker defense groups had become divisive. The German
socialists planned a procession in April 1878 to include mainly the
Lehr und Wehr Verein (with a strength of over two hundred Ger-
man workers) and two Bohemian defense groups-—the Bohemian
Sharpshooters and the Jaeger Verein (with a hundred members
each) (Schneirov 1975, 70). The German-language Vorbote also
supported the procession, suggesting the defense groups were nec-
essary if the ruling class should again dare to restrict the rights of
free speech and public assembly (Commons et al. 1918, 2: 281). On
June 13, just before the procession was to begin, the national
executive committee, along with most of the Anglo-American mem-
bers of the Chicago SLP, repudiated the armed groups because of
their worry about alienating potential voters.

The two factions found another issue to be divisive in 1879. The
yearly SLP convention met in December of that year and decided
to endorse the Greenback presidential candidate. Greenbackism
was a monetary reform strategy that suggested all would be well for
workers if more currency were put in circulation. The German
trade unionists immediately condemned the “Greenback compro-
mise” as reformist. Both the Vorbote and the Nye Tid, the party’s
Norwegian organ, spoke of the move as a sellout of party prin-
ciples. The American faction accepted the Greenback compromise
and proceeded to expel the editors of the Vorbote and the Nye Tid
from the party.
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Amid chaos, the SLP put the Greenback compromise to a vote.
It carried nationally, but the Chicago rebels would not submit. The
German and Scandinavian sections gained control over the local
central committee one week after the vote and elected a new execu-
tive committee. The foreign-born faction gained credibility when
the Greenbackers received only three hundred thousand votes
nationally.

As a result of these factional fights, as well as the declining elec-
toral fortunes of the party, the SLP split into two groups; most of
the German trade unionists remained with a socialist faction in-
cluding the furniture workers, carpenters, tanners and curriers,
silver guilders, and socialist shoemakers. They continued to push
for the principles of socialism.

Most Anglo-American members, including some printers, paint-
ers, shoemakers, sailors, and butchers, returned to more conser-
vative labor reform principles (Schneirov 1984, 126). One of the
American printers suggested in his resignation speech that many of
the Germans demanded immediate revolution yet refused to learn
English and were ignorant of American institutions. He referred to
the need to “Americanize socialism” (Schneirov 1984, 127). The
Socialist, the sole English-language paper of the party, folded at
this time after only one year of publication. From 1880 on, the so-
cialist movement in the city separated into two clear factions: the
English-speaking reformers versus the largely German (and some
Bohemian) revolutionaries.

Conclusions

There were clear differences in the political activities of the skilled
and the less skilled. Highly skilled workers, particularly those
in the best organized unions, were the first to organize craft
unions, and they used those unions as a basis for the first trades
assemblies. The Trades and Labor Council, founded by Chicago
printers, became a forceful voice for legislative reform to benefit
the working class, for the eight-hour day, and for the election of
city officials who would be more sympathetic to the plight of the
working class.

Because they had no scarce skills and so usually had no unions,
the unskilled faced more serious economic problems. Their high
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unemployment rates and low wages made it hard for them to sup-
port themselves and their families, especially during the 1873-1879
depression. The struggles of these less skilled workers and their
families were less ideological, more pragmatic, yet more militant
than those of the skilled. They demanded public jobs during the
unemployed marches and wage increases during the 1877 strikes.
Their tactics were much more likely to be outside normal institu-
tional channels: mass marches, mass protest rallies, and the gen-
eral strike. The mass strike model, whose strength came from the
ability of crowds of strikers to intimidate easily obtainable, un-
skilled strikebreakers, was developed to compensate for the in-
ability of the unskilled to found strong craft unions.

It is not possible to account for the pattern of political mobiliza-
tion in the Chicago labor movement by examining only workers’
economic positions. Another factor, ethnicity, also played a crucial
role in determining political choice in the movement. There was a
clear ethnic basis for an important political split between Anglo-
American reformers and German revolutionaries, a split that oc-
curs even among native-born and German workers in the same
trades at the same skill levels.

The Anglo-American elite craft unions were the moving force
behind the Trades and Labor Council and its program of mild legis-
lative reform combined with electoral work. These Anglo unions
were trade conscious rather than class conscious, and they did not
participate in the more militant actions of the unskilled. With a few
notable exceptions, such as Albert Parsons, Anglo-American skilled
workers were inactive during both the 1873 marches and the 1877
strikes.

By contrast, the Germans were the main constituency for the
Marxist International, the Lassallean Workingmen’s Party of the
United States, and the Socialist Labor party. Most of the votes
the SLP garnered were cast by Germans and Bohemians, and elec-
tion fraud was often directed against socialist German candidates.
Skilled Germans in the International and in the Workingmen’s
party exhibited their class consciousness by attempting to provide
organized leadership in both the 1873 unemployed marches and
the 1877 general strike.

The most militant actions by the unskilled in the 1870s (protest
rallies, militant strikes, the general strike, and mass marches) were
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carried out largely by the foreign born, particularly by German,
Bohemian, and Irish lumber shovers, coal heavers, and brickyard
workers. These workers developed the mass strike model in Bohe-
mian, Irish, and German communities, largely without Anglo-
American participation. It was in these foreign-born communities
near the river industrial district that laborers experienced the wrath
of the Chicago police during the 1877 events.

There were a few limited political coalitions between the Anglo-
American workers and the Germans. During the 1873-1879 de-
pression, German Lassalleans and a few Anglo labor reformers
agreed on the need to found producer cooperatives. The Socialist
Labor party and Trades Assembly included a significant number of
both Anglo-Americans and Germans in the late 1870s, but this
shaky coalition lasted only until the return of prosperity as the
1880s began. There was a severe ethnically based split in the move-
ment between reformers and revolutionaries, a split that was to be-
come more severe as the 1880s began.



Chapter Two

Anarchism and the Eight-Hour
Movement

The end of the 1870s depression deepened the ethnic split in the
labor movement. The Anglo-Americans returned to a strategy of
strikes in the elite trades to induce employers to raise wages and
continued their political lobbying and electoral work. The city’s
foreign-born workers were less able to take advantage of returning
prosperity because they were excluded from most of the high-
status trade unions; and even peaceful strikes by the foreign born
were often met with police repression. Without significant wage
increases, workers saw their real incomes fall as prices rose in
the recovery. Another means of responding to this plight, such as
electing sympathetic candidates to office, was also unavailable to
the foreign born; fraud that denied them fair representation, espe-
cially to the Germans, was common.

Many city workers felt that the only solution was revolution. In
1880, the SLPs German, Bohemian, and Norwegian members
held meetings at which it was resolved to merge with the armed
resistance groups. They repudiated the continuing use of an elec-
toral strategy by the Anglo-Americans in the nearly dead SLP and
in the Trades and Labor Assembly. They issued a call asking all
revolutionaries in the country to “get ready to offer an armed resis-
tance to the invasions by the capitalist class and capitalist legisla-
tures” (Vorbote December 4, 1880; cited in Commons et. al. 1918,
2: 290). The English-speaking faction responded by condemning
the proposed use of violence and suggesting again that more mod-

43
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erate political action was the worker’s only reliable weapon (Com-
mons et al. 1918, 2: 291).

In October 1881, an anarchist movement was organized in the
city based on a model provided by the International Working
People’s Association—the Black International—which had con-
vened in London in July of that year. Anarchism was in conflict
with Marxist-inspired state socialism. The anarchist ideology re-
jected both state authority and the states claim to a monopoly
over the legitimate use of physical coercion. Anarchists such as
Proudhon argued that the power of capital and the power of the
state were synonymous; thus, the proletariat could not emancipate
itself through the use of state power. Others such as Bakunin pro-
posed spontaneous worker uprisings to abolish the state and re-
place it with a system of self-regulated, federally linked, autono-
mous communes that would be like the Paris Commune of 1871
(Bottomore 1983, 18).

Despite the differences in ideology, the anarchist movement in
Chicago mobilized many former socialist activists from the German
trade union wing of the SLP. They continued to call for the aboli-
tion of private property because they saw it as a major cause of so-
cial inequality; they believed that equality was a necessary condi-
tion for the successful realization of an anarchist society. They had
changed only in that they no longer believed they could reach their
goals by working within the existing political system. That view
came not from the uncritical borrowing of Black International ide-
ology but from mainly German and Bohemian workers’ frustration
with the disruption of peaceful meetings in the July 1877 strike and
with electoral fraud in the late 1870s. Anarchism, with its goal of
abolishing the existing state, offered the obvious solution to the
problem of German and Bohemian workers’ exclusion from politi-
cal influence in Chicago.

Albert Parsons, the German upholsterer August Spies, and rep-
resentatives of the Lehr und Wehr Verein, the Jaeger Verein, and
other workers” armed defense groups were among the thirteen
delegates at the first U.S. anarchist convention held at a Chicago
North Side Turner hall (David 1958, 73). Members in any part of
the city could organize an autonomous group with not fewer than
ten members; unions could also be granted membership. The
groups were to be united only by a nearly powerless central com-
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mittee whose decisions were to have binding force only if not
objected to by any given group at its next meeting. The central
committee was also forbidden to spend more than $20 without au-
thorization from all the clubs. Chicago was instructed to establish a
national information bureau for the movement, but it did not do
so until April 1883 (Commons et al. 1918, 2: 293). Two Chicago
papers, the Vorbote and the Nye Tid, were recognized as party
organs.

Chicago did not have a strong anarchist movement until at least
1882, when the most prominent national leader of the anarchists,
Johann Most, visited the city and gave a series of fiery speeches.
The well-attended gatherings drew German support away from
what was left of the SLP, and Most’s extreme radicalism moved city
anarchists to more revolutionary positions (David 1958, 87-88).

The national movement, now called the Social Revolutionary
movement, was given real form at the October 1883 Pittsburgh
convention, at which Chicago was represented by delegates from
five political groups. Twenty-four of the twenty-six delegates at the
convention were German, Parsons being one of only two English
speakers. Johann Most was the dominant force, calling for “propa-
ganda of the deed” (acts of violence against capitalists and state and
church officials) and arguing eloquently for the execution of all
reactionaries, for the confiscation of capital by the people, and
against electoral work.

The Chicago anarchists fought Most in an effort to gain support
for a more formal relationship between the anarchist political cells
and the union movement; they did manage to get a resolution
sponsored by August Spies passed. It stated that trade unions fight-
ing for the abolition of the wage system would be the foundation of
the future anarchist society. But when the convention wrote the
theoretical basis of American anarchism—the Pittsburgh Mani-
festo—it was clearly inspired by the ideas of Johann Most (Com-
mons et al. 1918, 2: 294—95):

We could show by scores of illustrations that all attempts in the past to
reform this monstrous system by peaceable means, such as by the ballot,
have been futile, and all such efforts in the future must necessarily be
s0. . . . The political institutions of our time are the agencies of the prop-
ertied class; their mission is the upholding of the privileges of their mas-
ters; any reform in our own behalf would curtail these privileges. . . .
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That they will not resign these privileges voluntarily we know . . . since
we must then rely upon the kindness of our masters for whatever redress
we have, and knowing that from them no good may be expected, there
remains but one recourse—FORCE!

What we would achieve is therefore, plainly and simply:

First:— Destruction of the existing class rule, by all means, i.e., by ener-
getic, relentless, revolutionary, and international action.
Second:—Establishment of a free society based upon cooperative organi-
zation of production.

Third:—Free exchange of equivalent products by and between the pro-
ductive organizations without commerce and profit-mongering.

Fourth:—Organization of education on a secular, scientific, and equal
basis for both sexes.

Fifth:—Equal rights for all without distinction of sex or race.

Sixth:—Regulation of all public affairs by free contracts between the au-
tonomous (independent) communes and associations, resting on a feder-
alistic basis.

Recommendations for arming the working class were presented,
and reaction was favorable. The Chicago Jaeger Verein urged that
the proletariat be armed with the most recent scientific knowledge
in the field of chemistry in order that it have the ability to assemble
dynamite bombs.

Shortly after the congress, the SLP offered to affiliate with the
Chicago Social Revolutionary clubs, but Spies prevented unifica-
tion by suggesting that the SLP break up into autonomous groups
prior to joining the anarchist group. The now largely Anglo SLP
was soon dead. George Schilling withdrew as a candidate and then
left the party altogether in 1882; the rest of the leadership left the
SLP in 1883. From this point on, the Social Revolutionary clubs
were the only major organizations for labor radicals in the city
(Ashbaugh 1976, 52-53).

Yet in the early 1880s, the anarchists remained politically mar-
ginal, with a membership of a few hundred (Nelson 1981). Despite
their commitment to union work, the Chicago anarchists had no
official trade union representation on their central committee prior
to 1884. In August 1883, a demonstration by the Social Revolution-
aries had been attended by just three German trade unions: the
printers, cabinetmakers, and house carpenters. Most of the Anglo-
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dominated unions, including the printers, stonecutters, seamen,
bricklayers and stonemasons, carpenters and joiners, and iron
molders, belonged to the Trades and Labor Assembly.

The city’s Anglo workers had little reason to join an anarchist
movement; many of their unions had been waging successful strikes
for higher wages in the inflationary early 1880s (Bogart and Thomp-
son 1920, 452). Political action in their trades assembly was con-
fined to lobbying for legislation favorable to workers (such as laws
prohibiting contract, convict, and child labor; mandating factory
inspections; and establishing a labor bureau).

But as the recovery began to lag in 1883, the advocates of revo-
lution gained support and began to become more of a political
threat to the reformers in the Trades and Labor Assembly. Partly
because they worked in one of the first trades to be hurt by the
downturn, cigar makers provided many early recruits for the anar-
chist movement. The resultant political split between reformers
and revolutionaries in the city’s cigar makers union anticipated the
similar fragmentation of the labor movement as a whole.

Labor Politics in the Chicago Cigar Makers Union

When founded in 1864, the Chicago Cigar Makers Union no. 11
did not accept the revolutionary ideology that would characterize
its pronouncements in the 1880s; rather, it exhibited the reformist
politics characteristic of the Chicago Typographical Union no. 16
and the citywide labor coalitions that the Chicago Typographical
Union helped found (Workingman’s Advocate June 15 and August
25, 1866; August 3 and 17, 1867; April 11 and May 22, 1869).

But the cigar makers chose a more radical political path as the
1870s depression wore on. Despite the death of their union after
the onset of the depression, cigar makers were one of the few
skilled trades to be involved in the July 1877 strikes. Three hun-
dred fifty cigar makers met to discuss the feasibility of striking for
the eight-hour day and for a wage increase, perhaps the first indica-
tion of socialist influence in the trade because the eight-hour day
was a WPI demand during these events. Their peaceful meeting
was broken up by club-swinging police, an experience that may
have radicalized a few of those present.

There were definitely some socialist cigar makers. One of the
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most prominent, Frank Hirth—soon to be a SLP candidate for city
council—proposed at the 1877 cigar makers international conven-
tion, “Whereas, trades unions are utterly incompetent to remove
the pressure resting upon them, caused by the above mental and
social infirmities, the delegates in convention hereby recommend
to and urge upon all local unions to form themselves into labor
bodies upon the basis and platform of the Workingman's Party of
the United States” (Cigar Makers Official Journal 1s5th Session
Proceedings, 1883). The convention tabled this resolution, and it
was not reconsidered. By 1878, the socialist influence among the
cigar makers was even more obvious. Three hundred cigar makers
participated as a group in the June 16, 1878, Socialist Labor party
picnic (Chicago Tribune June 17, 1878). The cigar makers’ partici-
pation at this and other SLP events implies they were active in the
late 1870s socialist electoral campaigns.

But the socialist influence was among German and not Anglo-
American cigar makers. The city had about equal numbers of each
throughout the period; the 1880 Census reports that there were
599 U.S.-born and 667 German-born cigar makers out of a total of
1,599 cigar makers in the city (U.S. Census of Population 1880,
Table 36). By 1879, a serious split had developed between largely
German socialists and largely native-born reformers. The latter felt
that the revival of trade signaled the need to return to the reformist
politics of the 1860s; the Germans disagreed. The result was the
secession of the Anglo-Americans. As the Tribune reported on
March 29, 1879 (p. 29): “The Cigarmakers Union, having been
turned into a Socialistic and political organization by the leaders,
some of the members became dissatisfied, and, with other cigar-
makers, have organized a new union and procured a charter. It is
known as No. 14.”

The problems between the two factions were only beginning. At
the International convention in September 1879, a leader of the so-
cialist union no. 11 sent from Chicago caused a great stir.

His propositions were so extreme, and of so high-flown a character that
the Convention resolved to strike them entirely off the minutes. Six
months prior to this convention, Union 11, Chicago, had been split into
two divisions; the trades union men quitting No. 11, which was evidently
neither more nor less than a socialistic club, and organizing Union 14,
which is at present one of our most flourishing unions. Scarcely had the
delegates returned to Chicago when a general uproar took place.
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Union 11 denounced the International Union in a public meeting as
being of no benefit to the craft. Thereupon the officers of Union 14 pre-
ferred charges against them. The executive Board promptly revoked their
[no. 11’s] charter, and thus weeded out those professional kickers from the
ranks of the International Union. (Cigar Makers Official Journal 15th Ses-
sion Proceedings, October 1883, 21)

Political splits remained in the union despite the unions engag-
ing in a successful strike in 1879. As the Tribune noted:

Many of the cigarmakers claim that the dissension in their ranks is caused
by the Socialist Union #11 which they allege is run in the interests of Mr.
Sam Goldwater and his political friends. Union #14 claims to be run
solely in the interests of the trade and its members defy anyone to point
out any instance of their participation in politics. The great objection
raised by the trade to the organization of one local union is the fear that it
will be used as the tool of some party. (Chicago Tribune October 10,
1879, 17, emphasis added)

Clearly, the “party” the moderates were concerned about was the
SLP; the tendency they were worried about was that of the Ger-
man cigar makers to form socialist “political societies.”

As long as prosperity reigned, such political differences could
usually be handled. But by the fall of 1883, the developing reces-
sion was hurting the cigar trade; workers in trades that produced
luxury goods such as cigars were particularly hurt by the business
cycle because consumers cut back on purchases of such goods first.
Cigar makers were also under severe pressure from tenement and
sweatshop cigar manufacturing and the mechanization of the trade.
These conditions aided the organizing of an anarchist cigar makers
union in Chicago; such an organization had already been formed in
New York City as early as 1881 under the name the Progressive
Cigarmakers Union.

The trouble in New York had begun when the International
Union attempted to secure the passage of a bill abolishing tene-
ment house cigar manufacturing, an action consistent with the
usual exclusionary craft union practices. However, largely German
anarchists felt that the tenement house workers ought to be orga-
nized into rather than excluded from the union. The president of
the International reacted to the political attacks by the German an-
archists with an attack of his own in his report to the union in 1883:
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I deem it my duty to make you fully acquainted with the history of the
troubles in New York City, and the causes which have created the same.
These causes derive importance from the fact that they are directly trace-
able to a method of political agitation prevailing in Europe. This method
may be useful there, aiming as it does at the establishment of a republican
form of government. The working classes of this country are striving for an
improvement of their condition, and their line of policy is sufficiently in-
dicated by the trade union movement. Hence, any attempt to force upon
them methods which are not consonant with actual conditions will fail,
and moreover, retard the practical labor movement.

Within the last three years a number of so-called socialists have arrived
from Europe. Their object in joining the union, according to their own
statements, frequently repeated, was to propagate the principles of so-
cialism—i.e., to turn the same into a socialistic political club. True, these
elements already existed in the union, creating a certain amount of trouble,
but being few in number they could do but little mischief. They not only
created trouble among cigar makers, but also among other trades. Full
many a trade organization in the large cities has been wrecked by them.
They have a small following in almost every large city, which compelled
me to watch their movements for years, knowing that a few fanatics can do
more mischief than a hundred can do good.

The socialistic members of the union, especially those among them
who had not been longer than from six months to a year in the United
States, believed that the special mission of the International Union was to
be the tail of the Socialistic kite. (Supplement to the Cigar Makers Offi-
cial Journal 15th Session Proceedings, 1883, 23-24)

These pronouncements ought to be interpreted with caution be-
cause they are written in the heat of a political battle; it is in the
president’s interest to suggest that the socialists have little support
and that they are mainly recent arrivals who do not understand
American conditions. The statement does show clearly the nature
of the political split within the union as well as its ethnic basis.
Unhappy with the reformism of the International, the New York
Progressives seceded in 1881, vowing to organize and not to ex-
clude the tenement house cigar workers. As the Cigar Makers
Official Journal (April 1884, 6) put it, “Their members [the Pro-
gressives] are now employed in every tenement house factory in
New York, and they even boast that that is the way to educate them
to trades unionism.” The president of the International made the
political differences clear when he described tenement house or-
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ganizing as “nothing less than open war against the fundamental
principles of trades unionism. The primary object of trades union-
ism is to maintain a fair rate of wages, sufficient to secure for the
workers the necessary means whereby to maintain reasonable com-
fort and a respectable standing in society” (Supplement to the
Cigar Makers Official Journal 15th Session Proceedings, 1883, 25).

The factionalism soon spread west in the fall of 1883 when a
number of cigar makers announced their intention to form a Pro-
gressive Cigarmakers Union in Chicago. Five hundred attended a
recruitment meeting called by the New York Progressives. One of
their leaders spoke in both German and English, tearing the Inter-
national Union to pieces, contrasting the corrupt International with
the Progressive Cigarmakers Union, which he said was founded on
democratic and anarchist principles and had no president at all. He
asked those present to found a progressive union in Chicago (Chi-
cago Tribune September 24, 1883).

There was apparently a great uproar; the Chicago Times re-
ported that the meeting was animated and confused and that the
police had to be called to restore order. Supporters of neither the
Progressives nor the International had a clear majority at the meet-
ing (Chicago Times September 24, 1883). Those favoring the Pro-
gressives were largely German, undoubtedly from union no. 11;
fifteen to twenty “mostly Germans” expressed their willingness to
join the anarchists at the meeting. Many more joined later that night
when an official branch of the Progressive Cigarmakers Union was
founded in the city (Chicago Daily News October 24, 1883).

Opposition to the Progressives came from the reformers of union
n0. 14. The union’s president appealed to those present to remain
loyal to the International; the president of the International Typo-
graphical Union appeared at the meeting to argue the same thing.
As the printer put it, “It would be folly to espouse the cause of
a few designing men,” thereby jeopardizing one’s own interests
(Inter-Ocean September 24, 1883, 6). After the meeting, the finan-
cial secretary of union no. 14 stated:

There is not real trouble and what appears to be such is caused by a few
socialists [sic] who have been unceremoniously bounced from the union
because they are fomentors of trouble and of no advantage to us. These
men are not satisfied with the effort of the working classes to improve
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their condition and are attempting to force themselves to the front and
retard the practical labor movement. (Chicago Times September 24,
1883, 11)

He also claimed that the Progressive membership consisted of
a small group of socialists recently arrived from Europe, of the
“poorer class of workmen, who can scarcely hold a situation or earn
a good living and are all inclined to socialism.” He suggested, fol-
lowing his International president, that the purpose of the Progres-
sives was to “propagate the principles of socialism and to turn the
union into a socialist political club” (Chicago Times September 24,
1883, 11).

The factionalism between anarchists and reformers occurring
largely along ethnic lines resulted in a trade split right down the
middle because there were approximately equal numbers of native-
born and German cigar makers in the city. Nativist sentiments soon
began to surface in the attacks on the Progressives. The Cigar
Makers Official Journal (November 1883, 43) said of the Chicago
meeting: “Then Mr. Walther commenced one of his long-winded
German socialistic speeches. . . . the whole meeting was a con-
cocted socialistic gathering consisting of the editor of the German
socialistic press, his reporters, and hangers on who were not cigar
makers, but came for the sole purpose of creating confusion.”

The moderates claimed the new union would recruit very few.
No. 145 financial secretary said: “I do not anticipate any trouble
[with the Progressives] as our union is too strong to be much dis-
turbed by anything they might try to do, and there is no possibility
that the new organization will gain a very strong foothold because
its principles are absolutely bad and not in accordance with Ameri-
can institutions” (Chicago Times September 24, 1883, 12). The
Trades and Labor Assembly was apparently more alarmed; the forty
delegates to it, half of whom were printers, denounced the attempt
to organize a Progressive union, calling it “a piece of socialistic leg-
islation which could only result in harm to the laboring man!” (Chi-
cago Tribune October 1, 1883, 7; Chicago Typographical Union
minutes May 30, 1880; April 26, 188s).

The predictions of union no. 14 and of the International Union
concerning the potential success of the Progressive recruitment
efforts did not prove accurate. By December 1883, the Progres-
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sives had one hundred fifty members, far more than the twelve the
reformers had suggested they would enroll. The reformist cigar
makers were forced to try to crush the upstart organization by
refusing to work with its members (Chicago Tribune December
14, 1883).

But the Progressive Cigarmakers Union continued to grow, soon
making very clear its sympathy with anarchist principles. On Sun-
day, February 17, 1884, the Progressives called for a meeting to
consider the eight-hour day. Many of the speeches were in Ger-
man and were quite militant. At this meeting, the Progressives
adopted—word for word—the Pittsburgh Manifesto as a statement
of their principles. They called for the destruction of class rule by
revolutionary action, cooperative organization of production, free
education for both sexes, equal rights for all sexes and races, and
the regulation of all public affairs by contracts between autono-
mous communes and associations (Chicago Tribune February 18,
1884). The anarchists went on to resolve:

That labor legislation, having for its presupposition class rule, will not and
cannot lead to the abolition of class domination and the establishment of a
free society, we consider it a device by which the oppressed are being led
astray by designing politicians, and that the only means through which
our aims, the emancipation of all mankind can be accomplished is open
rebellion of the despoiled of all nations against the existing social, eco-
nomic, and political institutions. (Chicago Tribune February 18, 1884, 25)

The Trades and Labor Assembly held a meeting attended by
union no. 14 the same day the Progressives were making these
revolutionary pronouncements. The assembly heard a report from
a committee appointed to study the “Relations Between Labor and
Capital.” But this committee did not espouse revolution; on the
contrary, it suggested only that some branches of industry were
being monopolized by a few employers to the detriment of workers
and that child and female labor were being used at half wages, es-
pecially in cigar factories. Several resolutions were passed at this
meeting; one praised the city council for refusing to give city print-
ing to nonunion shops and for not allowing convict labor on city hall
construction. Another recommended that Chicago increase the
number of tenement and factory inspectors to ten. Another sug-
gested that the city stop burning manure in its buildings (Chicago
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Tribune February 18, 1884). The contrast with the resolutions
passed by the Progressive cigar makers could not have been more
striking.

The inadequacy of a purely economic explanation of labor poli-
tics in Chicago is shown by these dramatic differences between the
politics of the German Progressives and the native born in union
no. 14. Although both unions were in the same trade, in the same
city, facing the same devastating economic conditions, the Ger-
mans advocated abolishing the economic and political systems, and
the Anglo-Americans advocated minor legislative reform.

Workers' Coalitions in the 1880s:
The Knights of Labor, the Trades and Labor Assembly,
and the Central Labor Union

Soon an alternative to both the reformism of the Trades and Labor
Assembly and the revolutionary sentiments of the anarchists was
defined. The Knights of Labor had begun organizing workers as
early as 1877 in Chicago, but they did not achieve real influence in
the labor movement until the mid 1880s. The significance of the
Knights lies mainly in their attempt to create economic organiza-
tions, called assemblies, that mixed both skilled and unskilled work-
ers. The idea was to draw on the organizational and financial re-
sources of the skilled in order to support organizing the unskilled.
Thus, although some Knights were in particular trades, others be-
longed to mixed assemblies based on ethnic or geographical crite-
ria. The Knights also often gathered together previously unattached
unions or revived failing locals (Commons et al. 1918, 2: 345).

Their emphasis on organizing the unskilled meant the Knights
were ethnically heterogeneous. They also included groups that
craft unions generally excluded; women were included in Knights
assemblies as early as 1879. Women held some of the most power-
ful Knights positions in the mid 1880s; Elizabeth Rodgers, for ex-
ample, was the Master Workman (sic) of District Council 24.

On more general political questions, however, the Knights fol-
lowed the lead of the reformist Trades and Labor Assembly and re-
jected the revolutionary militancy of the anarchists. The Knights
accepted the basic capitalist economy and the existing political sys-
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tem. They emphasized the importance of forming cooperatives and
mutual aid societies in ameliorating the plight of the worker. They
called for reforms such as the breakup of monopolies that were
robbing workers of their opportunity to found and own successful
businesses. The Knights were a backward-looking organization,
wishing to return to a competitive system of small producers and
farm owners. As the Chicago Knights of Labor suggested (March
1886, 1):

We do not war upon capital, our aims are not to put the grip of an iron
hand upon its neck and strangle it, but on the contrary we desire to assist
capital in building up of the great industries of the country and to enlarge
to the utmost the sphere of their usefulness. All we ask of capital is to give
us what is justly our portion of the proceeds of our toil and to ameliorate to
the greatest possible extent the condition of the toiling millions of earth,
give us more time at home with our families, more time to improve our
minds and to cultivate our social relations. We are censured for striking
for our rights, it is true that sometimes we do that, but it is after all other
means have failed, for one of the great fundamental principles of the order
is that every endeavor in our power must be made to arbitrate our differ-
ences and only as a last resort, when all moral suasion has failed do we
make a virtue of necessity and strike for our rights.

The Knights sometimes did engage in militant strikes, despite
the conservatism of the organization’s official ideology. But these
often were mobilized by the unskilled against the wishes of Knights
leaders, who were generally skilled craftsmen.

Many of Chicago’s SLP members, including Albert Parsons and
George Schilling, joined the first Chicago Knights assembly when
it was established in August 1877. The Knights grew slowly and
had little influence in these early years, in part because they were a
secret, oath-bound organization. Catholic church opposition to
such “heathen,” secret practices kept many unskilled Irish Catho-
lics from joining the organization. By 1878, there were only eight
local assemblies organized in the first district assembly, no. 24. In
1881, an organizer came to the city, hired eight additional orga-
nizers, and established fourteen local assemblies among the skilled
and unskilled (Bogart and Thompson 1920, 456).

By 1882, the district assembly had opened a headquarters and a
labor bureau and begun to publish a paper, the Progressive Age.
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Membership increased from 1,464 in 1879 to 1,518 in 1880, 1,766
in 1881, and 2,192 in 1882. After the 1881 decision to become a
nonsecret, public organization, the Knights assemblies began to
recruit large numbers of unskilled Irish; by the mid 188os, a third
of the Knights leadership was Irish (Nelson 1986b, 4).

The recession resulted in membership declines through July
1885, when the Knights had only 551 members in the city. But
their membership then skyrocketed, primarily as a result of the
success of a Knights-led strike against Jay Gould’s western Union
Pacific and Wabash railroads. By July 1886, the Knights had eighty-
eight local assemblies, a membership of 14,000, and published a
weekly paper called the Chicago Knights of Labor; they had 25,000
members by the end of the year (Bogart and Thompson 1920, 457).

By the mid 1880s, the Trades and Labor Assembly had admitted
Knights assemblies into membership and was cooperating with
them to promote moderate labor legislation as the answer to the
plight of the working class. One hundred trade union and Knights
delegates from around the state responded to the assembly’s call to
found the Illinois State Federation of Labor. This March 1884 con-
vention was held in Chicago. Chicago delegates were distributed
as follows: five each for Cigarmakers Union no. 14, Chicago Typo-
graphical Union no. 16, stonecutters, bricklayers and stonemasons,
and seamen; four for both painters and coopers; three for carpen-
ters and joiners; and two each for shoemakers and Scandinavian
typographers. The following unions had one delegate: iron mold-
ers, journeymen horseshoers, woodworking machine hands, trunk
makers, tanners, and curriers (Staley 1930, 21).

The Chicago Trades and Labor Assembly was now led almost ex-
clusively by Anglo-American unionists (Nelson 1986b, 3). The con-
servative printers and construction tradesmen of the Anglo labor
aristocracy wished to keep the convention within strict trade union
channels; a Tribune reporter stated simply that it was “generally
understood that no socialists will be admitted” (February 26, 1884;
cited in Staley 1930, 23). The platform passed by the convention
was reformist and denied the validity of radical socialist and anar-
chist principles. It included the following planks:

(1) The total abolition of the contract labor system.

(2) The establishment of boards of arbitration to settle disputes between
employers and employees.
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(3) The enactment and enforcement of a law making eight hours a day a
legal day’s work, excepting those engaged in agriculture.

(4) To fix the liability of employers for damages for loss of life or limb to
the employee.

(5) The enactment of an efficient apprenticeship law.

(6) The prohibition of the employment of children under fourteen years
of age in workshops and factories.

(7) The adoption and enforcement of a compulsory education system.

(8) The more rigid enforcement of the laws relating to the ventilation of
mines and the safety of miners, and the enactment of penalties for
their violation.

(9) The abolition of the conspiracy or LaSalle Black Law [which had
been used to prevent union organizing] and the passage of a statutory
enactment declaring illegal all iron clad contracts which deprive the
workman of the privilege of membership in any peaceably conducted
trade and labor organization.

(10) The relief of tax-payers on mortgaged real estate by giving a propor-
tionate lien against the holders of mortgages for taxes paid.

{(11) Weekly payments by all corporations for labor performed the previ-
ous week, and the complete abolition of the truck system.

(12) The abolition of land monopoly by non-resident holders.

(13} To make it a criminal offense to gamble in or create corners on the
necessaries of life.

(14) The legal right of labor organizations, as such, to hold property and
conduct cooperative businesses.

(15) A more complete control of the railroads and waterways of the state
as common carriers, in the interests of the people.

(16) The appointment of inspectors of workshops and habitations, of food,
drink, drugs, etc. (Staley 1930, 192)

These are significant reforms that would greatly improve the
condition of the working class if enacted, but they would not alter
the basic outlines of the capitalist economic and political systems.
For example, only boards of arbitration are suggested for settling
disputes between employers and employees; the wage labor sys-
tem is accepted as legitimate; unemployment is dealt with by mea-
sures that would benefit those already in craft unions (such as
abolishing contract convict and child labor and instituting the
eight-hour day); land monopolies are to be destroyed only if they
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are held by nonresidents; and the railways and waterways are to be
regulated, not nationalized.

The political lines were clearly drawn between reformist Knights
and trade unionists in the Trades and Labor Assembly and anar-
chists in the Progressive Cigarmakers Union. On May 6, 1884,
the Progressives, wishing to have a wider forum for their anarchist
philosophy and principles, requested membership in the Trades
and Labor Assembly. The secretary of Cigarmakers Union no. 14
stated that they had had the “horrible gall” to do this. He need
not have worried about their being admitted to the assembly, how-
ever. The Progressives’ credentials were referred to the executive
committee, which reported that, on a thorough examination, they
found the Progressive Union of Cigarmakers antagonistic to the
executive board and a political body rather than a union. The com-
mittee therefore unanimously rejected the Progressives’ request
for membership. The delegates of the twenty-three unions in at-
tendance, one of whom was from the rival Cigarmakers Union no.
14, unanimously accepted the report (Cigar Makers Official Jour-
nal June 1884).

Thereupon, the Progressive Cigarmakers Union issued a call to
all unions in the city to secede from the conservative Trades and
Labor Assembly in order to form a Central Labor Union (CLU)
with a “more progressive” policy. Several of the citys German
unions responded to this call to accept the principles of the Black
International; the metalworkers, carpenters and joiners, cabinet-
makers, and butchers all sent delegates to the founding meeting.
By late June 1884, the German tanners, German tailors, and the
German Typographical Union no. g had also joined the CLU.*

The CLU adopted a declaration of principles in October 1884 that
was modeled closely on the Pittsburgh Manifesto. It suggested that
labor created all wealth, that there could be no harmony between
labor and capital, and that strikes as presently conducted were
doomed to failure. It urged every worker to reject capitalist politi-
cal parties and to devote his or her entire energy to labor unions in
order to resist ruling-class encroachment upon their liberties.

*This collaboration between trade unions and anarchist cells took place only
in Chicago, thus giving the Chicago movement a mass base it did not have any-
where else. In fact, the Chicago anarchist movement anticipated the French,
Spanish, and American syndicalist union movements at the turn of the century.
See Bottomore (1983, 476—77) for a description of these movements.
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As the CLU openly took its stand with the Black International
and the few remaining members of the Socialist Labor party joined
forces with the moderate Trades and Labor Assembly, the conflict
between the revolutionaries and the reformers intensified. A num-
ber of public debates took place between the Anglo-American for-
mer socialists and the German anarchists; Pierce (1957, 3: 267) re-
ports that “clashes between the factions led at times to physical
violence.”

The Social Revolutionary movement achieved new visibility in
late 1884 with the founding of the Alarm, a publication that is a
good source of material on the anarchists’ politics. In the paper,
Albert Parsons kept up the attack on the Trades and Labor Assem-
bly for condoning a system of “wage slavery” and “slow starvation.”
He suggested that the “social war has come, and those who are not
with us are against us” (cited in Pierce 1957, 3: 268).

Lucy Parsons, one of the founders of the Working Women’s
Union in the mid 1870s, was also a crucial figure in the socialist and
anarchist movements in the city. In a famous article in the Alarm
entitled “To Tramps,” she discussed the situation of the unem-
ployed who constantly wandered Chicago streets searching for
work, food, clothing, and shelter. She condemned the Relief and
Aid Society for its failure to prevent the deaths of many in the city
by starvation and exposure. The previous winter had resulted in
the suicide by drowning of many who had chosen to die quickly
rather than by slow starvation. Lucy Parsons told the tramp con-
templating suicide to learn how to make bombs in order to take a
few rich people with him. The essay ended with the admonition to
“Learn the Use of Explosives!” (Ashbaugh 1976, 55).

Other authors also wrote of the beneficial effects of dynamite
bombs: “What is Dynamite? It is the latest discovery of science by
which power is placed in the hands of the weak and defenseless
to protect them against the domination of others. One pound of
DYNAMITE is better than a bushel of BALLOTS!” (Pierce 1957,
3: 268). Specific directions for manufacturing and setting bombs, as
well as recommendations concerning assassination and street fight-
ing, also were published in the pages of the Alarm; this caused it to
live up to its name among many in the English-speaking population
who could now read about the violent pronouncements of the revo-
lutionaries for the first time in English.

The anarchists’ bark was much worse than their bite, how-
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ever. Although their rhetoric was revolutionary, their actual tactics
tended toward the usual rallies and militant speeches. For ex-
ample, the CLU and the Social Revolutionary movement orga-
nized a procession of the unemployed on Thanksgiving Day in
1884. From three to five thousand gathered at the joint office of the
Alarm and the Arbeiter Zeitung and listened to several speeches.
They simply marched through the South Side, past the homes of
prominent Chicago businessmen, including Pullman, Field, Swift,
Armour, and McCormick.

In another demonstration at the dedication of the new Board of
Trade building on April 28, 1885, Albert Parsons spoke to a group
at Market Square, asking, “How many of you could give twenty
dollars for a supper tonight? While those men are enjoying a sump-
tuous supper, we workingmen are starving” (Adelman 1976, g).
Pointing to the black and red flags, the next speaker said that the
red one represented the common blood of humanity, the black
one, starvation. It was fitting that black flags were unfurled at the
opening of the $2 million Board of Trade building, for that structure
symbolized starvation for the masses and privileges for the few. The
speeches were cheered (Flinn 1973, 226). Someone then proposed
forming a line and marching around the “Board of Thieves” build-
ing singing the “Marseillaise,” to the accompaniment of a brass
band, so that the “eaters of twenty dollar pie” could not fail to hear
them (Flinn 1973, 228). Finding their way blocked by the police,
the marchers made their way to the office of the Arbeiter Zeitung,
where Parsons suggested that the next time the police broke up a
peaceful meeting, the marchers should defend themselves with dy-
namite (Ashbaugh 1976, 59).

The CLU and the Social Revolutionaries continued their demon-
strations in the summer and autumn of 1885. On the Sunday pre-
ceding Labor Day, a grand march was organized to offset the pa-
rade of the Trades and Labor Assembly planned for the next day.
One of the CLU leaders stated: “There is going to be a parade to-
morrow. Those fellows [in the Trades and Labor Assembly] want
to reconcile labor and capital. They want to reconcile you to your
starvation and your shanties” (Flinn 1973, 250).

How strong were the Social Revolutionaries and the Central
Labor Union, and who were their supporters? These are not easy
questions to answer; there are no surviving documents, certainly
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no membership rolls of the CLU or the Social Revolutionary clubs.
This may have resulted from the atmosphere of political repression,
which forced these groups to carry on their activities in secret.

But it is clear that the revolutionary politics of the Central Labor
Union did not confine the organization to political marginality. In
late 1884, there were six groups of the Black International in the
city. By mid 1885, there were seventeen with a total membership
of around one thousand. The membership was over two thousand a
year later (Commons et al. 1918, 2: 3g0; David 1958, 110).

Movement strength cannot be measured by Social Revolution-
ary club membership alone. By the end of 1885, the Central Labor
Union, which endorsed the anarchist Pittsburgh Manifesto, was
approximately equal in strength to the Trades and Labor Assembly;
the CLU consisted of thirteen unions; the Trades and Labor Assem-
bly had nineteen (Commons et al. 1918, 2: 387). By the spring
of 1886, with recruiting boosted by the continuing recession, the
CLU represented twelve thousand city workers, more than the
Trades and Labor Assembly, and had twenty-two unions in its ranks
(Ashbaugh 1976, 56; Pierce 1957, 3: 267).

Despite its rapid growth, the anarchist movement never man-
aged to inspire the city’s Anglo-American workers. Parsons orga-
nized a Social Revolutionary “American Group” in November 1883
with only five members. Even though the membership of that
group increased to forty-five by October 1884 and ninety by April
1885, it remained the only native-born club; it is doubtful whether
the native born ever constituted more than one-tenth of the anar-
chist strength in Chicago during this entire period.

In contrast, Germans gave the anarchist movement strong sup-
port, as indicated by the circulation figures of the Social Revolu-
tionary newspapers. The English-language Alarm had a circulation
of three thousand a week at its height; but the German-language
Arbeiter Zeitung published between five and six thousand copies a
day between 1883 and 1886, and its Sunday edition, Die Fackel,
published between nine and twelve thousand. The Vorbote, an-
other German weekly, had a circulation of between seven and
eight thousand in the mid 1880s (Commons et al. 1918, 2: 390).

The anarchist movement derived its real strength from the close
association of the Social Revolutionaries with the city’s German and
Bohemian trade unions. In April 1886, the Central Labor Union
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included the eleven largest unions in the city representing the fol-
lowing trades: German printers, fringe and tassel workers, fresco
painters, cabinetmakers, bakers, Bohemian lumber shovers, la-
borers, hod carriers, brewers and maltsters, coopers, brick makers,
both Bohemian and German carpenters, wagon workers, harness
makers, butchers, metalworkers, and the union that had started it
all, the Progressive Cigarmakers (Commons et al. 1918, 2: 391).

The Eight-Hour Movement

All three of the major Chicago labor coalitions—the Central Labor
Union, the Trades and Labor Assembly, and the Knights of Labor—
soon were able to mobilize a powerful movement around one of the
most important labor demands of the nineteenth century: the eight-
hour day. Demands for shorter hours were heard in the United
States as early as 1825, when the issue was the ten-hour day. The
movement alternated between periods of great strength and weak-
ness in the decades that followed. In Chicago, there was agitation
for the eight-hour day in both the sixties and the seventies; the
early trades assembly successfully lobbied for a state law mandating
the eight-hour day that was never enforced, and the eight-hour de-
mand was heard frequently during the July 1877 strikes.

The Trades Council of 1879 demanded the reduction of working
hours from ten to eight, holding a three-day demonstration with
Ira Steward, the most prominent eight-hour theorist, as a speaker.
The workers founded a short-lived Eight Hour League in 1879,
and the furniture workers national union made it a key demand;
forty-nine furniture factories in the city instituted the eight-hour
day for a brief period in that year (Chicago Tribune July 6, 1879).

Labor had several goals in mind in demanding the eight-hour
day; in fact, the idea of shortening the hours of labor eventually
became a panacea for all the ills suffered by the working class. Ira
Steward suggested that the increased leisure resulting from the
shortening of the workday would create a better social order. Work-
ers could not be intelligent citizens unless they had the leisure
time to attend night school, to read, to discuss political questions,
and to attend political meetings (Cahill 1932, 14). The eight-hour
day would also ease the physical and mental strain caused by hard
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physical labor and by the tedious mechanized production process.
Healthy workers would be more productive workers.

The argument for increased leisure time was also supported
through reference to suburbanization. Workers needed to partici-
pate in the more healthful and more natural suburban family life;
the longer journey to work from the suburbs necessitated a shorter
workday as well. Steward argued that decreased hours would give
the workers the time to observe the life-style of the largely native-
born middle class. Their wish for that more affluent way of life
would lead to successful demands for higher wages on the part of
the working class, which would in turn create buying power that
would stimulate the economy.

These arguments appealed to many workers, especially to the
Anglo-American labor aristocrats who could realistically aspire
to middle-class status. But the broader appeal of the eight-hour
movement—to those of all economic statuses within the working
class—came from the argument that a reduction in hours would
solve the unemployment problem by spreading the available work
among a larger number of workers (Cahill 1932, 18).

The precursor of the American Federation of Labor, the Federa-
tion of Organized Trades and Labor Unions, took the lead in the
eight-hour movement in 1884 when it resolved that “eight hours
shall constitute a legal day’s labor from and after May 1, 1886.”
They included no provision for attaining this objective, but they
eventually chose the general strike.

Chicago unions began active agitation for the demand on Novem-
ber 11, 1885, when the Bricklayers and Stonemasons Union re-
solved that they would work only eight hours a day after May 1,
1886 (Chicago Tribune November 12, 1885). On November 17,
George Schilling of the Trades and Labor Assembly spoke on the
issue at a meeting of the Carpenters and Joiners Union, suggest-
ing the need for an organization to agitate for the demand; on Sun-
day, November 22, a number of trade unionists in the Trades and
Labor Assembly heeded the call and organized the Eight Hour
Association.

The association issued a manifesto calling on all workers to help
establish the eight-hour day. The Eight Hour Association did not
see shorter hours as a means of restructuring the capitalist system;
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they were viewed as a reform that would reduce unemployment
and provide workers with more leisure time. The association was
initially organized by the native born, as is clear in this statement
from the manifesto: “Has machinery in your trade abolished the de-
mand for skilled artisans and craftsmen? Have the native American
skilled workers in your trade been supplanted by cheap labor from
Europe and Canada? Are wages sufficient for the support of native
American families?” (Chicago Tribune November 23, 1885, 35).

Because of the power of the issue and the tremendous organiz-
ing momentum created by the movement, all the major labor orga-
nizations in the city—including the Trades and Labor Assembly, the
Knights of Labor, the Central Labor Union, and the Social Revolu-
tionary clubs—were soon involved in agitating for the eight-hour
day (David 1958, 182). But the issues that had split the labor move-
ment did not disappear under the impact of this movement, and
factionalism between the reformers and revolutionaries continued.

Initially, the anarchists had been skeptical of the movement,
feeling that a reduction in hours would not solve the problems of
the working class because it would not transform the existing sys-
tem of wage labor or the oppressive state. As Albert Parsons and
August Spies argued in the Alarm of November 21, 1885 (cited in
Flinn 1973, 260):

The private possession or ownership of the means of production and ex-
change places the propertyless class in the power and control of the prop-
ertied class, since they can refuse bread, or the chance to earn it, to all the
wage classes that obey their dictation. Eight hours, or less hours, is,
therefore, under existing conditions, a lost battle. The private property
system employs only to exploit (rob) it, and while the system is in vogue,
the victims—those whom it disinherits—have only the choice of submis-
sion or starvation.

We do not antagonize the eight hour movement, . . . we simply pre-
dict that it is a lost battle, and we prove that even if the eight hour system
should be established at this late day, the wage-workers would gain noth-
ing. They would still remain the slaves of their master.

In fact, the Social Revolutionaries never accepted the idea that the
eight-hour day could be the answer to all the ills of the working
class. But the Chicago revolutionaries could not be content to re-
main aloof from the most widespread and well-organized worker
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movement in the city’s history. They determined to use it as a tool
to agitate for their own more revolutionary beliefs; the organiza-
tional tool for such agitation was the Central Labor Union.

While the CLU was attempting to convince Chicago workers of
the necessity of social revolution, the Trades and Labor Assembly
counseled moderation. The assembly issued a circular to all man-
ufacturing firms and employers in mid January 1886. It suggested
that the presence in the city of large numbers of unemployed was a
constant source of evil in the community and that Congress had
supported the movement by making eight hours a legal day’s work
for government employees. It stated that the adoption of the eight-
hour day would give employment to one-fifth more workers, many
of whom had been displaced by machines. The circular ended as
follows: “The workingmen of Chicago are ready to make sacrifices
in wages in order that more people may find employment and for
the general good of the whole community. Surely such a self-sacrific-
ing spirit should meet with a cordial response from the employing
class” (Chicago Tribune January 19, 1886, s).

This moderate stand, suggesting that workers would be willing
to sacrifice wages in order to gain the eight-hour day, was to be-
come the basis of a political split between the Trades and Labor As-
sembly’s Eight Hour Association and the Central Labor Union. By
the movement’s peak in April and May 1886, most of the city’s Ger-
man and Bohemian unions were demanding ten hours’ pay for
eight hours” work; the elite Anglo-American unions were declaring
their willingness to settle for a proportionate wage cut along with
the reduction in hours.

By March 1886, the eight-hour movement was mobilizing an un-
precedented proportion of the Chicago working class for meetings
and demonstrations. The Trades and Labor Assembly sponsored
a demonstration at a West Side Turner hall. By eight o’clock on
March 15, four thousand crowded into a hall meant for two thou-
sand; three thousand more gathered outside, necessitating the
erection of several speakers” platforms. The Tribune reported the
presence of at least twelve hundred from the Bricklayers Union,
five hundred from the Shoemakers Union, five hundred from the
Cigarmakers no. 14, and three hundred from the boxmakers—all
carrying banners and transparencies with moderate reform mes-
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sages such as “Oppose Child Labor!” “Equality to All'” “Look How
You Vote Next Fall!” “Down With Convict Labor!” (Chicago Tri-
bune March 16, 1886, 10).

The meeting adopted the following resolutions:

Whereas—The reduction in the hours of daily labor to eight would . . .
afford steady employment to all industrious men and women, create
steady markets for the manufacturer, the farmer, and the merchant and
dissipate the portentious clouds of discontent that too frequently of late
obscure the social and political horizon, and

Whereas—While we fully recognize the oft-repeated assertion that under
any and all circumstances the wages of labor are likely to fluctuate, we
hold as a fact established beyond dispute by history that every step gained
by the toiling masses in reducing the hours of labor is never lost but is
permanent and enduring be it

Resolved—That we are heartily and determinedly in favor of the eight
hour work day from and after May 1, 1886 and now pledge ourselves to
use all fair and honorable means to secure its general adoption by every
trade and occupation and,

Resolved—That we invite the cooperation of the press and the pulpit and
earnestly urge upon all thinking people the necessity of a dispassionate

and candid discussion of this momentous question. (Chicago Tribune
March 16, 1886, 12)

This moderate statement indicates that, despite their presence
in the same movement, the political split between the reformers
and the revolutionaries remained. The Eight Hour Association
wanted moderate reform, not revolution, considering the capitalist
system perfectly acceptable. Their position lacks class conscious-
ness, suggesting as it does that all classes have an interest in reduc-
ing hours of labor and enlisting the aid of such “working class ene-
mies” as the middle and upper classes, the press, and the pulpit.

The Eight Hour Association held an even larger rally on April
10. More than seven thousand attended, and again thousands more
blocked the doors. The meeting was attended by more than a thou-
sand of the Bricklayers and Stonemasons Union, six hundred from
the upholsterers, five hundred clothing cutters, and numerous
other unions and Knights assembly members. The platform was oc-
cupied by over a hundred union, Trades and Labor Assembly, and
Knights officers. As Nelson (1986a, 1) reports, 48 percent of those
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on the platform had Irish surnames, 32 percent had British names,
and only 14 percent were immigrants from continental Europe.

Speakers repeated the same moderate themes from the earlier
rally, and the assembly got its wish concerning the clergy’s support.
There were a number of clergy on the platform, and three Protes-
tant ministers spoke to the crowd. All speeches were in English.
One minister stressed the importance of temperance and self-
improvement:

It's hard to work fourteen hours and then go home and read a book. My
heart goes out to you workingmen who love your books and are denied
the time to gratify it. But we must get the leisure first. I don't believe in
drinking myself, but for all that I don't believe that all of you are tee-
totallars, nor do I believe that if you had the leisure you would spend your
time in the saloon. (Chicago Tribune April 11, 1886, 32)

An Irish-born Knights of Labor leader also stressed the temper-
ance theme and reiterated the importance of gaining the support of
the clergy and press: “I tell ye fellows what to boycott, whisky!
Quit crookin” your elbows and buildin’ brick houses for saloonkeep-
ers an’ ye all eat porterhouse steak instead of liver. We don't have to
make this fight alone. We've got friends—people, and preachers,
and papers” (Chicago Tribune April 11, 1886, 32). Both of these
statements were greeted with wild cheers, cheers that would not
have been forthcoming at a rally of antitemperance German or
Bohemian workers.

The Central Labor Union and the Social Revolutionaries did not
support the Trades and Labor Assembly effort. They wanted to use
the movement as a stepping stone to revolution. They did not
accept the reformers’ call for a pay reduction and for temper-
ance, and they did not support the attempt to recruit the clergy,
the middle and upper classes, and the bourgeois press into the
movement. So the CLU held a counterdemonstration on Sunday,
April 25, 1886. About five thousand formed a procession six to
eight abreast on Randolph Street. Red banners were flying as
twenty-five mounted marshalls rode up and down the line giving
instructions to the workers; bands played, and thousands watched
as the parade marched through the city center to the lakefront.

The Tribune reported that none of the members of the Trades and
Labor Assembly attended this gathering. Nearly all the marchers
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were German, Bohemian, and Polish; “there was scarcely an Ameri-
can, Irishman, Scandinavian, or Scotchman among them” (Chicago
Tribune April 26, 1886, 19). The workers carried banners reading
“The Brewer Works All Day and Night and Hardly Gets His Rest!”
“Our Civilization—The Bully and the Policemans Club!” “The
Fountain of Right is Might!” “Workingmen Arm!” “Right is Might,
WeTe the Strongest!” The sentiments were clearly more militant
than those at the Trades and Labor Assembly rally.

Twenty-three unions were represented, showing the great
strength of the CLU at this point. The following list indicates the
number attending from each union:

Furniture Workers Union (German) 1,200
International Carpenters and Joiners (with Bohemian

Turners Band) 1,000
German Bakers Union 900
Bohemian Lumbershovers 8oo
Brewery Workers 700
Lumberyard Workers no. 1 600
Metalworkers Union {German) (with Lassalle Band) 600
Butchers Union no. 1 300
Hand Labor Union no. 1 300
Cabinetmakers Union 300
Progressive Cigarmakers (German) 200
Bohemian Bakers Union (with the Meinken's Germania

Orchestra) 200
Brewers Union no. 1 (with the Cadet Band) 200
Bohemian Workingman’s Association 200
Beerkeg Coopers Union 150
Bohemian Carpenters 125
Bohemian Bricklayers 120
Saddlers Union (with the West Chicago Band) 90
Typographical Union no. g (German) 60
Carpenters of Cook, Hallock, and Gannon (with Bohemian

Pilsen Band) 60
Metal Workers of Pullman no. 1 35

(Chicago Tribune April 26, 1886, 18)

The CLU managed to mobilize over eight thousand workers for
a march in support of its principles. The dominance of Germans
and Bohemians is obvious, with five unions being clearly identifi-
able as German and seven as Bohemian. The unions not clearly



Anarchism and the Eight-Hour Movement 69

identifiable—the Hand Labor Union, Lumberyard Workers, Cabi-
netmakers, Metal Workers, Brewery Workers, Beerkeg Coopers,
Saddlers, and Butchers—are all known to have had a high propor-
tion of Germans and Bohemians in their trades (Illinois Bureau of
Labor Statistics Report, 1884). The strength of anarchism was due
largely to the anarchists™ ability to mobilize unskilled and skilled
workers within the German and Bohemian trade union movement.

The rally itself drew approximately twenty-five thousand Ger-
mans, Bohemians, and Poles (Nelson 1g86b, 2). The most militant
speeches of the day were in German; there had been no German
speeches at the Trades and Labor Assembly events, clearly indicat-
ing the lack of German support for their reformist politics. Speak-
ers at the CLU rally refused to accept the eight-hour day as the
only goal of the Chicago labor movement. As August Spies sug-
gested: “If you by your combination tear down the existing state of
things, if you have obtained this little bit—the eight hour day—
then on, on along the road of victory until the last stone of this bas-
tille of order of the present lies in ruins” (Chicago Tribune April 26,
1886, 22). All the speakers argued that the movement had to be
continued until the social order was overthrown.

Employers all over the city were becoming concerned. Facing
an increasingly powerful and militant labor movement, they began
to organize themselves into manufacturers associations. The pat-
tern was for employers to organize and pass a resolution stating
that they would lock out their workers if they demanded the more
radical CLU-supported demand (the eight-hour day with no change
in pay). But many workers defied their employers and refused to
withdraw their militant demands; included in this group were the
boot and shoemakers, three thousand German and twenty-five
hundred Bohemian lumber shovers, the largely German furniture
workers, German cigar makers, brick makers, bakers, lathers, and
thousands of mainly Irish freight handlers. The result was strikes
and/or lockouts in each of these trades.

Some workers, including the largely Irish stockyard workers and
the mainly native-born machinists, agreed to accept the eight-hour
day at reduced wages, with future wage rates to be negotiated. The
unions of boxmakers, clothing cutters, carpenters and joiners, pic-
ture frame workers, and patternmakers achieved the eight-hour
day with a 20 percent pay reduction. Some workers, including
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those at the Armour packinghouse (other packinghouse workers re-
mained on strike), some of the brick makers, and the cigar makers,
were granted ten hours’ pay for eight hours” work. Finally, some
workers—most of the clothing workers, many of the iron and steel
workers, and the cloak makers—were on piece rates; the eight-
hour movement was not seen as applicable to them at all (Chicago
Tribune April 28—May 3, 1886).

As the movement gained strength, the split between the CLU
and the Trades and Labor Assembly intensified. On April 28, George
Schilling discussed the eight-hour question at a meeting of stock-
yard workers that included coopers, butchers, and laborers. On
behalf of the Trades Assembly and the Knights of Labor, he advised
those present not to press for ten hours’ pay and not to strike unless
absolutely necessary (Chicago Tribune April 2g, 1886). The Ar-
beiter Zeitung was not as moderate, advising workers in late April:

In this hour we call upon the workers to arm themselves. We have but
one life to lose. Defend it with every means at your disposal. In this con-
nection we should like to caution those workingmen who have armed
themselves to hide their arms for the present so that they cannot be stolen
from them by a minion of order as has happened repeatedly. (Chicago
Tribune May 2, 1886, 22)

A few days later one of the members of the Social Revolutionary
clubs stated what had become obvious concerning the ethnic politi-
cal splits that persisted despite the movement’s growing power.

The German and Bohemian workers are thoroughly organized and armed
and will fight to achieve their end. The brewers, maltsters, butchers, and
bakers have already achieved the eight hour day. The employers won't
shut down for more than a day or two, they can't risk losing their trade to
the eastern cities.

The Knights of Labor are principally American and Irish; they don't
train with the Germans and the Bohemians, and we can't get them to do
aggressive work in the movement. They hang back and take what they can
get, while the Germans and the Bohemians go out and get what they
want. (Chicago Tribune May 1, 1886, 5)

Both the Trades Assembly and the Central Labor Union held
meetings on Sunday, May 2. The assembly’s meeting opened with a
resolution to form an executive committee of representatives of all
trades. But this attempt to unify the assembly and the CLU failed.
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One speaker suggested that he “hoped the Assembly would not de-
stroy the hope of achieving the eight hour system by joining with
anybody for whom the American flag was not good enough” and
that the “Trades and Labor Assembly ought to recommend that
unions drop their unreasonable demands” (Chicago Tribune May 3,
1886, 16). Although most workers were advocating the more radi-
cal ten hours” pay demand, another speaker suggested that those
advocating no pay reduction were actually against the eight-hour
movement and that if the unions had followed the assembly’s ad-
vice in asking for eight hours’ pay for eight hours’ work, there
would have been no trouble. The movement’s ethnic split was be-
coming more severe and rhetoric more strident as each faction
strove to lead the movement down its chosen path.

Through its Eight Hour Association, the assembly distributed
this circular:

If ever there was a time in the history of the labor movement when pru-
dence should control your counsels, the present is that time. A false or ill-
advised move at this juncture may defeat the very object you have in
view. Under these circumstances we deem it our duty to request you to
keep this important fact in mind and shape your demands accordingly.

Our advice is that where a disagreement as to terms exists, interview
the employer or employers through a committee composed of your most
trusted, most discreet and reliable representatives. Base your demands
on justice. Present a united front. Determine to secure the adoption of
the eight hour system even if concessions to attain it be made. Act like
rational men, as law-abiding citizens should.

Discountenance all resort to violence, remembering you cannot afford
to offend that public sympathy which is essential to your success. Remem-
ber also, if you refuse to act upon these suggestions you will have your-
selves to blame if the present golden opportunity passes unimproved.
(Chicago Tribune May 4, 1886, 28)

The assembly was now advocating polite bargaining with employ-
ers to win the eight-hour reform, even if the workers had to give up
previously won gains to achieve the reduction in hours.

This was not the position of the Central Labor Union. They also
held a meeting on Sunday, May 2, at which a major topic was the
ethnic split bedeviling the movement. The German branch of the
Carpenters and Joiners Union reported it had attempted to work
with its English-speaking counterparts; the attempt had been un-
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successful because the English-speaking union had considered the
German demand for ten hours’ pay too radical. The German car-
penters had decided to work for their own interests as a result. A
similar report was made by the German Typographical Union no.
9, which charged the American Chicago Typographical Union no.
16 with working in the interests of the bosses (Chicago Tribune
May 3, 1886). In fact after January 1885, the Chicago Typographi-
cal Union no. 16 had refused to honor German union members’
cards, claiming the International no longer recognized the German
union (Chicago Typographical Union no. 16 minutes, January 25,
1885). The CLU decided to appoint a committee to exchange infor-
mation with the Trades and Labor Assembly but to give up all at-
tempts to work with the assembly politically.

The Central Labor Union then sent a message to the city’s work-
ers that had little in common with the Trades and Labor Assembly
circular. The CLU called on all to support the eight-hour move-
ment and suggested that piecework must be instantly abolished be-
cause it was “slavish” and “abominable.” It went on, “the laboring
class will not be free from misery and want until the right to hold
capital is abolished and society is merged into one class.” It ended
by suggesting that ministers and priests uphold the present social
system, so workers ought therefore to keep away from churches
(Chicago Tribune May 3, 1886, 17).

Chicago’s eight-hour movement was strong despite these politi-
cal differences. Bradstreet’s reported that well over sixty thousand
workers in the city were involved, including twenty and a half
thousand clothing workers, seventeen thousand of whom were
women, ten thousand lumber shovers and laborers, ten thousand
metalworkers, seven thousand furniture and upholstery workers,
twenty-five hundred Pullman car workers, six hundred steamfit-
ters, and twelve thousand in miscellaneous trades. From forty to
forty-five thousand had gained some sort of hours reduction by the
end of the first week of May. Chicago was the center of the national
movement, having nearly one-third of all those demanding the
eight-hour day and over one-fifth of all those receiving the reduc-
tion in hours (Bradstreet’s May 15, 1886, 1).

The depth of the movement in the city’s working class made it
likely to succeed. The strike was close to a general one among
workers who had not yet achieved eight hours, and less street ac-
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tion was necessary than during the 1877 strikes because the well-
planned strike included many workers with scarce skills. But an
event soon occurred that temporarily stalled the movement for a
reduction in hours and destroyed the anarchist movement in the
city—the Haymarket affair.

The Haymarket Affair

I shall not review the history of the Haymarket affair in great detail;
Henry David (1958) and Paul Avrich (1984) have done that. I shall
consider how the incident and the reaction to it illustrate the eth-
nic split in the Chicago labor movement between moderate Anglo-
American and Irish workers and revolutionary Germans and
Bohemians.

The trouble started at the McCormick Harvester factory. Be-
cause of a dispute over the discharge of union activists, the plant
had been shut down in February 1886, and fourteen hundred em-
ployees had been locked out (David 1958, 187). McCormick work-
ers called a strike, but the plant reopened in March with hundreds
of new workers and Pinkertons to protect them. On May 3, the
lumber shovers arranged a meeting near the works to discuss the
eight-hour day. As August Spies was winding up a speech on
the topic, the bell for the end of the shift rang; workers at the meet-
ing attacked the strikebreakers with sticks and stones and drove
them back into the plant (David 1958, 190).

Inspector Bonfield, the most repressive of Chicago’s police cap-
tains, arrived, and the strikers fled; but they were pursued by the
police, who killed one and wounded half a dozen others. Spies wit-
nessed this and, thinking at least six workers had been killed, wrote
his famous Revenge Circular, which called on all workers to “de-
stroy the hideous monster that seeks to destroy you” (David 1gs8,
191-92). Arrangements were made to have a meeting on the eve-
ning of May 4 in Haymarket Square to protest police brutality.

When Spies arrived to speak at this meeting, only a few hundred
workers were present. The speakers gave relatively moderate
speeches; Mayor Harrison actually attended and agreed that no po-
lice action was necessary (David 1958, 19g9-202). As Samuel Fiel-
den was finishing his remarks, he was interrupted by the approach
of 175 police. Only two hundred workers remained, the rest having
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left when a rain cloud approached. Bonfield ordered the meeting to
disperse. At that moment, a dynamite bomb exploded near the first
rank of the police, killing one instantly and wounding many others.
The remaining police began firing indiscriminately, killing four and
wounding at least twenty workers and killing and wounding many
of their fellow officers (Adelman 1976, 37—38).

Reaction to this incident led to the city’s and the nation’s first
“red scare.” The anarchists were charged with a conspiracy to over-
throw the entire U.S. political and economic system through the
use of dynamite bombs and other violent means. An important
component of the reaction was nativism; the city’s middle class and
the press blamed the foreign born, particularly the Germans, for
advocating violent revolution and for lacking an adequate under-
standing of American economic and political institutions.

The city’s press held the anarchists responsible for the incident,
even though the culprit who threw the bomb was never identified.
The Inter-Ocean “reported”:

The anarchists of Chicago inaugurated in earnest last night the reign of
lawlessness which they have threatened and endeavored to incite for
years. They threw a bomb into the midst of a line of 200 police officers,
and it exploded with fearful effect, mowing down men like cattle. Almost
before the missile of death had exploded the anarchists directed a mur-
derous fire from revolvers upon the police as if their actions were prear-
ranged, and as the latter were hemmed in on every side—ambuscaded—
the effect of the fire upon the ranks of the officers was fearful. . . . The
collision between the police and the anarchists was brought about by the
leaders of the latter, August Spies, Sam Fielden, and A. R. Parsons, en-
deavoring to incite a large mass-meeting to riot and bloodshed. (Cited in
David 1958, 206—7)

There is scarcely one supportable assertion in this paragraph; the
other daily papers presented similar stories of the incident. The
Tribune (May 5, 1886, 1) denounced the anarchists as “vipers,”
“ungrateful hyenas,” and “serpents,” and it called the “toleration”
they had enjoyed “excessive and ill-considered.” It would be neces-
sary to crush both anarchism and communism, or else “the people of
Chicago must expect an era of anarchy and the loss of their prop-
erty, if not their lives.”

The nativist component of the political attack was clear in the
Chicago Daily Herald (May s, 1886, 1) account, which suggested
that the anarchist movement was composed of the “off-scourings of
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Europe” and that the philosophy “menaced the very foundations of
American society.” The middle and upper classes were a sympa-
thetic audience for these “red scare” messages. A temporary mad-
ness seemed to engulf them, convincing them the revolution, led
by a band of dark, shady, German-speaking foreigners, was at hand
(Sennett 1969).

Perhaps more surprising was the reaction of the Anglo-American
and Irish workers in the Trades and Labor Assembly and in the
Knights of Labor. “Respectable” workers, they felt it necessary to
distance themselves from the “evil” represented by anarchism.
The Knights were particularly strong in their condemnation of the
anarchists even though Albert Parsons had been the first registered
Knight in the city. The Chicago Knights of Labor (May 8, 1886, 1)
printed this disclaimer in capital letters on its front page following
Haymarket:

LET IT BE UNDERSTOOD BY THE WORLD THAT THE KNIGHTS OF LABOR
HAVE NO AFFILIATION, ASSOCIATION, SYMPATHY OR RESPECT FOR THE
BAND OF COWARDLY MURDERERS, CUTTHROATS AND ROBBERS KNOWN AS
ANARCHISTS. THEY SNEAK THROUGH THE COUNTRY LIKE MIDNIGHT AS-
SASSINS STIRRING UP THE PASSIONS OF IGNORANT FOREIGNERS, UNFURL-
ING THE RED FLAG OF ANARCHY AND CAUSING RIOT AND BLOODSHED.
PARSONS, SPIES, FIELDEN, MOST AND ALL THEIR FOLLOWERS, SYMPA-
THIZERS, AIDERS, AND ABETTORS SHOULD BE SUMMARILY DEALT wITH!

The editorial went on to say that these anarchists deserved to be
treated as “human monstrosities not entitled to the sympathy or
consideration of any person in the world” and that they ought to be
“blotted from the surface of the earth.” This vendetta continued for
years; in October 1886, the Knights condemned the anarchists
again; they blamed the anarchist movement for the failure of the
eight-hour day as late as 1889 (Chicago Knights of Labor Janu-
ary 26, 188g).

The other leaders of the labor reform movement in the city con-
demned the anarchists nearly as vociferously, despite the lack of
concrete evidence against the anarchist leaders. The Chicago Ty-
pographical Union no. 16 passed the following series of resolutions
after Haymarket, even though one of their former members—Al-
bert Parsons—had been involved in the incident:

Resolved—That Chicago Typographical Union #16 condemns in unmea-
sured terms the heinous acts of the mob at the hay market [sic] May 4.
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And we declare the men who have by their uncivilized teachings, caused
this red letter day in the history of our city to be the greatest enemy the
laboring man has.

Resolved—That Chicago Typographical Union #16 hereby offers a re-
ward of $100 for the apprehension and conviction of the scoundrel who
threw the bomb that caused the death and maiming of so many officers of
the law.

Resolved—That our delegates to the Trade and Labor Assembly are
hereby instructed to present these resolutions to that body and ask its co-
operation and endorsement in order that justice may be meted out to
those violators of law and civilization. (Chicago Typographical Union no.
16 minutes, May g, 1886)

The lack of unity in the labor movement made it possible for em-
ployers and city government to destroy the eight-hour movement,
both its reformist and revohitionary tendencies. Mayor Harrison
ordered all gatherings, processions, and workers’ meetings broken
up. Infantry regiments were put on alert, and citizens’ neighbor-
‘hood patrols were revived. By May 6, the police bragged that they
had raided over fifty socialist and anarchist gathering places and
apprehended over two hundred suspects. Many prominent an-
archists—including Spies, Parsons, Fielden, Michael Schwab,
Adolph Fischer, George Engel, Oscar Neebe, and Louis Lingg—
were arrested without warrants and held without specific charges.
Police officers looking for publicity manufactured a variety of anar-
chist plots (David 1958, 223—24). All anarchist papers, including
the Alarm and the Arbeiter Zeitung, were shut down; the former
did not resume publishing until November 1887.

The nature of the scare meant that socialists, anarchists, strikers,
and even conservative reform unionists were condemned; the vari-
ous political tendencies in the Chicago labor movement were not
differentiated. This hurt the eight-hour movement specifically and
the labor movement generally. Unions were forced to distance
themselves from labor militancy of any kind for years to come. As
the Chicago Knights of Labor complained:

How often must the workingmen as a class deny their connection or sym-
pathy with anarchy? It does seem as though the press at large has taken
upon itself the task of convicting workingmen of socialism, anarchism,
communism, and all the other isms society is heir to, regardless of the
denials or protests, and it is high time that such wholesale misrepresenta-
tion ceased. (August 28, 1886; cited in Staley, 1930, 70)
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The bomb caused a revulsion of feeling against the eight hour agitators
and actually ended the struggle among a great number of trades and oc-
cupations. . . . A reign of terror came upon the “agitators.” Tommy Mor-
gan and other speakers did not dare to speak or write in the cause of
shorter hours, and the movement then subsided. (Chicago Knights of La-
bor January 26, 188g; cited in Staley 1930, 70)

In the short term, the authorities’ repressive strategy ended the
eight-hour movement in the city. Most trades and unions lost their
struggle for the eight-hour day. Employers felt free to rescind gains
previously won by workers because there was no possibility of mili-
tant strikes in the immediate post-Haymarket period. In fact, labor
activists of all stripes now found it impossible even to meet without
police interference. At its peak, the movement had achieved some
form of hours concession for seventy thousand workers in Chicago;
by the end of the year, only ten thousand workers in the state were
working the eight-hour day (Pierce 1957, 3: 289).

The Chicago Daily Herald declared that the bomb ended the
eight-hour movement because after that incident the public be-
came concerned with destroying the anarchists and became uncon-
cerned with any question of hours and wages (David 1958, 535).
And destroy the anarchist movement they did. The police and the
criminal justice system charged a number of anarchists with con-
spiracy to murder the one policeman who was killed instantly by
the bomb. David and Avrich document the many inequities in the
trial of the anarchists; for example, the jury selection process was
designed to ensure that only those who had already judged the de-
fendants guilty would be chosen (David 1958, 235). The anarchists
were essentially tried for their political beliefs; once the criminal
justice system accepted that premise, they were doomed. The jury
found seven of the defendants guilty (five Germans, one American,
and one Englishman) and assigned them the death penalty: August
Spies, Michael Schwab, Adolph Fischer, George Engel, Louis
Lingg, Albert Parsons, and Samuel Fielden.

Much of Chicago rejoiced at the news of the verdict, and one
headline read, “The Scaffold Waits—Seven Dangling Nooses for
the Dynamite Fiends!” (David 1958, 319). The Tribune reiterated
the nativist theme in editorializing:

The bearings of this verdict, however, extend far beyond local limits. It
has killed Anarchism in Chicago, and those who sympathize with its hor-
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rible doctrines will speedily emigrate from her borders or at least never
again make a sign of their sentiments. It goes still further than this. It is a
warning to the whole brood of vipers in the Old World—the Commu-
nists, the Socialists, the Anarchists, the Nihilists—that they cannot come
to this country and abuse its hospitality and its right of free speech with-
out encountering the stern decrees of American law. The verdict of the
Chicago jury will, therefore, check the emigration of organized assassins
to this country. (Cited in David 1958, 320-21)

Organized labor continued to distance itself from the plight of
the anarchists; only the greatly weakened Social Revolutionaries
and the Central Labor Union remained consistently on the side of
the condemned men. The Knights of Labor resolved the following
in October 1886: “Resolved, That while asking for mercy for the
condemned men, we are not in sympathy with the acts of the anar-
chists, nor with any attempts of individuals or associated bodies
that teach or practice violent infractions of the law, believing that
peaceful methods are the surest and best means to secure neces-
sary reform” (David 1958, 325). Labor moderates did not come to
the condemneds’ defense until their last appeal had been denied,
by which time it was too late. Spies, Fischer, Engel, and Parsons
were hanged on November 11, 1887. Lingg had already committed
suicide, and Schwab and Fielden’s sentences had been commuted
to life imprisonment.

The Haymarket Legacy

The Haymarket affair and its aftermath effectively ended the Ger-
man anarchist movement, and it never reappeared. As the New
Yorker Volks-Zeitung reported, “the trade union movement, which
in Chicago had been stronger than in any other city in the country
before Haymarket, was now at a completely low tide. The Central
Labor Union had more than 40,000 members in the spring of 1886.
Now a mere 5,000 are left on paper, and of these, not even 1,000
will show up at demonstrations” (cited in Keil 1986, 23). Even the
Alarm, when it was finally published again on November s, 1887,
felt compelled to give up its advocacy of the use of force in the fight
to emancipate the working class. Other radical organizations faced
similar problems. The German American Turner Association com-
plained of a “moral state of siege dating from the lamentable events
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in Chicago. Since that time anything smacking of dissatisfaction
with the public order has been banned; anyone who dares express
his sympathies for the masses and their struggle for salvation is de-
clared a revolutionary and anarchist worthy of the gallows” (cited in
Keil 1986, 23).

Employers now had a free hand in crushing militant strikes; they
received even greater support from the passage of various repres-
sive labor acts, including the Merritt Conspiracy Bill, which made
it a crime to conspire to perform an act of force or violence danger-
ous to human life, person, or property. Even a speech or written
article could make one liable under the act. The Coles Anti-Boy-
cott Law affixed penalties of $2,000 and/or two years imprisonment
for anyone conspiring with another to institute a boycott (Pierce
1957, 3: 289-90).

Haymarket and its aftermath simply ruled out the more militant
socialist and anarchist choices within the labor movement; the
movement’s reformers now defined the only major tendency. They
were active on both the economic and political fronts. Politically,
the Trades and Labor Assembly founded the United Labor Party in
August 1886. It was a coalition of various factions, including the
remnants of the Greenback movement of the late 1870s. The party
polled twenty-five thousand votes in the fall 1886 elections, elect-
ing one state senator, seven members of the house, and five judges.
The party lobbied successfully for reformist legislation, including
an anti-convict labor law, a law against the use of private detec-
tives to put down labor disturbances, a law to prevent discharge for
engaging in union activities, and an anti—sweatshop labor act; but
there were few enforcement provisions.

On the economic front, there were now no competitors for the
reform unionists. The Central Labor Union had been destroyed,
and the Knights of Labor in Chicago were soon dead as well. The
Knights” intensive organizing in 1886 had in fact been very haphaz-
ard; they had simply induced many existing unions to affiliate with
them. In 1887, skilled unions, seeing the Knights assemblies as
competition, demanded that all workers affiliated with the Knights
also affiliate with the skilled trade unions in the city or face exclu-
sion from the craft. Most Chicago craftsmen obeyed the order by
withdrawing from the Knights altogether, which destroyed the
mixed assemblies because the unskilled were unable to support
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them using their own resources. By the end of 1887, District 24
had only thirty-five hundred members, and only five hundred by
1889. The Trades and Labor Assembly expelled all Knights as-
semblies from the coalition in 1888 (Bogart and Thompson 1920,
467-73).

This left the labor movement in the control of the Trades and
Labor Assembly unions. By 18go, sixty-five thousand Chicago work-
ers belonged to these unions (Pierce 1957, 3: 297), which were now
affiliated with the American Federation of Labor. The printers had
provided the model for relationships with one’s employers. In Feb-
ruary 1885, as part of a strike settlement, the union ratified the first
contract in the city between a union and an employer when it re-
ceived a closed shop in return for a guarantee that the union would
not engage in any sort of strike, boycott, or other job action against
the Telegram (Chicago Typographical Union no. 16 minutes, Feb-
ruary 8, 188s). In early 1887, the Chicago Typographical Union be-
came the first in the city to engage in collective bargaining with an
organization of employers, the Chicago Daily Newspaper Associa-
tion. The price scale agreed to was to remain in effect for five years,
subject to change at the end of each year. All other disputes be-
tween the parties would be submitted to arbitration if they could
not be resolved by committee; strikes and boycotts were ruled out
as a means of resolving disputes.

Similar trade agreements were soon worked out in the building
trades and among mill workers, marine trades, machinists, wood-
working, and garment workers. The agreements gave workers
greater employment security and wage increases; employers re-
ceived the assurance that production would not be interrupted by
strikes or business hurt by boycotts. These conditions came at the
cost of accepting the basic outlines of the capitalist economic sys-
tem and all the problems that system would create for workers.

Conclusions

Clearly, Chicago did not have a unified labor movement in the
1870s and 1880s. There were at least three distinct tendencies.
One was a reform union path that accepted the basic outlines of the
economic and political systems. Reformers were conciliatory in
their relations with their employers and worked for minor adjust-
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ments in the system through legislation and elections. Reform
unionists aimed at higher wages, shorter hours, and a variety of
changes that would make capitalism more tolerable to workers.
The tendency can be traced through the skilled craft unions and
mutual benefit societies of the printers, machinists, and construc-
tion trades unions and through several trades coalitions, including
the General Trades Assembly in the 1860s and the Council of
Trades and Labor Unions and the Trades and Labor Assembly of
the 1870s and 1880s.

This reformist model of economic action and political organizing
was weaker in periods of economic distress, such as the 1873-1879
depression, when many craft unions were destroyed. But the Las-
sallean tendency, strongest during the depression, had much in
common with the reform union tendency. It proposed cooperation
as a means of making the workingman competitive with capitalists
already dominating the marketplace, and it encouraged workers to
use their votes within the existing governmental framework to
elect those sympathetic to working-class interests.

The constituency of the reform union tendency was primarily
skilled Anglo-American workers in the aristocratic trade unions.
The tendency was led by the printers of Chicago Typographical
Union no. 16 in the General Trades Assembly of the 1860s and the
Council of Trades and Labor Unions and the Trades and Labor As-
sembly of the 1870s and 188o0s.

German skilled workers did participate at times in these trades
coalitions, and some Germans cooperated with the Anglo-Ameri-
can workers for a while in the 1870s by defining moderate Lassal-
lean politics. But they soon rejected moderate labor reform and de-
fined a revolutionary union tendency. They questioned the basic
laws of industrial capitalism in the city and argued that fundamen-
tal structural changes were necessary to make the system more just
and equitable. The revolutionaries were class conscious, believing
they should strive to emancipate the entire working class; they did
not believe that they ought to work for benefits within each trade,
as the reformers did. Although the revolutionaries acknowledged
the possibility of using peaceful means to gain benefits for the
working class, they moved increasingly toward the position that a
violent revolution would be necessary to achieve the total emanci-
pation of workers.
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This tendency can be traced from the cells of the Marxist Inter-
national of the early 1870s, through the more militant German
wing of the Socialist Labor party, the Lehr und Wehr Verein and
other armed resistance groups, and finally the anarchist Social
Revolutionary clubs and the Central Labor Union. These groups
used mass marches, militant strikes, armed resistance militia, and
finally proposed the use of dynamite bombs in defense of working-
class interests.

A third tendency, mobilized mainly by the unskilled, can also be
defined: the mass strike. The unskilled were largely unable to par-
ticipate in organized labor politics because craft union membership
was usually the basis for such politics. The absence of an economic
organizational base led the less skilled to resort to noninstitutional
means of influence: crowds to intimidate strikebreakers, massive
protest rallies by the unemployed to demand public jobs, and the
general strike enforced by roving committees in working-class in-
dustrial districts.

Anglo-American workers rarely participated in these mass
strikes. For example, the July 1877 strike was largely begun by
Irish-born railroad workers and then dramatically escalated by
other foreign-born workers, including Irish, Bohemian, Polish, and
German outdoor laborers in Chicago lumberyards, coal yards,
brickyards, and packinghouses. The native-born railroad workers,
especially the engineers and conductors, as well as all the city’s
Anglo-American skilled unions remained aloof, ignoring the strike
or arguing against it. Those few skilled unions that did discuss the
eight-hour day and higher wages near the end of the strike were
German.

One explanation of the mobilization pattern in the Chicago labor
movement is that the labor aristocrats in the strongest, highest
paid, longest lasting unions were the constituency for the reform
tendency; that low-status skilled workers suffering skill degrada-
tion, low wages, and high unemployment used their weak unions
to mobilize a revolutionary response to industrialization; that the
unskilled, without strong unions, participated in mass strikes for
higher wages.

But it is not possible to account for the mobilization pattern
through an examination of workers’ economic position alone. Work-
ers in the same trades, at the same skill levels, facing the same eco-
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nomic conditions for the same reasons chose different political
paths based on their ethnic origins. The Bohemians and Irish were
mostly unskilled. Both engaged often in militant strikes, which
were the only possible means of improving the economic position
of largely unorganized, unskilled laborers in the city. When they
did finally enter organized politics through the creation of unions of
unskilled Bohemians and the mobilization of many unskilled Irish
in the Knights of Labor, the two groups chose very different politi-
cal paths. The Irish were reformers, and many of the Bohemians
were militant revolutionaries.

Similar political differences arose among Chicago’s skilled work-
ers. The split in the cigar makers union between German and
Anglo-American workers is a good example. A group of workers in
the same trade facing similar working conditions, the same vulnera-
bility to mechanization and sweatshop cigar manufacturing, and
similar economic status were unable to join in a common political
cause. There was a significant tendency for skilled workers to join
either the reformist or the revolutionary tendency based on their
ethnicity, with the Anglo-Americans in the reformist faction and
the Germans in the revolutionary group. In the 1880s, the German
printers, carpenters and joiners, cigar makers, bricklayers and
stonemasons, coopers, and painters were all active in the Central
Labor Union; the Anglo-Americans in those trades were in the re-
formist Trades and Labor Assembly.

The rest of the evidence tells the same story. The militant 1873
unemployed marches were led by the International, an organiza-
tion without an Anglo-American section but with three German,
one French, one Scandinavian, and one Polish section. The split
between the Marxists and Lassalleans in the 1870s was based partly
on ethnicity; the Marxist tendency was overwhelmingly German.
Later in the 1870s, the militant strikes by coal heavers, lumber
shovers, and brickyard workers led to the development of the mass
strike model used in 1877. The most active workers in those strikes
were foreign born, especially Irish, German, and Bohemian. In the
late 1870s, when the Socialist Labor party militantly called for the
nationalization of much of U.S. industry, it was largely German.
Most SLP electoral support came from heavily German and Bohe-
mian sections of the city.

The anarchist tendency was the most revolutionary of the pe-
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riod, arguing for the total destruction of the capitalist system, the
abolition of class rule, the replacement of the economic system by a
system of autonomous producer groups, and the elimination of the
state. The strength of the Chicago anarchist movement by the mid
1880s was due to the use of strong German and Bohemian commu-
nity and trade union networks to mobilize the movement.

The ethnic fragmentation in the Chicago labor movement was
also obvious during the eight-hour movement, when a split devel-
oped between the largely Anglo-American and Irish workers in the
Trades and Labor Assembly and the Knights of Labor and the Ger-
mans and Bohemians in the Central Labor Union and the Social
Revolutionary clubs. The Anglo and Irish reformers wished to gain
the eight-hour day as a reform to decrease unemployment and in-
crease leisure time; they were willing to accept pay reductions if
necessary to gain their goal. The Germans and Bohemians wished
to use the eight-hour agitation to promote total revolution and
stuck to the more militant demand of no pay cuts. Both tendencies
were strong, mobilizing thousands for marches in support of their
demands. The factionalism was resolved only by the use of re-
pressive force against the anarchist movement. Significantly, the
repression was accepted, even applauded, by the Anglo-American
and Irish reformers. Eliminating the anarchists from the labor
scene strengthened reform unionism, which has dominated labor
politics from 1886 to the present day.

Chapters 1 and 2 have analyzed the mobilization pattern in the
Chicago labor movement during industrialization. The crucial im-
portance of ethnicity in the mobilization of that movement has
been documented, but the reasons for the role of ethnic origins
have yet to be identified. What about ethnicity made it a factor in
determining whether a worker remained inactive or joined revolu-
tionary or reformist movements? The list of possibilities is nearly
endless. Was it the economic, cultural, or political background in
the country of origin that determined the immigrants political
choice in the Chicago movement? Did those from skilled trade
backgrounds tend to become revolutionaries, and those of peasant
origins become reformers? Were Germans revolutionaries because
they had been socialists and anarchists in Germany?

Was the immigrant’s situation in Chicago the key factor? Did
ethnic background determine economic position in the Chicago la-
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bor market? Perhaps a cultural division of labor was created so that
ethnic origin determined economic situation, which in turn deter-
mined political choice. Perhaps the reformism of the Anglo-Ameri-
can workers can be explained by their position in the labor aristoc-
racy. Or were noneconomic factors, such as the impact of nativism
and the exclusion of ethnic groups from influence in the Chicago
polity, also important? Perhaps cultural and language differences
simply made it impossible for workers from various ethnic groups
to communicate adequately. Employers’ divide and conquer strate-
gies might have eflectively prevented working-class solidarity.
What was the role of ethnic residential segregation in determining
political choice in the movement? The next few chapters deter-
mine some reasons for the importance of ethnicity as a decisive fac-
tor in political mobilization in the labor movement by analyzing the
specific political choices of Anglo-American, Irish, and German
workers.



Chapter Three

Anglo-American Labor Reform
in Chicago

When they were active in the labor movement, the native-born
and non-Irish immigrants from the British Isles were usually re-
formers. These workers founded and led many of the early craft
unions, which often tried to establish good relations with their em-
ployers in the economic sphere and proposed legislative reform
and attempted to elect sympathetic candidates to office in the po-
litical realm. But few Anglo-American workers supported actions to
overturn the existing economic and political institutions; unlike the
predominantly German socialists and anarchists, they accepted
capitalism and representative democracy as institutions that served
the interests of the working class.

It is important not to oversimplify the complex politics of the
Anglo-American workers. Some labor reformers were attracted to
somewhat more radical schemes, such as producer cooperatives, or
flirted with socialism during the 1870s depression. Others sup-
ported various panaceas to solve the problems experienced by
workers in the industrial revolution, such as Greenbackism and the
eight-hour day. A small number, Albert Parsons among them,
joined the socialist and anarchist movements.

But these were exceptions. Those who became revolutionaries—
for example, both the native-born Albert Parsons and the English-
born anarchist Samuel Fielden—had early experiences that radical-
ized them. Parsons had been active in the abolitionist movement
and was married to a black woman, Lucy Parsons, who was one of

86
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the most important revolutionaries of the period (Ashbaugh 1g76);
these experiences made it less likely that he would follow the re-
formist path of his fellow printers. And Fielden had been a child
laborer in a British cotton mill for thirteen years beginning at age
eight and had been influenced by the abolitionist movement as
well (Roediger and Rosemont 1986, 57).

Anglo-American workers with unexceptional lives accepted the
system as given. A variety of factors—including the impact of Brit-
ish immigrants, the high average economic status of the group,
their acceptance of ideologies that legitimated the system, resi-
dential dispersion, and their ability to gain some political influence
in the Chicago polity—convinced the overwhelming majority of
Anglo-Americans that reform would be enough.

British Immigration to the City

The non-Irish immigration from Great Britain has a special impor-
tance in Chicago history because most of the native born in the city
had migrated from eastern states and had British ancestors. Unlike
many subsequent immigrant groups, the original English U.S.
settlers did not have to adjust to a foreign identity; rather, they
came as colonizers who hoped to reproduce most aspects of English
society and culture in their new home (Steinberg 1981, 7). Accord-
ing to the best available estimate, 61 percent of the white popu-
lation of the United States in 1790 were of English descent, and
another 17 percent were Scotch or Irish (Steinberg 1981, 7). Ninety-
nine percent of the colonists were Protestant.

There was a variety of reasons why those from England, Scot-
land, and Wales decided to try their luck in the United States. Un-
derpopulation was an important problem in the early days of the
colonies; many of the early immigrants were indentured servants,
paupers, vagrants, and convicts who had been recruited by emigra-
tion agents to fill unskilled jobs in this country (Steinberg 1981,
10—11). Other immigrants came in search of political and religious
freedom. Most of the early settlers were from the middle part of
the English class structure. The lower classes (the rural poor) could
not afford to emigrate, and the upper classes (the royal aristocracy)
had no motivation to do so.

This petite bourgeoisie of small farmers and small businessmen
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brought with them a classical liberal ideology; the more entrenched
feudal beliefs, which might have encouraged viewing society in
class terms, were more likely to be held by the aristocrats and serfs
who had been left behind in England. Middle-class ideology re-
jected theories of society that emphasized the importance of class
conflict and celebrated the growth of laissez-faire capitalism and a
system of political democracy in which each small landowner or
businessman had an equal say in the governmental process (Garner
1977, 30—33). Puritanism, with its suggestion that those who work
hard will get ahead and be among those chosen by God for salva-
tion, also found a comfortable home in this environment (Laurie
1979). These middle-class ideas had a profound impact on the
Anglo-American working class.

Large numbers from the top of the British working class—skilled
craftsmen—also emigrated to the United States. In fact, U.S. indus-
trialization could not have proceeded without the British worker;
there simply were not enough native-born workers with the appro-
priate skills. As Erickson suggests, “nearly every new industry be-
gun in America before 1840 was fertilized with British skills.” The
British skilled worker was used to “nurse a new industry into life,
to oversee or superintend a new factory or mill, to operate or ser-
vice complicated machinery, or to add a new process or a finer
make of goods to an existing industry” (Erickson 1957, 4).

No expense was spared to import skilled craftsmen from En-
gland and Scotland. Transportation expenses were guaranteed. Lu-
crative three- to five-year contracts were drawn up, guaranteeing
the artisan high levels of pay regardless of the success of the ven-
ture or trade conditions prevalent at the time. Many others were
induced to come to the United States with extravagant profit-sharing
bonuses (Erickson 1957, 5).

Partly because of the power their scarce skills bestowed on them,
the English craftsmen soon came to be regarded as the “prima don-
nas” of the labor force; they often refused to instruct native appren-
tices, objected to having other workers working near them, or quit
to found their own businesses. Employers were even forced to bar-
gain with the trade unions in England over wages and working
conditions.

By the mid nineteenth century, British workers were being
pushed as well as pulled to the United States. Problems at home
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included crop failures, overpopulation due to declining death and
high birth rates, and most important, the impact of industrializa-
tion on British and Scottish craftsmen (Johnson 1966, 54). The
spinning jenny, water frame, mule, and power loom revolutionized
the work of both the hand spinner and the hand weaver in the tex-
tile trades. The introduction of steam power moved most produc-
tion into industrial cities and out of villages. Unemployment was
soon as high as 50 percent for weavers and nearly as high for other
village craftsmen (Johnson 1966, 54).

Approximately thirty thousand Englishmen and Scotchmen came
to the United States from 1853 to 1860, over forty-four thousand
from 1861 to 1870, sixty-four thousand from 1871 to 1880, and
nearly one hundred ten thousand from 1881 to 18go (Johnson 1966,
347)- Many wound up in Chicago. Non-Irish immigrants from the
British Isles made up as much as 8.3 percent of the Chicago popu-
lation in 1850, then declined to 5.7 percent in 1860, 5 percent in
1870, and 3.6 percent in 1880 and 18go (Beijbom 1971, 114). Data
on the class and skill backgrounds of migrants are unavailable for
the nineteenth century; statistics for the first decade of the twen-
tieth century indicate that over 38 percent of British migrants were
professional and skilled workers, the highest percentage skilled of
any immigrant group (U.S. Senate 1911, 4: 28).

The many British craftsmen who immigrated to the United States
and to Chicago brought their strong trade union traditions. The na-
ture of that tradition is the subject of a stimulating debate among
English social historians (Anderson 1980; Calhoun 1982; Foster
1974; Thompson 1g63). The weight of evidence, according to both
non-Marxists such as Calhoun (1982) and Marxists such as Ander-
son (1980), suggests that early radical resistance to British indus-
trialization was based on a strong reaction by the trades to the
undermining of their economic and social status. But these revolu-
tionary sentiments were transformed by mid century into Chartist
reformism. Such moderate politics were based on the political
leadership of a segment of the British working class, the labor aris-
tocracy, which had been able to gain a privileged economic and so-
cial position through strong union control of certain crafts.

Engels had recognized this phenomenon and commented on it
as early as 1852 in a letter to Marx. As he suggested in his preface
to the Condition of the Working Class in England:
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The engineers, the carpenters and joiners, the bricklayers are each of
them a power, to the extent that . . . they can even successfully resist the
introduction of machinery. That their condition has remarkably improved
since 1848 there can be no doubt, and the best proof of this is in the fact
that for more than fifteen years not only have their employers been with
them, but they with their employers, upon exceedingly good terms. They
form an aristocracy among the working class; they have succeeded in en-
forcing for themselves a relatively comfortable position, and they accept it
as final. (Engels 1958, 368)

Lenin later echoed this sentiment: “The English proletariat is be-
coming more and more bourgeois, so that this most bourgeois of all
nations is apparently aiming ultimately at the possession of a bour-
geois aristocracy and a bourgeois proletariat as well as a bourgeoi-
sie” (Lenin 1966, 252).

Perhaps alone among the working classes in the industrializing
nations, the British labor aristocracy had moved into a stage of ac-
commodation to capitalism at the time of the industrialization of
Chicago. Musson (1976) points out that labor aristocratic unions
developed early in English history in the iron, engineering, and
cotton industries among the millwrights, steam engine makers,
textile machine makers, iron founders, boilermakers, and cotton
spinners. The main concerns of these unions were wages, hours,
apprenticeship regulations, and working conditions in their particu-
lar trades. Collective action across trade lines occurred only when
support was needed for strikes, not out of class consciousness.

This British model of labor economic and political action was fa-
miliar to many of the skilled workers who immigrated to Chicago,
and it was implemented in the city’s printing, machine, and con-
struction trades. The British Amalgamated Society of Engineers
had a union with ninety-seven members in Chicago by 1866; the
Amalgamated Society of Carpenters had three hundred members
in the city by 1870 (Schneirov 1984, 37). These and other Chicago
unions instituted another characteristically British innovation: ben-
efit systems. These systems explicitly favored self-interest over
class consciousness as a means of promoting active union member-
ship and participation. The Workingman’s Advocate commented as
follows regarding this new model unionism: “Perhaps the strongest
reason why such a feature [benefit systems] has proven successful
is that self-interest controls, to a great extent, all human action; and
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when the benevolent is combined with the protective, as in this
instance, selfishness, if no more honorable instinct, prompts active
and continued membership” (July 4, 1868, cited in Schneirov 1984,
38). The great impact of new model unionism is indicated by the
fact that a variety of unions, including the iron molders, sailors,
shoemakers, bricklayers, tailors, printers, stonecutters, painters,
and ship carpenters, implemented benevolent features between
1869 and 1872 (Schneirov 1984, 39).

Ethnic Segmentation in the Chicago Labor Market

New model unionism was effective in elevating the economic status
of a certain portion of the Chicago working class. But because of
its stress on self-interest and trade interests, the use of the model
inevitably created severe economic disparities within the work-
ing class as a whole. Craft unionism, as practiced by the British-
and native-born elite, excluded from their trades everyone except
close male friends and relatives. Their control of many of the elite
craft unions—as in printing, the machine trades, and construc-
tion—meant that Anglo-American workers, both British and native
born, were on the average more privileged than other European
immigrants.

Table g, which shows the occupational structure of each of the
major ethnic groups in the city for 1870, 1880, and 18go, illustrates
that the most privileged group by far was the native born of native-
born parents. Next in status come the British immigrants, then the
Germans, the Scandinavians, and finally the Irish. The native born
manage to place an extraordinarily high percentage in the middle
and upper classes, about 45 percent for the three census years,
compared to approximately 30 percent for the city as a whole. The
British do less well in this regard; they are close to the city aver-
ages in the upper and middle classes, placing from one-quarter to
one-third in that category.

Another measure of status is the capacity to avoid the city’s worst
unskilled jobs; again the native- and British-born groups do very
well in this respect. Both have about one-quarter in the category in
1870 and about one-fifth in 1880 and 18go, compared to around
one-third for the city as a whole. The British, although not able to
enter the middle and upper classes in large numbers, partially



TABLE . Chicago’s Occupational Structure by Nativity,

1870, 1880, 1890
(in percentages)

United Scandi-

Class States  British German navian Irish Other Total

1870

Upper

middle

and

upper 22.2 9.9 10.2 4.2 5.6 8.9 12.7

Lower

middle 25.3 14.9 13.0 5.5 10.2 18.5 16.5

Labor

aris-

tocracy 15.1 31.9 18.2 30.5 13.8 15.1 18.3

Low-

status

skilled 13.7 18.1 26.2 21.6 12.2 24.6 17.9

Un-

skilled 23.7 25.2 32.4 38.2 58.2 33.0 34.5
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.1 99.9
N 32,831 10,061 22,772 6,610 20,258 5,193 47,725

1880

Upper

middle

and

upper 16.0 11.6 10.8 4.2 7.4 9.9 12.2

Lower

middle 25.0 17.2 13.0 5.8 10.0 13.1 17.7

Labor

aris-

tocracy 18.5 31.0 15.4 24.1 14.1 12.4 18.3

Low-

status

skilled 20.4 20.6 31.3 33.6 15.5 33.8 24.0

Un-

skilled 20.0 19.4 29.5 32.3 53.0 30.7 27.8
Total 99.9 99.8 100.0 100.0 100.0 99.9 100.0
N 72,171 14,041 36,160 11,545 21,219 11,362 156,498
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TABLE g, continued

us., US,
native foreign Total Scan-
par-  par- United Brit- Ger- dina-
Class ents ents States ish man vian Irish Other Total

1890

Upper

middle

and

upper 19.9 10.0 14.3 11.4 10.9 4.9 6.3 11.9 11.5

Lower
middle 35.3 26.5 30.4 22.4 11.7 8.1 13.8 7.7 20.1

Labor

aris-

tocracy 18.5 20.1 19.4 27.6 21.2 26.8 12.4 14.4 20.0
Low-

status
skilled 9.6 19.4 15.1 19.2 23.7 22.9 11.6 30.3 19.1

Un-
skilled 16.7 24.0 20.8 19.4 32.4 37.3 56.0 35.8 29.3

Total  100.0  100.0 100.0  100.0 99.9 100.0 100.1 100.1 100.0
N 74,767 95,658 170,425 31,709 74,649 40,463 36,169 39,654 393,069

Source. 1870 Census of Population, Table 32, p. 782; 1880 Census of Population, Table 35, p. 566;
1890 Census of Population. Table 118, p. 650.

compensate for this failure by having a high proportion in the labor
aristocracy (around one-third) compared to the city average (one-
fifth).

The elite position within the working class enjoyed by the na-
tive born and British is shown by the extent to which they domi-
nated the labor aristocratic trades in the city. They were 73 percent
of the printers, 69 percent of the railroad workers, 60 percent of
the machinists, and 63 percent of employees of manufacturing es-
tablishments; but they represented only 26 percent of laborers.
Railroad industry data also indicates that the native born and Brit-
ish were a low proportion of the low-status railroad laborers and
freight handlers and a high proportion of the elite trades—engi-
neers and conductors (Illinois Bureau of Labor Statistics Report
1884).
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The result of this pattern of occupational representation was that
Anglo-Americans—native born and non-Irish immigrants from the
British Isles—dominate the occupational categories in the upper
reaches of the class structure. The native born alone account for
over half of the upper-middle and upper classes in all three census
years and from one-half to two-thirds of the lower-middle class. If
British immigrants are included as part of this English-speaking,
largely Protestant elite, the percentages balloon to around two-
thirds of the middle and upper classes. Within the working class,
this elite ethnic group was also well represented within the labor
aristocracy; over half were native born or British, and well over half
of the two lower-working-class groups are from non-Anglo ethnic
groups.

Anglo-American workers were also more widely dispersed
throughout the occupational structure; other ethnic groups tended
to be confined to a small number of low-status job categories. The
truth of this proposition can be shown through the use of a statistic
that measures the degree to which each ethnic group was evenly
distributed throughout the occupational structure. Using such a
dispersion measure on the detailed occupational categories of the
1880 Census reveals that the native born were most evenly dis-
tributed with a low score of .33, Germans have a score of .53, Scan-
dinavians have a score of .70, and the Irish have a score of .g5.*
The high scores of the Irish and Scandinavians reflect the fact that
the Irish and Swedes in the city were generally of peasant back-
ground; former peasants were heavily concentrated in undifferen-
tiated unskilled categories in the census (such as “laborer”).

The Anglo-American worker was in a privileged economic posi-
tion throughout the period when compared to first-generation im-
migrants. But what about the second generation? Unfortunately,
the 1870 and 1880 Censuses have no breakdowns for the first and

*This measure is defined as follows:

o[ 3 (-

where N;; is the number of individuals in ethnic group j employed in occupation i;
N, is the number of individuals in ethnic group j; and k is the number of occupa-

tional categories, in this case, the sixty-six nonagricultural occupations listed in
the 1880 Census.
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second generations. However, the 18go Census did report on oc-
cupation for the native born of native-born parents, and the com-
parison with second-generation immigrants is most instructive.
The native born of native-born parents are the elite of the Chicago
class structure, placing a remarkable 55 percent of their number in
the middle and upper classes and having only 17 percent in the un-
skilled working class. Those of foreign-born parents do much less
well, placing 36 percent in the middle and upper classes and having
one-fifth of their number in the unskilled category.

Richard Sennett’s analysis of a middle-class community on Chi-
cago’s West Side reinforces this conclusion. Using city directories
to trace the occupational status of fathers and sons in Union Park,
Sennett concludes: “The situation of the sons of the foreign-born
was . . . clear-cut. Starting from a base similar to that of the chil-
dren from native families, they had a steadily worsening position in
their occupational profiles, relative to sons of native-born fathers”
(Sennett 1974, 228).

Thus, there was an ethnically segmented labor market in Chi-
cago in this period; ethnic origin was highly correlated with posi-
tion in the labor market. The average differences in occupational
status were reflected in income levels that varied according to eth-
nic group. Figures for overall earnings have been obtained from
the 1884 Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) report. Unfortunately,
this report, based on voluntary submissions, heavily overrepre-
sents the skilled categories within the working class. The BLS re-
port indicates that the Chicago working class was 47 percent labor
aristocrat, 31 percent low-status skilled, and 22 percent unskilled.
The 1880 Census, a much less biased source because it used census
takers and not voluntary returns, indicates that the working class
was probably closer to 26 percent labor aristocrat, 34 percent low-
status skilled, and 40 percent unskilled. Thus, the BLS report
overestimates the average income of any ethnic group with a large
proportion in unskilled laborer positions.

To correct for this problem, earnings means were weighted
using the more accurate 1880 Census proportion for each ethnic
group within each working-class sector. This procedure results in
British-born workers having the highest earnings, at $598 a year,
followed by the native born, with $549, Scandinavians with $517,
Germans with $476, and Irish with $447. The unweighted Bohe-
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mian figure is $436. Although there is little census data on Bohe-
mians, manuscript census analysis and BLS returns indicate that
their occupational statuses and earnings were similar to those of the
Irish (Schneirov 1975).

The fact that the British worker seems more privileged than the
native-born worker should not come as a surprise. The BLS report
included only data on the working class, within which the British
had the highest proportion in the labor aristocracy of any ethnic
group (44 percent in 1880 compared to 31 percent for the native
born and 26 percent for the city as a whole). But outside the work-
ing class, the British were much less able to penetrate the middle
and upper classes than were the native born. In other words, the
ability of the native born to reach the middle and upper classes is
not reflected in these income figures. If average earnings across all
classes could be computed, the native born would probably have a
higher average income than any group because of their high pro-
portion in the top classes in the city.

The average of over $400 for the Irish and Bohemians conceals
the fact that many unskilled laborers made much less than this,
probably around $350 to $400 per year. For 1882, unskilled labor-
ers in the city made an average of $386 per year, and railroad la-
borers made $367. Less than half of what many of the elite working-
class trades made, this was generally not enough to support one’s
family (Illinois Bureau of Labor Statistics Report 1882).

There are at least two possible explanations for these ethnically
based earnings differences. Hechter’s (1975, 1978) cultural division
of labor thesis would predict that they were due to these ethnic
groups’ having different occupational distributions and thus differ-
ent earnings. Ethnic competition theory (Olzak and Nagel 1986)
would propose that they were due to wage discrimination based on
ethnicity, that certain ethnic groups made less than others when
they worked in the same jobs in the same trades.

Table 10 reports on earnings by head of household for each eth-
nic group in the city for 1884, controlling for working-class sector.
These figures should be interpreted with caution because the num-
bers involved are small. The most dramatic fact is the high earnings
for all the ethnic groups in the labor aristocrat category, yearly
earnings often $200 to $300 higher than those in the unskilled and
low-status skilled jobs. The key to earning power was the ability to



TABLE 10. Earnings of Head of Household by Ethnic Group
and Working-Class Sector, 1884

(in dollars)

Ethnic
Origin Earnings N

Labor Aristocrat

Native born 673.81 52
British 783.00 16
German 710.88 17
Scandinavian 719.33 9
Irish 741.33 36
Bohemian 637.50 2
Other 704.00 1

Total 712.72 133

Low-Status Skilled

Native born 545.04 29
British 486.25 4
German 478.03 31
Scandinavian 416.00 6
Irish 468.67
Bohemian 402.86 7
Other 450.00

Total 489.13 87
Unskilled
Native born 438.08 12
British 420.00 1
German 351.92 13
Scandinavian 471.57 7
Irish 362.33 18
Bohemian 380.00 3
Other 260.63

Total 375.81 62

Source. 1884 Bureau of Labor Statistics Report.
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enter an elite trade rather than ethnic group per se. In other words,
occupational distribution, not wage discrimination, explains the
earnings differences between various ethnic groups.

There was no strict ethnic caste system in Chicago in this period;
position in the class system or even within the working class was
not strictly determined by ethnic group. But certain groups, espe-
cially the Anglo-American workers, were more likely to succeed in
the Chicago labor market. This was primarily because they could
enter and succeed in the higher status crafts, not because of wage
discrimination within occupational categories.

One explanation for the reformist politics of the Anglo-American
workers would then be that they simply understood that the sys-
tem was working in their interests. Why should they challenge an
economic system that was meeting their needs? The difficulty with
this argument is that the economic situation of Anglo-American
workers was much more varied than their almost invariably re-
formist politics.

In other words, such a proposition fails to account for the reform-
ist politics of lower status skilled and unskilled Anglo-American
workers. Why would native-born cigar makers support reform poli-
tics despite the fact that the business cycle and mechanization
would soon destroy their union, indeed would soon destroy the
trade itself? The answer is that the politics of native-born cigar
makers were influenced by a variety of noneconomic factors, in-
cluding residential patterning, cultural and ideological beliefs, and
Anglo-American workers’ ability to influence the political system.

Residential Dispersion of the
Anglo-American Workers

Residential patterning is crucial to understanding political mobi-
lization because community-based social networks were often used
in the mobilization process. The Chicago labor movement certainly
did not confine itself to workplace networks in its political organiz-
ing efforts. Community-based networks were especially important
in the more militant movements; both the 1877 general strike and
the 1880s anarchist movement were mobilized in foreign-born resi-
dence areas. The pattern of residential concentration or dispersion
varied significantly by ethnic group. The more dispersed groups,
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such as the Anglo-Americans, tended to accept more moderate
politics; the groups concentrated in more ethnically homogeneous
neighborhoods were more likely to espouse revolutionary politics.

The process of ethnic residential settlement is illustrated in
Maps 1, 2, and 3, which show the settlement pattern for selected
ethnic groups for 1860, 1870, and 1goo.* The maps do not indicate
population densities; no neighborhood was ethnically homogene-
ous. Rather, the noted areas were neighborhoods or communities
with distinctive ethnic institutions: stores, clubs, bars and saloons,
social organizations, and so on. White areas represent the primary
settlements of the native born.

The 1860 map indicates clearly the propensity of the native born
to settle near the city’s center along the lake and on the West Side;
this was to be a pattern throughout nineteenth-century Chicago
history, as succeeding maps indicate. These two areas contained
the city’s most desirable housing, which the native and British born
were able to obtain because of their higher average economic status.
Apartment buildings were constructed near the central business dis-
trict (CBD) as early as 1868. These “family hotels” or “French flats,”
as they were called at the time, allowed the worker to “keep up
appearances’ by avoiding living in a small, low-status cottage
(Pierce 1957, 3: 57-58). Living in or near the CBD also meant
proximity to many of the city’s higher status jobs, which the Anglo-
American workers could reasonably expect to acquire.

As Sennett has suggested, the alternative, living in the river
wards, was not desirable for other reasons:

Most large cities are located on or near rivers; in the case of Chicago, the
Chicago Rivers two branches converge at what was then the center of
town. In the nineteenth century, the river was used as an open sewage
and refuse canal; that meant it smelled. To someone with a sensitive nose
and ample means, it was an obvious move to get as far away from the river
as possible, on open high land like that of the West Side. (Sennett 1974,

12-13)

Another reason Anglo-American workers did not want to live in
the river wards was that they did not want to be near the rapidly

*These maps are from the Chicago Department of Development and Planning
publication Historic City and are based on census data, parish and congregation
records, and general histories of Chicago.
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growing residential areas of newly arrived immigrants; such non-
Anglo, Catholic immigrants were considered bad neighbors be-
cause they were viewed as dirty, uncouth, uneducated, immoral,
and generally un-American.

As in the occupational sphere, the native born had more resi-
dential choices than the foreign born. Some lived in the CBD, but
the native and British born were more likely to be able to afford the
more expensive, spacious, newer housing in the city’s outer wards.
Many Anglo-American families chose the West Side because it
offered good transportation to CBD jobs (Hoyt 1933, 91); a number
of them, for example, acquired neat, single-family homes in the
West Side community of Union Park (Sennett 1974).

An index of residential segregation using the 1884 Chicago School
Census documents the greater residential concentration of the
city’s Irish and German residents. The index varies from o to 1,
with ethnic groups that are more concentrated in fewer wards
having a higher index than those more dispersed in a higher num-
ber of wards.* The results are .41 for the Germans, .48 for the
Irish, but only .28 for the native born.

Katznelson (1981) has argued that the separation of work and
home, which occurs with residential dispersion, has a moderating
impact on the worker’s politics. He argues that militant movements
are nearly always based simultaneously in both workplaces and
communities.

Another reason this residential pattern may have contributed to
the moderation of Anglo politics is that it meant that Anglo-Ameri-
can workers lived in class-heterogeneous neighborhoods. Living in
the peripheral, more prestigious communities meant that Anglo
workers were more likely to interact with and identify with middle-
class residents. They were more likely to accept moderate, reform-
ist, middle-class ideas about the system than were foreign-born
workers, who lived in exclusively working-class residence areas.

*This measure is defined as follows:

e 3G -1)]

where N is the number of individuals in ethnic group j residing in ward i; N; is
the number of individuals in ethnic group j; and k is the number of residential
areas, in this case, the eightcen wards in the 1884 Chicago School Census.
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Cultural Factors

Certainly, the institutionalization of new model unionism, ethnic
segmentation in the labor market, and residential dispersion all
played roles in Anglo-American workers’ acceptance of reform poli-
tics. But there were other reasons as well. Anglo-American work-
ers, even when they faced nearly insurmountable economic prob-
lems, generally accepted a hegemonic ideology (Gramsci 1971).
This ideology suggested that those in low-status jobs making little
money were undisciplined, lazy, stupid, or drank too much beer or
whisky; it blamed economic problems faced by the largely Prot-
estant Anglo-American worker on competition from the Catholic
foreign-born peasantry. It suggested that radical ideas were un-
American, that they were espoused by crazy foreigners who had no
understanding of American institutions.

Many Anglo-American workers accepted a cohesive ideology
that convinced them to accept the system as given; it included a
strong work ethic, nativism, temperance, and a virulent antiradi-
calism. Each part of this ideology will be reviewed in turn, begin-
ning with the work ethic, but the individual components were not
really separable in practice.

One good way of studying this hegemonic ideology is to examine
the beliefs of the city’s native-born printers in the Chicago Ty-
pographical Union no. 16. The printers were the leaders in the re-
form union tendency; their beliefs about the source of such eco-
nomic problems as unemployment or low wages, as well as their
proposals about how to solve those problems, were important be-
cause these printers held dominant positions in the various labor
assemblies formed throughout the period. Many of them expressed
their thoughts on these questions in the Inland Printer, which the
union endorsed in 1884 (Chicago Typographical Union no. 16 min-
utes May 25, 1884), and they received dozens of letters supporting
its opinions from printers in the city. The first issue suggested
it was “by and for printers in the Midwest.” The statements in
the journal are the best source of evidence on the beliefs of the
English-speaking printers in Chicago.

The printers in the Chicago Typographical Union no. 16 gener-
ally aspired to higher economic status; many hoped someday to
own an office of their own and believed it was a real possibility.
One means to such status was to work hard.
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Look around the office where you are working. You will see a fellow who,
whenever there is any fun going on is in for having a time of it for a day or
two. If there is any extra work or unpleasant task to do, he is ready to
swear that as there is no pay in it he is not the fellow for it. . . . His luck
will be just to occupy the same position if not a poorer one, as long as he
lives. If you want to have good luck, make it yourself. (Inland Printer
February 1884, 11)

More than hard work is needed to lead one down the road to suc-
cess; one must also be educated.

The printer must read up on his trade in order to be proficient. Who
would employ a physician or a lawyer who did not keep up in his respec-
tive profession? The condition in the craft in a degree accounts for the
low wages paid, and one of the first steps toward advancement is to in-
crease our knowledge. More reading will produce better workmanship,
and better workmanship will bring better wages. (Inland Printer March
1884, 8)

[A printer ought to] possess such a general knowledge of scientific sub-
jects to make him a worthy member of the cultured classes, and bring him
closer to the mental level of the individuals which are accustomed to come
and go in any of the large printing establishments. (Inland Printer Sep-
tember 1885, 538)

Printers did aspire to become members of the “cultured classes,”
and they had many of the same social attitudes as those of Puritan
middle-class background or orientation. They believed that self-
improvement through hard work and education could lead to up-
ward mobility.

The day has passed when the members of the craft can safely be sneered
at on account of the place they occupy, either in society or the vast ma-
chinery of the business world. Whatever of odium may have been at-
tached to the men composing it . . . has been effectively silenced in these
later years. Now printing can boldly throw down the glove and challenge
comparison with any and every trade or profession for sobriety, respec-
tability, the calling to high places of trust and honor, as it has ever been
able to do for education, intelligence, genius and the rare dowry of brains.
(Inland Printer July 1886, 607)

The printers’ beliefs and striving for status made sense; they
were perhaps the most powerful and privileged trade in the city.
But their influence went beyond their trade; because of their power-
ful union and their positions of influence in the various trades assem-
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blies, they convinced many in the lower status trades to accept the
idea that education and hard work would lead to upward mobility.

The Anglo-American cigar makers, for example, rejected the
revolutionary politics of the Progressive Cigarmakers Union in
favor of an analysis of their condition emphasizing that mobility
based on individual effort was possible. “What position are we, the
cigarmakers, to hold in society? Are we to receive an equivalent for
our labor, sufficient to maintain us in comparative independence
and respectability to procure the means with which to educate our
children and qualify them for playing their part in the world’s
dream?” (Cigar Makers Official Journal January 1882, 31).

The cigar makers asserted that the purpose of their union was

to rescue our trade from the condition into which it has fallen, and raise
ourselves to that condition in society to which we as mechanics are justly
entitled . . . to place ourselves on a foundation sufficiently strong to se-
cure us from further encroachments, and to elevate the moral, social and
intellectual condition of every cigarmaker in the country. (Cigar Makers
Official Journal January 1882, 31)

Such hope for bettering their economic condition through improv-
ing the morals and education of every cigar maker was unrealistic;
structural factors—technological advances and tenement house
cigar manufacturing—would soon destroy the jobs of even the
most moral, best educated, and hardest working cigar makers.
Employers made the same argument concerning hard work and
education; it was obviously to their benefit to convince their work-
ers to work hard and accept the notion that failure in the labor mar-
ket was due to employees’ individual deficiencies rather than em-
ployer decisions or problems within the capitalist system as a whole.
Some of the most effective employer attempts to disseminate these
hegemonic ideas were made by powerful railroad companies to the
overwhelmingly Anglo-American engineers and conductors.
Railroad management tried to convince all their workers that the
road to success lay in working hard for the day when the worker
would be promoted to a higher place in the company. Firemen
were told they would someday become engineers; brakemen were
told they had only to wait for the time when they would be conduc-
tors; engineers and conductors were counseled that they had a
good chance to become top managers. The management-oriented
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Railway Age (August 21, 1885, 533) made this argument: “When
vacancies occur, promotions will be made from the most compe-
tent and deserving men of our own line. Remember there is always
room at the top, and the officers who have obtained the highest
rank in the service are those who have worked their way up from
the lowest round of the ladder.” The journal argued that hard work
was the means to such mobility: “The young man who enters the
railway service determined to make it the business of his life, who
in twisting a brake or throwing coal into the fire bay, studies to do it
in the best possible way and who shows himself interested in what-
ever work is given him and competent to do it will sooner or later
find his full reward” (Railway Age May 15, 1884, 308).

Railway Age even published a biographical dictionary of railroad
officials to provide examples of what hard work could do for these
“poor boys.” These biographies did indeed show that many of the
top railroad officials had worked for a time at lower levels of the
companies. The fact that there were far fewer jobs at the top than
at the bottom, thus restricting the chances for advancement, was
not emphasized, however. In 1880, the Illinois Central, for ex-
ample, had 1 division superintendent, 1 assistant division super-
intendent, and 4 train masters in their Chicago division, which
included 55 conductors, 100 brakemen, 60 baggagemen, 8o switch-
men, and 172 laborers (Illinois Bureau of Labor Statistics Report
1880, 216—17). Few of the unskilled and semiskilled would be able
to move up, but the workers could be convinced to work hard and
not complain about working conditions if they thought they had a
chance for individual upward mobility.

Education was viewed as a way of getting ahead, but an effort to
get educated substituted individual for collective economic or po-
litical action. Railway Age was explicit about the fact that education
would exert a conservatising influence on the railroad worker:

Nothing is more certain than that the sole influence powerful enough to
prevent the gradual separation of the people of this country into classes—
with a vast, dull-eyed hopeless multitude of toiling serfs at the bottom—is
education. . . . The man who has received the full benefit of these institu-
tions has no need to loudly assert that he “is as good as any capitalist,” for
everybody knows that he is and he never imagines that anyone will doubt
it. To such men capital will concede their rights as a matter of course.
The communistic movement will end when the educating influences
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here succeed in enlightening the vast multitudes. (Railway Age June 25,
1885, 402-3)

The work ethic and the supposed leveling influence of education
were important components of an ideology that convinced workers
they had a real chance to make it through their own efforts. But
another important piece of the hegemonic ideology of the period
was nativism, defined by John Higham (1977, 4) as “intense op-
position to an internal minority on the ground of its foreign (i.e.,
‘unAmerican) connections.” At various times in Chicago history,
nativism was linked to anti-Catholicism, antiradicalism, and the
temperance movement. Immigrants became scapegoats and were
held responsible for all the ills society faced: depressions, revolu-
tionary movements, unemployment among the native born, drunk-
enness, political corruption, gambling, prostitution, and poverty.

Nativist attitudes had various institutional expressions. The anti-
immigrant “Know-Nothing” parties, such as the American party,
often competed for political office in early Chicago history. The
Anglo-American working and middle classes created the nativist
American Protestant Association. The upper class founded the
United Order of Deputies, which viewed the foreign born as “un-
civilized heathen from pre-industrial lands” (Schneirov 1984, 276).
The Protestant City Missionary Society placed a full-time mis-
sionary in the Southwest Side Pilsen community in order to con-
vert Bohemian freethinkers (atheists) to Christianity; the Catholic
church viewed its priests in the Irish stockyards district in a similar
way (Schneirov 1984, 276). Even trade unions, such as the carpen-
ters, viewed their organizers as missionaries (Schneirov 1984, 277).

Immigrants were thought to be immoral; that was considered
the real reason for their problems and those they supposedly caused
the Anglo-American workers. Anglo-American labor reformers
viewed their movement as a means of uplifting the mass of lazy,
impulsive, poor, immoral immigrants. Eight Hour Association
leaders in the mid 1880s successfully appealed directly to Protes-
tant religious leaders to support their movement for hours reduc-
tion, which they suggested would also result in the “moral reform”
of the immigrant (Schneirov 1984, 439).

America, the Native Citizen, and the British American were
nativist newspapers that argued against Catholic customs and life-
styles and for immigration restrictions (Funchion 1976, 21).
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These organizations and papers successfully convinced many
Anglo-American workers that the economic and social problems
they faced stemmed from Catholic immigration; as a result, the new
industrial capitalist system itself was not blamed for those problems.
The nativist, antiradical sentiment of the Chicago English-language
press is clear in this statement in the Chicago Daily Herald about
Italians, Russians, and Poles: “This country extends a cordial wel-
come to honest, industrious, and intelligent people from all parts of
the world (China excepted), but it cannot afford to become a land of
refuge for criminals, paupers, and barbarians, whose highest ambi-
tion is to overthrow law and authority of every kind” (Feldstein and
Costello 1974, 171).

The Anglo-American workers expressed much hostility toward
their foreign-born brothers and sisters, some of it because of the
economic competition the latter represented. The printer A. C.
Cameron’s attack on the foreign born when the Trades and Labor
Assembly rejected Central Labor Union affiliation is a good ex-
ample of nativism within the city’s labor movement:

I am one of those who do not think it a crime to be an American, or worse
than murder to speak the English language. I am opposed to any move-
ment toward joining with those that carry the red flag of Socialism of Eu-
rope to the democratic republicanism of America. The Trades Assembly
will be certainly smirched if it takes on such a responsibility. (Chicago
Tribune May 3, 1886, 16)

Nativism was also tied to opposition to the more militant ideas
and tactics within the labor movement, thus effectively reducing
the likelihood of native-born acceptance of revolutionary ideas.
The close ties between nativist and antiradical sentiments are shown
in the following quotes from the Chicago Times and the Chicago
Tribune:

To put into practice the criminal doctrine of the “red flag” by Germans,
Czechs, Poles, or any stranger to our shores is offensive foreignism. (Chi-
cago Times, quoted in Illinois Staats Zeitung May 25, 1887, 3)

The way to prevent the spread of communism here is to close our seaports
against the further ingress of European vagabondage. Perhaps we might
enact laws whereby no one should be permitted to emigrate here who
could not show sufficient credentials as to his not having been either a
thief, a pauper, or a vagabond in the country from which he comes. Had
there been some such law in force, eleven-twelfths of those communistic
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gentlemen in our city would never have reached our shores. (Chicago
Times February 19, 1874, 44)

The Chicago Tribune suggested the following about a speech made
by the socialist candidate for mayor, Ernst Schmidt, in 187g:

It was an appeal to them to encourage a feeling of enmity to the law and
government of this country. . . . This speech would have been an impu-
dent, insolent, disgraceful harangue delivered by anybody, but delivered
by a man of alien birth of alien principles, to an alien audience, in a for-
eign tongue, was doubly infamous and scandalous and can find no sympa-
thy from the great mass of Germans. . . . Schmidt will soon discover how
universal is the American abhorrence of socialism and of the blatant igno-
rance on which it is founded. (Chicago Tribune June 25, 1879, 25)

Many problems, including the poverty of the foreign born, were
blamed on immigrants’ propensity to drink beer and whisky. In the
seventies and eighties, the largely Anglo-American, upper-class
Protestant Citizens Association, the Union League Club, the Wom-
en’s Christian Temperance Union, and the Citizens League for the
Prevention of Sale of Liquor to Minors lobbied for temperance leg-
islation, for the passage of Sunday closing laws, and even for Pro-
hibition. The Anglo-American printers clearly accepted the idea
that drinking was one of the reasons for the low economic position
of many of those in the city’s working class. “Absolute sobriety is a
prime essential to success, and a drunken printer is a foul disgrace
to the art and all the high and honored names it has canonized”
(Inland Printer July 1886, 60g).

Temperance also had a tremendous impact on the railroad trade.
By the seventies, alcohol was banned even off the job for most rail-
road employees (Lightner 1977, 161). The Anglo-American elite
brotherhoods accepted the temperance argument; both the Order
of Railway Conductors and the Brotherhood of Locomotive Engi-
neers made drinking a sufficient cause for dismissal from their orga-
nizations. Those dismissed for drinking were blacklisted by both the
employers and the unions (Railway Age October 10, 1884, 668).

The temperance ideology, like the work ethic, was used to good
advantage by powerful railroad employers, who argued that their
interest in it was solely because of the danger that drunken railroad
employees might cause accidents. But the fact that they often re-
quired total abstinence indicates they may have had other motives;
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enforcing this requirement for one’s workers had the effect of bar-
ring workers from pubs and saloons, where much union organizing
and working-class political activity took place.

Acceptance of this hegemonic ideology—the work ethic, nativ-
ism, temperance fanaticism, and antiradicalism—was promoted di-
rectly by employers under the cover of their supposed concern
about their employees’ “morals.” Perhaps the most interesting at-
tempt along these lines was railroad managements’ creation of rail-
road Young Men’s Christian Associations (YMCAs). By the late sev-
enties and early eighties, railroad companies were contributing
heavily to and serving on the boards of the YMCAs, which estab-
lished centers that lured railroaders by the promise of clean beds,
hot baths, and comfortable reading rooms. There the men were
forced to listen to “edifying lectures, Bible study groups, and hymn
feasts to nourish the spirit” (Lightner 1977, 275). The Illinois Cen-
tral Railroad donated $600 to the Cairo Illinois Y in 1882 in order to
“accomplish some good in that ungodly place” (Lightner 1977,
276). Managers could rest assured that few unions would be orga-
nized in such settings; and it is unlikely that Lassalle, Marx, or
Bakunin were featured in the reading room.

The railroad managers did not do this solely to make their men
more religious. They increased the influence of morally “correct”
self-improvement associations among the railroaders in order to
prevent the rise of more economically oriented, class-conscious
trade unions.

The company which can afford to see that their engines are carefully sup-
plied with coal and oil and kept in their best repair can equally well afford
to take pains that their men shall have needed rest and a chance to get
proper food at reasonable rates and the advantages afforded by a Christian
Association. I rejoice that no guild of railroad men is likely to sink to the
level of mere trades unions, the sole object of which is to affect the prices
of labor. (Railway Age June 15, 1882, 331)

Managers understood the economic value of successful attempts to
control the morals of their workers.

All railroad officials will bear cheerful testimony to the value of the work
of the railroad Young Men’s Christian Associations. From a strictly utili-
tarian point of view, the work pays. . . . A temperate man is better than
one who is godless. One of the best engineers I ever knew, a man who
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could be relied upon for any emergency, whose engine never was in
trouble and who was always ready to obey orders and perform whatever
duty was there expected of him, never got on his engine without a testa-
ment in his pocket and is now filling a pulpit most acceptably in a Chris-
tian church in this state. Such men make good men from a purely business
standpoint, and every agency that tends to the development of such men
is of value and deserves the hearty support of the railroads. (Railway Age
March 19, 1885, 185)

Undoubtedly, “emergencies” were considered to include running
trains during the course of strikes by other railroaders.

The railroad managers supported forty-six Railway Ys by 1882,
donating $50,000 annually to maintain them (Railway Age July 13,
1882, 387). The Chicago branches of the Ys were extremely active;
in 1883, they reported over eighty-five thousand visits to their fa-
cilities, many of which included attendance at meetings, education
classes, Bible classes, gospel meetings, lectures, and so on. During
the same year, over a thousand books were withdrawn from their
libraries, over a hundred thousand papers, tracts, and pamphlets
were distributed, and over twenty-seven hundred visits were made
to railroaders at workplaces and homes by YMCA staff members
(Railway Age January 24, 1884, 61).

Certainly, the Ys had a significant impact on the lives of Chi-
cago’s railroad workers; many must have spent much of their lei-
sure time in these institutions. Similarly, requiring the use of com-
pany hotels, company stores, and company restaurants was also
economically profitable for the companies because it both gener-
ated revenue directly and limited railroaders’ ability to find a time
and place to organize against the companies.

The great resources at the railroads’ disposal allowed them to ex-
periment in efforts to control the patterns of association of their
men, their drinking, the ideas workers had concerning their work,
their chances for upward mobility, their attitudes toward foreign
workers and toward their superiors, and their religious beliefs.
These efforts successfully promoted individualism, a work ethic, a
lack of class consciousness, and nativism in the railroad workers.

The acceptance of a cohesive, multifaceted, hegemonic ideology
by a large portion of the Anglo-American working class was based
on the ability of employers and aristocratic trade union leaders in
the Trades and Labor Assembly to convince workers that the system
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worked for those who worked hard, got educated, stayed sober,
and were God fearing and that those who did not make it were
mainly lazy, uneducated, drunken, Catholic peasants. Foreigners
who suggested otherwise were labeled irrational radicals with little
understanding of the fine American institutions that provided such
tremendous economic opportunities.

Political Access for the Anglo-American Worker

Unlike many of the foreign-born workers, especially the Germans,
there was little in the relationship of the Anglo-American workers
to the Chicago political system to make them conclude they should
become revolutionaries and overthrow the state. Anglo-American
votes usually counted, and police repression was visited mainly on
those of non-Anglo background; this convinced Anglo-American
workers to lobby for the passage of legislation favorable to the
working class or, failing that, to try to elect sympathetic candidates
to office.

Organized labor’s first political successes came as early as 1866,
when the ward-based eight-hour leagues associated with the Trades
Assembly elected aldermen who supported the eight-hour de-
mand in five out of sixteen wards. The city council passed an eight-
hour law that same year, and with the support of the governor and
attorney general, the state passed it in 1867 (Schneirov 1984,
20-21). Despite strikes designed to gain compliance, the laws
were not enforced. But the Anglo-Americans felt encouraged by
the fact that they had elected aldermen who passed legislation
shortening the workday.

By the 1880s, Anglo-American reformers had developed what
Schneirov (1984) calls “political collective bargaining,” the public
sphere counterpart of their cozy relationship with employers in the
private sector. The idea was to use the large numbers of working-
class voters as leverage in bargaining with party bosses for the en-
actment of moderate labor legislation and other benefits.

Many Anglo-American workers rejected the militant proposals
of German socialists and anarchists but accepted a close relation-
ship with the Democratic party and with Mayor Carter Harrison,
who had defeated both the employer-supported Republican and
German working-class-supported SLP candidates in 1879. In the
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fall elections of that year, the Trades and Labor Council and the
Greenback party endorsed Harrison, thus contributing to the de-
feat of socialist Emst Schmidt. Harrison remained in office until
1887, supported by many middle-class as well as Anglo-American
and Irish working-class voters.

Anglo-American workers supported Harrison because he was
willing to back moderate reform proposals and because he was will-
ing to appoint them to patronage jobs. Soon after his election, Har-
rison appointed six Greenbackers and eight-hour advocates in the
Trades and Labor Assembly to city jobs; and he appointed many
more labor reform leaders to jobs as factory and health inspectors
later in the 1880s (Schneirov 1984, 350).

These labor leaders viewed their positions as good platforms
from which to pursue reform; they were, however, denounced for a
“sordid betrayal of class ideals” by the remains of the Socialist La-
bor party (Schneirov 1984, 124). Relations between the German
socialists and the Anglo-American Democrats on the city council
were not improved when the predominantly German socialists
were denied the privilege of appointing election judges. Knowing
that this meant they would be unable to prevent election fraud
against their party, the socialists walked out.

Working-class political strength, especially in the Anglo-Ameri-
can and Irish communities, meant a decline in the political power
of the city’s upper-class employers. The employer-dominated Citi-
zens Association and various political reform clubs lamented the
rise of “political corruption,” which came with the rise of machine
politics; but what upset them most was their inability to get the city
administration to take their side in labor disputes. In 188s, the Citi-
zens Association noted that police could not be used to suppress
“rioters” (sic) because they were also voters (Schneirov 1984, 373).
There was some truth to their charge; the Trades and Labor Assem-
bly often successfully lobbied city hall to support their strikes. For
example, in 1882, Harrison refused to send police to support a
streetcar company during a strike by largely Anglo-American con-
ductors and drivers; in 1884, largely Irish police refused to inter-
vene in a strike by Irish iron molders (Schneirov 1984, 373—74).

The fact of political access for the Anglo-American working class
had political consequences; it created and sustained support for
moderate labor reform. As the next chapter illustrates, the city’s
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Irish workers enjoyed even greater levels of political influence and,
not coincidentally, also supported reform labor politics.

Conclusions

One explanation for the reformist politics of many Anglo-American
workers would be that it was in their interest to accept the system
because it gave them economic advantages. This group’s overall
position was excellent; many of their number were in the middle
and upper classes, and the economic prospects of Anglo-American
children were the best of any group in the city. Even those con-
fined to working-class positions were often in the labor aristoc-
racy because Anglo-Americans dominated exclusionary new model
unions in the Chicago labor market.

It is not too surprising that Anglo-American labor aristocrats
were conservative in their dealings with both their employers and
the political system; that they emphasized upward mobility for
themselves, their families, and their trade and rejected class-con-
scious alternatives; and that they aspired to middle-class status and
respectability. Their vulnerability to middle-class Protestant ideals
and arguments may have been reinforced by residential patterning
in the city because aristocrats were likely to live in dispersed, pre-
dominantly Protestant, middle-class communities. Here they were
far from their workplaces and far from the possibility of social inter-
action with their foreign-born co-workers, interaction that might
have strengthened class identification.

But this argument cannot be used to explain why lower status
Anglo-American workers accepted reform politics because such
workers’ economic prospects were often bleak. The explanation of
their acceptance of reform politics lies in their belief in a hege-
monic ideology that was borrowed from the middle class and ar-
ticulated by labor aristocrats in the various trades assemblies. This
ideology blamed individuals for their low economic position; the
poor were assumed to be immoral, to lack a strong work ethic, to
have failed to educate themselves, or to be drunks, atheists, or
Catholics. Broad religious differences were also a crucial basis for
political divisions between reformist Protestant Anglo-Americans
in the Trades and Labor Assembly and freethinking Germans and
Bohemians in the revolutionary Central Labor Union.
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The ethnic political fragmentation was also reinforced by nativ-
ism, which suggested that the economic problems facing American
workers were due to competition from the foreign born rather than
basic defects in the capitalist system of production. Nativism was
reinforced by ethnically based labor market segmentation and resi-
dential segregation, as well as by language differences, which made
it unlikely that most Anglo-American workers would interact ex-
tensively or meaningfully with non-Anglo workers.

Thus, Anglo-Americans generally accepted a conservative collec-
tive bargaining approach in both the economic and political spheres,
and they tended to reject class-conscious, revolutionary German
trade unionism, socialism, and anarchism. Even though it was not
working for them, low-status Anglo-American workers saw no rea-
son to reject an economic system that was working for their refer-
ence group—Anglo-American members of the labor aristocracy
and the middle class. Their reformist tendencies were reinforced
by a positive political experience, especially in the 1880s—the
election of a sympathetic mayor, the appointment of labor reform-
ers to patronage jobs, and mayoral and police support for some of
their strikes.

Most Irish workers also rejected revolutionary politics. But an
argument that the Irish did this because the economic system
worked for them is even harder to sustain than in the Anglo-Ameri-
can case. The Irish as a group had the lowest economic status of any
ethnic group in the city. The Irish did not accept Puritan-oriented,
middle-class ideologies; they were in fact one of the groups against
which nativist, temperance, and anti-Catholic attacks were di-
rected. What then explains the reform politics of the Irish workers
in Chicago?



Chapter Four

Irish Labor Reform

The pattern of Irish participation in the labor movement was in
some ways like that of Anglo-American workers. Both groups tended
to reject revolutionary politics in favor of labor reform. Irish work-
ers often became politically active through Knights of Labor as-
semblies, which demanded better wages, shorter hours, better
working conditions, and union recognition, not the restructuring of
the economic and political systems. In the 1880s, nearly all Irish
activists supported the reformist, Anglo-American-led Trades
and Labor Assembly rather than the revolutionary Central Labor
Union. In fact, it was the Chicago Knights of Labor, with its largely
Irish leadership, that condemned the anarchists most vociferously
after the Haymarket affair.

Most of those in both the Anglo-American and the Irish working
class rejected anarchism. But in other ways, the Chicago Irish
movement participation pattern differed from that of the Anglo-
Americans, most importantly in that the Irish were less active in
the more organized political activities of the skilled workers. In the
1870s, there was little Irish participation in the Marxist Inter-
national, the Workingmen’s Party of Illinois, and the Socialist Labor
party. At the height of Irish participation, the SLP was only 10 per-
cent Irish; there were only eleven Irish Labor Guards in the work-
ers defense clubs, compared to three hundred Germans and two
hundred Bohemians.

This lack of Irish participation in organized labor politics is not
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too surprising given the fact that the Irish were overwhelmingly
unskilled; because they were so easily replaced, they found it diffi-
cult or impossible to organize unions, and unions were often the
organizational basis of participation in labor politics. Only a few
unions (the seamen, iron molders, packinghouse workers, freight
handlers, and horseshoers) had large numbers of Irish members,
and most Irish-dominated unions that were formed were short-
lived.

Because they lacked the scarce skills that would have enabled
them to use craft unions to gain economic and political power, the
Irish developed an alternative, the mass strike model. As described
previously, this tactic involved forming crowds to roam among
workplaces to convince workers to join the strike, convince em-
ployers to shut down their operations, and physically intimidate
scabs (Schneirov 1984, 148). Many of the less skilled workers who
used this model in the 1870s and 1880s were Irish, including the
railroad switchmen and freight handlers, packinghouse employees,
iron and steel workers, coal heavers, and brickyard laborers.

The mass strike depended on community support as well as sup-
port from Irish workers. Irish community-based guerilla warfare
was used against the police in the 1877 mass strike; more than a
third of those arrested during that strike were Irish. As Schneirov
(1984, 165) reports, during the Halsted Street conflicts, the police
were forced to order every window on the street closed because
they received so many missiles and pistol shots from the houses in
the Irish community there.

So the Irish used militant tactics, but only to improve their lot
under the existing system, not to replace that system with another.
One possible explanation for Irish workers’ reformism is that un-
skilled workers are unable to develop coherent revolutionary poli-
tics. This is an inadequate hypothesis because the few Irish who
were skilled workers, such as the iron molders, were also over-
whelmingly reformers. Yet the largely unskilled Bohemians, whose
average economic status was similar to that of the Irish, were active
participants in the highly organized, revolutionary socialist and an-
archist movements in the city. A full explanation of the Irish partic-
ipation pattern in labor politics is possible only by analyzing both
Irish immigrants’ backgrounds and the economic, social, and politi-
cal bases of labor politics in the Chicago Irish community.
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Irish Immigration to Chicago

The set of events that brought thousands of Irish immigrants to
Chicago differed from the circumstances that led to British immi-
gration. The most relevant factor was English colonization, which
resulted in the economic underdevelopment of Ireland. Beginning
in the 1500s, the effect of English policies in Ireland was to reduce
a majority of Irish Catholics to a progressively more economically
deprived state. Plantations were granted to English Protestants in
Ireland as early as 1541. In the 1600s, Scottish Presbyterian set-
tlers were sent to colonize Northern Ireland; they confiscated so
much land that by mid century only 14 percent of all land in Ire-
land was still Catholic owned (See 1979, 137-42).

In the eighteenth century, worry over Irish economic competi-
tion and the possibility of Catholic succession to the English throne
led to the passage of the Penal Laws and the use of an English pup-
pet government to rule Ireland. Catholics were denied the right to
vote, hold office, teach, trade, enter the professions, or bear arms.
The Catholic clergy and all Catholic schools were outlawed, leav-
ing most Catholics uneducated. The few Catholic estates that re-
mained were broken up through restrictions on inheritance and
ownership; Catholics were even barred from owning a horse worth
over £5 (Fallows 1979, 13; See 1979, 144). By the time of repeal of
these laws in the late eighteenth century, many Irish Catholics
worked very small plots of land and were poor and illiterate.

Other measures, including embargoes on dairy products, wool-
ens, meat, butter, cheese, and a heavy tariff on linen, created addi-
tional economic problems for Ireland. The British stifled industrial
growth to prevent competition between British and Irish manufac-
tured products. The result was that the working class developed
much more slowly in Ireland than in England and the rest of Eu-
rope. Many, though not all, Irish Catholics were forced to accept
lives as poor peasants and were prevented from entering the skilled
trades or even semiskilled factory labor. Unlike Britain and Ger-
many, which saw the growth of large industrial working classes in
this period, Ireland actually witnessed a decline in industrial work-
ers from 1.7 million in 1821 to 1.6 million in 1841. Agricultural
workers increased in number from 2.8 million to 3.5 million (See

1979, 212).
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Colonialism created a near-caste society in Ireland, with absen-
tee English landlords at the top, Scottish Protestant traders, small
craftsmen, and small business owners in the middle, and Irish
Catholic tenant farmers and agricultural laborers at the bottom.
The destitution of much of the Irish Catholic peasantry was exacer-
bated by a tremendous population surplus. In the century before
the Great Famine of 1845, Ireland’s population increased from 2.5
million to over 8 million (Clark and Donnelly 1983, 26). In an econ-
omy stunted by colonial exploitation, there were too few jobs for
the growing number of workers (Funchion 1976, 6). The Catholic
peasants were forced to subdivide their already meager holdings
still further; by 1841, only 6 percent of all tenant farms were over
thirty acres, and 30 percent included only one acre (See 1979,
216-17). Laborers and farmers holding twenty acres of land or less
constituted 75 percent of all adult males in the agricultural sector of
the economy (Clark and Donnelly 1983, 27).

Under these oppressive conditions, the peasantry barely sub-
sisted. Few ate bread, meat, or salt; many of their huts on the small
plots had no windows and often no chimney; disease was common;
illiteracy was high. Lack of capital, backward farming methods, and
the fact that improvements benefited only the owner meant that
farms were not improved. Many Irish Catholic peasants migrated
seasonally to England to work in the fields or as laborers on the
railroads and canals; others resorted to begging (Wittke 1956, 5).
Even the Protestant attorney general wrote the English king that
the Irish were “in a state of oppression, abject poverty, sloth, dirt
and misery not to be equalled in any part of the world” (See
1979, 147).

The Irish fought against these conditions; in fact, the record of
collective action by Irish Catholic peasants in the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries was unequaled in Europe (Clark
and Donnelly 1983, 26). There were uprisings against the English
crown and the Scottish settlers in Ulster as early as 1590 and 1641
(See 1979, 138—41). The Irish peasantry created secret societies in
order to take revenge for high rents and engaged in violence called
“Whiteboyism” to prevent evictions by landlords trying to consoli-
date their holdings. Irish peasants ostracized tenants who collabo-
rated with such landlords; the model of economic action later known
as the boycott was built on these practices. The British were able
to crush the open rebellions but unable to suppress the secret
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gangs, which had broad support throughout the countryside. By
the end of the eighteenth century, battles between these covert
Catholic defense associations and the Protestant Orange Order
were common.

In the 17gos, the United Irishmen movement, inspired by the
French Revolution, attempted to establish a popular republic in
Ireland. In response, the British proposed the unification of the
British and Irish legislatures, convincing the Irish that their inter-
ests would be respected in the new united parliament. When that
respect failed to materialize, the Irish patriot Daniel O’Connell
created the Catholic Association, which mobilized the peasantry
and the small Catholic middle class in a fight for political emancipa-
tion (Funchion 1976, 23; O’Ferrall 1g8s). The key factor in O’Con-
nell’s success was the Irish peasantry’s strong ties to the Catholic
church (Clark and Donnelly 1983, 15). Those ties had been rein-
forced by centuries of religious oppression; Irish priests often said
mass in the fields and were forced to depend on their neighbors for
economic support during this time.

O’Connell won a series of elections using his grass roots organiz-
ing approach, and he mobilized tens of thousands for political ral-
lies (O’Ferrall 1985, 132~33). But he soon was forced to accept a
bill that granted the vote to “ten pound and over” freeholders, thus
disenfranchising the peasantry (See 1979, 229). Later, using the
same organizing techniques, O’Connell founded the National Re-
peal Association in order to dissolve the British-Irish parliamentary
union. By 1843, the movement was the most significant yet seen in
Ireland, drawing hundreds of thousands to its rallies. But the orga-
nization came to an end when the British banned its meetings.

Thus, most Irish peasants did not know a trade, but many had
extensive political organizing experience; the political skills they
developed in Ireland would later be of use in establishing the po-
litical machine in Chicago. These political skills did not help stave
off disaster for the Irish Catholic peasantry in the mid 1840s, how-
ever. Many Irish peasants had been forced to depend on the only
crop, the potato, which could be grown productively on their small,
rocky plots. When the potato famine hit in 1845, it nearly wiped
out the Irish Catholic population. Nearly one million Irish died,
and another million quickly emigrated to avoid starvation (Funchion
1976, 7). From 1841 to 1880, an incredible four million Irish, the
overwhelming majority unskilled, emigrated to the United States.
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Many could not afford the $12 to $15 passage fee, but their way was
paid by landlords and public officials anxious to get as many as pos-
sible off the relief rolls (Schaaf 1977, 188).

Thus, while across the English Channel the English and Ger-
man working classes were trying to define a political response to
industrialization, Irish peasants were struggling to find enough to
eat. When they got to the United States, skilled workers from En-
gland and Germany expected to become well-paid artisans, but
poor Irish peasants simply wished to survive. In fact, one of the
main U.S. attractions for the Irish was the abundance of food. Let-
ters from previous emigrants expressed sentiments like the follow-
ing: “If a man likes work, he need not want for victuals.” “There are
a great many ill conveniences, here, but not empty bellies.” One
popular emigrant song included these lines, “They say there’s
bread for all, and the sun always shines there” (Wittke 1956, 11).

The American Daily Advertiser listed cheap land, high wages,
and freedom from military service, as well as plenty of food, as the
most important reasons for immigration to the United States. A
pamphlet entitled “Hints to Irishmen who Intend With Their Fami-
lies to Make a Permanent Residence in America” was published in
Ireland as early as 1816. It stressed the need for farmers and ar-
tisans and the good treatment accorded foreigners. Labor recruit-
ers advertised for workers at what were considered high rates of
pay, leading many Irish to see the United States as the promised
land (Wittke 1956, 112).

Political rights and freedom from oppressive British rule were
seen as positive benefits as well; there was a great deal of positive
feeling for the United States because of its ability to throw off the
yoke of British rule a century before, something the Irish people
had not been able to do (Fallows 1979, 25). In the 1860s, there
were reports that the U.S. government was sending recruiters to
Irish towns to sign up soldiers for the Union cause. Supposedly,
these enlistments were encouraged by recruiters’ promises that
the U.S. government would aid in freeing Ireland from British rule
once the southern rebellion was put down (Piper 1936, 4). Many of
the emigrants may have come to the United States expecting to re-
turn as liberators of Ireland.

Chicago was a natural destination for the Irish. Canal and rail-
road construction provided thousands of job opportunities for the
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unskilled and quickly established the Irish as a large proportion of
the railroad industry labor force. Some of the Irish were recruited
from eastern cities where they had been working; others were re-
cruited by Chicago employment agents as they stepped off the boat
in New York (Funchion 1976, 10). There were 6,098 Irish in the
city by 1850, 19,889 by 1860, and 39,998 in 1870. By then, most of
the Irish who were to immigrate to Chicago had already done so;
there were only an additional 5,000 by 1880 (Piper 1936, 2).

The Economic Position of the Irish

Once in Chicago, most Irish were unable to enter middle- and
high-status working-class jobs because of their lack of skills and
nativist discriminatory practices. Apprenticeships with the skilled
craft unions were monopolized by Anglo-American workers. Dis-
crimination was often blatant; most job advertisements in nine-
teenth-century Chicago papers ended with the phrase “No Irish
Need Apply.” The result was that, despite their early arrival in the
city, the Irish had the lowest average occupational status of any
major ethnic group in the Chicago labor market as late as 18go.

The Irish had much lower economic status than the native born,
as is indicated in Table g. They were overwhelmingly (over 8o per-
cent) working class in all three census years. In a period when the
native born had approximately one-fifth to one-fourth of their num-
ber in the low-skill, lowest wage jobs, the Irish had over half; those
Irish who managed to escape unskilled work generally moved only
as high as the skilled working class. The average Irish worker was
also in a much lower position than the average German; Germans
had a higher proportion of their number in the higher working-
class categories because most of them were from skilled trade
backgrounds.

The low occupational status of the Irish was reflected in their dis-
proportionate representation in the lowest status trades. The Irish
were about 13 percent of the Chicago population but were 28 per-
cent of all laborers in the city. The Irish were overrepresented in
other unskilled trades such as servants (19 percent), teamsters
(23 percent), freight handlers (65 percent), hod carriers (29 per-
cent), and lumber vessel unloaders (28 percent) (Illinois Bureau of
Labor Statistics 1886; U.S. Census of Population 1880). They were
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also overrepresented in some of the lower status skilled trades such
as blacksmiths (19 percent), coopers (17 percent), and iron and
steel workers (19 percent). They were able to break into only one
labor aristocrat trade; 20 percent of the bricklayers and stone-
masons in the city were Irish (U.S. Census of Population 1880).

The Irish were almost totally unable to enter middle- and upper-
class jobs in Chicago. A survey of the ethnic origins of Chicago phy-
sicians in the late nineteenth century showed that only 5 out of 161
were Irish Catholics. Only 30 of 494 of the city’s leading lawyers, 6
of 222 members of the Chicago Board of Trade, 2 of 42 bankers, and
4 of 44 building contractors were of Irish Catholic origin (Funchion
1976, 14). The lack of choices for Irish workers was reflected in their
high score of .g5 on the occupational dispersion measure; they were
overwhelmingly confined to a few low-status, unskilled jobs.

Low occupational status translated into very low average annual
income for Irish families. Irish working-class (weighted) average
annual earnings were $447, compared to $598 for the British born
and $54g for the native born. Average incomes conceal the fact that
many unskilled Irish laborers made around $350 a year, assuming
they could find any work at all (Illinois Bureau of Labor Statistics
1882). The Relief and Aid Society said that the Irish were always at
the top of the list of those requiring assistance, and the Chicago
Tribune (February 14, 1875; cited in Schneirov 1984, 160) re-
ported, “there is probably as much real poverty in Bridgeport as
anywhere in the town.”

If lack of economic success in the labor market determined pro-
pensity to accept revolutionary politics, one would expect the Irish
to be the most revolutionary group in the city. But they were not.
Specific features of their social, cultural, and political life pre-
vented the Irish from supporting a movement to overthrow the
Chicago and U.S. economic and political systems.

The Social and Cultural Bases of
Irish Labor Reform

In this period, German socialists and anarchists proposed class-
based, radical solutions to the plight of Chicago workers. The city’s
Irish workers did not support such revolutionary solutions, in part
because they utilized ethnic, community-based, not class-based re-
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sources to better themselves. Their identification with the Irish
community was stronger than their identification with the city’s
working class.

Ethnic identification among the Irish was high in part because
they, like other Chicago ethnic groups, were forced to defend
themselves against aggressive nativist attacks. Nativist groups such
as the American party (the Know-Nothings) seized upon the strong
Irish commitment to Catholicism to explain such social problems
as drunkenness, political corruption, gambling, prostitution, and
crime. Irish poverty led to their being stereotyped as lazy, dirty,
drunken, brawling criminals with no respect for common decency.
Chicagoans declared that Great Britain was exporting Irish paupers
and criminals in order to get rid of them; there were even calls for
the Irish to be sent to Canada (Fallows 1979, 25). More concretely,
the Irish were denied jobs, equal access to social positions and
clubs, and the opportunity to enjoy Irish cultural pursuits; unsuc-
cessful attempts were also made to limit Irish influence in politics.

The Irish fought against these attacks just as they had in Ireland;
but in Chicago, they were able to utilize high-density urban resi-
dential communities as an effective organizing base. Because of
their low incomes and consequent inability to afford commuting
costs and high rents, the Irish were forced to live near the river and
walk to their jobs in the packinghouses, stockyards, docks, coal-
yards, brickyards, and lumberyards. As mentioned previously, the
Irish had a higher score (.48) than the native born (.28) on the resi-
dential dispersion measure, indicating a greater concentration of
Irish residents in fewer wards.

The Irish had established a residential community near their
river workplaces as early as 1842; in that year, work on the Illinois
and Michigan Canal had to be suspended due to economic diffi-
culties (Funchion 1976). This led to an Irish squatters’ settlement
near Chicago in an area called Kilgubbin just southwest of the city.
Most residents built small frame huts, and here these “shanty
Irish” endured the worst living conditions in the city. By the 1870s,
this community was known as Bridgeport (see Map 2).

The establishment of Bridgeport led to the reinforcement of ex-
clusive Irish social networks; this social isolation made a distinctive
Irish labor politics more likely because it limited the interaction of
Irish and non-Irish workers. No community area within Chicago
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was ethnically homogeneous; by the 1860s, some skilled German
butchers had moved into Bridgeport in order to find work in the
nearby packinghouses. Eastern Europeans, especially Poles and
Lithuanians, arrived in the 1880s and 18gos (Holt and Pacyga 1979,
114). But many crucial community institutions in Bridgeport, in-
cluding the political machine, the saloon, and the Catholic church,
were controlled by the Irish; and other important Bridgeport or-
ganizations addressed narrowly Irish concerns. Thus, Irish self-
help organizations such as the United Sons of Erin Benevolent So-
ciety and the Hibernian Benevolent Emigrant Society tried to help
the Irish poor; Irish nationalist organizations like the Fenians, Clan
na Gael, and Irish National Land League attempted to liberate
Ireland’s Catholic population; the St. Patrick’s Society planned the
annual St. Patrick’s Day celebration; and the Montgomery Guards,
the Emmet Guards, and the Shields Guard conducted Irish mili-
tary exercises (Funchion 1976, 17; Piper 1936, 10, 17).

Despite the lack of perfect ethnic homogeneity in the neighbor-
hood, these various organizations combined to create a cohesive
Irish social and political life well into the twentieth century. As
Holt and Pacyga (1979, 116) suggest:

Emphasis on communalism was a strong characteristic of Bridgeport his-
tory during the latter part of the nineteenth century and has continued to
be so ever since. The geographic neighborhood . . . has continually faced
problems which have had to be dealt with by groups rather than individu-
als. Inadequate housing, poverty, and labor problems have led Bridgeport
residents to seek remedies through the communal network of the local
Democratic machine on the one hand and through offices of organized la-
bor on the other. In Bridgeport, as in other working-class neighborhoods,
these institutions reinforced each other precisely because they were
based in the community and in familial relationships.

Such extended and overlapping relationships were particularly appar-
ent in the Hamburg section of Bridgeport. This area . . . continues to be
predominantly Irish. . . . So strong were the social and spatial associa-
tions in enclaves like Hamburg that they resembled small self-contained
villages located in the midst of a large city. . . . The strength of such affilia-
tive structures cannot be overestimated. This set of linkages continues to
provide the basis for neighborhood organizations, labor unions, and po-
litical parties.

Perhaps the most important Irish social organization was the Catho-
lic church.



Irish Labor Reform 127

The Catholic Church

As in Ireland, the Irish response to anti-Catholic sentiment and
politics was fierce loyalty to the Catholic church and its associated
organizations. The Chicago Catholic church was controlled by the
Irish in this period; the first parish in Bridgeport was founded by
the Irish in 1846, and St. Patrick’s Church was built in that same
year (Funchion 1976, 16; Holt and Pacyga 1979, 114). The bishop
for the Chicago area was Irish from 1854 through the end of the
century, as was the first archbishop, who served from 1880 to 1go2
(Funchion 1976, 17).

The church served more than a religious function; it was also
central to Irish community life. It established orphanages, tem-
perance societies, and schools; sponsored lectures; founded librar-
ies and reading rooms; and published three Catholic papers (Piper
1936, 59-60).

Commitment to the church increased the social and cultural iso-
lation of the Irish from non-Catholic ethnic groups in the city, isola-
tion that was already high due to the polarized conflicts that had
resulted from nativist attacks. Catholic priests reinforced such iso-
lationism, suggesting that there was much in American life that
could contaminate Irish faith. They banned certain books and plays
and strongly and successfully encouraged Irish youth to attend
Catholic parochial schools and school events (Funchion 1976, 17).

The impact of nativism, residential isolation, membership in
ethnically homogeneous social organizations, and commitment to
their church may be parts of an explanation for why Irish workers
mobilized a distinctive tendency in the labor movement. All these
factors contributed to reinforcing exclusively Irish social ties and to
weakening ties to non-Irish workers and their political movements.

But these factors do not explain why the distinctively Irish labor
politics that was created was reformist. The reasons for Irish re-
formism have to do with the nature of such Irish community orga-
nizations as the Catholic church, the Knights of Labor, the Irish
nationalist groups, and the political machine, as well as the rela-
tionships between these groups.

For example, the Knights of Labor were often forced in a more
conservative direction because they hoped to recruit Irish Catholic
members. Terence Powderly and other Knights leaders responded
to church pressure by keeping the Knights from espousing radical
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or socialistic beliefs (Browne 1949; Grob 1976). In April 1883, the
treasurer of the Chicago Knights wrote to Powderly:

For some time past I have received private reports from reliable sources
that the clergy of the Catholic Church have been and are now tampering
with quite a number of members of our Order, and so much so, that a very
large proportion of our assemblies have become decimated in numbers,
and it is strongly hinted that in a short time a manifesto will be issued
against the Order in this diocese. (Browne 1949, 85)

Showing that he understood the crucial role played by the Irish
Catholic in the Knights, the treasurer went on to suggest that such
a manifesto would be a “death blow to the Order, not only in Chi-
cago, but in the States at large.” In its second issue, the Chicago
Knights of Labor expressed similar worries:

Archbishop Kendrick of this Catholic diocese, which is very large, in
reply to questions today asking his opinion of the Knights of Labor, was
very emphatic in his denunciation of the order as regards its relations to
the Catholic Church, and while not speaking officially stated very posi-
tively that he was opposed to any member of his diocese becoming a
member of the Knights of Labor under any circumstance. He added that
he considered the Knights of Labor a most dangerous organization. (Chi-
cago Knights of Labor March 1886, 20)

In fact, the church rarely distinguished between the more radical
and more moderate labor organizations, often lumping freethink-
ing (atheist) socialists and anarchists with the moderate Knights
(Browne 1949, 8g). The Catholic church naturally was worried
about the atheistic nature of the revolutionary labor movement and
was also suspicious of any social or political movement that was not
tied closely to its own network of loyal Catholic social organizations.

The necessity of appeasing the Catholic church led the Knights
to abandon their secret oath-bound features in the early 188os; it
also caused them to avoid being perceived as too radical. The vir-
ulence of the attacks on the anarchists by the Knights after Hay-
market clearly illustrated the Knights’ defensive struggle to differ-
entiate themselves from revolutionary socialism and anarchism in
the city. Failure to do so would have meant the wholesale defection
of one of their most important constituencies: the Irish Catholic
working class.
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Irish Nationalism

Next to the Catholic church, the most important Irish social organi-
zations were the Irish nationalist groups. Like the church, they
influenced the Irish working class to choose reformist politics in
Chicago. Revolutionary class consciousness involves understand-
ing that one’s economic plight is shared by all members of a class,
that a class enemy is responsible for that plight, and that only revo-
lutionary political action can remedy the situation. The Irish na-
tionalist organizations provided all these things. But there was one
catch: That enemy was not in Chicago or even in the United States.
The Irish nationalist groups identified the British social system, not
American society, as the source of Irish oppression.

The Irish accepted the Puritan argument that they would make
it economically in the Chicago labor market when they acquired
the appropriate skills. They blamed English colonialism for their
lack of skills, believing that Ireland’s economic development had
been arrested because of English exploitation of the Irish economy.
They also made invidious comparisons between the democratic
polity in the United States and British totalitarianism. Reinforcing
this choice of the British as the culprits was the Catholic church
leadership, which for years had strongly supported the liberation of
Catholics in Ireland but gave less support to efforts to liberate
workers in America.

The nationalist organizations made it unlikely that the Irish
would accept the plausible explanation that their economic prob-
lems were the result of anti—Irish Catholic prejudice or the failure
of the capitalist system in Chicago. The strength of the nationalist
groups made it nearly impossible for Chicago’s German socialists
and anarchists to recruit Irish workers into their revolutionary
movements; the Irish were too busy trying to overthrow the eco-
nomic and political systems that were oppressing their relatives
and friends in Ireland.

The U.S. Irish nationalist movement benefited from strong Irish
ethnic identification in this country (Funchion 1976). Anti-Irish
prejudice and the mixing of Irish from all parts of Ireland led to a
U.S. nationalist movement that was less affected by the parochial
conflicts dividing the movement in Ireland. Also, the Irish revolu-
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tionary in the United States was able to formulate ideas and engage
in political action against the British with little fear of interference
or repression from the British government. That made the Irish na-
tionalists more radical in both tactics and ideology than their coun-
terparts in Ireland, who were forced to compromise with powerful
Protestant settlers and the British government.

For example, when O’Connell’s repeal campaign failed in 1843,
the Chicago Irish quickly expressed their support for the revolu-
tionary Young Ireland campaign, although that movement had
little support in Ireland (Funchion 1976, 28). In the 1850s and
1860s, the Irish in Chicago had a strong branch of the Fenians, an-
other revolutionary group that had far greater strength in the United
States than in Ireland. The Fenians, dedicated to the sole purpose
of achieving Irish independence, had three hundred members in
Chicago by 1863 (Piper 1936, 18). They held meetings twice a
week, held the national Fenian convention in Chicago in 1863, and
managed to raise $54,000 for the cause of Irish independence dur-
ing a two-week period in March and April 1864 (Piper 1936, 20).
The group conducted military drills and purchased arms and muni-
tions in preparation for a strike against England.

But the somewhat farfetched idea of a military strike against En-
gland soon resulted in factionalism in the Chicago order. Some fa-
vored an attack on England itself; others believed an invasion of
the English colony of Canada was more feasible. Incredibly, the
latter strategy was finally adopted, and a navy was formed in Chi-
cago to “sweep the lakes of British commerce” (Piper 1936, 23).
Chicago Fenians furnished three regiments of infantry, two bat-
teries of artillery, and a naval brigade—a total of a thousand men
and $600—to the 1866 attack on Canada (Piper 1936, 23). The in-
vasion was a dismal failure; a U.S. circuit court subsequently de-
clared that the invasion had violated the Neutrality Act, and Presi-
dent Andrew Johnson issued a proclamation forbidding American
citizens from taking part in such activities (Piper 1936, 25). Despite
the order, there was an abortive second invasion attempt in 1870,
to which the Chicago nationalists again contributed troops (Fun-
chion 1976, 25).

The Fenian movement was in decline by the late sixties, in part
because of the weakness of the movement in Ireland itself. When
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the Fenians dissolved, another revolutionary organization sprang
up to take its place: the Clan na Gael. Because it was believed that
publicity had hurt the Fenians, the Clan, founded in New York in
1867, was organized as a secret society. Both it and the early Knights
of Labor had secret rituals (initiation ceremonies, handshakes,
ciphers, and other masonic rites) that made them popular among
former Irish peasants who had organized against landlords in clan-
destine rural societies in Ireland.

The Clan met with opposition in many U.S. Catholic dioceses
because of the pagan overtones of some of its rituals; some Catholic
leaders viewed it as a religious competitor to the church. But no
such opposition occurred in Chicago, where Archbishop Feehan
became a vehement defender of Irish nationalism (Funchion 1976,
40). The strength of church support for nationalism is shown by the
fact that the editors of the Western Catholic, the major Irish Catho-
lic paper in the city, suggested at one point that dynamite should
not be used in the Irish struggle against England; rather, London
should be set ablaze because that would result in somewhat less
loss of life (Funchion 1976, 40). Church support made the Chicago
nationalist movement particularly strong and particularly radical.

By 1881, Chicago was the undisputed center of Irish revolution-
ary nationalism in the country (Funchion 1976, 2g). For every na-
tionalist organization in Ireland, there was a Chicago counterpart,
and the groups were generally stronger in the latter location. Boy-
cotts of stores selling British-made goods were organized (Schneirov
1984, 221). The Irish National Land League, a group working for
Irish Catholic peasant control of Irish land, held meetings like this
one in the early 1880s:

A very large and highly enthusiastic meeting of Irish American citizens
under the auspices of the Dillon Branch of the Irish National Land League
was held in the hall of Father Cartan’s Church of the Nativity on 37th St.
last Monday evening. Father Cartan was called to the chair and delivered
a logical and eloquent opening address in which he said that the time had
come for earnest action on the part of every man with Irish blood in his
veins.

There was no use in meeting and dispersing again without result. They
must organize and organize powerfully in order to counteract the coercive
policy of the English government in Ireland. He hoped that no man
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within hearing of his voice would leave the building without enrolling his
name as a member of the Dillon branch of the Irish National Land League.
(Great cheering) (Citizen [Chicago] January 14, 1882, 16)

On this one occasion, two hundred and fifty new members were
enrolled in the organization, making a total membership of four
hundred in this one club. Full church participation was crucial in
such successful mobilizing efforts in the Irish nationalist move-
ment. Three other clubs met this same week, with similar success-
ful recruiting results (Citizen {Chicago] January 14, 1882).

These nationalist organizations engaged in militant activity in
support of the Irish cause. The goal was to humiliate England in
every way possible, through terrorism if necessary. Traditional par-
liamentary solutions had been rejected because of the defeat of the
Irish legislators at the hands of the English and because of the sus-
pension of Irish civil liberties following the murder of several Brit-
ish officials. So the Clan sent many of its members abroad on bomb-
ing missions, successfully dynamiting Britain's Local Government
Board, the offices of the London Times, Victoria Station, Scotland
Yard, London Bridge, Parliament, and the Tower of London (Fan-
ning 1978, 145).

Many of the bombers were from the Chicago Clan na Gael.
Sounding almost eerily like the German anarchist papers, the Ar-
beiter Zeitung or the Alarm, the major Irish nationalist paper in
the city, the Citizen, defended the bombings, saying, “deeds, not
words should be weighed. . . . It is only dynamite or some other
blessed agency created by God, utilized by science, and wielded
with heroic purpose that makes them thump their craws and talk
about measures of redress” (June 7, 1884; cited in Fanning 1978,
146). To the Irish Catholic parliamentarians who condemned the
bombing campaign, the editors of the Citizen replied that the
American Irish did not have to follow blindly the directions of their
cousins at home, for they had their own score to settle with En-
gland. Settle it they would, they asserted, with or without the ap-
proval of their fellow Irish across the sea (Funchion 1976, 33). The
London Times clearly understood the revolutionary nature of the
U.S. Irish movement, saying in 1885 that “the Irish question is
mainly an Irish-American question” (Brown 1976b, 327).

The bombings were finally called off because of the possibility
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of the success of an Irish Home Rule Bill slated to be introduced
in May 1886, but the U.S. Irish nationalist movement remained
revolutionary. The nationalists continued to believe that dynamit-
ing symbols of English nationalism was justified, but dynamiting
(largely Irish) policemen in Chicago was totally unjustified. As the
editor of the Citizen argued with regard to the Haymarket affair:

Chicago during the current week has been a theater of great sensations.
The moral conflict between capital and labor has been taken advantage of
by a few hare-brained extremists to precipitate a physical conflict be-
tween the forces of anarchy and those of law and public security. To strike
for shorter hours and for higher wages is not looked upon by the general
public with disfavor, but to attack manufacturing establishments with the
object of destroying them, and to throw dynamite bombshells into the
ranks of the protectors of the city’s peace, with inevitably murderous ef-
fect, meets with the unstinted condemnation of all good citizens whether
they be merchants, manufacturers, professional men or members of labor
organizations who have in view not anarchy but national reform. Indeed
we are sure that no class of men will more heartily condemn the violent
proceedings of the extremists on Monday afternoon and Tuesday evening
than the chiefs of the Knights of Labor. It is horrible to have it recorded of
Chicago that such acts could be committed almost with impunity within
her limits and it appears most extraordinary that any man pretending to
the slightest modicum of reason should prefer the bludgeon and the mob
to the convention and the ballot in this free and enlightened country.
How much better and stronger it would be to take the advice of Henry
George and carry the labor grievances into politics! To that no citizen
can make consistent objection. The ballot must decide the struggle one
way or the other in the end. Anarchy can never do it. (Citizen [Chicago]
May 8, 1886, 4)

The editor felt that the political system could be successfully influ-
enced by any and all of Chicago’s citizens; comparisons between
the political situations of workers in Chicago and the native Irish in
the British Isles were viewed as ludicrous. The editor ends the edi-
torial by congratulating the Irish citizens of Chicago for their failure
to support anarchism and by referring explicitly to the heroic role
of Irish policemen during the Haymarket incident:

The Citizen cannot close this editorial without congratulating the Irish-
American element of this city on the splendid bearing throughout the de-
plorable history of the week. In no case has an Irish name appeared in
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connection with the disturbances that have again advertised this city far
and wide. No men in America as we have often declared are more loyal to
American law and government than the Irish. In the ranks of the police,
the long list of the fatally injured or seriously wounded shows a majority of
Irish names and two of them at least . . . were members of the MacManus
Fenian Guards twenty years ago in this city. (Citizen [Chicago] May 8,
1886, 4)

As I shall illustrate, one reason for Irish support of the American
and Chicago political systems was their ability to garner jobs on the
public payroll, including positions on the city’s police force.

Relationships Between Irish Organizations

The three key social institutions in the Irish community—the
church, nationalist organizations, and the Knights of Labor—co-
existed peacefully in Chicago. It was easy for those who belonged
to all of these groups to feel that they were following a consistent
set of social and political norms and values; Catholic faith, labor re-
form, and anti-English sentiment fit into one coherent worldview.

The church supported nationalist activity, providing both space
for meetings and priests as speakers. The church allowed the Irish
to join the Knights once that organization was no longer a secret,
oath-bound society and was willing to espouse moderate labor poli-
tics. Irish nationalists in editorials in the Citizen supported the
Knights’ approach to labor reform by condemning those capitalists
who overworked or underpaid their employees (Funchion 1976,
37).- The Knights and the Clan had similar positions on the revolu-
tionary labor movement in Chicago, and both strongly condemned
the anarchist movement in the immediate post-Haymarket period.

Nationalists supported the church by railing against freethinking
anarchists. The editor of the Citizen argued just after the Hay-
market incident that the Irish would never support a German anar-
chist movement in which atheism played an important part:

We are, as a race, free from atheism and anarchy. We do not always live
up to the high standard of Catholic excellence, and we are often impatient
and unjust in political partisanship, but we have never advocated either
individually or collectively, the destruction of all government and the
blasphemous dethronement of the most high God. (Citizen [Chicago]
May 15, 1886, 29)
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Leadership circulated freely between nationalist and Knights’
organizations. During the early months of 1886, several Clansmen
were prominent speakers at Knights and Trades and Labor Assem-
bly rallies. On the national level, the leader of the Knights, Ter-
ence Powderly, was a senior guardian of his local Clan na Gael camp.
In Chicago, Richard Powers, president of the Seamen’s Union and
an active member of the Trades and Labor Assembly, was a member
of the Clan as well as the Irish National Land League. Elizabeth
Rodgers helped organize the original Working Women’s Union dur-
ing the 1870s and in 1886 was the master workman (sic) of the
Knights” Chicago district 24 as well as the president of the 8th Ward
Irish National Land League (Funchion 1976, 38).

In combination, the Irish dedication to Irish nationalism and Ca-
tholicism made it unlikely that the Irish would ever support a revo-
lutionary movement in Chicago. Much discontent regarding their
poor economic position in the city was defused by means of a radical
nationalist movement; nearly all Irish revolutionaries in the
city were fighting for the emancipation of Ireland from England,
not for the emancipation of the Irish working class in Chicago. Also,
the Catholic hierarchy demanded political moderation in the city (if
not in the more remote Ireland and Britain) and barred Irish Catho-
lics from participating in an atheistic socialist and anarchist move-
ment. These organizations successfully promoted Irish labor re-
form, but one more crucial determinant of Irish labor reform
politics must be discussed: the Irish role in city politics.

The Irish Role in Local Politics

Although the Catholic church may have provided spiritual suste-
nance and the nationalist organizations some measure of revenge
against the British, neither could provide a general solution to Irish
poverty. The economic self-help associations such as the benevo-
lent societies did not have enough resources to make a difference;
unskilled unions were ephemeral and rarely able to use their mass
strikes to gain more than a few cents a day raise. The Knights were
a hopeful experiment because they used the resources of the skilled
to support economic action of the unskilled; but the skilled inevita-
bly defected to their exclusive craft unions.

Given the absence of purely economic solutions to their plight,
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the Irish were forced to innovate in order to achieve some measure
of upward economic and social mobility. Because advancement in
the private sector was so difficult, they looked to the largely unex-
plored territory of the public sector to move up; they perfected the
political machine.

The key to the power of the machine was its use of a variety of
incentives to convince voters to vote for its candidates. At the bot-
tom of the machine hierarchy were the precinct captains and work-
ers, whose role was to round up voters to vote the Democratic
ticket on election day. Inducements were offered during the year
to ensure voter loyalty (the traditional ham and turkey on Easter
and Christmas and help with burials, christenings, weddings, get-
ting the street fixed, or getting the garbage collected in front of
one’s house). The machine was not beyond using more direct mate-
rial incentives, including $.50 or $1, a glass of beer or a shot of
whisky, or lodging for a few days before the election. But voters did
not necessarily view it as simple economic exchange, favors for
votes; rather, they considered the machine operative a friend and
voted Democratic to help him (Rakove 1975).

Above the precinct captain were the ward committeemen and
the aldermen, who controlled the major source of voting discipline:
the patronage job. Chicago, of course, had many public sector
jobs, from police and fire department positions to the sewer and
water department, the parks department, the court system, and
the administrative apparatus of the Democratic party itself. Voting
practices were controlled by distributing jobs to those willing to
vote for and, more important, work to ensure that others voted for,
the machine ticket. Because the more jobs distributed, the more
votes controlled, the most powerful in machine politics were those
who controlled the largest number of patronage jobs.

The unskilled (and so most of the city’s Irish residents) needed
patronage jobs more than the skilled. City jobs provided exactly
what private sector unskilled jobs did not: good pay and working
conditions. Because basic city services had to be performed even
during depressions, they were also secure from the threat of unem-
ployment. The patronage job became the road out of poverty for
many of the city’s unskilled Irish residents; it was well worth giving
up one’s vote and working for the machine candidates on election
day to get such a meal ticket.
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The machine was very successful at electing its candidates to
office, rolling up its greatest vote margins in the poor, foreign-
born, river wards where voters were most apt to take advantage of
economic inducements to vote the machine slate. There were fur-
ther economic inducements beyond wages and salaries for those
largely Irish officials who managed to attain high positions in the
machine. One of the most profitable endeavors was the “boodle.”
The aldermen received kickbacks for approving franchises for a va-
riety of private operators to provide such profit-making city ser-
vices as gas, electricity, water, railroad lines, streetcar lines, and
telegraph service. As Stead (1964, 176—77) describes the process:

The method of boodling as prevailing in the City Council of Chicago for
many years is very simple. Some man or some corporation wants some-
thing from the city. It may be some right of way or it may be a franchise
for tearing up the streets in order to lay gas pipes, or it may be an ordi-
nance sanctioning the laying of a railroad down a street or to make a grade
crossing across one of innumerable thoroughfares of the city. He can only
obtain permission by obtaining it from the City Council. Now the major-
ity of the City Council consider that they are not in the Council “for their
health.” As each of them went into it “for the sake of the stuff” and for
whatever there was “in it” for themselves, they think these favors should
not be granted without the receipt of a corresponding quid pro quo.
Hence it is necessary, if you wish to get anything through the council, to
“square” with the Aldermen. The “squaring” is done discreetly and with
due regard to the fundamental principle which sums up the whole law of
the boodler, namely: thou shalt not be found out.

In rapidly growing Chicago, the opportunities for such boodles
were great; city council members, who included some non-Irish,
were known as the “grey wolves” for their practice of illegally sell-
ing such franchises (Fanning 1978, 108). There were other oppor-
tunities for payoffs as well, such as granting “licenses” for the illegal
operation of gambling and prostitution halls.

The Irish quickly came to dominate the political machine in Chi-
cago, and they managed to exclude other ethnic groups from in-
fringing on their power for generations to come. There were vari-
ous reasons they were able to accomplish this. For one thing, they
had greater motivation to gain control of more secure, tax-revenue-
supported public jobs because they seemed to have no other road
to economic security. Even the relatively unskilled jobs on the
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public payroll (such as police and fire department jobs) accorded
the worker more status and more security than the best job the
typical Irish worker could obtain in the private labor market.

Another factor explaining Irish dominance of the machine was
their political experience in mid nineteenth-century Ireland.
O’Connell had used a similar model of grass roots organizing in
building his Catholic Association, and the Irish had long been used
to having their landlords tell them how to vote in any given elec-
tion (Funchion 1976, 42). Survival during the famine years had also
dictated the development of a spirit of reciprocity, of “I'll scratch
your back if you'll scratch mine”—the same attitude necessary for
the successful operation of the political machine.

Also, unlike most other immigrants, the Irish spoke English and
were used to the English system of law and justice (Rakove 1975,
32). They were adept at finding ways around a political-legal sys-
tem in order to maximize private gain for themselves and their
countrymen. Unlike the more idealistic Germans, they had no illu-
sions about the objective fairness of such a system, and they were
willing to use any and all means to manipulate it to their own ad-
vantage, just as they had done in Ireland.

The Irish were also able to use their Catholicism to their great
advantage. They had faced Protestant anti-Catholicism in Ireland
and were not surprised when the Know-Nothings and other nativ-
ist groups used anti-Catholic strategies in politics. They combated
such attacks by using the natural identification of southern Euro-
pean Catholics with others of their religious persuasion to gain
valuable votes for Irish Catholic candidates; the Irish were outside
the usual ethnic antipathies that affected those central and south-
ern European groups. As one Irish machine operative put it: “A
Lithuanian won't vote for a Pole, and a Pole won't vote for a Lithua-
nian. A German won't vote for either of them—but all three will
vote for a ‘turkey,” an Irishman” (Rakove 1975, 33).

Another important Irish political tool was the bar or saloon. The
political value of the saloon derived from its role as the crucial pub-
lic meeting place in the Irish community. Bars served this func-
tion for early labor unions, especially the ephemeral unions of the
poor, less skilled workers who could not afford to build their own
meeting halls. They were often used as strike headquarters (Duis
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1975, 642) and as labor exchanges, where the out of work could
find jobs. In 1889, 44 percent of the city’s employment agencies
shared a building with a saloon, and another 22 percent were
within two doors of one (Duis 1975, 644). Workers cashed their
checks at the corner saloon, and the saloon often served as a relief
agency, supplying lunches to the hungry for free or for the price of
a nickel beer.

The saloonkeeper was in a position to provide favors to those
who were out of work, hungry, or cold or who needed a loan, bail
money, or a paycheck cashed. The saloonkeeper often became a
politician or a friend of politicians because of his important eco-
nomic and social functions and his place at the center of Irish social
networks in the city. He was the center of verbal communication,
and face-to-face interaction was what got out the vote in a multi-
language city where many did not speak or read English.

In fact, Chicago politicians often talked of the difference be-
tween the river wards (poor areas of the city that always voted
Democratic) and newspaper wards (where readers made candidate
newspaper endorsements important to the election results). In the
river wards, precinct captains went door to door to get out the vote
while the office seeker generally went from bar to bar, often buying
votes with a beer or whisky. Saloons also lodged casual laborers and
drifters for days before the election in order to ensure an impres-
sive vote total for the Democratic candidate (Duis 1g75, 761).

Machine bosses who wished to ensure the election results made
sure that polling places were either in or near the saloon. Duis
(1975) estimates that half the city’s polling places were located in
bars in the eighties. Even the Anglo-American reformers under-
stood the importance of this for the Irish machine; they tried to in-
crease license fees for saloons and also made the removal of polling
places from bars part of their political reform package in the mid
eighties.

The Chicago machine of the seventies and eighties was far less
centralized than it became in later years. There were many politi-
cal “bosses,” not just one; bosses were individuals who controlled a
large number of patronage jobs and thus more voters. Many of
these politicians were saloonkeepers, such as the most powerful
boss of the time, Mike McDonald. Other influential Irish politi-
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cians, including Bathhouse John Coughlin, Michael “Hinky Dink”
Kenna, Barney Grogan, and P. J. Cullerton, were also associated
with the saloon business.

The decentralized nature of the machine made it possible for
other Irish social organizations to become minimachines, support-
ing small political cliques in return for a greater share of the pa-
tronage pie (Funchion 1976, 44). As Funchion points out, almost
every prominent member of the Clan in the eighties, and undoubt-
edly the Fenians before them, was deeply involved in machine
politics.

The leader of the Clan in Chicago, Alexander Sullivan, was ap-
pointed clerk of the board of public works in 1873, reflecting his
work in the effort of the People’s party to defeat the temperance-
oriented Law and Order party. Sullivan made deals with various
politicians, promising them Clan support in return for patronage;
and the patronage at his disposal then increased his popularity
among the Irish. In the early 1880s, he backed Mayor Harrison and
was rewarded by being permitted to appoint several of his friends
to the police department. He secured countless positions for Clans-
men in several other city and county departments, including the
board of election commissioners and the superior court (Funchion
1976, 45).

Other Clan members also had large numbers of patronage jobs at
their disposal, including jobs in the county commissioner’s office,
Cook County Hospital, the city treasurers office, and the sheriff’s
office. Some were elected to aldermanic positions; others were on
the Cook County Central Committee of the Democratic party. In
fact, Funchion (1976, 46) argues that many members of the Clan
joined for the sole purpose of getting a job. The Clan thus helped
defuse Irish labor radicalism in two ways. It provided an outlet for
Irish militancy, encouraging many Irish to blame their Chicago
problems on the English. It provided public sector jobs to the
unemployed.

For all these reasons, the Irish dominated city politics. By 1885,
fourteen of the eighteen members of the Democratic Central Com-
mittee were Irish; this allowed control of who was elected to the
city council and other key city and county posts. By the 18gos,
twenty-four of the twenty-eight individuals in sole control of the
city’s wards were Irish (Funchion 1976, 42).
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Other Chicago ethnic groups, especially the largely Anglo-
American reformers, fought unsuccessfully against Irish control of
the political machine. The prominent role of the Irish in city poli-
tics was resented as early as 1838 (Funchion 1976, 18). In 1840,
the Chicago American, a nativist publication, suggested that the
Irish had too important a role in the outcome of elections. It
charged that many Irish were exercising their right to vote before
they could do so legally. Successful prosecutions of several Irish
machine politicians for vote fraud reinforced the idea that the
Irish were dominating the machine through illegal means (Levine
1966, 145).

One Democratic mayoral candidate suggested as early as 1846
that foreigners should have to live in the United States for twenty-
one years before becoming voting citizens (Funchion 1976, 18).
The Know-Nothings attempted to counter the Irish Catholic influ-
ence in politics by passing laws requiring that applicants for muni-
cipal jobs be born in this country.

A variety of Anglo-American political reform and temperance
groups (the Citizens Association, the Commercial Club, the Re-
publican Union League Club, the Democratic Iroquois Club, the
Women’s Christian Temperance Union, and the Citizens Law and
Order League) carried the fight against the machine into the 1880s.
In 1885, the Irish machine suffered a temporary setback when
many of the political reformers’ proposals, including election re-
form, unbiased election judges, smaller precincts, and the creation
of an election board, were passed at the state level (Schneirov
1984, 370). Despite occasional challenges to their dominance, how-
ever, the Irish continued to control Chicago politics well into the
twentieth century.

Conclusions

Characterizing Irish labor politics as “militant reform” is not as
contradictory as it sounds. The Irish were militant in their tactics,
but reformist in their goals. They were the leaders of the mass
strikes of this period; the lack of separation of workplace and com-
munity among the unskilled Irish facilitated the use of community-
based kinship, neighboring, and social organizational networks in
these strikes. They demanded not the transformation of the eco-



142 Irish Labor Reform

nomic and political systems, but union recognition, higher wages,
shorter hours, and better working conditions. Without scarce skills,
achieving even these moderate goals was difficult for the Irish. De-
spite their aggressive tactics, they remained at the bottom of the
city’s occupational and income structure.

Their search for a solution to their problems forced the Irish to
draw on other resources in their community. An effective response
was facilitated by the fact that the Irish had faced an aggressive
nativist attack by Anglo-American Protestants. The defensive re-
sponse to that attack fostered an increasing level of Irish ethnic
identification and a greater sense of social solidarity and common
fate within their community. The Irish pulled together, believing
that their future was tied to the success of their ethnic group and
not necessarily to their class or trade.

The resources used in this community-based response included
social and political institutions such as the Catholic church, the
Irish nationalist organizations, the Knights of Labor, the saloon,
and the political machine. These distinctively Irish institutions be-
came havens within which a unique response to the plight of the
Chicago Irish was mobilized. They contained the cohesive social
networks needed to communicate with potential recruits when po-
litical action was necessary. The solidarity among those in these or-
ganizations made their recruitment to such action likely when they
were contacted.

Irish solidarity facilitated political mobilization within the Irish
community. But the cultural and political characteristics of these
institutional havens resulted in a reformist rather than a revolu-
tionary response to Irish problems. The Catholic church had for
centuries been the social organizational basis of the Irish defense
against the economic, political, and cultural imperialism of Protes-
tant Scottish settlers and the British government. Labor politics
mobilized through church social networks had to be conscious of
the church’s antipathy toward any political movement with athe-
istic or pagan tendencies (such as the anarchist movement and
oath-bound secret societies such as the early Knights of Labor).
The church provided space for meetings and social networks for re-
cruitment to labor politics, but it also used its influence to make
Irish labor politics more conservative, to limit its aims.

The Irish nationalist organizations fostered reformism in the city
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by promoting revolution against Britain. They convinced the Chi-
cago Irish that they ought to blame their lack of skills and their pov-
erty on British and Scottish Protestants. The relative invulnerabil-
ity of the Chicago Irish to British repression and British arguments
concerning the Irish meant that the Chicago nationalist movement
was more radical in ideology and tactics than the native Irish move-
ment. Radicalism was displaced; English and not Chicago political
and economic institutions were blamed for the plight of the Chi-
cago Irish. Irish dynamiters attacked London Bridge rather than
the Chicago police in Haymarket Square.

The Irish working class was reformist only because its members
viewed political institutions in Great Britain, the United States,
and Chicago very differently; denial of Irish political access in the
British Isles was contrasted to the Irish ability to ascend to posi-
tions of political leadership in Chicago. The Chicago political sys-
tem did not provide only political influence for the Irish; it also
provided upward economic mobility. The key to the strength of the
Chicago political machine was the fact that it provided long-term,
stable, well-paid employment to unskilled Irish peasants who had
never before had job security.

Many of those jobs were in the Chicago Police Department. It
would have been absurd to question—as the anarchists did—the
very political system that had provided the Irish with their first real
chance for economic success. It made more sense to form a coali-
tion with more moderate labor reformers in the Trades and Labor
Assembly who did not call for the overthrow of the state, as the
Knights of Labor did during the early 1880s eight-hour movement.
As suggested by the insightful fictional Irish bartender of the pe-
riod, Mr. Dooley:

I see by this pa-per,” said Mr. Dooley, “that anarchy’s torch do be uplifted
an’ what th’ ’ell it means, I dinnaw. But this here I knaw, Jawn, that all
arnychists is inimies iv governmint an’ all iv thim ought to be hung up be
th’ nick. What are they anny how but furiners an’ what r-right have they to
be holdin tor-rch-light procissions in this land iv th’ free an’ home iv th’
brave? Did ye iver seen an American or an Irishman an arnychist? Naw,
an’ ye niver will. Whin an Irishman thinks th’ way iv thim la’ads he goes
on th’ polis force an’ draws his eighty three-thirty three f'r throwin’ lodgin’
house bums into th’ pathrol wagon. An’ there ye a’are. (Schaaf 1977, 109)



Chapter Five

The Roots of
Revolutionary German
Labor Politics

Throughout the entire period of industrialization, German workers
provided both leadership and rank-and-file participants for the
most class-conscious, revolutionary labor politics in Chicago. But
they never managed to convince most of the non-German mem-
bers of the working class to join in their effort. Despite their class-
conscious rhetoric, both the revolutionary socialist and anarchist
movements recruited mainly German members using social net-
works within the German community and drawing extensively on
German cultural traditions.

Chapters 1 and 2 have provided extensive evidence that Chi-
cagos revolutionary labor movement was primarily German. A
German political club founded in 1857, the Social Democratic
Turnverein, was the first in the city to espouse Marxist principles.
The German carpenters and Social Political Workingman’s Union
formed sections of the Marxist International in the early 1870s; in
1873, three of the six sections of the International were German.

In the mid 187o0s, fifteen of twenty-two sections of the Work-
ingman’s Party of the United States were German; the party’s radi-
cal German-language paper, the Vorbote, had thirty-six hundred
subscribers by 1876. Over 40 percent of those arrested during the
1877 strikes had German or Bohemian last names. The German
cabinetmakers, cigar makers, stonecutters, and coopers exhibited a
degree of class solidarity with the less skilled by expressing support

144
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for that strike. All candidates actually elected by and a high propor-
tion of the voters for the Socialist Labor party were Germans.

In the 1880s, the great majority of anarchists in the city were
German. German-language anarchist papers had a circulation of
over twenty thousand in the mid 1880s; twelve of the thirteen anar-
chist clubs and six of the eight Haymarket martyrs were German.
The first union to express anarchist views, the Progressive Cigar-
makers Union, was German. The anarchist Central Labor Union
was made up primarily of German unions. Most socialist and anar-
chist meetings actually took place in communities with a high pro-
portion of German residents; hundreds of such meetings were an-
nounced in the German-language press and attended by German
workers throughout this period (Arbeiter Zeitung [Chicago] for this
period). In one month (April 1884), there were seventeen meetings
of anarchist groups held in German and Bohemian Turner halls.

Throughout the period, German revolutionaries were in direct
conflict with Anglo-American reformers on both ideological and
tactical questions. Most Germans did not believe that labor reform
measures (such as child labor restrictions, stricter enforcement of
apprenticeship rules, prohibition of convict labor, and factory in-
spection) could solve the problems of the city’s working class. Ger-
mans also were more likely to reject the exclusive craft union
organizing model in favor of organizing the unskilled; the Progres-
sive Cigarmakers advocated organizing sweatshop cigar workers,
for example. They did not believe that currency reform would help
workers much, and they supported the more radical demand of ten
hours’ pay for eight hours” work during the eight-hour movement
in the mid 1880s. Tactically, they denied the efficacy of lobbying
legislators, eventually deciding that the electoral system was not an
effective arena for working-class political action and supporting the
use of armed workers defense associations. The split between the
Anglo-Americans and the Germans was finally resolved only be-
cause brutal repression effectively crushed the anarchist tendency
following the Haymarket bombing.

However, I am not suggesting that most Chicago Germans were
revolutionaries. No revolutionary movement, even dramatically
successful ones, ever recruits the majority of its potential constitu-
ency. The Chicago movement was no exception; many in the city’s
German working class did not support the socialist and anarchist
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tendencies even when those movements were at their height. Cer-
tainly, few middle-class Germans supported revolutionary politics.
Most probably agreed with the sentiments of one of the most
powerful German-Americans in the Midwest, Hermann Raster,
editor of the moderate Illinois Staats-Zeitung, who condemned the
socialists and anarchists as follows:

With their insolent and insane demands, they jeopardize this country’s
economy and every honorable person’s property. Unfortunately it is from
the German Reich that these bloody scoundrels, these socialists, commu-
nists, and anarchists have come. The Germans in the United States were
powerful, esteemed and influential, and although not loved, they were
respected. After the founding of Bismarck’s Reich . . . , however, their
repute has steadily declined, because of the repulsive, offensive, hideous
character of newly arriving German emigrants. (Cited in Keil 1986, 18)

Raster also wrote a letter to the governor of Illinois calling for
the execution of the Haymarket martyrs and later called for immi-
gration restrictions to keep German immigrant radicals out of the
country (Keil 1986, 18-19).

However, although most of the city’s Germans were not revolu-
tionaries, most of its many revolutionaries were German. And
these revolutionaries were able to mobilize a strong movement that
attracted tens of thousands for marches and rallies and that re-
cruited two dozen of the city’s largest unions. Obviously, there
were factors that made Chicago’s German-born workers more likely
to accept revolutionary ideologies and tactics within the labor move-
ment. As for the analyses of the labor politics of the city’s Anglo-
American and Irish workers, an effective explanation for German
workers’ political choices must consider the background of German
working-class immigrants as well as the nature of German eco-
nomic, community, and political life in Chicago.

The Working Class in Germany

Many workers faced economic hardships in mid nineteenth-century
Germany. Unlike Great Britain in this period, Germany was still
primarily agricultural, its economy based on the peasant and the
farm, the artisan and the craft shop. Most skilled workers belonged
to guilds, precursors of craft unions that were local monopolies of
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craftsmen such as butchers, bakers, tailors, shoemakers, and cigar
makers. Those who were not members of the guild were banned
from working in the trade; and guild masters, the owners of craft
shops, were banned from trespassing on other masters’ economic
territory.

The system was built on social honor, the expectation that even
low-status individuals were born into social groups that performed
important functions for society. Each worker had pride in fulfilling
his or her specific role in society; strong sanctions ensured that the
individual did not perform functions inappropriate to his or her so-
cial rank. Some mobility within the system was expected. In par-
ticular, artisans expected that diligent work would result in smooth
upward mobility from apprentice to journeyman to master. There
were obvious negative economic consequences for the individual
craftsman if such mobility was not forthcoming, but it was consid-
ered a violation of social honor as well (Moore 1978, 129—30).

By the 1840s, there were trends leading to the dissolution of the
German guilds. Improvements in transportation technology and
the lifting of various economic restrictions resulted in the expan-
sion of markets to national, even international scope, thus under-
mining the local monopolies that were the foundation of the guilds.
Master craftsmen began to see their businesses fail, journeymen
were unable to advance to master status, and apprentices could not
find work as journeymen. Many workers were forced to become ca-
sual laborers.

Rapid population growth, a trend that affected all of Europe, ex-
acerbated the situation. The German population increased from
twenty-three to thirty-five million between 1800 and 1850 (Noyes
1966, 16). Industrialization and urbanization had not progressed far
enough to provide jobs for so many new workers. Seventy percent
of the German population still lived in the country or in villages
smaller than one thousand in 1850 (Noyes 1966, 17). Even the most
industrially developed section of Germany—Prussia—had a work-
ing class that was less than one-fifth factory workers in 1846 (Noyes
1966, 21).

The result was lower wages, increasing unemployment, and in-
creasing poverty for the craftsmen. The initial penetration of mar-
ket capitalism into the rural areas of Germany displaced peasants as
well; sharecropping and seasonal day labor became increasingly
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common. These problems were followed by a potato famine, grain
failures, and a financial panic between 1845 and 1848, worsening
an already bad situation.

Workers viewed these trends as significant threats to their eco-
nomic and social positions; morally indignant guild members re-
sponded by organizing clubs and associations. In fact, organizing
various kinds of workers™ associations quickly became the panacea
for all the ills afflicting the German working class, especially once
the German government made all such group associations legal
(Noyes 1966). Even singing societies and the patriotic German
gymnastic associations called Turner societies were politicized.

Both masters and journeymen organized, but the former ex-
cluded all journeymen from their groups, tried to force a return to
old guild restrictions, and generally promoted policies that would
preserve their positions at the expense of the journeymen. The
journeymen realized that a return to the old system would not
solve their problems; they saw that the penetration of the capitalist
market into local monopolies and the severe labor surplus would
prevent them from ever becoming masters in Germany.

When it became clear that the guilds would not represent their
interests effectively, journeymen began to consider revolution.
Few journeymen became revolutionary socialists, but many did
feel that basic changes in economic institutions would be necessary
to solve their problems. They wanted an end to special concessions
and privileges, a system in which every member of society was as-
sured a job at the appropriate social level. Many journeymen tried
to organize along with unskilled workers, who were a majority of
the German working class, in order to create a new society, a
course of action the master craftsmen never considered (Moore
1978, 149; Noyes 1966, 1g6).

The result of this organizing effort was a series of working-class
political actions in 1848 and 1849, following on the heels of the
French worker revolts. In fact, this “revolution” never involved
a large proportion of the German working class; barricades were
erected in only two cities. But the combination of economic depri-
vation and political repression of the scattered uprisings led to in-
creased political consciousness and intensified organizing efforts
among German workers (Noyes 1966, 307).

These efforts culminated in such organizations as Karl Marx’s
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Revolutionary Communist League, which espoused strong trade
union organizing and strikes to fight for a new society and enjoyed
much support in the fifties. By the sixties, Lassallean ideas and
politics also became popular in the German working class. But all
the workers’ political organizations were soon repressed or forced
underground by the government.

The combination of economic deprivation and political repres-
sion did not lead all German workers to revolution in Germany;
many decided instead to emigrate to the United States. Emigration
from Germany was around twenty thousand per year from the thir-
ties to the mid forties. It increased to nearly one hundred thousand
per year in 1847 in response to the previously described condi-
tions. Reasons given for emigration were both political and eco-
nomic; emigrants mentioned overpopulation, the potato famine,
fragmentation of land holdings, decline of the crafts, unemploy-
ment of rural farmers, bureaucracy, police repression, taxes, and
obligatory military service as reasons for their decision to leave
Germany (Walker 1964, 145).

Of course, immigration had its pull side as well. Most immi-
grants decided on the United States as their destination because
they expected this country to offer greater economic opportunites
and political freedom. Chicago was a natural destination for the
German immigrant. Skilled craftsmen believed that job opportu-
nities in the city and surrounding area would be more numerous
than in their native country. Farmers and rural laborers believed it
possible to own a farm in the growing west, which was expected to
offer freedom for those of various religious and political persua-
sions, as well as low taxes, cheap land, and the opportunity to
achieve a comfortable existence in a short time for oneself and one’s
children (Hofmeister 1976, 19). Gottfried Duden’s Report on a
Trip to the Western States of North America appeared in Germany
in 1829; the book’s “streets paved with gold” emphasis apparently
led many to make the long journey to Chicago once they reached
the United States (Hofmeister 1976, 20).

As pointed out with regard to Irish immigrants, many jobs were
created through the building of the Illinois and Michigan Canal
and the railroads around mid century. The rebuilding of the city
following the fire in the 1870s also meant jobs for construction
workers of all skill levels. Enthusiastic letters to relatives back in
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Germany convinced many potential migrants to come to Chicago;
and agents for the railroad, construction, and other industries were
hired to keep the stream of immigrants flowing. As the German
community in Chicago grew, the city developed a more complete
set of German institutions and support networks, which made it
even more attractive to the immigrant craftsmen. Many Germans
who had planned to own a farm in the rural west wound up as un-
skilled workers in Chicago when their meager funds ran out or
when they realized how lonely the existence of a German im-
migrant farmer could be. Chicago offered nearness to German
friends, relatives, and institutions; the wilderness did not.

In terms of numbers and cultural and political impact, Germans
were the most important immigrant group to settle in Chicago
in its early history. There were only 5,094 Germans in Chicago
in 1850; but their numbers increased to 22,227 in 1860, 53,022 in
1870, 76,661 in 1880, and 168,082 in 18go. By 1890, there were
over 320,000 first- and second-generation Germans in the city, rep-
resenting one-third of Chicago’s total population. Many of these
immigrants were undoubtedly skilled craftsmen because 74 per-
cent of them were from Prussia, the most industrialized part of
Germany (Townsend 1927, 16).

The German Worker’s Economic Position
in Chicago

Nearly all the German immigrants to Chicago found themselves in
the city’s working class (see Table g). Over three-quarters of the
German-born population was working class in all three census
years; less than one-quarter was in the middle and upper classes.
But unlike the Irish, German workers brought skills with them and
were often able to avoid the city’s worst unskilled positions. As re-
ported previously, this was reflected in an occupational dispersion
measure that is somewhat higher at .53 than the native-born figure
of .33 but much lower than the Irish figure of .gs.

Working-class Germans did have trouble breaking into the Anglo-
American-dominated labor aristocracy; from one-quarter to one-
third of all German residents were in the unskilled and low-status
skilled sectors, and less than one-fifth were in the labor aristocracy.
Germans had greater numbers in the low-status skilled category
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than any other ethnic group. They dominated such skilled trades
as cigar making, baking, brewing, cabinetmaking, and harness,
saddle, and trunk making—the trades most vulnerable to skill deg-
radation and having lower wages and less employment security
than the construction, printing, and machine trades.

Thus, Germans had fewer of their number in the highest status
trades and the middle and upper classes than the British- and native-
born craftsmen, but fewer in unskilled laboring jobs than the Irish.
The average German worker earned $476 a year, which compares
unfavorably with the $598 of the British born and the $549 of the
native born, but is higher than the $350—-$400 earned by the typi-
cal unskilled worker.

Despite the rhetoric of the “American dream,” the German im-
migrant’s children did not enjoy economic statuses significantly
better than their parents. Keil and Jentz have considered inter-
generational mobility in 2,222 German households from the 1880
Census manuscripts. Table 11, drawn from their analysis, unfortu-
nately does not differentiate between the low-status skilled and la-
bor aristocrat categories. Still, the table shows that although the
second generation had a greater ability to find skilled as opposed to
unskilled work, its members were only 3.3 percent more likely to
enter the middle and upper classes than were their parents.

TABLE 11. Class of First- and Second-Generation German
Heads of Households, 1880

First Second
Class Generation Generation

Upper middle 1.9 2.8
Lower middle 18.0 20.4
Skilled working 36.5 50.7
Unskilled working 35.7 21.9
Not specified 7.9 4.2

Total 100.0 100.0

N 1,888 142

Source. Hartmut Keil and John B. Jentz, eds., German Workers in Industrial Chicago
(DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1983), p. 23.
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As in the case of the Anglo-American and Irish workers, individ-
ual German workers’ economic positions did not predict political
choice. It was not surprising, given their economic position, to find
that Anglo-American printers supported the continuation of the
existing economic and political systems. But it was interesting to
find much less well off native-born cigar makers supporting the
same reformist politics. Likewise, it is not shocking to find that the
low-status skilled German Progressive Cigarmakers led the revolu-
tionary anarchist secession; cigar makers were vulnerable to the
negative impact of mechanization and the business cycle. But it is
surprising to find that labor aristocrats like the German printers in
the Chicago Typographical Union no. g also joined the anarchist
Central Labor Union. In fact, German workers of all skill levels
supported revolutionary politics. There was a distinctively German
revolutionary labor politics in Chicago in this period, and it mobi-
lized Germans from the top to the bottom of the working class. The
explanation for revolutionary German politics must consider social,
cultural, and political factors, and not just economic position.

The Cultural and Social Organizational Basis of the
Revolutionary German Labor Movement

Based in German community networks rather than only at work-
places, the revolutionary labor movement was able to capitalize on
strong ethnic identification. Just as for the Irish, the strength of
such ethnic identification was increased by the need for Germans
to respond to nativist attacks, which were mounted primarily by
Anglo-Americans who wished to protect their own privileged eco-
nomic position. But the Irish also waged a successful war to remain
the only real power behind Chicago’s political machine. Nativism
and its associated economic and political discrimination created
common German economic, cultural, and political problems and
motivated distinctively German solutions.

Nativist Attacks on Germans

Economic problems were created by the policy of excluding Ger-
mans from the elite Anglo-American unions. Such discrimination
was one reason for the existence of separate unions for each ethnic
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group in the city and for German—Anglo-American factionalism
within the labor movement. The practice may have maintained
Anglo-American wages at high levels, but collectively, it limited
working-class power and increased employer strength. The Ar-
beiter Zeitung commented as follows regarding the propensity of
the native-born craft unions to exclude the foreign born from their
ranks:

In most factories the laborers are under the supervision of foremen who
come from the same country as the laborers and who regulate the shops
according to their own ideas and in addition receive a commission from
the owners. This procedure will last as long as foreign labor is kept out of
the labor organizations or is treated with hostility.

American labor should try to elevate foreign labor to its own stan-
dard instead of fighting and suppressing it. (Arbeiter Zeitung [Chicago]
August 7, 1888, 32)

Germans faced attacks on their culture, especially their practice
of Sunday drinking at picnics and in beer gardens. In discussing the
enforcement of the Sunday blue laws in the early seventies, one
alderman suggested, “The Germans here must submit themselves.
It is really impudent considering that they came here poor and in
order to make money and that afterwards they always want to be
considered Germans only” (Staats Zeitung [Illinois] April 17, 1871,
48). A few months later, this same alderman stated, “The Puritans
founded the Republic, established freedom, and received the Ger-
mans with open arms. The Germans should therefore refrain from
wanting to introduce European mores [into the United States and
Chicago]” (Staats Zeitung [1llinois] June 13, 1871, 39). He went on
to say that observation of the Sabbath had made the United States
great and that the consequences of its nonobservance could be
seen in the sorry state of the European nations.

Nativist sentiments were expressed by the upper classes as well
as by the middle and working classes, as pointed out by a German
paper in its report on an attempt to oust German and Irish police
commissioners from office in Chicago.

If the Tribune does not believe that the nativist hatred of foreigners has
anything to do with the revolt against the Police Commissioners, let it
send its reporters to the gambling hell called the Board of Trade and let
them hear how the respectable citizens there use the words “d. . .d
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Dutch” [sic] or “d. . .d Irish” when they speak of Police Commissioners.
(Staats Zeitung [1llinois] January 3, 1873, 21)

Attacks on German culture became part of a general attack on
German working-class politics. Germans were accused of being
radicals who knew little of American institutions and wanted to de-
stroy all of value that Americans had built up. These attacks be-
came especially frequent after the Haymarket affair, as the Staats
Zeitung suggested in the late 1880s:

For several years a tendency to hate foreigners has been noticeable in the
United States. The fanatical clergy of the majority of American sects—in
particular the Methodists, Congregationalists, Presbyterians, and Bap-
tists, have taken advantage of these conditions not only to enforce the
blue laws, but also to make them more severe.

This anti-foreign sentiment has been strong enough to influence many
Americans who otherwise might have been liberal and progressive. The
enforcement of Sunday laws is first of all an attack against the German
element because of the custom of going out on Sundays with families to
enjoy the out-doors, to listen to good music while drinking beer in a beer
garden.

Another cause of the anti-foreign tendency is to be found in the activity
of the recently immigrated anarchists and socialists. The American con-
siders the red flag, the banner of anarchists as well as the socialists, and
sees a continuous threat against his institutions. (Staats Zeitung [Illinois]
May 11, 1888, 28)

Just as for the Irish, nativist attacks resulted in a defensive with-
drawal into German cultural traditions, community-based social
networks, and ultimately a distinctive labor politics.

The German Residence Community

Germans responded to the attack on their culture, their way of life,
and their politics by settling in nearly homogeneous neighbor-
hoods where they socialized with fellow countrymen and women,
married other German community residents, spoke their own lan-
guage, and discussed problems unique to themselves. Within this
German ethnic enclave—segregated by language, cultural differ-
ences, and social networks—ethnic identification was strong, per-
haps stronger than in Germany itself, which had only recently ex-
perienced national unification.



Revolutionary German Labor Politics 155

The German residence community founded in the mid nine-
teenth century lasted well into the twentieth century. The initial
German settlement was, like Irish Bridgeport, founded near the
Chicago River (see Map 1). But the German community did not
remain narrowly confined to the river wards; by 1870 (Map 2), it
had expanded significantly to the north. Unlike many of the native-
born and British workers, the average German was not able to af-
ford a large single-family home on the West Side or an apartment
near the central business district. Many lived in frame housing, in
“humble wooden cottages,” or in newly built three- to four-story
row housing on the city’s North Side (Pierce 1957, 3: 52).

As Map 2 also shows, the city’s Germans had established another
residential outpost on the Northwest Side in the 1860s. Unlike the
North Side settlement, which included a large number of skilled
craftsmen as residents, the Northwest Side community was settled
by mostly unskilled workers. Through the use of manuscript cen-
sus schedules, Keil and Jentz (1981) found that the unskilled in the
Northwest Side settlement segregated themselves by ethnicity,
and even by province, regardless of their occupation; by contrast,
the somewhat more ethnically diverse North Side settlement had
skilled workers of various ethnic origins living on the same blocks,
segregated more by trade than by ethnicity.

There was a fully developed set of German community institu-
tions in both the North and Northwest Side residence areas, in-
cluding German-language schools, churches, meeting places, busi-
nesses, and workplaces. Germans were able to live their everyday
lives without leaving the German community; many both worked
and shopped in their own neighborhood (Harzig 1983, 138). Some
worked in the lumberyards, furniture-making plants, iron mills,
foundries, brickyards, and breweries that were located near the
community’s western boundary. Many others established bakeries,
saloons, cigar-making, wagon- and carriage-making, tailor, shoe-
making, printing, and woodworking shops within the German
enclave. The German owners of these small businesses gener-
ally employed other Germans, often apprenticing their sons to
the trade (Harzig 1983, 135). Young women often worked in the
neighborhood-based clothing industry as tailoresses, dressmakers,
or machine operators (Harzig 1983, 135). Of 38 bakers and 158 sa-
loon keepers in the German neighborhood in 1880, more than
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four-fifths were of German descent; and all these German neigh-
borhood bakers and saloon keepers preferred German employees
(Harzig 1983, 139).

The German propensity to settle in predominantly German
communities in Chicago is shown by their residential dispersion
score of .41, which is higher than the native-born score of .28.
Some neighborhoods within these two residential areas showed
very high levels of ethnic homogeneity. In one eight-block area in
the Northwest Side community studied by Harzig (1983, 131),
nearly 8o percent of the heads of household were of German origin
in both 1880 and 1g9oo. This compares to 26 percent German for
the city as a whole. As she puts it, “The comparatively few non-
German residents were evenly distributed throughout the area and
did not interfere with its German character” (Harzig 1983, 132).
The residential stability of the area was high. These residents were
not newcomers; in 1880, the head of household had come to the
United States an average of nine to thirteen years earlier.

Propensity to marry within one’s ethnic group is a good mea-
sure of in-group identification and social isolation; in the same
neighborhood, 87 percent of all married couples had a first- or
second-generation German partner in 1880; 83 percent had such a
partner as late as 1goo (Harzig 1983, 132). These German en-
claves continued to be the residence area for many first- and
second-generation immigrants, at least until the 1920s, in part be-
cause of continued German immigration to the city (Keil and Jentz
1981, 15).

Thus, many German residents lived, worked, played, found
friends, and organized to try to solve their economic and political
problems in their neighborhood. Like the Irish, the Germans
founded a variety of ethnic social organizations to deal with their
unique difficulties. A German Benevolent Society was established
as early as 1847 and a reading club by the next year. Odd Fellows
lodges were founded beginning in 1849 and a Masonic Lodge
in 18s5. In the 1850s, singing clubs, Hermann's Sons Clubs, a tai-
lors club, a cabinetmakers club, the German Society, the Wheel-
wrights Club, a young men’s club, various fraternal societies, an
arts and sciences association, and the German Aid Society were all
established (Hofmeister 1976, 113—16).



Revolutionary German Labor Politics 157

In these organizations, only the German language was spoken,
and the tendency toward preserving German cultural and social
networks was reinforced by the fact that the majority of German
parents sent their children to German denominational schools
throughout this period (Arbeiter Zeitung [Chicago] May 12, 1883).

Chicago’s revolutionary movement was largely German in part
because it was mobilized within this socially isolated, culturally co-
hesive community. The community, with stable German institu-
tions and little separation of workplaces and community life, pro-
vided the cultural, social, and political basis for a distinctively
German revolutionary movement. Certain social organizations—
especially the free thought societies, Turner associations, and
antitemperance groups—were particularly important in creating
and preserving a tradition of German working-class radicalism in
Chicago.

Free Thought Societies

A freethinking society was established in Chicago in the mid 1850s,
although no details are known about it (Wittke 1952, 129). Atheism
and free thought stimulated radicalism in other areas of life, and,
unlike many Irish Catholics and Protestant Anglo-Americans, Ger-
man freethinkers were insulated from the conservative influences
of the church. Free thought and the conservative influence of the
Protestant and Catholic churches were common topics of discus-
sion in both socialist and anarchist political clubs throughout the
seventies and eighties (Arbeiter Zeitung [Chicago] for the period).

Just like their Irish counterparts, Chicagos German Catholic
leadership was concerned about the influence of free thought
among its flock; the Catholic church in fact viewed all labor move-
ment militants as heathen because of the importance of atheism
among the revolutionaries of the city. Their paranoia about the free
thought movement, along with their natural political conservatism,
caused church leaders to join capitalist employers in condemning
all forms of labor agitation. Some of these sentiments are clear in
this statement by a speaker at German Catholic Day in 1887:

We have to block the activities of the now-existing labor societies in which
the followers of Marx and other Jewish defenders of social economy are
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the leaders. These labor societies are working toward a revival of slavery,
trying to dictate to their bosses. They are bound to revive the Roman and
Grecian barbarism through their insistence upon eradicating the religion
to which we owe our civilization. The working men have to be won back
to the church; peace of mind of which they were robbed by the socialistic
agitators can be theirs once again if they attend church instead of attend-
ing public meetings on Sunday. But they need the leadership of their em-
ployers. (Staats Zeitung [Illinois] September 7, 1887, 5)

The competition between the church and the revolutionaries
for the allegiance of the city’s working class was intensified by the
fact that many socialist and anarchist meetings took place on Sun-
day, the only day off for many workers. Thus, workers had the
choice of attending church services or a political meeting. At one
point in the movement, German activists actually organized a
march for the eight-hour day on Easter Sunday (Nelson 1986b).
There may well have been a split between German Catholics and
German freethinkers in the Chicago labor movement, with the
latter espousing revolutionary politics and the former, reform
unionism.

This proposition about the importance of the atheist movement
for the mobilization of German anarchists is supported by the fact
that other ethnic groups with tendencies to join socialist and anar-
chist movements also had thriving, ethnically based free thought
societies. The Bohemians, who had a particular hatred of the Catho-
lic church because Catholicism had been imposed on them by Ger-
man invaders, founded the city’s most vital free thought move-
ment, and there were also many free thought advocates among
socialist Norwegians. However, such advocacy of atheism made the
Protestant Anglo-Americans in the Trades and Labor Assembly and
Catholic Irish in the Knights of Labor much less likely to join the
anarchists (Nelson 1986b, 11).

Turner Societies

Another crucial group of German social organizations supporting
the German working-class movement were the Turner gymnastic
societies. In Germany, the first Turner societies were founded in
the early part of the nineteenth century to facilitate German na-
tionalism and unification. Friedrich Jahn was convinced that there
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could be no rebirth or reunification of Germany unless its people
became patriotic, healthy, and strong through a carefully planned
regimen of physical and mental training (Wittke 1952, 147-50).
Turner members were active in the revolution of 1848, many fight-
ing on the Dresden and Frankfurt barricades; and these forty-
eighters, as they were called, were responsible for founding many
Turner societies in Chicago.

The Chicago Turnvereine became centers for German participa-
tion in the abolitionist movement in the 1850s; that movement and
the participation of Turner members in the Civil War were often
recalled in revolutionary speeches of the 1870s and 1880s. So many
in the Turner movement died fighting for the Union Army during
the Civil War that it took some time to revive the societies in the
immediate postwar period. When they finally were revived, the
German Turners in the city were more revolutionary than their
German counterparts, just as the Irish nationalist organizations
were more militant in Chicago than in Ireland.

The Turnvereine were in fact absolutely crucial in mobilizing the
socialist and anarchist movements because their members tended
toward leftist politics; many forty-eighters used the Turners as a
means of advancing their social and political views in the United
States. A less obvious but no less important reason for their cen-
trality in revolutionary movements was the fact that the Turner so-
cieties were forced to build large halls for their gymnastic exercises
and exhibitions, especially in Chicago, where a harsh climate made
outdoor exercising impossible for much of the year. These halls
quickly became the most important meeting places of the Chicago
labor movement, as documented in Chapters 1 and 2.

Turner halls became havens where the Chicago working class,
especially Germans and Bohemians, could develop their politics in
relative isolation from the intrusions of the city’s political and busi-
ness elite. The authorities understood the importance of such
meetings; during crisis periods, such as 1877 and the immediate
post-Haymarket period, police were often sent into Turner halls to
break up peaceful meetings. Even Anglo-American unionists under-
stood the importance of the Turner halls to the German workers:

Our German citizens are the owners of five or six magnificent halls in the
city. . . . These buildings have been erected mainly though the energy
of the workingmen of one nationality; yet to the eternal disgrace of our
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American, Irish, English, and Scotch mechanics, all of them combined
are unable to point to a single structure which stands as a monument to
their independence which they can claim as their own property—or
which they can use as a resort, without the payment of rent to any land-
lord. On the contrary, the Germans have their lyceums, their reading
rooms, their lecture and music halls, their gymnasiums, where they can
meet in social concourse, discuss the political situation, enjoy an intellec-
tual treat and improve their physical conditions without money and with-
out price—because the revenue received from rent more than covers
all necessary expenses. (Workingman’s Advocate [Chicago] January 8§,

1876, 12)

A radical emphasis within the Turner movement in the city is
obvious as early as 1857, when the Social Democratic Turnvereine
was organized in the Northwest Side German residence area. This
was the first working-class association to introduce Marxist ideas to
German workers in Chicago. The Turners worked for political re-
form as well as economic emancipation; in the fifties, the American
Turners suggested that they would strive for the ideal republic that
had been denied them in Germany and use the Constitution and
the Declaration of Independence as tools in that struggle (Wittke
1952, 151). Turners also helped political refugees from Europe and
fought for women’s rights, labor reform, the eight-hour day, factory
and child labor laws, progressive political parties, fair income and
inheritance taxes, direct election of the president and senators, and
public ownership of public utilities. The Aurora Turner hall ini-
tiated a collection on behalf of the anarchist defendants and fami-
lies after the Haymarket arrests. The Turners were indeed havens
for progressive politics in this period.

The various social organizations in the German community did
not work in isolation. There were connections between the free
thought, Turner, and socialist movements, as was made clear at an
1882 meeting celebrating the fifteenth anniversary of the Vor-
waerts Turner Society. The first speaker, a Freethinker editor, said,
“Although we are living under a republican form of government (a
government by the people!) much is left to be fought for. Merely
existing is not satisfying, we are desirous of higher ideals. We strive
for a socialist state based on righteousness, truth, and humanity”
(Arbeiter Zeitung [Chicago] September 23, 1882, 19). This speaker
received great applause for this statement. The next speaker re-
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inforced the idea of strong ties between the Turner and socialist
movements in Chicago:

The revolutionary socialistic foundation is the origin of the Turner so-
cieties. They differ from the Turner of Germany in that they are always
ready to take the stand against repression; they once adopted the aboli-
tionist platform fighting for it with their own lives. One of the outstanding
accomplishments of the Turners was their separation from political par-
ties. (Arbeiter Zeitung [Chicago] September 23, 1882, 19)

The Turner movement was thus affirmed as being independent
of the mainstream political parties. Turners supported the socialist
demands of many of the German workers in the city and were not
satisfied with the reformist pronouncements of the two major par-
ties. As Wittke (1952, 157) has put it, “there was little to dis-
tinguish the Turner during this post bellum period from other
progressive and radical groups except their specific demand that
German traditions be preserved for their children and grand-
children, and that the German language be taught in the schools.”

The Defense of German Culture and Revolution

Socialism and anarchism were culturally, not simply politically,
German throughout this period in Chicago labor history partly be-
cause the highly mobilized defense of German cultural practices
against nativist attacks became closely associated with political
radicalism. Thus, several German social and cultural organiza-
tions—not just the free thought societies and Turner halls—were
strongly integrated into German revolutionary politics. As Pierce
(1957, 2: 167) describes the often militant German Trades Assem-
bly: “To the unions hall on Sundays, men, women, and children
came to enjoy the social festivities of their club. Here they could
drink their beer and sing their songs in peaceful obscurity, unre-
proved by puritanical Americans.”

Nearly every major German union had a band associated with it.
At the first annual picnic of the German Trades Assembly in 1869,
the procession included marshalls on horseback, a wagon with a
press printing a German workers paper, many unions and workers
societies, five bands, and three German singing societies (Work-
ingman’s Advocate [Chicago] June 19, 1869). The socialist parties
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and later the anarchist clubs were social as well as political organi-
zations; there was often singing and dancing after a debate on anar-
chism or communism.

The socialist and anarchist marches and rallies were themselves
colorful cultural events with music, banners, signs, and costumes.
They held dances to celebrate almost any occasion, including the
Fourth of July, Maifest, Mardi Gras, and such anniversaries as the
births of Marx and Lassalle and the founding of the Paris Commune
(Nelson 1986a, 76). They were famous for their outdoor summer
picnics; several anarchist picnics held at Ogden’s Grove on the Ger-
man Northwest Side during 1885 drew thousands. They included
poetry, songs, recitations, speeches, games, Turner gymnastic ex-
hibitions, military drills, and sharpshooting. Processions to the pic-
nic grounds were opportunities to display banners, flags, wagon-
drawn tableaux, and transparencies (Nelson 1986a, 77). Amateur
theater groups also offered working-class plays with blatantly politi-
cal content at these events (Heiss 1984, 16g). As Nelson (1986a, 7g)
argues:

These kinds of events encompassed a community in which workers could
live, dance, sing, picnic and parade after work and outside the work-
place. . . . With outdoor events in the summer, and with indoor events
throughout the fall, winter and spring, the anarchist movement in late
nineteenth century Chicago enjoyed a secular and class culture it had cre-
ated, adapted, and invented for itself.

German political radicalism and the defense of German culture
against nativist attacks were inseparable. The relatively moderate
Staats Zeitung equated the German cause with the socialist cause
in 1877: “Through nothing else the German cause can be helped as
much as through mental stimulation, meetings, and debates. And
no one has done more in this direction in late years than the So-
cialist organizations. May they go on, grow and thrive, then the
things German worthy of preservation will not be in danger” (Staats
Zeitung [Illinois] April 10, 1877, 47).

German workers saw obvious connections between the eman-
cipation of the German working class and the struggle to main-
tain those German cultural traditions that were threatened by the
temperance and nativist campaigns. In fact, the situation was so
viewed by both sides; the Anglo-Americans labeled the German
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worker drunken, atheistic, and communist—all in the same breath.
The Turners, so important to the German revolutionary movement,
were also directly involved in the defense of German working-class
culture. Hofmeister (1976, 55) notes the many skirmishes that took
place between the Turners and the nativist Know-Nothing parties,
and he documents instances of rock pelting of Turner halls by
nativists. The following statement was made about the Turner halls
as early as 1867: “I feel at home wherever Turners erect a temple,
for I know that they dedicate their churches only to the cause of
freedom and progress. Every new Turner that we build . . . is a
barricade against narrow-minded ideas, a fortress of progress. Tur-
ners are welcomed by all but bigots and fanatics” (Staats Zeitung
(Illinois] October 11, 1867, 55).

The Arbeiter Zeitung was the major German anarchist paper in
Chicago. With its strong commitment to class-conscious ideologies,
the paper might have been expected to espouse solidarity between
German and native-born workers; but, it did not support the as-
similation of Germans into the “American way of life” as a means of
creating a unified working class in the city.

The last few editorials of the Tribune are devoted to the Know-Nothing
theme, namely that the English language is predominant and that it is the
only language which is used by our Chicago citizens. The editorial con-
tends that the forty thousand persons speaking German at the present
time will eventually die out, and with them will cease the German lan-
guage in Chicago, for their offspring have naturally been Americanized.

Contrary to this statement is the fact that the majority of German par-
ents send their children to German [denominational] schools and that
German immigration outnumbers that of various other nationalities. (Ar-
beiter Zeitung [Chicago] May 12, 1883, 14)

The paper went on to point out that many other nationalities in the
city spoke German or learned it from German co-workers. The
paper felt that German culture would be preserved, and with it
German socialism and anarchism.

The German character of the city’s revolutionary movement was
reinforced by ties between that movement and the antitemperance
campaign. These ties appeared as early as the first antitemperance
meeting held in the city. The twenty-eight delegates at that meet-
ing in August 1867 included five from the Chicago Arbeiterverein,
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five from the Socialer Arbeiterverein, and twelve from four Turner
societies in the city (Staats Zeitung [Illinois] August 13, 1867). In
the eighties, August Spies, the prominent anarchist, was con-
cerned with the temperance issue; he tied the movement against
prohibition to the larger working-class struggle against the eco-
nomic system and against church hegemony at an anarchist meet-
ing in 1882. He spoke of the history of the Puritans as the source of
the temperance movement and concluded:

It would not be for socialists to decide whether the effects of alcoholic
beverages are good or bad. The question is one of principle. If we were to
allow the majority to dictate to the minority what they should drink, to-
morrow or the day after that they would claim the right to dictate what we
should think. Religious fanaticism would have free rein, its initial success
would spur it on to greater demands. All religious freedom would be
ended; one coercive law would follow after another. (Arbeiter Zeitung
[Chicago] September 1, 1882, 22)

This particular meeting adopted a resolution in which the reaction-
ary agitation for temperance and bigotry was condemned; vows
were made to fight against the enemies of freedom using whatever
means Were necessary.

Ernst Schmidt, the former socialist candidate for mayor, once
suggested that temperance was the “fanaticism of the narrow-
minded Puritan which has spread throughout the country and
is threatening our liberty” (Arbeiter Zeitung [Chicago] Septem-
ber 18, 1882, 31). Another speaker at this meeting suggested that
the temperance campaign was simply one exhibition of the Ameri-
can hatred for foreigners.

German Revolutionary Havens

The strong German cultural emphasis facilitated rather than hin-
dered the growth of a revolutionary alternative within the Chicago
labor movement. Patterns of kinship and neighboring, freethinking
societies, Turners, antitemperance societies, and the various politi-
cal clubs and German trades assemblies created havens in the Ger-
man community for the growth of a political tendency distinct from
the politics of the Anglo-American working and middle classes.
Attacks on German culture led to a withdrawal into German so-
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cial networks, which in turn led to the possibility of innovation
in labor politics and the maintenance of that political alternative
through time.

Social structural havens became places where common prob-
lems could be identified, their sources could be named, and trends
leading to the loss of status and material success among the Ger-
mans could be discussed. Puritan ideas concerning the work ethic,
temperance, and antiradicalism were rejected; a radical socialist
and later anarchist German working-class culture and politics were
formulated in its stead. Differences between the experiences of the
skilled and the unskilled could often be transcended in the German
community and in the German labor movement because skilled
and unskilled faced social and political problems common to all
Germans.

Once the normal institutional responses to common problems
were tried and had failed, these havens were places where radical
programs were formulated, where ideas for the solution of the
working class’s plight were developed without the routine intrusion
of moderate or conservative ideas of the Anglo-American or even
the Irish residents of the city. In this case, the language barrier and
the barriers of differing cultures and segregated social structures
allowed the formulation of a revolutionary alternative within the la-
bor movement. Isolated social networks and cultural differences
made radicalism possible and insulated this political alternative
from the repressive ideas and actions of those in power, at least for
a while. The difficulty was that the German social network and
cultural emphasis of the movement made it unlikely that non-
Germans would be recruited to the revolutionary cause. This was a
fatal flaw. The movement enjoyed short-term success, but without
the support of English-speaking workers, it was doomed.

There is a natural experiment that allows a test of this notion of
the distinctively German character of the revolutionary movement
in Chicago in this period. As reported previously, the Germans es-
tablished two residence areas. The earlier area, at North Avenue
along the lake, was settled largely by skilled workers and was fairly
heterogeneous with regard to ethnicity. The later area, on the
Northwest Side, was more homogeneously German but included
unskilled as well as skilled craftsmen.

Marxists might predict that a multiethnic community of skilled
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workers would produce radical politics because class solidarity
transcending ethnic differences would be possible in such a com-
munity. But this was not the case. It was the homogeneously Ger-
man Northwest Side community that produced the most radical
working-class politics. It was the Northwest Side settlement’s four-
teenth ward where the Socialist Labor party had its greatest suc-
cesses; the same neighborhood provided the most fruitful organiz-
ing ground for the Progressive Cigarmakers (Keil and Jentz 1981,
24). Saloons on the Northwest Side’s Milwaukee Avenue were the
meeting places for the SLP, and that same community supported
the growth of the most revolutionary Turner association and the
strongest section of the Lehr und Wehr Verein (Keil and Jentz
1981, 25). In other words, the residence area that was most homo-
geneously German and heterogeneous in economic status showed
the greatest degree of support for revolutionary socialism and
anarchism.

The German Role in Local Politics

Certainly the response to nativism and the role of German cultural
and social organizations are important reasons why many of the
city’s revolutionaries were German. But there was another impor-
tant reason why Germans were socialists and anarchists in Chicago:
the inability of German-born citizens to gain significant influence
in Chicago politics.

Germans entered the United States and Chicago believing that,
unlike Germany, this country was a true democracy, a free republic
with universal adult male suffrage. They assumed that the serious
economic problems they unexpectedly faced in the Chicago labor
market could be addressed through moderate economic and politi-
cal action.

Thus, their first reaction to their economic deprivation and to
nativist attacks was not revolution. They formed unions and the
German Trades Assembly, and they participated in the attempts of
the General Trades Assembly to pass moderate labor reform legis-
lation. In the 1860s, they elected a number of aldermen to the city
council.

When the depression made their economic problems worse and
economic organizing difficult, Germans tried political alternatives.
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They organized and participated in mass marches to demand re-
lief and city jobs, supported strikes, and attempted to elect sym-
pathetic candidates to office. But their attempts to resolve their
problems peacefully were met with violent police repression. As
reported previously, during the 1877 strikes, several hundred Ger-
man cabinetmakers met in a Turner hall to consider the eight-hour
day and other questions surrounding the strike. Their peaceful
meeting was broken up, the proprietor killed, and many workers
injured by the actions of unprovoked special police (see Chapter 1).
Both the event itself and the subsequent trial of the perpetrators
were covered extensively in the German press (Staats Zeitung
[Illinois] April 26, 1879).

The facts reported were that the attack was unprovoked, that the
police had begun firing their revolvers as soon as they had entered
the hall, and that those involved were not punished. This event
more than any other moved many Germans to reject moderate
means of influencing the economic and political systems. Many
Germans began to believe, not without justification, that there
were separate standards of justice for German, Anglo-American,
and Irish residents in the city. The workers defense associations—
the Lehr und Wehr Verein—gained many recruits and much credi-
bility as a result of these events because many Germans believed
they needed strong, armed groups to prevent such occurrences in
the future.

Still German workers showed patience; they had not yet totally
rejected the idea that they might influence the system by electing
their representatives to city, county, and state offices. They knew
that elected officials, especially the mayor, had authority over
the police; so they decided to try to elect officials who might be
less likely to turn the police loose on German workers. Germans
turned out in great numbers to vote for the Socialist Labor party in
the late seventies; but from the beginning of the electoral cam-
paigns, it was obvious that there were dual standards of justice in
Chicago with regard to elections as well as the degree of toleration
of peaceful gatherings. Election fraud was the rule rather than the
exception when it came to the efforts of German socialist candi-
dates; in many cases, the German candidates wound up with fewer
votes counted than the party knew had been cast.

The electoral strategy lost all remaining legitimacy it may have
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had among Germans when Frank Stauber, who had successfully
been elected to an aldermanic seat in the fourteenth ward several
times, was fraudulently denied his seat in favor of an Irishman in
1880. It took a full year for the Irish election judges involved to be
found guilty of altering the ballots, by which time most of those in
the German labor movement had decided to withdraw from elec-
toral politics. German workers saw no point in working to elect
Germans to the council when these representatives would be de-
nied their seats.

This was not an isolated instance. The Irish were just beginning
to dominate the Chicago political machine and, as reported previ-
ously, were willing to do whatever was necessary to defend their
meal ticket from the encroachment of the more numerous Ger-
mans. Early German successes in electing aldermen (they had
eleven of thirty-two seats on the council in the late sixties) turned
to failure by the seventies (Hofmeister 1976, 95). In 1871, although
first- and second-generation Germans represented one-third of the
city’s population, there were only eight German aldermen on a
forty-person council; and Germans chaired only four of twenty
council committees. By contrast, the Anglo-Americans had seven-
teen aldermen on the council and the Irish, thirteen.

By 1881, the number of German aldermen had declined still fur-
ther, and the Irish were blamed for this. Irish committeemen and
precinct captains were accused of intimidating and challenging
German voters, of refusing to count German votes, of buying Ger-
man votes with promises of jobs and favors, and even of falsely
boasting of their German ethnic origins (Hofmeister 1976, g7).

These tactics prevented Germans from gaining proportional po-
litical representation. In ward after ward, an Irish minority man-
aged to elect Irish aldermen despite a German majority in the ward
population. As late as the early 18gos, 830 Irish elected an Irishman
in the tenth ward, although 2,285 Germans resided there, and 575
Irish elected two aldermen in the fifteenth ward with its 3,054 Ger-
mans. The Irish often managed this by excluding German candi-
dates from the election altogether; in the Westtown area, a ticket of
three Irishmen and one Bohemian was fielded in a neighborhood
that included 19,737 Germans, 9,993 Irish, and 3,906 Bohemians
(Hofmeister 1976, g7).

Unable to influence the system through conducting peaceful
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labor meetings or in the electoral arena, the Germans felt few
choices were left. To them, it made sense to return to economic
organizing, to form workers self-defense associations, and to create
an anarchist movement that withdrew from mainstream politics.
They rejected capitalism because that economic system was de-
grading the skills, eliminating the jobs, and decreasing the wages of
the average German worker, who had been unable to gain entry to
exclusive Anglo-American trade unions. They rejected electoral
politics and called for the abolition of the state because they had
been denied access to the political arena by political bosses who
were using that system to further Irish interests.

The Germans tried to form a class-conscious, multiethnic anar-
chist movement; they were aware of the impossibility of a successful
revolutionary movement without the support of English-speaking
workers. But the reformism of the more afluent Anglo-American
labor aristocrats and the support of the Irish for the developing po-
litical machine made such efforts unsuccessful. Both the Anglo-
Americans and the Irish had used their own ethnic networks to
gain success, and their ability to do so made it easy for them to re-
ject all class-conscious, revolutionary alternatives. The social and
cultural isolation of the revolutionary movement simply reinforced
the separation of the German tendency from that of the Anglos and
Irish. The failure of the Anglo-American and Irish workers to sup-
port the anarchist movement made it easy for the city’s economic
and political elite to gain consent for the violent repression of the
revolutionary labor movement following the Haymarket affair.

Conclusions

Most German workers were products of a German economic sys-
tem that was threatening their livelihood and social honor. To their
surprise, they faced similar problems in the Chicago labor market.
They were excluded from many of the highest status, most success-
ful unions by Anglo-American craftsmen; many were badly hurt by
skill degradation and the business cycle. Socially, they faced severe
nativist attacks on their culture and politics, which forced them to
withdraw defensively into the German community and German so-
cial and cultural organizations.

Within this German community, revolutionary labor politics
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were developed. It was not likely that Germans would accept
Puritan values regarding the work ethic, temperance, and antiradi-
calism; they viewed such ideas as direct attacks on their way of
life. Their different language and the high degree of in-group social
interaction in the German enclave helped them resist being in-
fluenced by those ideas. The revolutionary labor movement was
mobilized using social networks in such closely intertwined organi-
zations as the Turners, the antitemperance movement, the free
thought societies, and German trade assemblies and political clubs.

Almost alone among Chicago workers, Germans responded to
the problems spawned by industrialization with the notion that an
entirely new, noncapitalist system ought to be created, a system
that would better meet the needs of the entire working class. Pro-
posed solutions vacillated between Marxist-inspired union orga-
nizing during business expansions and Lassallean political parties
during the recurring, union-destroying slumps.

The Germans’ choice of socialism was due in part to their famil-
iarity with such militant politics in Germany. But it would be a mis-
take to assume, as the Chicago press often did, that Germans im-
ported ideologies that were inappropriate for American conditions.
Radical German politics were viable because of the unique eco-
nomic, social, and political problems Germans faced in the city and
because traditional solutions to those problems did not work.

Continued economic deprivation, police repression of peaceful
meetings, and the denial of political access to the Irish-controlled
political machine forced the Germans to develop an even more
revolutionary alternative: anarchism, an ideology that proposed
eliminating capitalism in favor of a system of worker cooperatives
and abolishing the state. This was a reasonable response to the
plight of the German worker, but it could not succeed without the
support of Anglo-American and Irish workers. That support never
came from the Anglo-Americans because they occupied a privi-
leged economic position and accepted a Puritan-influenced, he-
gemonic ideology that rationalized the operation of the economic
system. The Irish never became anarchists because they accepted
an ideology that blamed the British for their poverty, because of
their ties to a conservative Catholic church, and because they en-
joyed a privileged political position in the city.



Chapter Six

Theories of Urban Political
Movements

The preceding chapters have documented the mobilization of a
strong labor movement in a rapidly growing, industrializing city—
nineteenth-century Chicago. But the nature of the political re-
sponse of various workers in that movement varied dramatically.
Some accepted the economic and political systems as given and
tried to work within them to gain benefits for themselves or their
trades. Others used moderate means, including collective bargain-
ing and arbitration in the economic sphere and efforts to elect sym-
pathetic candidates to office and lobbying efforts in the political
realm, to attempt to reform the system. Still others asserted that
the economic and political systems had to be drastically changed
and used noninstitutional tactics such as mass strikes, protest
marches and rallies, armed workers defense associations, and dy-
namite bombs to further a revolution.

What theory or theories of social and political movements are
best able to account for this mobilization pattern in the nineteenth-
century Chicago labor movement? Theorists of many persuasions
have recognized the potential of cities to incubate social and politi-
cal movements. Such diverse thinkers as Marx, Weber, Durkheim,
Simmel, Park, and Wirth agree that significant social movements,
defined as collective efforts that use noninstitutional means of influ-
ence to promote or resist social change, were likely to arise among
those forced into new roles as factory workers and residents of eth-
nically heterogeneous, rapidly growing cities. There is less agree-
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ment on which social groups were likely to become involved in
those movements.

Marxist class analysis perspectives emphasize the importance of
the introduction of the industrial mode of capitalist production and
predict that movement mobilization will be based on consciousness
of objective class interests. Classical social movement theory sug-
gests that the increase in the division of labor and urbanization
leads to a loss of normative direction and value consensus; recruits
to urban political movements will be the socially and culturally
marginal seeking social direction. Resource mobilization theory ar-
gues that movements will be made up of rationally calculating indi-
viduals who create social movement organizations to take advan-
tage of the new political opportunities that arise from urbanization
and industrialization. The progress of research into urban political
mobilization has been based on unraveling the strengths and weak-
nesses inherent in these three theoretical orientations.

Class Analysis of Urban Political Movements

Marxist explanations of urban political movements depend on an
analysis of the economic system. Proponents of class analysis see
the worker movement in nineteenth-century Chicago as a response
to the economic contradictions of capitalism. Such revolutionary
movements mobilize oppressed, exploited factory workers—eco-
nomically displaced peasants or artisans who have migrated to
large industrial cities in search of jobs. These workers attempt to
overthrow the capitalist system and substitute socialism because of
the unequal distribution of rewards and power in the economic sys-
tem and because they become conscious of their plight and develop
the power to create a new economic system.

Marx and Engels argued that industrial capitalist cities were the
most likely locus of revolutionary movements for two basic reasons.
First, cities were “hothouse[s] of capitalist contradictions” (Saun-
ders 1981, 22). In other words, the working class experienced the
most serious problems created by capitalism in cities, where mech-
anization displaced workers and the business cycle created increas-
ingly severe depressions. Both trends resulted in severe unem-
ployment and lower wages for factory workers, who formed an
increasing proportion of the working class.
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As Engels (1958) outlined in his Condition of the Working Class
in England, low wages and unemployment inevitably created un-
bearable living conditions in working-class communities. This eco-
nomic immiseration of the working class became a crucial cause of
revolutionary mobilization. Revolt was the only alternative for these
workers because they could not support themselves by any means
other than wage labor.

The other reason cities were expected to be the sites for urban
revolution is that they created conditions conducive for the de-
velopment of working-class consciousness, defined as the recogni-
tion that one shares common economic interests with other work-
ers, that those interests are opposed to those of the capitalist class,
and that capitalists are responsible for the plight of the working
class. Prior to the growth of large capitalist cities, the more decen-
tralized settlement patterns—characteristic of the countryside—
made it difficult for such consciousness to develop, as Marx noted:

The small holding peasants form a vast mass, the members of which live in
similar conditions but without entering into manifold relations with one
another. Their mode of production isolates them from one another instead
of bringing them into mutual intercourse. In this way, the great mass of
the French nation is formed by simple addition of homologous magni-
tudes, such as potatoes in a sack form a sack of potatoes. (Marx 1972, 515)

In contrast, cities concentrated workers in working-class resi-
dence communities and in larger and larger factories, which allowed
the development of insights concerning their common economic
plight. Comparisons to the relative affluence of the bourgeoisie
were also easily made in the industrial city. As Engels put it:

Only the proletariat created by modern large-scale industry, liberated
from all inherited fetters including those which chained it to the land, and
herded together in the big cities, is in a position to accomplish the great
social transformation which will put an end to class exploitation and class
rule. The old rural hand weavers with hearth and home would never have
been able to do it; they would not have been able to conceive such an
idea, not to speak of desiring to carry it out. (Engels 1975, 25)

Economic immiseration and class consciousness facilitated the
formation of working-class unions and political parties. Struggles
against capitalists would unite the working class as more workers
realized that only class-based political action could solve their
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severe economic problems. As polarized conflict proceeded, all so-
cial divisions other than the one between capitalists and workers
would become irrelevant; conflicts based on different cultural back-
grounds, ethnicity, religions, and trade or skill levels would be su-
perseded by the economically based class struggle. Ultimately,
workers’ potential to control capitalist production would result in
their winning and establishing socialism (Marx and Engels 1972).

There is a variety of problems with using this perspective to ana-
lyze mobilization in the Chicago labor movement. Craig Jackson
Calhoun (1982) has pointed out that the theory does not sufficiently
analyze the causal connections between the economic condition of
an abstractly defined working class, the development of working-
class consciousness, and the willingness to act politically as a group.
The problem is due in part to the evolutionary and deterministic
elements of the theory; it assumes that macroeconomic forces will
result in the transformation of capitalism into socialism and that it
will be the inevitable historic mission of the working class to create
that revolution. Instead of analysis, there are only assumptions:
that economic forces and concentration in industrial cities result in
common economic interests, immiseration, and the common expe-
rience of subjection to authority in the workplace; that because fac-
tory employment and urban residence provide a chance to com-
municate about such exploitation, class consciousness will result;
that such consciousness is a sufficient condition for political action
against the capitalist system (Calhoun 1982, 217).

Because the theory assumes the connections between economic
trends and the political mobilization of a class-conscious class,
Marxists often concentrate their analysis on the macrolevel eco-
nomic forces but neglect microlevel mobilization issues. As the
subsequent history of the working classes of Europe and the United
States has shown, these relationships cannot be assumed; one must
answer questions that arise at each step in the causal chain—from
the economic situation of workers, to a class-conscious work-
ing class, to a fully mobilized working class—based revolutionary
movement.

One result of the failure to analyze such connections is that
Marxist theory ignores the importance of non-class-based discrimi-
nation: in-group, out-group social networking, cultural-ideological
elements, and patterns of access to political influence in the politi-
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cal mobilization process. Concentration in dense urban neighbor-
hoods provides the opportunity for communication that can lead to
non-class-based as well as class-based identifications (among ethnic
or racial groups, for example). Urban residence can also intensify
cultural differences; and the acceptance of different values, ideolo-
gies, and ways of life can lead to a diversity of responses to identical
economic circumstances.

Thus, ethnic origin, not economic class position, became the
most important determinant of political choice in the Chicago labor
movement. Nativist economic, social, and political discrimination
created critical problems for workers in subordinate ethnic groups
and benefited dominant ethnic group workers. Ethnic commu-
nity—based social networks and ethnic cultural beliefs and practices
determined the political mobilization pattern when workers re-
sponded to those problems.

In order to create a viable theory of urban working-class political
mobilization, Marxists must address the following questions: Are
common economic interests and the means for communicating
about them a sufficient basis for class consciousness and political
action? What kind of social networks facilitate the development of
class consciousness and class-based political mobilization? What is
the impact on mobilization of community-based versus workplace-
based networks? Does urbanization-industrialization inevitably in-
crease only class consciousness, or can it also intensify other kinds
of group identity (such as racial and/or ethnic consciousness), which
then affect the political mobilization pattern? What is the effect on
such mobilization of different levels of group access to local politi-
cal influence? Contemporary Marxists have dealt with some of
these issues.

Revisionist Marxists

The importance of ethnic identification does not necessarily de-
cline under the impact of industrialization, as Marx and Engels
predicted. Job and housing discrimination, as well as residential
preferences and ethnically based patterns of occupational recruit-
ment, may make it a more important basis of group formation than
class (Olzak and Nagel 19g86). Discrimination can result in common
problems for members of the same ethnic group at various eco-
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nomic levels. Ethnic and racial groups are often severely segre-
gated by both residence community and occupational distribution;
this can have dramatic consequences because activists use such so-
cial networks in political mobilization efforts.

Because of their obsession with the revolutionary potential of
class-based politics, most Marxists who have considered the impor-
tance of ethnic identification have suggested only that cultural dif-
ferences can retard the development of class consciousness. A few
Marxists have gone farther by studying patterns of ethnic economic
segmentation. Lenin (1966, 251-52) pointed to the importance
of an ethnically based labor aristocracy in accounting for the re-
formism of native-born American workers:

In the United States, immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europe are
engaged in the most poorly paid occupations, while American workers
provide the highest percentage of overseers or of the better paid workers.
Imperialism has the tendency of creating privileged sections even among
the workers and detaching them from the main proletarian masses.

Higher and more stable incomes supported a different life-style,
fostered identification with the middle class and its reformist val-
ues, promoted in-group social interaction during work and lei-
sure time, and reinforced the political conservatism of this labor
aristocracy.

Another Marxist, Michael Hechter (1975, 1978), also has consid-
ered the impact of ethnically based economic segmentation on
working-class political mobilization. He argues that industrializa-
tion does not necessarily change an existing system of ethnic strat-
ification by creating a proletarianized, homogeneous class. Elite or
core ethnic groups where industrialization occurs first will be allo-
cated to the most desirable jobs, citizenship rights, and social
statuses; subordinate groups in peripheral regions will be assigned
to less desirable positions. This creates a cultural division of labor
in which the stratification system assigns individuals to specific
roles in the social structure on the basis of objective, readily iden-
tifiable cultural or racial distinctions such as skin color, religious
differences, language differences, and region of residence. The
existence of this cultural division of labor contributes to the devel-
opment of a distinctive ethnic identity in each of the two or more
cultural groups.
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However, unlike Lenin, Hechter emphasizes the revolutionary
potential of the subordinate ethnic groups rather than the conser-
vatism of those of high status. He argues that ethnic identity is
likely to be stronger among members of the subordinate ethnic
group in the rural, peripheral regions; ethnic identity becomes a
basis of mobilization primarily because it coincides nearly perfectly
with subordinate class position.

Contrary to the orthodox Marxist argument, Hechter asserts
that this cultural division of labor can be long lasting; neither eco-
nomic integration nor political incorporation can be assumed. The
dominant group’s strong interest in economically exploiting the
subordinate group guarantees the latter’s continued low economic
status and often creates an interest in excluding it from political
representation as well.

Thus, those groups confined by discrimination or occupational
specialization to the lowest status occupational categories will mo-
bilize along ethnic/class lines to fight that status for essentially the
same reason that workers are expected to revolt under Marxist ur-
ban theory: They are exploited, less privileged, and concentrated
in factories and residence communities in such a way that commu-
nication about their plight becomes more feasible, and political
mobilization becomes easier. Hechter simply extends Marx’s class
model to the ethnically segmented case, in which economic position
is determined by ethnic origins. Ethnic ties are identical to work-
place social networks in a cultural division of labor and are the ana-
lytical substitute for class ties in explaining political mobilization.

The fact of ethnic residential, as well as workplace, segregation
reinforces the development of strong ethnic identity in the periph-
ery. Communication about common problems is facilitated by the
social structural isolation of the subordinate ethnic group. Such
communication can occur within a wide variety of collectivities
(neighborhoods, workplaces, schools, churches, social and recre-
ational clubs, and other voluntary associations). Class and eth-
nic solidarity reinforce each other in this situation, making each
stronger.

The major problem with Hechter’s approach is that he views
ethnic political mobilization as being most likely among the least
privileged, most regionally isolated ethnic groups (in the “Celtic
fringe” within Great Britain, for example). This prediction has not
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withstood testing; in fact, ethnic identity and ethnic political mobi-
lization are more likely in urban settings like Chicago, where eth-
nic groups are apt to be in contact—and thus in conflict—over
scarce political, social, and economic statuses (Olzak and Nagel
1986). His notion of a cultural division of labor is more successfully
applied within the urban labor market.

But even proposing a city-based cultural division of labor will
not make Hechter’s theory a particularly useful tool for analyzing
mobilization in the Chicago labor movement. Hechter’s theory re-
duces ethnic differences to economic differences; that approach
cannot explain why Chicago workers in the same trades often had
totally different political responses to the same economic prob-
lems. Skilled German printers and cigar makers and unskilled
Bohemian lumber shovers all joined the anarchist Central Labor
Union in the early 1880s; Anglo-American printers and cigar makers
and Irish laborers were likely to be in the reformist Trades and La-
bor Assembly in the same period.

Hechter does consider the explanatory importance of some so-
cial structural factors (patterns of in-group, out-group interaction),
but he assumes that economic class and ethnic status coincide. He
totally ignores the fact that working-class willingness and capacity
to rebel against capitalist industrialization is affected by cultural as
well as material factors. Culture (knowledge, beliefs, art, morals,
laws, customs, tradition, ideas, and values) may affect how workers
do or do not respond to the effects of industrialization because cul-
tural values and beliefs affect whether economic and social changes
are viewed as unjust. Cultural factors can also affect which re-
sponses to economic and social injustices are assumed to be legiti-
mate and effective. Cultural values or traditions may influence
workers from different backgrounds to respond to identical eco-
nomic conditions with various degrees of passivity, reform, or revo-
lutionary action.

The importance of considering culture in accounting for work-
ing-class political responses has been recognized by some of the
most important twentieth-century Marxists, including Antonio
Gramsci (1971, 1977, 1978), and by British and American social
historians such as E. P. Thompson (1963, 1978), Eric Hobsbawm
(1964, 1984), Herbert Gutman (1977), Alan Dawley (1976), and
others (Cantor 197g). Gutmans Work, Culture, and Society in In-
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dustrializing America (1977) has been one of the most influential
works, defining the research agenda of a generation of American
social historians.

Gutman (1977, 14) analyzed the impact of industrialization by
examining the confrontation between preindustrial cultures and
employers’ attempts to impose a culture consistent with industrial
work discipline. He argued that industrial capitalists viewed a vari-
ety of work habits as harmful because they affected the intensity or
duration of the work effort; these included such customs and values
as consuming beer or liquor, smoking or gambling while at work,
having three- to five-day holidays, not working on Mondays, being
unwilling to work long hours, preferring small shop to factory em-
ployment, and preferring the craft style of work over an extreme
division of labor. According to this perspective, some moral reform
movements (such as the temperance movement) had less to do with
morals per se than with employers’ attempts to rationalize outlawing
behavior that lowered productivity in a machine-paced workplace.

Gutman examined how the necessity of adapting craft-based
community values, norms, and customs to an industrial way of life
gave diverse groups of workers a common class experience and a
possible source of class consciousness. He also considered the im-
portance of autonomous worker communities and institutions in
their challenge to capitalism. Like Hechter, he suggested that the
conditions for that challenge arose in villages or towns rather than
in large cities.

Gutman argued that the real militants in the industrializing
United States were artisans in small industrial towns attempting to
preserve traditional values and ways of life. Their power was based
on the fact that the working class dominated the smaller industrial
towns numerically—as shapers of the town’s dominant culture and
as consumers of products and services sold by the middle class.
The result was that class alliances between the working and middle
classes were much more likely in smaller towns than in large indus-
trial cities.

According to Gutman, industrial cities like Chicago were the
vanguard settlements of the new order. In cities, ideologies consis-
tent with the capitalist mode of production were successfully im-
posed on workers who did not have common traditional values and
roots to defend. Cities contained a larger, more residentially iso-
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lated middle class with less knowledge of and sympathy for work-
ers. Repression of worker movements by upper-class elites was
more likely in cities because of working-class failure to dominate
urban cultural and economic life.

There are problems in trying to apply Gutman’s approach to the
Chicago case. The perspective understates the degree to which the
cultural and social structural foundations for working-class political
mobilization can exist in relatively new urban communities. Dense
social bonds, useful in mobilization efforts, often emerge within
large cities; and revolutionary movements do not necessarily have
to defend centuries-old traditions. In fact, the opposite of Gutman’s
argument may be true. The movements mobilized by urban work-
ers may be more likely to be revolutionary than their small-town
counterparts exactly because of the greater isolation of city workers
from both the middle and upper classes. This was the case within
isolated working-class ethnic enclaves in Chicago. A class coalition
with a small-town middle class with a real stake in the system is
likely to foster a reformist, not a revolutionary, movement.

Another group of Marxists (Katznelson 1981; Katznelson and
Zolberg 1986) focuses its attention more specifically on urban po-
litical mobilization, analyzing especially the political and spatial
constraints on unified working-class political action. Their argu-
ment, developed primarily within the American Exceptionalism
framework to explain the reformism of the American working class,
is that U.S. worker moderation is due to a unique feature of the
American scene: the separation of the politics of work from the
politics of the community. Ira Katznelson argues in City Trenches
(1981, 18- 19) that the failure of attempts to create socialist and la-
bor parties in the United States is due to

sharply divided consciousness about class in American society that finds
many Americans acting on the basis of the shared solidarities of class at
work, but on that of ethnic and territorial affinities in their residential
communities. The links between work and community-based conflicts
have been unusually tenuous. Each kind of conflict has had its own sepa-
rate vocabulary and set of institutions: work, class, and trade unions; com-
munity, ethnicity, local parties, churches, and voluntary associations.

Katznelson argues that, prior to the development of industrial
capitalism, there was little separation of work and home. In U.S.
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commercial capitalist cities such as New York, Boston, Philadelphia,
and Baltimore, workers usually worked at home, and most neigh-
borhoods included people of all classes. But as industrial factory
employment increased in the mid nineteenth century, many work-
ers began to work outside their homes, and residence areas became
increasingly segregated by class, ethnicity, and race.

Workers soon took advantage of the lack of employer control
over their home lives by developing autonomous institutions in
their neighborhoods: lodges, benefit associations, parish churches,
gangs, athletic clubs, fire companies, and political clubs. If they
had been closer to work, these institutions might have been the
basis for class-based political movements. But given the separation
between work and home, community institutions instead became
the base for the development of power within the growing urban
political machines. Workers developed real political power; poli-
ticians had to cater to their needs by giving them patronage jobs
and some services in order to garner votes. But the basis for this
political mobilization was ethnic and crossed class lines.

Only at work was there class consciousness; workers struggled
militantly for better wages and working conditions in multiethnic
unions. But their successful fight was for benefits within the sys-
tem, not for a new system. They did not challenge capitalism itself
because the institutions necessary for accommodating the working
class to capitalism—the franchise and legal unions—were already
in place when industrialization began. Katznelson (1981, 71) be-
lieves that effective revolutionary movements must involve class-
based appeals in workers™ home lives as well as at their workplaces.
As he concludes:

Over a long period of time, the stark division in people’s consciousness,
language, and action between the politics of work and the politics of com-
munity became a tacit mechanism in the selection of alternatives. . . .
The system of city trenches has produced a working class unique in the
West: militant as labor, and virtually nonexistent as a collectivity outside
the workplace.

This is a very interesting analysis, but it is not of much help in
explaining the mobilization pattern in the Chicago labor move-
ment. Katznelson's model does describe the political behavior of
Irish workers in the city; the Irish did use the militant mass strike
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model to gain some benefits at work and created the political ma-
chine in their neighborhoods. But separation of work and home
cannot explain those political choices because the Irish lived near
their workplaces. In fact, it was the Anglo-Americans who had the
greatest separation of work and home; but, contrary to Katznelson’s
predictions, they showed little class consciousness at work and
were politically moderate both at work and at home. If not for its
inability to account for Irish and Anglo-American politics, the model
might work to explain the political behavior of the city’s Germans,
who had little separation of work and home and were often revolu-
tionary in both workplace and community politics.

The basic problem is that, like the other Marxists, Katznelson
does not emphasize the importance of the ethnic factor in explain-
ing choices in both workplace and community politics. In the work-
place, he assumes that class-conscious politics prevailed; in fact,
however, cultural differences and social structural barriers such as
ethnically segregated neighborhoods and segmented labor markets
made it difficult to create unified class-conscious worker move-
ments. Katznelson does recognize the importance of ethnicity in
the neighborhoods, but he incorrectly assumes that the political
machine integrated all ethnic groups equally. In fact, there were
significant differences in the degree to which various groups en-
joyed political power or received machine jobs and favors. The
Irish were in a position of political dominance for much of the his-
tory of the machine; the Germans were denied political power and
patronage jobs. Thus, Katznelson understates the importance of
ethnic divisions in both workplace and community politics.

Consideration of the degree of separation of work and home is an
interesting and important addition to Marxist analysis of movement
mobilization, but it is not enough. Some Marxists have understood
that cultural, social structural, and political factors play a role in
that mobilization process, but their analyses of the impact of those
factors have not been adequate. Because they have seen class-
based movements as inevitable, they have neglected to stress the
importance of movements based on ethnic community networks
and sentiments of solidarity rather than on the consciousness of ob-
jective class interests. Perhaps the sociologists have more to offer
than the Marxists on the subject of community and ethnically
based political movements.
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Classical Social Movement—Collective Behavior
Theories of Urban Social Movements

The roots of the sociological perspective on urban social move-
ments lie in the work of the classical sociological theorists St.
Simon, Comte, Spencer, Toennies, and Durkheim. Toennies’s Ge-
meinschaft und Gesellschaft and Durkheim’s mechanical and or-
ganic solidarity dichotomies suggested that the basis of social inte-
gration differed in premodern and modern societies. In traditional
societies, value consensus (the internalization of a set of common
values by each member of society) was stronger. Social control was
easier in traditional societies because of small community size and
because individuals interacted with the same people in each of
their social roles—in school, at work, at recreation, in church, in
the residence community.

The same means of social integration is not possible in modern
society, with its large urban communities and its segmented roles.
The society’s control over individual members is much more tenu-
ous; value consensus is threatened by the decline of traditional val-
ues, and the individual interacts with more strangers and with dif-
ferent people in each social role. But system complexity and the
extreme division of labor also imply that each member of society
must depend on others to survive; thus, integration is accom-
plished through interdependency, the necessity for cooperation in
a system with many specialized roles.

For these theorists, revolutionary movements were a symptom
of temporary maladjustment in social control mechanisms, the ini-
tial failure of a modernizing society to integrate adequately all its
members. The first sociological theories of urban revolution were
proposed by the “crowd theorists”: Le Bon, Tarde, and Taine. All
three saw revolutionary movements as irrational acts by socially
marginal troublemakers who were not tied strongly to traditional
institutions such as the church and state. Taine (1868) blamed the
crowds of revolutionary France for ruining any chance for reason-
able compromise because there was no rational goal informing
their behavior; the revolution had torn the society apart, and now
people had allegiance only to “the mob.” Le Bon (1960) suggested
that in crowds, the individuals rational faculties came under the
influence of suggestion by revolutionary leaders.
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Tarde (1969) emphasized that ideas are spread through con-
tagion in these irrational crowds, contagion that turns “a moderate
desire or uncertain opinion of the originator” into “passion and
conviction, hate and fanaticism in the mass” (Oberschall 1973, 13).
All assumed that these revolutionary crowds were created from
among the disorganized, mentally disturbed, criminal classes of big
cities. Thus, revolutionary actions supposedly were based on the
irrational, emotional response of rootless masses caught in the grip
of contagion.

Robert Park and the Chicago School of Sociology he helped
found built on the work of the classical sociologists and the crowd
theorists to develop sophisticated theories of urban social move-
ments. Park argued that trends associated with urbanization (such
as a high rate of change and the rapid occupational and residential
mobility of arriving immigrant groups) created unpredictability in
social interaction patterns, particularly near the ethnically hetero-
geneous city center. Value consensus was threatened by the mixing
of indigenous with immigrant cultures; because a variety of norms
and values was available to be used as standards of proper behav-
ior, no one set of values and norms was firmly in effect. His argu-
ment was that the social structural and cultural foundations of so-
cial stability were weak in heterogeneous, rapidly changing cities.

The social disorganization associated with urbanization led to
various urban problems. Park stated that all urban problems were
problems of social control; they were due to the inability of the city
to mold the behavior of its residents through predictable patterns
of social interaction and through inducing city residents to follow a
consistent set of norms and values (Park 1967, 209). This lack of
social control led to increases in individual deviance (crime, sui-
cide, drug abuse) and to group behavior outside the usual insti-
tutional channels. Park was the first of many to call such group ac-
tivities collective behavior (Park 1967; Smelser 1g62; Turner and
Killian 1987).

Park and his frequent collaborator Ernest Burgess (1967) sug-
gested that urban social disorganization resulted in many different
kinds of collective behavior in cities:

Strikes and minor revolutionary movements are endemic in the urban en-
vironment. . . . Cities and particularly great cities are in unstable equi-
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librium. The result is that the vast causal and mobile aggregations which
constitute our urban populations are in a state of perpetual agitation,
swept by every new wind of doctrine, subject to constant alarms and in
consequence the community is in a chronic condition of crises. (p. 22)

To what extent are mob violence, strikes, and radical political move-
ments the result of the same general conditions that provoke financial
panics, real estate booms, and mass movements in the population gener-

ally? (p. 27)

Louis Wirth (1964) took the social disorganization view to a
greater extreme in “Urbanism as a Way of Life.” He asserted that
ecological traits of cities (size, density, and heterogeneity) were re-
lated to social psychology (anonymity, superficiality, and anomie).
Cultural mixing led directly to the disorganization of personality,
which was in turn related to the rise in crime rates, suicide, cor-
ruption, and madness in the great cities.

On the group level, rootless masses expressed themselves politi-
cally through irrational mass movements. Recalling the crowd
theorists, Wirth suggested that the masses were easily swayed by
propaganda, subject to “manipulation by symbols and stereotypes
managed by individuals working from afar or operating invisibly
behind the scenes through their control of the instruments of com-
munication” (Wirth 1964, 82). In other words, unintegrated indi-
viduals accepted whatever new forms of solidarity were imme-
diately available to them as the old forms lost their force. Mass
movements, even revolutionary ones, were created by propagan-
dists exploiting the population’s lack of social ties and values.

The Chicago school proposed that social movement participants
were drawn from those the city had been unable to integrate so-
cially: the poorest, most recent migrants to the city in central resi-
dential areas, especially those from cultures most “alien” to U.S.
culture. Questioning of the basic workings of the system came from
socially marginal, valueless individuals with little ability to judge
right from wrong.

Movements were also viewed as temporary because the system
would respond to the demands of the movement and because, as
implied in Ernest Burgesss famous zonal model of city growth
(Park and Burgess 1967), recent immigrants would soon experience
upward occupational and outward residential mobility that would



186 Theories of Urban Political Movements

make any demands for basic changes in economic and political in-
stitutions irrelevant. Such mobility would occur inevitably because
the immigrants’ desires for higher social status would compel them
to find better jobs and to move out from inner-city ethnic areas
to newer housing in more “American” communities and suburbs
(Cressey 1930, 174—79). This would enhance the prestige of the
family moving to the city’s periphery and would be associated with
improved living conditions (single-family homes, better recreational
opportunities, more space, and better public services).

The Chicago school believed that such residential movement
would also have cultural consequences. As each ethnic group moved
farther and farther out, it would eventually intermarry and interact
socially with “Americans” near the city’s periphery. Eventually, the
ethnic group would lose its character as a separate entity; assimila-
tion into the American way of life would result from social, occupa-
tional, and residential mobility. Social mobility and cultural assimi-
lation would create “good Americans” with a commitment to the
U.S. economic and political systems.

The classical social movements perspective is not very helpful in
analyzing the nineteenth-century Chicago labor movement. The
theory has the same problem as Marxism in one sense. The re-
liance on a vague contagion concept and the assumption that move-
ment participants are irrational results in an inability to adequately
explain the causal processes involved in the mobilization process.
It is difficult to give a reasonable explanation of irrational acts; in
fact, the Chicago school and other collective behavior theorists felt
that one could not predict which type of collective behavior would
result from urban social disorganization.

Also, the idea that the use of noninstitutional means for the
redress of grievances is necessarily irrational is not useful. Rea-
sonable people often view radical social movements as the only al-
ternative after normal institutional channels fail to solve their prob-
lems. In the Chicago case, revolutionary anarchism became viable
only after activists had unsuccessfully attempted to utilize the
existing political system to redress their serious grievances.

More centrally, the theory’s most important premise—that
movement participants are drawn from the socially and culturally
marginal—is incorrect. All of the various tendencies in the Chi-
cago movement recruited through workplace and community-



Theories of Urban Political Movements 187

based social networks; the most likely to participate were in fact
the most, not the least, socially integrated. It makes more sense to
speak of the recruitment of politically and perhaps economically
marginal (but socially integrated) groups rather than socially mar-
ginal individuals when trying to explain revolutionary mobilization.

Those movements utilized strongly held cultural values of their
constituency in recruitment efforts to maintain participants’ com-
mitment and to create a distinctive view of the problems they faced
and the best possible solutions. Revolutionary movements in Chi-
cago mobilized residents of socially cohesive ethnic enclaves, using
ethnic social organizations for recruitment and ethnic cultural tra-
ditions to gain greater commitment to the movement. Many of the
revolutionaries were skilled workers, not the poorest unemployed
marginal residents. These enclaves were often long lasting, provid-
ing a base for political mobilization for decades; they did not imme-
diately dissipate under the impact of occupational and residential
mobility.

Although classical collective behavior theory pays more atten-
tion to social structure and culture than Marxism, its propositions
about those factors” impact on urban political mobilization are not
particularly useful. Resource mobilization theory presents proposi-
tions that may be more helpful.

Resource Mobilization Theories

Resource mobilization theory (Gamson 1975; McCarthy and Zald
1973, 1977; Oberschall 1973; Tilly 1978) was created to overcome
some of these problems with collective behavior theory. According
to the resource mobilization theorists, movements do not form be-
cause of the participants’ needs for normative and value direction
in a socially disorganized city. Rather, they have a political basis;
they are rational responses to the system’s failure to provide equal
access to political power for all groups (Gamson 1975).

But movements do not automatically arise due to differential ac-
cess to power in a society. Political and other conflicts of interest
are assumed to be ever present in the system, although political
movements protesting this state of affairs are not. Resource mobi-
lization theorists believe that the determinants of movement emer-
gence are trends that result in a decline in the legitimacy of the
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political institution and/or the creation of new political resources
for deprived and powerless groups. Movements emerge if chal-
lenging groups (Gamson 1g975) have available and are able to mobi-
lize resources (such as money, labor power, facilities, and means of
communication) to take advantage of political opportunities (such
as the decline in governmental legitimacy that results from a se-
rious economic depression or a defeat in war).

Revolutionary mobilization is a special case; it does not take
place unless there is a severe decline in political legitimacy of the
existing regime, which can create multiple sovereignty (Tilly 1978),
where a parallel government gains the loyalty of a significant pro-
portion of the people. The success or failure of a revolutionary chal-
lenge to existing authority would then be determined by strategic
political factors: essentially, which side had the more powerful re-
sources and was able to use them effectively against the opponent.

The resource mobilization perspective also has important propo-
sitions about the typical organizational form of movements in mod-
ern society and the types of incentives that motivate movement
participation. Resource mobilization theorists propose that the
growth of industrial cities results in a shift from decentralized, in-
formal, communal movements to centralized, formal, bureaucratic
social movement organizations (Calhoun 1g82; Tilly 1978; Zald and
Ash 1965). Small traditional groups cannot compete for economic
and political power in national and international markets, larger
cities, and much more centralized and stronger polities. Move-
ment groups have fewer resources and less internal control over
their members than do their targets, who are often corporations or
government agencies whose full-time employees will obey com-
mands without question.

The theory asserts that modern movement groups must have a
similar apparatus of internal control in order to deal on nearly
equal terms with their opponents (Gamson 1975). Movement orga-
nizations need to establish both centralization of power and a bu-
reaucratic organizational form (Gamson 1975). Centralization of
power prevents debilitating factional fights for power within the or-
ganization and allows for quick decision making in a crisis. Having a
bureaucratic organizational form—defined by Gamson as involving
such things as written documents that indicate organizational goals
and methods, a formal membership list, and at least three levels of
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internal division—helps the group maintain member commitment;
it creates role structures that guarantee members’ labor when it is
needed (Gamson 1975).

Fortunately for movement groups, urbanization and industrial-
ization facilitate the formation of bureaucratic, centralized, larger,
and more powerful movement groups by concentrating and making
more readily available both tangible assets such as money, facili-
ties, and means of communication and intangible human assets
such as organizing skills and supporters’ labor (Freeman 1g7g).

Craig Jackson Calhoun (1982) elaborated on these resource mo-
bilization themes in his study of the impact of industrialization on
the English working class. Recalling Gutman and Hechter, he sug-
gested that the real English revolutionaries were found in tra-
ditional communities, not in the emerging industrial cities. He
described such revolutionaries as “reactionary radicals,” that is,
members of traditional craft-based communities who protested
their loss of rights, privileges, and status due to the rise of factory
production and the mechanization of their trades. Facing the loss of
economic control over the crafts—the very basis of their economic,
social, and political power—they engaged in relatively spontane-
ous, decentralized revolt against the violation of traditional values.

The mobilization effort was facilitated by the use of community-
based social networks in traditional workplaces and neighborhoods.
But their radicalism was not enough; given the decentralized, dis-
organized nature of the protests, they failed to influence the trend
toward increasingly powerful, centralized, capitalist corporations
and the state. The real power within the working class was held by
factory workers who did not revolt and overthrow capitalism but
instead formed strong bureaucratic, centralized unions that used
reformist action such as collective bargaining to get what they
could out of capitalism.

Thus, Calhoun rejects the collective behavior notion that move-
ments recruit the marginal as well as Marx’s notion that the most
revolutionary group will be the working class under mature capi-
talism. Instead, he views revolutionary mobilization as a short-
term, ineffective holding action by craft workers attempting to
preserve traditional statuses and communities and accepts the re-
source mobilization view of movement recruitment (McCarthy and
Zald 1973, 1977; Oberschall 1973; Olson 1g6s). Traditional re-
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actionary movements base their appeals on solidarity within arti-
san communities. Modern progressive workers movements recruit
based on the utilitarian cost-benefit calculations of individual in-
dustrial workers. Mobilization takes place not because participants
desire social direction, as proposed by the collective behaviorists,
but because the individuals involved believe they will benefit from
their participation.

The resource mobilization view of recruitment to movements fo-
cuses on the free rider problem. In The Logic of Collective Action
(1965), Mancur Olson discusses the difficulty of getting individuals
to join in collective efforts to provide nondivisible public goods. A
public good is a product or service that, if it is provided at all, must
be provided to a large group; it bestows benefits from which people
cannot be easily excluded. Nearly pure cases are national defense
and a decrease in air pollution.

Labor movements attempt to provide such goods. Reformist
demands for labor legislation, the eight-hour day, or factory inspec-
tion laws and revolutionary demands for new economic and politi-
cal systems involve providing benefits (or costs) to many individu-
als. It would be difficult to prevent many members of society from
enjoying those benefits or facing those costs regardless of the ex-
tent of their involvement in the attempt to provide them.

According to Olson, most people will free ride when an attempt
is made to provide public goods, letting others bear the costs and
risks of movement participation while the free rider enjoys the
benefits. This is particularly a problem in large groups, where indi-
viduals cannot be certain that their contribution to the effort will
make a difference in its success or failure. Under such conditions, a
movement that had as its sole incentive for participation the provi-
sion of public goods would never mobilize at all.

Olson suggests that groups form and act for other reasons. One
possibility is for group members to coerce themselves into provid-
ing public goods; an example of this is the closed shop, which man-
dates that all employed workers will be union members. Another
possibility, Olson’s by-product theory, is that participants receive
individual benefits from participating in an organization that also
happens to provide public goods. Thus, participation is based on
furnishing selective incentives: divisible benefits that accrue only to
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actual participants in the organizations activities. Generally, this
economic theory suggests that material and career benefits are the
most common and most important selective incentives. A concrete
example of the use of selective incentives in the mobilization effort
is a union that provides individual benefits such as unemployment
insurance in order to convince reluctant workers to join. As a
by-product of recruiting workers with such incentives, the union
provides public goods such as wage increases through collective
bargaining.

Resource mobilization theory can account for some aspects of
the political mobilization pattern in the Chicago labor movement.
Groups mobilized noninstitutional political movements when they
did not believe they were given fair access to higher status eco-
nomic positions and political power. This lack of access was particu-
larly important in turning movements in a revolutionary direction.
Irish nationalists tried to fight a revolution against the British be-
cause they perceived they could not gain access to the British
political system through “legitimate” means. The Germans in Chi-
cago created a revolutionary movement because they did not be-
lieve the Irish-dominated political machine was allowing them the
traditional means of influencing political decision making in the city.

There were also aspects of multiple sovereignty in Chicago revo-
lutionary movements. Once the repression of peaceful meetings
and election fraud made the existing political system lose legitimacy
in their eyes, Germans and Bohemians attempted to create a paral-
lel system of economic organizations, the Central Labor Union, and
a parallel political system based on the Social Revolutionary clubs
and the anarchist unions. Revolutionary Irish nationalists hoped to
create dual governing institutions in Great Britain as well.

Resource mobilization theory’s propositions about a “modern”
organizing model utilizing selective incentives and a bureaucratic
organizational model are less helpful. They do seem to apply to one
tendency in the Chicago movement: the Anglo-American reform
movement. This tendency became increasingly centralized and bu-
reaucratic as the craft unions and the trades and labor assemblies
that were its basis became more powerful. Anglo-American unions
utilizing the British new model union scheme recruited and re-
tained members by offering selective incentives such as unemploy-
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ment and burial benefits. The raison d’étre of the Trades and La-
bor Assembly was to successfully lobby for labor legislation that
would gain material benefits for workers.

Through such tools, the Anglo-American workers were able tc
monopolize many of the top trade jobs in the city, and they were
often able to influence the political system. Most Anglo-Americans
accepted the capitalist wage labor system and the Chicago political
system because they worked for them and their children. They re-
mained true to the rational actor model by showing little solidarity
with the unskilled, eventually pulling out of Knights of Labo
Assemblies to return to their centralized, bureaucratic, discrimi-
natory craft unions.

However, there was a variety of other less bureaucratic and cen-
tralized, yet effective organizing models in the Chicago labor move-
ment. It is not necessarily helpful to call the more bureaucratic
movement groups “modern” and assume their effectiveness and
the less hierarchical groups “traditional” and ineffective. Like col-
lective behavior theory and Marxism, the resource mobilization
theorists assume a dichotomous model of societal development.
This results in the insistence that there is one modern form of
movement organization and that there is one basic recruitment
strategy. The resource mobilization notion that movement group:
must be increasingly centralized and bureaucratic if they are tc
compete for power in urban industrial society is a bit simplistic.

There was nothing “traditional” or backward looking about the
decentralized, nonbureaucratic, German anarchist movement; it
does not make sense to call the anarchists “reactionary radicals.’
The movement was built largely within the Northwest Side Ger-
man enclave, an emergent community that had been established
decades before that movement began. In its recruitment efforts, i
did utilize German ethnic identification. But those ethnic commit-
ments were not primordial; rather, they emerged in reaction tc
nativism and ethnically based discrimination. Rather than desiring
a return to the old guild way of life, the German anarchists pro-
posed totally transformed economic and political systems based or
the creation of autonomous producer cooperatives.

The movement was not centralized; it was constructed out of de-
centralized German and Bohemian trade unions and political clubs.
The anarchists went to great lengths to avoid giving the central
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committee any real power. It was not bureaucratic; the Progressive
Cigarmakers Union, for example, had no full-time officers. It was
not built on selective incentives, but rather on ideological commit-
ment and support for the group causes of anarchism and defense of
collective German values.

Gerlach and Hine (1970) have argued that this kind of non-
hierarchical, decentralized structure is characteristic of many mod-
ern movements and is also the type of structure that maximizes
mobilization. They suggest that the egalitarian, nonbureaucratic
structures do this by providing extensive interpersonal bonds that
generate social solidarity and reinforce ideological commitments.
Because recruitment to movement groups is generally through
face-to-face contact, the most effective mobilization efforts are
those that maximize the number of such contacts through a seg-
mented structure of many small movement groups. This lack of for-
mal structure also increases participation by maximizing the ideo-
logical and tactical choices available to potential recruits.

They also suggest that decentralized cell structure protects the
movement from opponents’ attempts to repress or co-opt the move-
ment’s leadership because eliminating one group’s leaders will not
dramatically affect the movement as a whole; other groups will
simply continue the fight. Bureaucratic, centralized movements
are much more vulnerable to the loss of a few leaders. The argu-
ment is echoed by Piven and Cloward (1977), who argue that it is a
mistake to organize bureaucratic movement groups because they
are likely to be co-opted by those in authority.

Thus, there are serious questions about the validity of resource
mobilization propositions about movement organizational form.
There are also problems with the theory’s use of the rational actor
model of utilitarian economics in explaining recruitment. Even
within the Trades and Labor Assembly, there were workers who did
not seem to follow their “objective economic interests” very care-
fully. It is not clear that the native-born cigar makers, for example,
were receiving enough economic benefits from their union and the
Trades and Labor Assembly to justify their continued support of
those organizations. Labor reform politics certainly did not prevent
the destruction of their union and their trade. Their willingness to
remain within the fold of the reform movement may be due more
to their identification with upper status Anglo-American workers
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and their acceptance of conservative Anglo-American ideas about
the causes of their plight than to a rational assessment of the indi-
vidual material costs and benefits of such participation.

Relatively high status German printers and other labor aristo-
crats joined a risky, militant anarchist movement despite their ap-
parent “objective interest” in labor reform. In fact, it is difficult to
use rational actor models to explain why anyone would choose to
participate in an urban protest movement like the nineteenth-
century Chicago labor movement, where risks included the possi-
bility of losing one’s job, being killed or wounded by the police,
and being arrested and imprisoned (Salert 1976, 33—35). With few
clear individual benefits and a number of high potential costs, re-
cruiting participants into the Chicago socialist and anarchist move-
ments should have been much more difficult than it was (Salert
1976, 35).

Bruce Fireman and William Gamson (197g) have criticized the
use of utilitarian models in the analysis of social movement mobi-
lization. They believe that the emergence of a movement, recruit-
ment of participants, and outcome of the challenge are determined
“more by changes in group interests than by changes in the provi-
sion of ‘selective incentives,” more by assessments of collective
efficacy than by assessments of individual efficacy, more by soli-
darity and principle than by individual self-interest” (Fireman and
Gamson 1979, 10). They suggest that movement participants assess
what their group may gain or lose from their participation as well
as what they may gain or lose as individuals. They also emphasize
the importance of such nonutilitarian human relationships and
nonmaterial incentives for participation as reciprocity, altruism,
and acting according to group-based norms and values (for ex-
ample, moral or political principle).

Their argument implies that activists contribute their efforts to a
social movement organization because they believe in its goals and
methods and understand that self-sacrifice is often necessary in
working for an important political cause. Self-interest models—
particularly those stressing material incentives—cannot explain
why ideologically committed movement participants may be will-
ing to sacrifice their time, their welfare, sometimes even their
lives, to a cause. This argument seems particularly relevant to the
case of revolutionary mobilization, where the risks are extremely
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high and the potential separable individual benefits are nearly
nonexistent.

Resource mobilization theory is an important antidote to Marxist
theories, which have no comprehensible analysis of micromobiliza-
tion, and it is an improvement over collective behavior theory,
which wrongly stresses movement participants’ social marginality
and irrationality. But in reacting to the collective behavior perspec-
tive, it may have gone too far in stressing the similarities between
movement and bureaucratic organizations with regard to recruit-
ment, participation incentives, and organizational structure.

Solidarity Theory

None of the three theoretical traditions reviewed can adequately
account for all the political tendencies in the Chicago labor move-
ment in this period. In particular, none can explain the ethnically
based political mobilization pattern in that movement because all
three perspectives emphasize the extent to which industrialization
and urbanization break down communal bonds and ethnic and
racial identities. Industrialization, it is assumed, will eventually
eliminate “backward, traditional” practices not based on considera-
tions of objective economic interests. Marxists expect class con-
sciousness to develop; collective behaviorists expect short-term
disorganization and conflict but long-term cultural and social as-
similation; resource mobilization theorists expect eventual domi-
nance of economic and political institutions and movements by bu-
reaucratic organizations that recruit members based on individual
cost-benefit calculations.

An alternative perspective, which can be called solidarity the-
ory, emphasizes how industrialization and urbanization create new
(not necessarily centralized and bureaucratic) forms of solidarity
rather than how such processes destroy old traditional forms. In-
dustrialization and urbanization often reinforce or even create eth-
nic and racial divisions in the labor market and can lead to the for-
mation of close-knit, ethnically homogeneous urban communities.

Labor market segmentation and community ethnic segregation
both affect political mobilization. Problems are created for mem-
bers of subordinate racial or ethnic groups; these problems then
may be the basis for the emergence of common grievances and col-
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lective political consciousness. Such ethnically based structures
also affect the mobilization pattern that results from organizing on
common grievances. Each creates routine patterns of in-group,
out-group social interaction that are used in recruitment efforts and
may help insulate movement activists from their opponent’s ideas
and repressive and co-optive tactics.

Efforts to recruit and ensure the continuing participation of
movement activists often involve the creation of commitments to
collective efforts to deal with such grievances; movements mobilize
constituents by creating political solidarity—commitments to group
goals and tactics—not simply through the use of selective incen-
tives. Various emergent group level factors (patterns of social inter-
action, cultural and religious beliefs, group political histories) are
important in mobilization because they affect the individual’s pro-
pensity to sacrifice for the sake of group goals. Let us now consider
this theory in more detail.

The Ethnically Segmented Labor Market

Contrary to the Marxist view, industrialization does not automati-
cally undermine ethnic ties. Ethnic competition theorists (Barth
1969; Deutsch 1953; Hannan 1979; Nielsen 1980; Olzak and Nagel
1986; Van de Berghe 1967), drawing extensively on resource mobi-
lization theory, argue that industrialization and urbanization can
create changes that disrupt a previously stable and peaceful ethnic
division of labor. Urbanization initiates between ethnic populations
contact that leads to competition for scarce resources and political
influence (Olzak and Nagel 1986). Far from making ethnic conflict a
relic of the past, industrialization results in its emergence because
it forces previously noncompeting ethnic groups to compete for the
same jobs and economic resources (Ragin 1979).

There has been a running debate between advocates of ethnic
competition theory and Michael Hechter’s cultural division of labor
thesis. For the competition theorists, ethnic conflict becomes most
likely as a cultural division of labor breaks down, as differences in
allocation to various jobs are eliminated under the influence of the
“rational” forces of supply and demand in a growing city economy.
Conflict results from dominant ethnic groups being forced to com-
pete for high-wage jobs with challenging ethnic groups in an urban
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setting. The conflict is generally based on the willingness of lower
status ethnics to accept lower wages to perform the same work. But
such conflict is short-lived because the market forces of supply and
demand will eventually equalize ethnically based wage differentials.
Hechter argues that ethnic conflict results from the long-term con-
finement of lower status ethnic groups living in peripheral areas to
lower ranking jobs.

As suggested in Chapter 3, it is possible to assume the validity of
both the competition theorists” proposal that conflict is more likely
in urban settings and Hechter'’s cultural division of labor concept.
There is no reason a cultural division of labor must be based on
urban-rural or center-periphery differences; it can exist within a
city labor market, as Hechter (1978) has recognized. This idea of
long-lasting ethnic occupational specialization is more useful in the
Chicago case than the ethnic competition notion of ephemeral eth-
nic conflict based on wage differentials.

In the initial period of industrialization, employers’ hiring deci-
sions may be based on racism or nativism rather than on the belief
that discriminatory practices will be economically beneficial. The
fallacy lies in assuming that competitive markets will make these
discriminatory practices economically detrimental to employers.
Once implemented widely, labor market segmentation can benefit
employers in a variety of ways.

Confining a readily identifiable group to certain subordinate oc-
cupations creates a labor pool whose members facing discrimination
are forced to take low-wage, dead-end jobs. Such segmented mar-
kets can benefit employers by increasing profits through extreme
exploitation of the low-status ethnic or racial group and by prevent-
ing the founding of unified, effective, firmwide and industrywide
unions. Positive results for employers will be especially likely if all
or nearly all employers engage in similar discriminatory hiring and
promotion policies; the universality of discrimination makes it nec-
essary for the subordinate group members to accept any job they
can get, regardless of the wages and working conditions.

Not necessarily only employers benefit. Higher status ethnic
group workers often successfully monopolize desirable jobs through
discriminatory practices; the classic means for this is the craft
union, which controls access to the trade by restricting entrance
to the union’s apprenticeship program. The institutionalization of
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such a segmented labor market creates important economic, social,
and cultural divisions within the working class; it can promote a
commitment to individual, or at best trade, interests among the la-
bor aristocrats and inhibit the development of a class-conscious
labor movement.

The mistake so many analysts make is assuming that capitalist
markets are characterized by free competition; in fact, such mar-
kets are more commonly dominated by groups able to successfully
limit competition. Ethnic, racial, gender, or other social differ-
ences are not made irrelevant by the rise of industrial capitalism.
Instead, such differences are often utilized by those with power in
labor markets (employers and craft unions) to exclude outsiders
from the rewards of the system.

Weber gave this idea a somewhat broader sociological cast with
his notion of social closure. As Parkin (1979, 44) put it:

By social closure Weber means the process by which social collectivities
seek to maximize rewards by restricting access to resources and oppor-
tunities to a limited circle of eligibles. This entails the singling out of cer-
tain social or physical attributes as the justificatory basis of exclusion.
Weber suggests that virtually any group attribute—race, language, social
origin, religion—may be seized upon provided it can be used for “the mo-
nopolization of specific, usually economic opportunities.” “This monopo-
lization is directed against competitors who share some positive or nega-
tive characteristic; its purpose is always the closure of social and economic
opportunities to outsiders.”

Excluded groups often respond in kind by acting collectively to
resist their confinement to low-status positions. They will attempt
to usurp the positions of the dominant group; or they may attempt
to monopolize a group of middle level jobs, thus confining groups
with even less power than they have to the bottom of the labor
market. In this fashion, an ethnically segmented labor market is
created through the actions of workers themselves, especially in in-
dustries where craft workers have a lot of control over entry to
their trades.

Far from being automatically eliminated by the forces of free
competition, such segmented markets may persist as long as work-
ers can be identified as belonging to some arbitrary category—
racial, ethnic, or gender (Hirsch 1980). In the case of readily iden-
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tifiable racial groups such as black Americans or a gender group
such as women, segmented labor markets have persisted for many
generations.

In Chicago, Anglo-Americans were able to monopolize jobs in
the printing and construction trades by apprenticing their male
relatives and friends. Employers’ discriminatory acts and use of the
craft union model created a segmented labor market that excluded
the majority of those in the working class—the less skilled, women,
immigrants, the old and the young, and sweatshop workers—from
the top trades. Economic divisions within the working class were
created with respect to wage levels and job security, working con-
ditions and life-styles between unskilled, low-status skilled, and la-
bor aristocrats.

Worker allocation to each of the three sectors was closely asso-
ciated with ethnic origin. Most of the city’s Irish residents were in
unskilled jobs; most British immigrants were labor aristocrats;
many Germans were in the lower status trades. The average eco-
nomic position of each ethnic group’s workers was important in
affecting each group’s view of the labor market. But Chicago’s eth-
nically segmented labor market was not perfect; there was no one-
to-one correspondence between ethnic origins and economic status.
There were some German and Irish labor aristocrats and a few
Anglo-Amercan unskilled laborers.

There was, however, greater differentiation in economic status
than political choice within the working classes of each ethnic group.
The reform and revolutionary tendencies mobilized workers of di-
verse economic backgrounds and common ethnic backgrounds. So
the tendency for different ethnic groups in the movement to choose
different political paths cannot have been based only on the eco-
nomic position of each ethnic group. There were social, cultural,
ideological, and political reasons for strong ethnic identification in
the city and for ethnically based political mobilization.

The Emergence of Ethnic Enclaves

The impact of industrialization cannot be easily analyzed through
abstract, dichotomous, theoretical models; it must be explained
through historical investigation. Likewise, simplistic views of ur-
banization must be questioned. It is not useful to assume that
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urbanization is socially disorganizing, that it destroys ethnic and
racial identities. Many prominent urban theorists (Fischer 1984;
Gans 1g62; Janowitz 1952; Suttles 1968; Whyte 1943) argue that
the city does not simply destroy old communities; it creates new
ones. Rather than fostering social disorganization, large, dense
cities often germinate a variety of distinctive, separate social worlds
because they attract critical masses of migrants from a great variety
of cultural backgrounds (Fischer 1984).

Cultural and political assimilation models (the idea of the melt-
ing pot and pluralist political theory) are not any more helpful in
understanding the immigrants’ social and political experiences
than neoclassical economics is in explaining their economic fate.
Nineteenth-century immigrants faced an alien environment upon
arriving in U.S. cities, experiencing discrimination in social, cul-
tural, and political spheres—not only in the labor market. American
society was built on exclusion, and that process resulted in ethnic
status hierarchies in all institutional spheres. Those of Anglo-Saxon
origin attempted to force their culture on immigrants through a va-
riety of nativist laws and practices; cultural conflict was more com-
mon than mutual tolerance. Nativist attacks were often based on
Puritan religious values such as the assumption that those who
were successful in the labor market were the hardest and most so-
ber workers. Acceptance of these values made many Protestant
Anglo-American workers more moderate than they might other-
wise have been. They often blamed Irish Catholics for urban prob-
lems, such as crime and poverty, that may have had their true roots
in the nature of the economic and political systems in the city.

Urban political machines did not simply integrate ethnic groups
into the polity. Instead, various ethnic groups struggled aggres-
sively for political influence within the machine. The city’s Irish
workers, and to a degree also the Anglo-Americans, used a variety
of legal and illegal tactics, including lobbying, ballot stuffing, vote
fraud, kickbacks, and payoffs, to come out on top, usually at the
German workers’ expense.

The excluded fought back. The experience of economic, social,
and political exclusion induced powerless ethnic groups to create
tightly knit social and cultural communities as a defensive measure;
in such ethnic enclaves (Portes and Manning 1986), residents helped
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each other find jobs, preserved their common culture, and mobi-
lized to gain political influence. The enclaves were nearly self-
sufficient—with workplaces, homes, recreation and leisure activi-
ties, churches, and ethnic social organizations all within walking
distance. Living together was not totally voluntary; poor newly
arrived immigrants were generally not welcome in the communi-
ties of the native born. The hostile environment created denser,
stronger ties (kinship, friendship, and neighboring networks) and
more intense ethnic identification than had been characteristic of
the country of origin.

Rational actor models are not of much use in accounting for be-
havior in such settings. Within these ethnic enclaves, relations
between residents were built on reciprocity, trust, altruism, and
mutual helping (Mollenkopf 1981, 320); they were not governed
only by market relationships or by calculations of individual utility.
Kinship and neighboring networks and self-help and ethnic social
organizations were built, creating dense, strong, mutual support
networks. Community was not undermined by industrialization and
urbanization; it was simply created in a new and different form.

The formation of ethnic enclaves reinforced an ethnically seg-
mented social structure in the city. Those of the same ethnicity
were more likely to interact with one another than with those of
other ethnic groups. The foreign-born enclaves were to some de-
gree socially isolated from one another and from the communities
of the more residentially dispersed Anglo-Americans. So contact
between heterogeneous groups did not result in social disorganiza-
tion; rather, it intensified the values and in-group social bonds
within each ethnic group. The cultural and social isolation of ethnic
groups in Chicago was commented on by Jane Addams (1910,
110-11) in her book, Twenty Years at Hull House:

We were also early impressed with the curious isolation of many of the
immigrants; an Italian woman once expressed her pleasure in the red
roses that she saw at one of our receptions in surprise that they had been
“brought so fresh all the way from Italy.” She would not believe for an
instant that they had been grown in America. She said that she had lived
in Chicago for six years and had never seen any roses, whereas in Italy she
had seen them every summer in great profusion. During all that time,
of course, the woman had lived within ten blocks of a florist’s window;



202 Theories of Urban Political Movements

she had not been more than a five cent ride away from the public parks;
but she had never dreamed of faring forth for herself, and no one had
taken her.

Many of these ethnic enclaves were preserved through time.
This is contrary to the Chicago school notion that fairly rapid as-
similation into American life occurred among the immigrants. It is
true that immigrants, especially unskilled peasants, often moved
into the cheapest housing near the city’s center; usually, they moved
along the banks of the various branches of the Chicago River to be
near their industrial workplaces. The maps in Chapter 3 show that
these groups eventually moved toward the city’s periphery, and
lower status groups, usually newer immigrant groups, did succeed
them in the older residence areas. But ethnic groups had some ten-
dency to move as groups; they did not necessarily disperse into
American neighborhoods, forever losing their ethnic identities.

Pioneer ethnic families often moved from the areas of first settle-
ment into areas being deserted by another group; they were then
followed by others from the same ethnic group. The ethnics re-
established their community institutions in the new residence
area, thus preserving prior social ties, culture, and ethnic political
traditions and creating another relatively homogeneous ethnic
neighborhood.

So the Irish, Germans, Bohemians, and other immigrant groups
created ethnically distinctive communities that lasted for decades.
These communities were important to any political mobilization
effort in the city because they contained dense social networks that
could be used to communicate with potential movement recruits.
Abstract, theoretically defined class interests are much less rele-
vant to political recruitment efforts than are actual social networks
based on kinship, neighboring, friendship, and membership in so-
cial, cultural, and political organizations.

Havens and Urban Revolutionary Mobilization

It is the primary argument of this book that emergent, close-
knit urban communities are often the social basis for the mobiliza-
tion of urban political movements, especially revolutionary ones.
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Such movements do not represent mobilization by a unified, class-
conscious working class, as predicted by Marxists; they are not
manifestations of social disorganization, as suggested by the collec-
tive behaviorists; they are not products of the rational calculation
of individual interests by participants in bureaucratic movement
organizations. Rather, urban revolution is built using structurally
isolated workplace and community networks and an oppositional
culture.

The Haven and Social Structure

The concept of haven can be useful in accounting for urban revolu-
tionary mobilization. The idea depends on the proposition that
strong positive horizontal ties and limited positive vertical ones
facilitate movement mobilization. The formation of structurally
isolated communities is likely to lead to the mobilization of revolu-
tionary movements because it is easier to recruit large numbers for
radical politics if there is an organizational base in community, oc-
cupational, or religious groups; such groups produce horizontal
links of solidarity (Oberschall 1973, 119) so that the recruitment of
one leader or several group members can result in the simultane-
ous recruitment of other members of the group.

This bloc recruitment (Oberschall 1973) makes it easier to main-
tain commitment to the movement because of preexisting identifi-
cation with group goals. Appeals for participation are effective
because solidarity (the identification with group rather than indi-
vidual interests) is already present. As Fireman and Gamson (1979)
have pointed out, it is not necessary to use selective incentives in
the recruitment process if individuals are already committed to
supporting group goals.

Also, the lack of positive vertical ties—the lack of social interac-
tion with upper status groups—makes it more likely that such
groups can be successfully defined as the enemy, which makes it
easier to sustain commitment to revolutionary goals and tactics and
prevents movement participants from developing undue sympathy
for the opponent. It also promotes the political effectiveness of
revolutionary movements because movement groups are able to
develop innovative tactics in a setting that limits their vulnerability
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to their opponents’ repressive and co-optive tactics. It is often pos-
sible to use the element of surprise if tactics can be developed in a
setting where opponents have limited access to information.

There are three examples of the mobilization of revolutionary
movements in ethnic enclaves in Chicago: the German socialist
and anarchist movements, the Bohemian anarchist movement, and
the Irish nationalist movement. The Germans created an ethnically
based revolutionary movement because severe economic and po-
litical problems fostered a sense of outrage over the injustices per-
petrated against German workers. This facilitated movement mo-
bilization along ethnic lines by increasing ethnic identification and
in-group communication and by facilitating identification of the
Anglo-Americans and the Irish as the enemy. Appeals to become
politically active were spread through dense German community
kinship, neighboring, friendship, and organizational networks in
the German residential enclave.

The use of dense, in-group social networks that were character-
istic of enclave life for political mobilization efforts led to high (but
sometimes nearly ethnically homogeneous) turnouts for marches
and rallies. The movement was German in terms of membership,
language, papers, and the social networks used to mobilize it;
it was community oriented, built on the German craft unions but
also on community organizations like the Turners, antitemperance
groups, cultural organizations, and free thought societies.

This social isolation made it possible to mobilize and strengthen
this German movement apart from the political intervention of the
movement’s opponent. Anglo-American elites, who spoke only En-
glish and rarely visited ethnic enclaves, often had little information
on the German political movements mobilized in the city and gen-
erally intervened only in a crisis, such as during 1877 and imme-
diately following Haymarket.

The Bohemian enclave was another source of revolutionary sen-
timent and action. Bohemians were only about 2.5 percent of the
city population; yet they were mentioned prominently in connec-
tion with both the 1877 strikes and the more militant wing of the
socialist and anarchist movements. The 1877 mass strikes were
based largely in the Bohemian community, with many residents re-
sorting to guerrilla warfare as the conflict neared its conclusion.
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Bohemians also formed the Bohemian Sharpshooters, a workers
self-defense organization, and a strong union of revolutionary Bo-
hemian lumber shovers who were well known for their militant de-
fense of a precarious economic position.

Bohemians joined the German revolutionary struggle despite
different average economic status; most Bohemians had skilled
backgrounds, but in the Chicago labor market, they were over-
whelmingly in unskilled jobs. What they did have in common with
the city’s Germans was an inability to gain positions of influence in
the Irish-dominated political machine and a strong set of intercon-
nected social organizations that could be utilized to respond to
their serious economic and political problems. These included free
thought societies, Sokols (the equivalent of the German Turners),
bands, singing societies, and protective and benevolent societies
(Horak 1928; McCarthy 1950). As in the German movement, there
were close and important ties between social, cultural, and revolu-
tionary organizations within the Bohemian community (Schneirov
1984). The Bohemians also spoke German and were able to read
the militant German labor papers.

Workers in the Irish enclave did not question the Chicago politi-
cal system because they were able to use Irish social networks to
found a successful nonrevolutionary institution: the political ma-
chine. The machine became the road to Irish political power, eco-
nomic security, and even a measure of social status. Attacking a po-
litical institution that was responsible for the small measure of
economic security the Chicago Irish did enjoy would have been ir-
rational. Few Irish joined the revolutionary labor movement be-
cause it called for eliminating the state, the Irish meal ticket.

Even while the Irish were espousing political moderation in
Chicago, revolutionary Irish nationalists were dynamiting London
Bridge. Ethnic discrimination reinforced Irish identity, just as it
did German, and Irish social bonds became an important means of
political mobilization. The most important social institutions in the
Irish enclave (the Catholic church, the Irish saloon) were crucial in
mobilizing that revolutionary movement.

Again in-group patterns of social interaction meant isolation
from the opponent, in this case, English, not Chicago, political and
economic elites. Innovative strategies and more revolutionary ide-
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ologies could be developed in Bridgeport much more easily than in
Dublin because the Chicago Irish were nearly invulnerable to Brit-
ish intervention.

The Haven and Culture

A pattern of in-group, out-group social interaction and its impact
on effective political mobilization defines the idea of the haven.
But the concept must include a cultural dimension as well. Havens
insulate the challenging group from the rationalizing ideologies
normally disseminated by the society’s dominant group. The Marx-
ist Antonio Gramsci (1971) pointed out that dominant groups do
not control society through their economic and political power
alone. They also use ideological hegemony to gain legitimacy for
their dominant position in the society.

Hegemonic ideologies present the dominant group’s interests as
the universal interests of everyone in the society, rationalize the
dominant group’s privileged position, and suggest reasons why
subordinate groups ought to accept their deprived and oppressed
condition. The idea that those in top economic and political posi-
tions enjoy their privileges due to the will of God or their superior
individual merit are examples of hegemonic ideas. The classical
economics view of capitalist markets and the pluralist view of the
American political system are also concrete examples of legitimat-
ing ideologies. Each ideology may convince potential critics of the
system that access to economic and political power is based on fair,
just, competitive processes. The extent to which hegemonic ide-
ologies describe reality is less important than whether or not sub-
ordinate groups believe them. If they do, the ruling class is in a
virtually unassailable position; the hegemonic class can weather
even severe economic crises because subordinate classes continue
to believe in the system.

If diffused from the top down, through such institutions as
schools, churches, and the family, hegemonic ideas can become
part of common sense. Most existing working-class organizations
that are well integrated into the existing system (such as trade
unions and labor parties) are likely to accept such ideas because
they must accept the legitimacy of the system in order to gain ad-
vantages within it; compromise and negotiation are possible only
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after the rules of the game have already been agreed upon. Unions
ask for shorter hours and better benefits; parties request narrow
reforms designed to gain a few concessions for their constituency.
But neither mobilizes for revolution.

People will often accept ideas about their problems and solu-
tions to those problems that they have accepted in the past. A com-
mon cultural background reinforced through a pattern of in-group
social interaction can facilitate acceptance of a particular ideology
by members of a particular group (Fireman and Gamson 1979).

In nineteenth-century Chicago, Anglo-American workers often
accepted a hegemonic ideology promoted by the largely Protestant
middle and upper classes. Aristocrat, low-status skilled and un-
skilled Anglo-Americans accepted an ideology that rationalized the
way the system worked through the Puritan notion that each in-
dividual’s economic position was due to educational level, willing-
ness to work hard, and capacity to stay sober. Nativism and anti-
radicalism were part of the ideology as well. German socialism and
anarchism were labeled “foreign” and “heathen,” and German revo-
lutionaries were described as being “unable to understand Ameri-
can institutions.” These “Red Scares” divided the Anglo-Americans
from the more radical Germans and convinced the Americans that
the revolutionary Germans were threatening economic and social
institutions that were operating in the interests of all Chicago
workers.

One reason for their acceptance of this basically individualistic,
middle-class ideology may have been the fact that Anglo-Americans
generally were able to influence the political system. Even the
working class—through political reform unionism—was able to
gain a degree of political access, to pass reform legislation (such as
factory inspection and contract convict and child labor laws), and to
appoint some of their number to political office. So the Anglo-
American working class was not disposed to accept revolutionary
ideologies that proposed transforming an economic and political
system that most felt was meeting their needs.

Another factor was the greater separation of workplace and
community in the Anglo-American working class. There were no
working-class Anglo-American ethnic enclaves. They had no reason
to create defensive communities because they were the attackers,
not the attacked. So many of these workers lived in more het-
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erogeneous communities on Chicagos West Side, where many
owned homes and interacted socially with the large Anglo Protes-
tant middle class. They were more vulnerable than many immi-
grants to the arguments of bosses who spoke their language, read
the same newspapers, went to the same churches, and shared the
same cultural background.

The English-language press generally accepted these hegemonic
beliefs, supporting the existing system and capitalism in general.
This ideology was also disseminated to the Anglo working class
through temperance unions, churches, nativist parties and clubs,
and reformist unions and coalitions such as the Trades and Labor
Assembly.

Sometimes employers made more specific efforts to indoctrinate
their workers. One example was the railroad YMCAs, an Anglo
railroad management attempt to deradicalize their largely Anglo
and Irish workers. The entire cultural complex—work ethic, tem-
perance, nativism, antiradicalism, and commitment to Protestant
religion—was strongly promoted by these organizations, making it
difficult for the railroad workers, already divorced from working-
class ethnic enclaves by the nature of their work, to be influenced
by ideas that might be antithetical to capitalist profit making.

Thus, the importance of havens is due in part to their impact on
the acceptance or lack of acceptance of such hegemonic ideologies.
They created and preserved a structural isolation from ruling groups
that allowed subordinate groups to develop innovative ideas about
the nature of the system, to identify those responsible for the sub-
ordinate groups’ plight, and to discover what action was needed to
resolve their common problems.

Such in-group communication patterns can germinate the idea
that an oppressive system can be changed. As Piven and Cloward
(1977, 3—4) put it, unless people’s ideas about the vulnerability of
the system of power change, they will not consider challenging that
system:

First, the “system”—or those aspects of the system that people experi-
ence and perceive—loses legitimacy. Large numbers of men and women
who ordinarily accept the authority of their rulers and the legitimacy of
institutional arrangements come to believe in some measure that these
rulers and these arrangements are unjust and wrong. Second, people who
are ordinarily fatalistic, who believe that existing arrangements are inevi-
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table, begin to assert “rights” that imply demands for change. Third,
there is a new sense of efficacy; people who ordinarily consider themselves
helpless come to believe that they have some capacity to alter their lot.

Effective revolutionary movement mobilization occurs when
groups of people begin to question system legitimacy and come to
believe that there is a good chance to change it; it is not only the
objective economic and political conditions that matter. As McAdam
(1982) points out, the development of such insurgent conscious-
ness—the sense of collective power to challenge the forces affect-
ing the group—is much more likely and of far greater consequence
under conditions of strong rather than weak social integration. In
the absence of strong interpersonal links to others, people are
likely to feel powerless to change the conditions that affect them.
They correctly perceive that they cannot do it alone.

Counterhegemonic ideologies are used to attack privilege; they
suggest that the economic and political systems operate in an un-
fair, unjust manner and must be dramatically changed if they are to
serve the interests of subordinate groups. Such challenging sys-
tems of ideas are easier to create and promote if a subordinate
group has a radical cultural and political tradition. In Chicago, Ger-
mans drew on radical traditions of the 1848 revolution and the so-
cialist political clubs that had been created in Germany. Bohe-
mians had a similar political tradition and strong attachments to
their atheist free thought societies (Horak 1928; McCarthy 1950).
Revolutionary Irish nationalists built on their fights against English
landlords and the Crown.

Counterhegemonic ideology was formulated in response to the
nativist character of the hegemonic Puritan ideology. Most immi-
grant groups faced a nativist movement that defined their culture
as deficient, their drinking as immoral, their politics as irrational.
The anarchist movement rejected temperance and nativism and ac-
cepted German and Bohemian cultural and political traditions.
Both movements were strengthened when the defense of working-
class culture was connected to the revolutionary fight against re-
formist ideas about the nature of capitalism and representative de-
mocracy in Chicago and the United States.

Understanding and using the concept of havens is the key to ana-
lyzing urban revolutionary mobilization. Close-knit, structurally
isolated, exploited, and institutionally powerless communities are
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the most likely to mobilize politically. These are often ethnically
and class-segregated residence communities where economic and
political elites may have little influence. Within these relatively iso-
lated neighborhoods, political mobilization and creative cultural de-
velopment occur within community groups, bars and pubs, ethnic
or racial associations, community-based political clubs, churches,
and voluntary organizations of all kinds. Havens are sites where
questioning of the sytem is most likely, where recruitment to move-
ments is easiest, where the movement has at least some immunity
from the ideological, repressive, and co-optive tactics of the domi-
nant group. All these generalizations apply especially to revolution-
ary movements, which must make the most complete break with
legitimating ideologies. In fact, it may be impossible for revolu-
tionary movements to develop revolutionary ideologies and tactics
within institutions that are well integrated into the existing order.

The validity of the haven concept is shown by evidence from
both sides of the Chicago movement. Elites eventually saw the im-
portance of havens for mobilizing successful opposition move-
ments. They brutally and violently invaded them, as in breaking up
peaceful union meetings in 1877 and invading anarchist meeting
places following Haymarket, and managed to limit their tactical
usefulness to the challenging group.

Theoretical Convergence on the Haven Concept

Theorists of revolution from each of the theoretical perspectives
reviewed (Marxism, collective behavior, and resource mobiliza-
tion) understand the importance of the use of structurally isolated,
close-knit communities in movement mobilization. Resource mo-
bilization theorists (Freeman 1979; Morris 1g84; Oberschall 1973;
Pinard 1971; Snow, Zurcher, and Ecklund-Olson 1g80) point out
that movements often utilize existing social networks and senti-
ments of solidarity in recruitment. Oberschall (1973, 117), a re-
source mobilization theorist who generally accepts Olson’s rational
actor view of movement recruitment, recognizes its limitations
when considering preexisting group solidarity:

A point at which Olson’s theory must be modified and not simply elabo-
rated to make it more applicable to opposition movements is in his assump-
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tion that the members of a large collectivity are unorganized individual
decision-makers similar to the numerous, small, independent producers
in the market of the classical economist. This is but one possibility, and
perhaps not even the most frequent one. Discontented groups can be
members of a still viable or partially viable community—religious, tribal,
ethnic, cultural, and historical—into which they were born and which
they accept as a matter of course because it represents the basis of their
everyday life, their livelihood, their family life and kinship relations, and
their most cherished beliefs.

Also consistent with the haven concept, Oberschall (1973, 119—
20) suggests that the likelihood of the mobilization of a group with
radical goals using noninstitutional tactics is increased even more if
a group with strong horizontal bonds of solidarity also has few ver-
tical bonds with economic and political elites:

A structural feature facilitating mobilization into protest movements is ob-
tained when the society is not only highly stratified but segmented.
Under segmentation the collectivity whose potential for mobilization we
are examining has few links and bonds, other than perhaps through ex-
ploitative relationships, with the higher classes or other collectivities of
the society. . . . On the other hand, if in a stratified society there exist
strong vertical, social and political bonds between upper and lower classes,
mobilization into protest movements among the lower classes is not likely
to take place.

Others working in the resource mobilization perspective have
also developed concepts that show the usefulness of the haven
idea. Jo Freeman (1975) and Sara Evans (1979) have emphasized
the importance of “free social spaces” in the development of the
women’s movement; consciousness-raising groups, for example, in-
cluded only women in order to eliminate the negative influence of
hegemonic male ideas. It was in such groups that many of the im-
portant ideological and tactical challenges to sexism were germi-
nated. Douglas McAdam (1982) and Aldon Morris (1984) have em-
phasized the importance of black-controlled social and cultural
institutions such as colleges and churches in the challenge to segre-
gation and white economic and political supremacy in the South.
Craig Jackson Calhoun (1982) emphasizes how craft workers in tra-
ditional English communities used existing communal ties to wage
a radical fight against industrialism.
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Even Mancur Olson—the guru of utilitarian models of move-
ment recruitment—recognizes the importance of social solidarity
in certain situations. He suggested that small groups might use
social incentives to induce participation in efforts to provide pub-
lic goods:

If a small group of people who had an interest in a collective good hap-
pened also to be personal friends, or belonged to the same social club, and
some of the group left the burden of providing that collective good on
others, they might, even if they gained economically by this course of ac-
tion, lose socially by it, and the social loss might outweigh the economic
gain. Their friends might use “social pressure” to encourage them to do
their part toward achieving the group goal, or the social club might ex-
clude them, and such steps might be effective, for everyday observation
reveals that most people value the fellowship of their friends and associ-
ates, and value social status, personal prestige, and self-esteem. (Olson

1965, 60)

Olson goes on to suggest that a larger movement might be built out
of such small groups using a federal group model, where small
groups motivating their members through social incentives form
the basis of a pyramidal coalition structure (Olson 1965, 60—63).

From the Marxist perspective, Antonio Gramsci developed many
concepts similar to the haven idea. He defined ideological hegem-
ony to explain how the capitalist class maintained its rule under ad-
vanced capitalism. But he expected that such hegemony would
eventually end as workers develop alternative beliefs in new proto-
socialist institutions that would be relatively immune from the dam-
aging influence of ruling-class hegemony. These institutions (such as
worker factory councils, collectives, cooperatives, and assemblies)
can eventually garner workers’ full loyalty and allegiance and be-
come the revolutionary institutions of the new socialist order.

The English Marxist social historian E. P. Thompson also em-
phasizes the importance of the haven idea. In his analysis of the
development of the English working class, he argues that class for-
mation was expressed most clearly in the founding and mainte-
nance of culturally distinctive working-class institutions, including
friendly societies, dissenting religious sects, periodicals, and pubs.
These institutions were meeting places where the workers associ-
ated and discussed politics and strategies for meeting the chal-
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lenges of their class enemies, where genuine working-class con-
sciousness and culture were germinated.

In the very secretiveness of the friendly society, and in its opaqueness
under upper class scrutiny, we have authentic evidence of the growth of
independent working-class culture and institutions. This was the sub-
culture out of which the less stable trade unions grew, and in which trade
union officers were trained. . . .

In the simplest cellular structure of the friendly society, with its worka-
day ethics of mutual aid, we can see many features which were reproduced
in more sophisticated and complex forms in trade unions, cooperatives,
Hampden Clubs, Political Unions, and Chartist lodges. (Thompson 1963,

421-23)

Each Marxist theorist reviewed also recognized the importance
of social structural and cultural isolation in the development of
challenging movements. In-group social networks created the con-
ditions for radical ethnic movements in Hechter’s (197s) theory;
Gutman (1977) discussed the ability of workers in isolated indus-
trial towns to mobilize militant strikes; Katznelson (1981) analyzed
how the fragmenting of workplace and residence in working-class
neighborhoods limited workers’ ability to build class-conscious
movements.

One would not expect to find within the Chicago School of Soci-
ology theorists who recognize the importance of community-based
solidarity in the development of radical movements; after all, they
usually argued exactly the reverse: that radical movements are ger-
minated by social disorganization. But some members of the Chi-
cago school did use concepts very much like the notion of the
haven. Cressey (1930), for example, stressed the tendency of re-
cent city arrivals to settle in ethnically homogeneous residence
communities where they developed autonomous social networks
and distinctive cultures and life-styles. Cressey viewed it as natural
that individuals would prefer to live in neighborhoods where they
could interact with others of their own kind and where they could
establish their own churches, stores, and community institutions.

Robert Park (1967) discussed the innovative nature of revolu-
tionary sects, which are able to develop radical ideologies due to
their structural isolation from other groups. He suggested, “It is in
the ferment and fervor of sectarian life that new ideas and new
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ideals of life take form and make themselves articulate” (Park 1967,
245). Also, recent attempts by Chicago school students to revise
the collective behavior view of social movements certainly recog-
nize the importance of existing social networks in movement re-
cruitment. As Turner and Killian (1987, 249, 329) put it in the third
edition of Collective Behavior:

Prior organization supplies leadership, patterns for decision-making, and
an initial supply of indispensable resources. . . . The evidence concern-
ing both religious and political movements seems overwhelming, that un-
less a movement severs adherents’ ties to family, friends, and co-workers
by demanding total absorption, recruitment through adherents’ personal
networks is more productive than other approaches.

Various theorists who are less easy to categorize as Marxist, col-
lective behavior, or resource mobilization theorists have also rec-
ognized the importance of havens in the development of revolu-
tionary or insurgent political movements. Sara Evans and Harry
Boyte (1986, 17—18) discuss the importance of free spaces in move-
ments for democratic change:

Put simply, free spaces are settings between private lives and large-scale
institutions where ordinary citizens can act with dignity, independence,
and vision. There are, in the main, voluntary forms of association with a
relatively open and participatory character—many religious organiza-
tions, clubs, self-help and mutual aid societies, reform groups, neighbor-
hood, civic, and ethnic groups and a host of other associations grounded
in the fabric of community life. . . . Democratic action depends upon
these frec spaces, where people experience a schooling in citizenship and
learn a vision of the common good in the course of struggling for change.

Barrington Moore (1978, 482) recognized the importance of such
social structural factors in movement mobilization in Injustice: The
Social Bases of Obedience and Revolt:

For any social and moral transformation to get underway there appears to
be one prerequisite that underlies all those so far discussed: social and
cultural space within the prevailing order. A society with social and cul-
tural space provides more or less protected enclaves within which dissat-
isfied or oppressed groups have some room to develop distinctive social
arrangements, cultural traditions, and explanations of the world around
them. Social and cultural space implies room to experiment with making
the future.
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Conclusions

Industrialization and urbanization created the conditions for revo-
lutionary mobilization in the Chicago labor movement, but not
because of the development of class consciousness, social disor-
ganization, or the growth of bureaucratic centers of alternative sov-
ereignty. Industrialization fostered conditions that led to the devel-
opment and sustenance of an ethnically segmented labor market.
Urbanization created conditions that led to development and sus-
tenance of ethnic enclaves in which immigrants often faced social
and political exclusion. The models of free competitive labor mar-
kets, pluralist politics, and cultural assimilation—accepted in one
way or another by all three dominant theoretical traditions—are
not useful descriptions of immigrant working-class experience in
nineteenth-century Chicago. Rather, industrialization and urban-
ization involved processes whereby some groups excluded others
from power in economic, political, cultural, and social spheres. Ex-
cluded groups fought back using social networks and cultural re-
sources in their relatively isolated communities.

The two major classical approaches to explaining workers™ re-
sponse to industrialization and urbanization cannot explain what
happened in the Chicago labor movement. Marxists suggest that
ethnic diversity leads to a lesser chance for revolutionary mobiliza-
tion because it reduces working-class consciousness. But in the Chi-
cago labor movement, ethnic diversity increased the chances for
revolutionary mobilization by creating ethnically segmented labor
markets, politically excluded ethnic groups, and ethnic residential
havens for the development of revolutionary ideology and strategy.

The Chicago school accepts the idea that such ethnic diversity
causes revolutionary mobilization but assigns the wrong reasons for
that relationship, suggesting that it results from cultural mixing,
normative and value ambiguity, and social disorganization. A more
reasonable argument is the reverse of the Chicago school hypothe-
sis. Ethnic diversity leads to a greater likelihood of revolutionary
mobilization because it results in the economic, political, and social
exclusion of subordinate ethnic groups and because it facilitates the
use of ethnic community—based resources to fight against such
exclusion.

In Chicago, ethnically based status and power differences were
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created in all major institutional spheres. Employers and an Anglo-
American labor aristocracy built an ethnically segmented labor
market through discriminatory practices. The creation of an Irish-
dominated political machine resulted in differences in access to po-
litical power. Anglo-Americans attempted to impose their culture
on non-Anglo immigrants.

The political exclusion of Germans and Bohemians was espe-
cially important. As is recognized by the best recent theories of
revolution (Skocpol 1979; Tilly 1978), revolutionary mobilization
does not occur if economic, political, and social grievances can be
successfully addressed through “legitimate” existing political in-
stitutions. Revolution is a last resort that is attempted on a signifi-
cant scale only after other forms of action have been tried and have
failed to resolve serious grievances. Thus, in Chicago, successful
creation of the political collective bargaining model by Anglo-
American workers and of the political machine by Irish workers led
them down the reformist path; the inability of the city’s Germans to
find a similar road to political power led them to revolution.

Successful recruitment to a revolutionary movement is more
likely if there are social structural—cultural havens available where
radical ideas and tactics can be more easily germinated. In Chi-
cago, the fact that different ethnic groups faced different problems
intensified ethnic identity and created defensive ethnic enclaves.
In these enclaves, hegemonic ideologies were easily rejected, radi-
cal critiques of the existing system were created, and innovative
political strategies were formulated, all in isolation from the he-
gemonic ideas and repressive tactics of the Anglo-American and
Irish elites.

The resource mobilization approach to movements certainly ex-
plains political mobilization in the Chicago labor movement better
than the classical approaches. Its emphasis on the use of existing
social ties in movement recruitment efforts is especially helpful.
But the resource mobilization assumption that the community- or
solidarity-based model of organizing is traditional, weak, and back-
ward is much less useful. Different ethnic groups did face different
problems and mobilized different responses—some reformist and
some revolutionary—using different sets of resources; but it makes
no sense to term one organizing model modern and the other tradi-
tional. The solidarity model of organizing, as was used in the Ger-
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man and Bohemian anarchist movements, the mass strikes, and the
Irish nationalist movement, is just as “modern” as a selective,
incentive-based, bureaucratic organizational model.

The social ties used in the solidarity mobilizations were not pri-
mordial; they were not left over from some dying traditional past.
Rather, they were dynamic products of urbanization and indus-
trialization; they were emergent in the ethnically polarized Chi-
cago scene. Ethnic identification and movements based on such
identification—such as Irish nationalism, German and Bohemian
free thought, Turners and Bohemian Sokols, and the German anar-
chist movement—were in fact much stronger in Chicago than in
Ireland, Bohemia, and Germany. Irish nationalists dynamited tar-
gets in London, but the bombers were Irish-Americans, not native
Irish. There was no anarchist movement in Germany to compare to
the one in Chicago.

The resource mobilization argument concerning the backward-
ness of such ethnic community—based movements suggests that
such decentralized movements cannot compete with the increas-
ingly powerful state and large economic institutions. It is true that
community-based movements that recruit members on the basis of
solidarity do face the problem that such solidarity is generally built
through face-to-face interaction. The key building block of such
movements must be a relatively small, relatively powerless group;
but the problem can be overcome.

Many movements have used nonbureaucratic, decentralized soli-
darity models to develop power on a broad, even a national, scale.
One means of gaining such power using the solidarity model is to
use a federal group model. In this model, as even Mancur Olson
(1965) recognized, a pyramidal structure of coalitions can be built
to tie together a number of small solidary groups. Such a model
was used extensively in nineteenth-century Chicago by, for ex-
ample, the Central Labor Union, the Social Revolutionary clubs,
and to an extent also the strike coordinating committee during
1877. They turned out tens of thousands for rallies and showed
great political effectiveness, especially in the eight-hour movement
in the early 1880s. In fact, even the highly successful Irish-led
political machine used important elements of the solidarity orga-
nizing model, utilizing decentralized Irish social networks and
capitalizing on Irish ethnic identity to build political power in the
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city. The machine was not a bureaucratic organization; it certainly
did not hire employees based on their objective qualifications for
the position. *

Perhaps resource mobilization theorists, had they been advising
the German anarchists, would have suggested using a more bu-
reaucratic organizing model that included selective incentives—
like Anglo new model unionism. But the ability to distribute such
incentives was based on control of the labor supply in the elite
trades; Anglo-American workers had already reserved such control
for themselves and were not predisposed to give up their power to
German workers.

The most serious problem for the Chicago revolutionaries was
the ethnically segmented nature of the movement, not its organiza-
tional structure. The use of ethnic ties, culture, and language to
mobilize the revolutionary movement in Chicago proved to be a
two-edged sword. It allowed the creation of a strong, highly mobi-
lized, very militant movement; but it confined that movement to a
minority of the working class.

Even the less privileged Anglo-American and Irish workers were
unwilling to join the German revolutionary movement. German and
Bohemian unions, the Socialist Labor party, the Social Revolution-
ary clubs, and the Central Labor Union were consistently unsuc-
cessful when they attempted to develop long-lasting coalitions with
Anglo-American and Irish unions and political groups. The so-
cialists and anarchists were never able to counter the arguments of
the Anglo-American middle and upper classes, who managed to
convince Anglo and Irish workers of all economic levels that the
system worked for them and that German and Bohemian revolu-
tionaries were their enemies.

The problem was reinforced by religious differences between
Anglo-American Protestants, Irish Catholics, and German and
Bohemian freethinkers. Even those Anglo-American and Irish
workers and residents who faced severe economic and political
difficulties tended to remain in the reformist fold because they

*Of course, a variety of more “modern,” contemporary movements have used
such an organizing model as well. It is not clear how resource mobilization theo-
rists would explain the success of the solidarity model in the 196os and 1970s
womens, student, peace, and community organizing movements (Evans 1g79;
Freeman 1g75; Hirsch 1986).
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identified with their ethnic group. The Anglo-Americans saw that
many members of their group had been economically successful;
the Irish saw their group develop political power.

The German and Bohemian activists succeeded on one level.
They mobilized tens of thousands of Chicago residents into a move-
ment with revolutionary ideals. But those in positions of economic
and political power found it relatively easy to repress the move-
ment. A successful urban revolution was impossible because the
economic and political systems never lost legitimacy in the minds of
the majority of the city’s working class. Thus, when the first bomb
exploded at Haymarket Square, the Anglo-American and Irish
workers defended the system rather than the German anarchists.
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Italians, nativism and, 109

Jaeger Verein, 39, 44, 46

Jahn, Friedrich, 158-59

Jentz, John B., 151, 155

Johnson, Andrew, 130

Joiners: and coalitions, 47, 56, 58; and de-
pression, 17; and eight-hour day, 63,
68, 69, 71—72; German, 17, 47, 58,
71-72, 83
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Judges: election, 114, 141; United Labor
Party, 79

Katznelson, Ira, 103, 180-82, 213

Keil, Hartmut, 151, 155
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Kenna, Michael “"Hinky Dink,” 140

Kilgubbin settlement, 125
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Knights of Labor, 54-62; and anarchism,
54—62, 75, 78, 128, 134, 158; Anglo-
Americans and, 192; and eight-hour
day, 66-67, 70, 84, 143; and Hay-
market affair, 75, 79-80, 117, 128;



Irish workers and, s5, 56, 75, 83. 117,
127-28, 134-35, 142, 143, 158; se-
crecy in, 55, 128, 131, 134, 142
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76-77. 128
“Know-Nothing” parties, 108, 125, 138,
141, 163

Labor aristocracy, 7—-11, 176, 194; Anglo-
American, 63, 81, 82, 85, 93. 94, 96,
112—13, 115, 116, 169, 199; in Britain,
89—go; German, 150-51, 152, 194,
199; income of, g~10, g6-98, 176;
Irish, 124, 199. See also Craft unions

Labor division: class analysis and,
176—77, 178; cultural, g6, 176—77,
178, 196-97; ethnic competition the-
ory and, 196; low-status workers and,
8; social movement theory and, 183.
See also Occupational status

Laborers. See Unskilled workers; individ-
ual trades

Labor market: in depression of 1873—
1879, 15—17. See also City jobs; Labor
market segmentation; Labor move-
ment; Unemployment; Working class;
individual occupations

Labor market segmentation, 5-10,
195—g6; ethnic, g1-98, 104, 116, 182,
196—99, 215-16. See also Labor aris-
tocracy; Labor division; Low-status
skilled workers; Unskilled workers

Labor movement, xiii—xviii, 1-42; begin-
ning of, 10-14; and public goods, 190.
See also Reform; Revolution; Unions

Language: English, 37, 40, 43-44, 59,
61, 138, 208; of ethnic/labor news-
papers, 37, 39, 40, 59, 61, 144, 145,
205; German, 37, 39, 144, 145, 163,
170, 205; of Irish Americans, 138;
nativism and, 116, 208; Norwegian, 37,
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Lassalleanism, 13-14, 81, 83, 170; in
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tives, 42; WPI and, 19, 20; WPUS and,
24, 41
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Laws: labor, 56, 62, 79, 113, 207. See also
Lobbying

Lawyers, Irish American, 124
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Liberalism, classical, 87-88

Lincoln Guards, 22

Lingg, Louis, 76, 77, 78

Linotype, 2—3

Lithuanians, in Bridgeport, 126

Lobbying: Anglo-American reformist, 47,
79, 86, 113, 192; coalitions and, 62;
Germans criticizing, 145

Local politics, 31-38; Anglo-Americans
and, 113-14, 116, 141, 168; Germans
and, 32-37 passim, 114, 166-69, 170,
191, 200; Irish in, 114, 135-41, 143,
152, 168, 169, 170 (see also Machine
politics). See also Mayor
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engineers

Locomotive Engineers Union, 3
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Lower classes: British, 87, 88. See also
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Low-status skilled workers, 6, 8—10; Ger-
man, 150-51, 199; income of, g—10,
95-98; Irish, 124

Lumber shovers: Bohemian, 21, 22, 42,
62, 68, 69, 178, 205; and coalitions, 62,
178; and eight-hour day, 68, 69, 72, 73;
and Haymarket affair, 73; strikes by,
21, 22, 25, 42, 83
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68, 69; German, 155; in strike of July
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182, 200, 217-18; Anglo-Americans
and, 114, 141, 200; Bohemians and,
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93; craft unions of, 3, 4-5, 91; and
eight-hour day, 69; in labor aristocracy,
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8, g3; reformist, 81; and SLP, 37; trade
agreements of, 8o
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Macrolevel issues, Marxism and, xv—xvi,
174

Maltsters: and coalitions, 62; and eight-
hour day, 70; in low-status skilled cate-
gory, 8

Manufacturers associations, 69
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Marches, xiv, 82; anarchist, 60, 67-68,
82, 84; eight-hour day, 6768, 84, 158;
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186-87
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and British labor, 89—g0; Germans
and, 12-13, 17, 20-21, 31, 41, 83,
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Merritt Conspiracy Bill, 79
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cans and, 63, 87-88, g1-g3, g6, 103,
105, 108, 114, 115, 116, 207, 208, 218;
class analysis and, 173, 176, 179—80;
German American, 146, 151; and Hay-
market affair, 74, 75; in Ireland, 121;
Irish American, 124; mechanization
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groups, 22
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126, 130; and strikes, 23, 28-31. See
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Miners, safety of, 57
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job, 6, 187; residential, 6, 185-86, 187;
upward, 105-7, 115, 135-36, 143,
185-86, 187
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84-8s, 98—g9, 171-219; Marxism on,
xv-xvi, 172-82, 189, 195, 206,
212—13; resource mobilization theory
of, xvi, 172, 187-9s, 196, 203, 210-12,
216-17, 218; social movement/collec-
tive behavior theories of, xvi, 172,
183-87, 18990, 195, 201, 214; and
solidarity theory, xvi, 195-214, 216-18
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Moore, Barrington, 214
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ology and, 111-12; class analysis and,
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Musson, A. E., go
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205; German, 156; Irish, 126, 135;
Knights of Labor and, s5; reformist, 81

National Guard, and strikes, 29

Nationalism: German, 13, 158-5g; Irish,
126, 127, 129—35, 142—43, 191, 204,
205-6, 209, 217

Nationalization, 24, 83
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121

Native-born workers, g8; anarchist, 61;
income of, gs, 96, 124, 151; occupa-
tional status of, g1-g5, 123, 176; and
railroad strike, 82; reformist, 86, g8,
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counterhegemonic ideology and, 209;
Germans and, 152~54, 161, 162-63,
169, 192, 207; Irish and, 116, 123, 125,
127, 138, 141, 142, 200

Neebe, Oscar, 76
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Neutrality Act, 130

New model unionism, go—g1, 104, 115,
191-92, 218

Newspapers. See Press; individual papers
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New York City, Progressive Cigarmakers
Union, 49, 50—51

New Yorker Volks-Zeitung, 78

North Side, 155

Northwest Side, 155, 156, 160, 162,
165-66, 192

Norwegians: free thought movement
among, 158; and SLP, 37, 39, 43

Nye Tid, 37, 39, 45

Oberschall, Anthony, 210-11

Occupational status, 8—10, g1-98, 176,
199; Anglo-American, 91-¢8, 105-6,
123, 176, 199; German, 91, g4, 199;
Irish, 91, 94, 123—24, 142, 199. See
also Class; Labor aristocracy; Low-
status skilled workers; Unskilled
workers

O'Connell, Daniel, 121, 130, 138

0Odd Fellows, 156

Olson, Mancur, 1go-g1, 210-11, 212,
217

Order of Railway Conductors, 110

Organizing models: craft union, 2-5, 8,
40, 145; industrial union, 3—4, 6;
new model union, go—91, 104, 115,
191-g2; resource mobilization theory
and, 188, 191—g5, 216-17; solidarity,
216-18. See also Assemblies; Associa-
tions; Political parties

Packinghouse workers: and eight-hour
day, 70; Irish, 118; in strike of July
1877, 82; in unskilled category, 8

Pacyga, Dominic, 126

Painters: benefit systems of, 91; and coali-
tions, 56, 62; craft union model of, 3:
German, 62, 83; in labor aristocracy, 8;
and SLP, 40
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Painters Union, 3

Paris Commune (1871), 44

Park, Robert, 18485, 213-14

Parkin, Frank, 198

Parsons, Albert R., 41, 86—87; and anar-
chism, 44, 45. 59, 60, 61, 64, 74, 75,
76, 77, 78; death of, 78; and Knights of
Labor, 55, 75; and railroad strike, 24,
26, 27; and WPUS, 22, 24, 26

Parsons, Lucy, 59, 86-87

Parties. See Political parties

Patronage: for Anglo-Americans, 114,
116; machine politics and, 136, 140

Patternmakers, and eight-hour day, 69

Peasants, g4; class analysis and, 173; in
Germany, 147-48; Irish, g4, 119-21,
143; Swedish, g4

Pennsylvania Railroad, 23

People’s party, 140

Physicians, Irish American, 124

Picnic and parade (1878), Socialist, 37

Picture frame workers, and eight-hour
day, 69

Pierce, Bessie Louise, 14, 59, 161

Pittsburgh Manifesto, 45, 53, 58, 61

Piven, Frances, 193, 208

Plasterers: craft union model of, 3; in la-
bor aristocracy, 8

Plasterers and Bricklayers and Stone-
masons Union, 3

Plumbers, in labor aristocracy, 8

Pluralist political theory, 200

Poles: in Bridgeport, 126; and eight-hour
day, 68, 69; in labor parties, 17, 2o0;
nativism and, 10g; in strikes, 22, 28, 82

Police: and anarchists, 76, 77, 84; Anglo-
Americans and, 113, 114, 116; Ger-
man, 153-54; German workers and,
159, 167, 170; and Haymarket affair,
xiv-xv, 73-74, 77; Irish, 114, 133,
134, 143, 153—54: Irish workers and,
114, 118, 133, 134, 143; peaceful meet-
ings broken up by, xiv-xv, 29, 43, 47,
60, 73-74, 159, 167; and strikes,
21-22, 28-31, 42, 43, 73, 114, 116,
118

“Political collective bargaining,” 113, 116,
216

Political parties: class analysis and,
173~74; after Haymarket affair, 7g;
“Know-Nothing,” 108, 125, 138, 141,
163; labor, xiv, 13, 19—41 passim, 47,
48, 79, 117, 144 (see also Socialist La-
bor Party); Turner societies and, 161

Politics, xiii—xv, 9, 10, 40—42, 171, 199;
Anglo-Americans in, 113-15, 116, 168,



248

Politics (continued)
182, 207, 216; in Germany, 148-49;
Irish in, 114-18 passim, 127, 135—41,
142, 143, 152, 168, 169, 170, 182, 191,
205, 216, 217-18, 219; Knights of La-
bor and, 54-55; Lassalleanism and,
13— 14; theories of, see Mobilization
pattern. See also Elections; Local
politics; Political parties; Reform;
Revolution

Population: Bohemian enclave, 204; of
British immigrants, 87, 8g; of German
immigrants, 150; of Germany, 147; of
Ireland, 120; of Irish Americans, 87

Porters, in unskilled category, 8
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Poverty, 8; Irish, 124, 125, 135, 136, 170.
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Powderly, Terence, 127-28

Power: centralization of, 188-8g; de-
centralization and, 217; and system
change, 208-9g

Precinct captains, 136, 168

Press: and eight-hour day, 66, 67; ethnic/
labor, 20, 21, 31, 37, 39, 45, 55-62
passim, 75, 76—77, 78, 104-8, 128,
144, 145, 153, 163, 205; and Hay-
market affair, 74; and railroad strike,
24, 25, 29, 30, 31. See also individual
publications

Prices, depression of 1873—1879 and,
15—16, 43

Printers: and anarchism, 46—47, 51, 52,
194; Anglo-American, 4, 46—47, 81, go,
91, 93, 104—6, 178, 199 (see also Ty-
pographical Union no. 16); and coali-
tions, 11, 40, 47, 56, 58, 62, 178; craft
union model of, 2-5, 40; and eight-
hour day, 68, 72; German, 37, 58, 68,
72, 83, 152, 155, 178, 194; in labor aris-
tocracy, 6, 8; and railroad and general
strike (1877), 27-28; reformist tenden-
cies of, 11, 40, 56, 80, 81, go, 91, 104;
and SLP, 37, 40

Producer cooperatives, 42, 84, 86, 192
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Progressive Cigarmakers Union, Chicago,
51-54, 58, 62, 68, 106, 145, 152, 166,
193

Progressive Cigarmakers Union, New
York City, 49, 50-51

Proletarier, 12—13

“Propaganda of the deed,” 45. See also

* Force

Property ownership: anarchism and, 44,
64, Trades and Labor Assembly and, 57

Protestant City Missionary Society, 108

Protestants: Anglo-American, 87, 94, 104,
108, 111-13, 115, 142, 200, 207, 208,
218; in British Isles, 119, 120-21, 142;
and eight-hour movement, 67; Ger-
man, 157; Irish and, 119, 120-21, 142,
143. See also Puritanism

Proudhon, P. ]., 44

Prussia, 147, 150

Public goods, resource mobilization the-
ory and, 190-91, 212

Pullman, George, 1, 60

Pullman car workers, and eight-hour day,
72

Puritanism, 200, 207, 209; counter-
hegemonic ideology and, 209; Germans
and, 153, 164, 165, 170, 20g; Irish and,
12g; work ethic of, 88, 104-8, 112—13,
165, 170, 207

Putting-out system, 6

Racial rights: anarchists and, 53. See also
Ethnicity

Radicalism, 157. See also Antiradicalism;
Communism; Revolution

Railroad conductors: Anglo-American, 82,
93, 106-7, 110; in labor aristocracy, 8;
and strike of July 1877, 82

Railroad engineers: Anglo-American, 82,
93, 106—7, 110; and craft union model,
3; in labor aristocracy, 8

Railroads: Anglo-American hegemonic
ideology of management of, 106-8,
110—12, 208 reformists and regulation
of, 57, 58; WPUS demands for govern-
ment ownership of, 24. See also Rail-
road workers

Railroad strikes: (July 1877), 22—31, 36,
4‘15. 44 47, 62, B2, o8, 144—45: (1886),
5

Railroad workers: Anglo-American, 82,
93, 106—8, 110; and Anglo-American
hegemonic ideology, 1068, 11012,
208; and craft union model, 3; German,
149; income of, 96; Irish, 82, 122-23;
in labor aristocracy, 8; and strikes,
22—-31, 82, 118 (see also Railroad
strikes)

Railway Age,107-8

Railway YMCAs, 111-12

Raster, Hermann, 146

Rational actor models, 193-94, 201, 203,
210—-11

“Rats,” 3

Reading club, German, 156

Recessions, 1880s, 49, 56, 61

Recruitment: resource mobilization the-
ory and, 189~9o, 193—94, 203,



210—12; solidarity theory and, 1g6,
202, 203, 210—-12

“Red scare,” 74-77, 109-10, 207

Reference group, 116

Reform, 11-12, 80-8s, 171, 176, 199;
and anarchism, 47-54 passim, 86,
113-14, 116; Anglo-American, xvi,
11-12, 13, 14, 40, 41, 42, 47—59 pas-
sim, 73, 81—117 passim, 145, 152, 169,
191-94, 207, 216, 218~ 19; Chartist,
89; cigar makers and, 47-54 passim;
class analysis on, 180; eight-hour day
and, 57, 64, 65, 66, 69, 84, 86, 108,
113; Germans espousing, 12, 158;
Irish, 83, 114—-18 passim, 124—29
passim, 134—35, 141—43, 178, 216,
218-19; Knights of Labor and, 54-55:
lobbying and, 47, 79, 86, 113, 192;
“militant,” 141-42; and railroad strike,
28; resource mobilization theory and,
189, 190, 193-94

Relief and Aid Society, 1617, 18-19,
59, 124

Religion: Anglo-American hegemonic ide-
ology and, 103, 104, 108-9, 111-13,
115, 154. See also Atheism; Catholics/
Catholicism; Protestants

Report on a Trip to the Western States of
North America (Duden), 149

Republican Union League Club, 141

Residence, g8—103; Anglo-American,
98-103, 104, 115, 182, 201, 206-7;
class analysis and, 175-76, 177, 181;
German, 103, 126, 154—66 passim,
182, 192, 202, 204; Irish, 103, 125-26,
127, 182, 202, 205, 206; mobility of, 6,
185-86, 187. See also Ethnic enclaves

Resource mobilization theory, xvi, 172,
18795, 196, 203, 210-12, 216-17,
218

Revenge Circular, 73

Revolution, xiv, 11, 81-8s, 171, 199,
215-1g; anarchists and, xiv, 44, 45, 53,
54, 60, 6465, 69, 74-75, 83-84;
Anglo-Americans and, 86—87, 109,
113, 117, 207, 218 (see also Parsons,
Albert R.); Bohemians and, 73, 83, 84,
118, 191, 204-5, 218, 21g; in Britain,
89, 18g; cigar makers and, 47, 53, 54;
class analysis and, 172—82; coalitions
and, xiv, 54—55, 59; and eight-hour
day, 6465, 66, 69, 84; Germans and,
12—14, 17, 40—43 passim, 73, 74,
81-86 passim, 144—49 passim,
152—-70, 191, 204—5, 209, 216, 218,
219; Irish and, 117, 118, 124-25, 129,
131, 135, 205-6, 218 (see also Nation-
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alism, Irish); and residence, g8—gg; re-
source mobilization theory and, xvi,
188-95; SLP and, 38, 40, 43~44; social
movement theory and, 183-87; soli-
darity theory and, xvi, 202—14. See
also Anarchism; Marxism; Socialists/
Socialism

Revolutionary Communist League,
148-49

River wards, gg-103, 139, 155

Rodgers, Elizabeth, 54, 135

Russians, nativism and, 109

Saddle makers: and eight-hour day, 68,
69; German, 69, 151

Saddlers Union, 68, 69

Safety, of miners, 57

Sailors. See Seamen

St. Patrick’s Society, 126

St. Simon, C. H. de, 183

Saloons: German, 155-56, 166; Irish and,
138-40, 142; strikes and, 28, 138-39

Savings, family, g—10

Scandinavians: and coalitions, 56; and
eight-hour day, 68; and Greenbackism,
40; income of, g5; occupational status
of, 91, 94; in Social Political Work-
ingmens Union, 17; in strikes, 22, 28.
See also Norwegians

Schilling, George, 22-23, 39, 46, 55, 63,
70

Schmidt, Emst, 33-34, 110, 114, 164

Schneirov, Richard, 27, 28, 35, 37, 113,
118

Schwab, Michael, 76, 77, 78

Scotland: immigration to U.S. from, 87,
88-8g (see also Anglo-Americans);
settlement in Ireland from, 119-20,
142, 143

Seamen: benefit systems of, 91; and coali-
tions, 47, §6; craft union model of, 3;
Irish, 118; and SLP, 40

Seamen Union, 3

Secret organizations: Irish, 120-21, 131;
Knights of Labor, 55, 128, 131, 134,
142

Sects, revolutionary, 213-14

Security employment, trade agreement
and, 8o

Segregation. See Isolation

Selective incentives, resource mobiliza-
tion theory and, 190-92, 193, 194, 203

Self-interest: vs. class consciousness,
go—g1; utilitarian models and, 194

Self-sacrifice, resource mobilization the-
ory and, 194-95

Senators, Illinois, elections for, 33, 79
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Sennett, Richard, g5, 99

Servants: Irish, 123; in unskilled cate-
gory, 8

Sexual rights, anarchists and, 53

Sharecropping, in Germany, 147-48

Sheriff: election for, 33; patronage jobs at
office of, 140

Shields Guard, 126

Ship carpenters, benefit systems of, g1

Shipwrights and Caulkers Union, 3

Shoemakers: benefit systems of, 91; and
coalitions, 56; and eight-hour day,
65-66, 69; German, 37, 40, 155; low-
status skilled, 8; mechanization and, 5;
and SLP, 37, 40

Shoemakers Union, 65-66

Silver guilders, and SLP, 37, 40

Singing clubs: Bohemian, 205; German,
156, 161-62

Skill degradation, xv, 2, 5-6, 7, 8, 169

Skilled labor. See Labor aristocracy; Low-
status skilled workers

Slavery analogy, 24. See also
Abolitionism

SLP. See Socialist Labor Party

Small groups, resource mobilization
theory and, 212

Social control, social movement theory
and, 183, 184

Social Democratic Turnverein, 13, 144,
160

Social disorganization, 1gg9—200; social
movement theory and, xvi, 184~8s,
186, 203

Socialer Arbeiterverein, 164

Social honor, guilds and, 147

Social incentives, resource mobilization
theory and, 212

Social integration, social movement
theory and, 183, 185

Socialist, 37, 40

Socialist Labor Party (SLP), 31~40; and
anarchism, 43, 44, 45, 46, 59, 82;
Anglo-Americans and, 31, 37, 39, 40,
42, 45, 113—14; Bohemians and, 34,
35-36, 37, 39, 41, 43, 83; cigar makers
in, 37, 48, 49; and coalitions, 55, 59,
218; Germans and, 31-49 passim, 82,
83, 113—14, 145, 166, 167; Irish work-
ers and, 117
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chism and, 44, 59; Anglo-Americans
and, 24, 56, 86, 110, 113-14, 116, 207,
Bohemians and, 34—43 passim, 204,
218; cigar makers and, 47-52; class
analysis and, 172, 174; in elections, xiv,
31-39, 113-14; Germans and, 31-49

passim, 82, 83, 86, 113—14, 129, 144,
145-46, 148, 154—70 passim, 204, 209,
218; and Haymarket affair, 79, 128;
Irish workers and, 129, 135. See also
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Social marginality, xvi, 172, 183, 185,
186-87

Social movement organizations, resource
mobilization theory and, 188-8g,
194-95

Social movement theory (collective be-
havior theory), xvi, 172, 183-87,
189-go, 195, 203, 214

Social networks, g8-99, 213; German,
144, 164-65, 169—70, 204; Irish,
125-35, 142, 205, 217~18; Marxism
and, xv, 175-76, 177, 180; resource
mobilization theory and, 18g; social
movement theory and, xvi, 187. See
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Social Political Workingmen's Union, 17,
18, 19, 144
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59—61, 78, 82, 218; and eight-hour day,
6465, 67, 70; federal group model of,
217; multiple sovereignty and, 191
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day, 64, 69, 73; and Haymarket affair,
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Famine
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Status. See Class; Occupational status

Stauber, Frank, 31, 32, 38, 168

Stead, William T., 137
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Steel workers: and craft union model,
4-5; and eight-hour day, 7o, Irish,
118, 124

Steward, Ira, 62
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63, 66-67; German, 37, 83; Irish, 124;
in labor aristocracy, 8; and SLP, 37
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22, 41—42, 204; in Britain, go; CLU
on, 58; and eight-hour day, 63, 69, 70,
72-73, 113; and Haymarket affair, 73,
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lice and, 21-22, 28-31, 42, 43, 73,
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Sullivan, Alexander, 140

Sunday, Germans and, 153, 154, 158

Sweatshop labor, 4, 6, 7, 49-51, 79,
83, 145

Swedes, of peasant background, g4

Swift, Gustavus, 60

Syndicalists, anarchists and, 58n

“System,” challenging, 208-9
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Tailors: benefit systems of, g1; and coali-
tions, 58; German, 12, 37, 58, 155; in
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road and general strike (1877), 29; and
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status skilled category, 8; and SLP, 40
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gory, 8

Teenagers, in railroad and general strike
(1877), 30
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ideology and, 104, 108, 110-13, 20g;
counterhegemonic ideology and, 209;
and eight-hour movement, 67; Ger-
mans against, 67, 157, 163-64, 165,
170, 20g; Irish and, 67, 140, 141
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49-51
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Textile workers: British, 89g; sweatshop, 6.
See also Clothing workers

Thompson, E. P., 178, 212-13

Times, Chicago, 51, 109

Tinners, in labor aristocracy, 8

Toennies, Ferdinand, 183

Totalitarianism, British, 129

“To Tramps”~ (Parsons), 59

Trade agreements, 8o

Trades and Labor Assembly, 5462, 81,
114; and anarchism, 43, 46—47, 52, 53,
58-62, 75, 158; Anglo-Americans in,
43, 46-47, 56, 59, 75, 81, 83, 109
112-13, 115, 178, 191; and eight-hour
day, 63, 64—72, 84; and Haymarket af-
fair, 75—76, 79, 8o; Irish workers and,
117, 135, 143, 178; resource mobiliza-
tion theory and, 192, 19394

Trades and Labor Council. See Council of
Trades and Labor Unions

Trades Assembly. See General Trades As-
sembly; German Trades Assembly

Trainmen's Union, 23

Tramps, 6

Treasurer: city, 140; county, 31, 38

Tribune, Chicago: and anarchists’ trials,
77-78; and cigar makers’ split, 48, 49;
and eight-hour day movement, 65-66,
67-68; and Haymarket affair, 74; and
nativism, 109-10, 153—54; and police
repression, 29; on poverty, 124; and
railroad strike, 24, 25, 31; and Trades
and Labor Assembly, 56; and unem-
ployed march, 18, 19

Trunk makers: and coalitions, 56; Ger-
man, 151

Turner, Ralph H., 214

Turner halls/societies, 148, 157, 15861,
163-64, 166, 170; anarchist meetings
at, 44—45, 145, 159; and eight-hour
movement, 65; and Haymarket affair,
78-79, 159, 160; police repression
with, 29, 159, 167; strike rallies at, 21;
and unemployed, 17

Tumover: of unskilled workers, 8. See
also Mobility
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201-2

Typographers: and coalitions, 56. See also
Printers

Typographical Union no. g, 37, 58, 68,
72, 152

Typographical Union no. 16, 2—4, 11,
27—28, 47, 56, 72—81 passim, 104-6
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jobs and, 136; class analysis and, 172,
173; in depression of 18731879, 16-17;
eight-hour day and, 63, 64, 6s; of labor
aristocracy, 8; of low-status workers, 6;
marches re, xiv, 1419, 41, 60, 83; re-
formists and, 57; relief from city agency
for, 18-1g; of unskilled workers, 6, 7,
8, 40-41
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and, 118, 135, 138—39; new model,
90—91, 104, 115, 191—g2, 218; re-
source mobilization theory and, 18g,
190—91; SLP and, 3132, 37, 48. See
also Craft unions; Reform; Revolution;
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United Irishmen movement, 121
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United Order of Deputies, 108

United Sons of Erin Benevolent Society,
126

Unskilled workers, 6, 8—10, 14, 40—42,
82~83, 91—93; and anarchism, 83, 178;
Anglo-American, 91, g3, 199; Bohe-
mian, 62, 83, 205; and coalitions, 62;
and eight-hour day, 70, 72; German,
42, 145, 147—48, 150, 151, 155, 165,
178; income of, 9—10, 95-98, 151;
Irish, 14, 83, 118, 121-22, 135, 136,
137—-38, 199; Knights of Labor and, 54,
55; machine politics and, 136, 137-38;
mass strikes of, 21, 41-42, 82; and rail-
road and general strike (1877), 28, 42,
82; reformist, 83, 98; savings of, 10.
See also individual trades

Upholsterers: and eight-hour day, 66-67,
72; and SLP, 37
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91-94, g6, 108, 115, 153—54, 207, 218;
British, 87, 88; class analysis and, 180;
German American, 151; and Hay-
market affair, 75; Irish American, 124;
SLP on, 37~38; and worker resistance
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“Urbanism as a Way of Life” (Wirth), 185

Urbanization, xiii, xv, 195, 199—200, 215;

class analysis and, 172, 174—75, 178,
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and, 196; Germany and, 147; resource
mobilization theory and, 172, 189, 1g6;
social movement theory and, 172,
184-86; solidarity theory and, 1gs,
201, 217. See also Chicago

Utilitarian models, 19394, 212

Value consensus, sgcial movement theory
and, 183, 184
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Vertical ties, political mobilization theo-
ries and, 2034, 211
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Vorbote, 20, 21, 31, 37, 39, 45, 6162,
144

Vorwaerts Turner Society, 160-61

Voting. See Elections

Wabash Railroad, 56
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cigar maker, 47; class analysis and, 172,
173; craft unions and, 2, 3, 5, 8, 82;
and depression of 1873-1879, 15-16,
23, 43; and eight-hour day, 63, 65,
6g—70; ethnic competition theory and,
1g7; of labor aristocracy, g-10, g6—g8,
176; of low-status skilled workers, 6,
9-10, 95-98; of printers, 8o; railroad
worker, 23, 24, 25; sweatshop, 6; trade
agreements and, 8o; Trades and Labor
Assembly and, 57; of unskilled work-
ers, 6, 8, g—10, 41, 9598, 151

Wagon workers: and coalitions, 62; Ger-
man, 62, 155

Ward committeemen, 136

Wards: in elections, 32~37, 139; news-
paper, 139; and railroad strike, 28;
river, g9—103, 139, 155

Water frame, 89

Waterways, reformists and regulation of,
57, 58

Weavers, British, 89

Weber, Max, 198

Welsh immigrants, 87. See also Anglo-
Americans

Western Catholic, 128

West Side, gg, 103, 208

Weydemeyer, Josef, 12

Wheelwrights Club, 156

“Whiteboyism,” 120—21

Wirth, Louis, 185

Wittke, Carl, 161

Women: cigar makers and, 53; in eight-
hour day movement, 72; German, 155;



Knights of Labor and, 54, 135; printers
and, 4, 11; in railroad and general
strike (1877), 30; revolutionary, 59,
86-87, 135; sweatshop labor by, 4, 6, 11

Women's Christian Temperance Union,
110, 141

Women's movement, 211

Woodworkers: and coalitions, 56; Ger-
man, 37, 155; and SLP, 37; trade
agreements of, 8o

Work, Culture, and Society in Indus-
trializing America (Gutman), 178-79

Workday. See Eight-hour day

Worker resistance groups, 43-45; Anglo-
Americans and, 22, 39, 43~44; Bohe-
mian, 22, 39, 43, 117, 205; Germans
and, 22, 2930, 39, 43, 44, 82, 117,
145, 166, 167, 169; Irish and, 22, 117

Work ethic, 88, 104-8, 112-13, 165,
170, 207

Working class, 91-94; Anglo-American,
88, 91-g4, 207, 208; in Britain, 88-go,
119, 189, 212—13; categories in (see
Labor aristocracy; Low-status skilled
workers; Unskilled workers); class
analysis and, 172-82; German immi-
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grant, 150-51; in Germany, 147—49;
and residence, 103; size of Chicago, 9.
See also Labor movement; individual
trades

Working-class consciousness, 203; Anglo-
Americans and, 41, 115, 116, 182; Brit-
ish labor and, go; and eight-hour move-
ment, 66; German, 81, 144, 163, 169;
havens and, 212-13; Marxism and,
xvV-xvi, 173, 174, 176, 181, 182, 195,
203; and railroad strike, 28

Workingman’s Advocate, 11—12, go—g1

Workingmen's Party of Illinois (WPI), xiv,
19-23, 27, 37, 47 117

Workingmen’s Party of the United States
(WPUS), 21-31 passim, 41, 48, 144

Workingmen's Union, 17, 18, 19, 144

Working Women's Union, 59, 135
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Compositor: G &S Typesetters, Inc.

Text:

11/13 Caledonia

Display: Caledonia
Printer: Braun-Brumfield, Inc.
Binder: Braun-Brumfield, Inc.






