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My first vivid memories of Jim Barrett, and of his wife Jenny, go back to 
the early 1970s and to a sadly underpopulated picket line in the parking lot 
of a small liquor store in the farm and university town of DeKalb, Illinois. 
The United Farm Workers had called for a boycott of Gallo wines and we 
gave what support we could—in this case a picket line of four people. There 
was plenty of time for our small group to talk, and a lot for me to like about 
Jim and Jenny. They were graduate students in history at Northern Illinois 
University, a department whose excellence resulted largely from a record of 
being willing to hire left scholars when other colleges hewed to Cold War 
exclusion based on politics. I was an undergraduate trying to balance sports 
with making the New Left last a little longer. Jim and Jenny, just slightly 
older, seemed to have access to the combination of ideas and action I sought. 
We were all lapsed, or lapsing, Catholics and, coming from working-class 
communities, we all gravitated toward labor causes, especially if racial justice 
were also involved.

Not too long after that picket line, the Barretts moved on to Warwick Uni-
versity in Coventry, England, where E. P. Thompson was a professor, and 
to the University of Pittsburgh, where Jim studied with David Montgom-
ery. His recollections of those formative experiences, leavened by research 
on Thompson’s enduring impact in working-class history, help to close this 
book. My decision to go to graduate school surely owed much to knowing 
radicals like the Barretts, who seemed in some general way to be like me.

The idea of doing history from the bottom up, so brilliantly actualized in 
Al Young’s seminars at Northern Illinois, continued to animate large parts 
of what we endeavored to study. I set out to write about “slavery from the 
slave’s point of view” under Sterling Stuckey’s mentorship at Northwestern. 
Jim shared Montgomery’s emphasis on the daily realities of the shopfloor, 
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and added textured analyses of immigrants’ daily lives from his wonderful 
early studies (scarcely represented in this collection) of black and immigrant 
packinghouse workers.

However, as a Marxist, Barrett, like Montgomery, avoided any naïve 
supposition that history is ever made only from below. Class, according to 
Thompson, is above all “a relationship,” inconceivable without a study of how 
both labor and capital interact. Thus immigrant workers in Chicago’s Back of 
the Yards neighborhood and meatpacking plants Barrett studied resisted, but 
often within rhythms set by the relentless “disassembly line” whose demands 
he so well described. Similarly, “Americanization from the Bottom Up,” re-
printed here and arguably the most influential and salutary article produced 
by his generation of labor historians, begins by describing the most dramatic 
of capital’s efforts to enforce Americanization from above. Barrett raises vital 
questions—“But what did it mean to be ‘Americanized,’ and who was fittest 
and best placed to do the Americanizing?”—and provides dialectical answers.

The rigor of his training at Pitt and Warwick committed Barrett to taking 
no shortcuts by presuming to know what working people must have thought 
or felt. Instead, history from below involved a diligent search for sources, in-
cluding official sources read against the grain and illuminated not only by 
historical materialism but also through social science methods. His introduc-
tory call here for histories of the personal and the emotional characteristi-
cally begins with the problem of sources. Strikingly, even his highly personal 
recollections of his childhood neighborhood send him straight back to the 
historical record, producing a memoir with copious citations.

In teaching with Jim at the University of Illinois during the first fifteen 
years of this century, we sat on dozens of graduate and undergraduate thesis 
defenses together. I can remember just one where he did not urge the inclu-
sion of more maps, underscoring a reminder that large class forces contend 
in concrete settings. By then I was so trained by his example that I did the 
urging. In his emphasis on particular settings, he was moving toward the ac-
cent on individual experiences and the inner lives of workers long before he 
began to advocate in print for emphasizing such matters.

I begin on the personal note of a forlorn picket line walked by young 
people nevertheless on fire about the movements they supported and the 
ideas they encountered for more than nostalgic reasons. It is worth recall-
ing that the new labor history matured during a period of significant class 
conflict with hundreds of large strikes each year, and with smaller wildcat 
strikes underlining the combativeness of workers. Moreover—and Barrett’s 
accounts of his own coming to be a radical and a radical historian are most 
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instructive on this score—the African American freedom movement and 
other freedom struggles had shown that creative mass actions coming from 
below could transform social relations rapidly. The electric mobilizations 
against the U.S. war on Vietnam reflected and imparted a similar sensibil-
ity regarding the power of popular mobilizations. However, things changed 
greatly during our working lives. The percentage of organized workers in 
the labor force declined by more than half, and the number of large strikes 
sometimes now falls short of a dozen per year.

During the decades since the 1970s, the social weight of the labor move-
ment has declined so starkly that the question of how creative and inde-
fatigable scholars of the working-class past such as Barrett have sustained 
their commitments deserves attention. The first generation of the new labor 
historians—Montgomery, Herbert Gutman, Alexander Saxton, and George 
Rawick, for example—similarly came to maturity during periods of great 
promise, in the Age of the cio and often specifically in the post–World War 
II strike waves. However, the decline of labor’s power which they experi-
enced was less absolute and was interrupted by the rise of new working-class 
social movements and periods of militancy.

The late sixties and early seventies graduate student generations of labor 
historians faced—or rather experienced, as the subject of how we have 
navigated so long and hard a period of defeat has seldom been broached—a 
more challenging task of squaring youthful optimisms with hard times for 
workers and unions. To some extent this has also been true for labor history 
as a field. For a time, the idea that history moved in cycles provided some 
solace. Montgomery’s 1988 classic The Fall of the House of Labor ended in 
labor’s defeats of the 1920s, but everyone knew that the organizational suc-
cesses of the 1930s and 1940s lay just around the corner. Our own “1920s,” 
however, have now lingered and worsened for more than four decades, with 
many proclamations of new beginnings but no way forward yet in sight.

For many of us, especially those already thinking along those lines since 
the activism of the 1960s, one response to the crisis of the U.S. labor move-
ment and the significant white working-class vote for antilabor politicians 
was a search for the roots of labor’s weakness in white supremacy. As Barrett 
recounts here, he was positioned to embrace some of this critique, and we 
worked together on a series of essays building on his “Americanization from 
the Bottom Up” in order to consider how immigrants learned the racial sys-
tem, what they made of it, and what it too often made of them.

Barrett’s particular processing of how to sustain the writing of radical his-
tory in a period of constrained possibilities took broader forms, however. 
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It bears emphasis that here too setting mattered. In central Illinois, Barrett 
was able to participate directly in perhaps the most significant, militant, and 
extended set of class battles of the recent past, the “War Zone” lockouts and 
strikes, centered in Decatur’s Caterpillar, Firestone, and Staley factories in 
the early 1990s. The University of Illinois has also been the scene of impres-
sive and protracted organizing campaigns and conflict, resulting in represen
tation for graduate student workers and adjunct faculty and ongoing efforts 
by professional employees and tenured/tenure-track faculty. Jim and Jenny 
Barrett were and are at the center of each of these efforts. Most recently, their 
son Xian’s prominent role in the grassroots organizing of the Chicago Teach-
ers Union has brought the Barretts to another high spot of recent working-
class mobilization.

The writings collected in History from the Bottom Up and the Inside Out 
suggest how one leading historian has not only kept the faith during a long 
period of labor’s decline but also rethought the boundaries of working-class 
history. The very structure of the book reflects this process. Although only 
one of the selections is completely new, many are so fully revised that they 
appear new to those of us who read them as they were published, or even 
drafted. The revisions help develop themes that make the various sections of 
the collection cohere. But those themes are often ones that only emerged as 
Barrett wrestled with questions over time. For example, his early work with 
the immigrant communist Steve Nelson might fairly be regarded as a rather 
straightforward collaboration of the Old Left and the New. As such it was 
partly animated by a desire to find a useful past and, in anticommunism, a 
reason for the decline of working-class militancy.

At the same time, the personal mattered, not the least in Barrett’s seeing 
something of his own desires for a better world in the lives and risks of 
communists like Nelson and unrepentant ex-communists like David Mont-
gomery. Perhaps the most salutary aspect of the revisionist accounts of the 
history of U.S. communism that Barrett helped to forward was a break from 
the Cold War practices identified by Vivian Gornick. Historians of commu-
nism, Gornick wrote, had long enforced “an oppressive distance between 
themselves and their subjects,” and that distance was emotional as well as 
political. In acknowledging a kinship in sensibilities, if not in political line, 
with their subjects, young left historians of communism opened exciting 
new terrain. It might even be argued—Jim and I have probably argued about 
this—that seeing the humanity and hopes of those attracted to communism 
actually deepens our appreciation of the toll that Stalinism exacted.
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The recent and revised writings included here on the communists also take 
on larger questions. Confronting the radical sadness running through the life 
of William Z. Foster, the subject of a superb biography by Barrett, doubtless 
contributed to his emerging emphasis on accounting for private and emo-
tional lives on the left. Characteristically attuned to sources, and especially 
to the silences in communists’ autobiographies, Barrett nevertheless finds 
much, especially in memoirs of women militants, reflecting on some aspects 
of gender and personal matters. Being on the right side of large structural 
processes of history hardly guarantees victories in the struggle for personal 
happiness. This realization in turn has helped to generate Barrett’s challeng-
ing call for new histories of what he terms, after Robert Orsi, the “inner his-
tory” of ordinary people—a history taking the individual as seriously as it 
does the global.

During the late 1970s and 1980s Jim and I met mostly in Chicago, where 
I studied and then taught, and where he visited for family and research rea-
sons. One of the old-time characters we both knew was Fred Thompson, 
longtime historian of and organizer for the Industrial Workers of the World 
(iww). Fred, who was fond of saying that he was “just as old as the century,” 
came to a number of academic presentations on working-class history, espe-
cially those held at Chicago’s Newberry Library. He often digressed, telling 
stories that he, and I, regarded as important and entertaining. Others were 
less convinced. I came to regard how university-based historians related to 
Fred as something of a litmus test for how much I was likely to get along 
with them. Jim never showed the impatience that sometimes greeted Fred’s 
interventions.

Thompson provides useful points of entry to two themes that Barrett pur-
sues here. When the old Chicago-based socialist publisher Charles H. Kerr 
Company, on whose board Fred and I both sat, considered bringing out the 
autobiography of the radical organizer, painter, and writer Arne Swabeck, 
Fred surprised and even disappointed me. Swabeck, a Danish immigrant ten 
years Fred’s senior, had serially and sometimes simultaneously been part of 
the iww, the Socialist Party, and U.S. Communist, Trotskyist, and Maoist 
parties. A delegate to the workers’ council running Seattle during the 1919 
general strike, he was in Moscow during early Soviet rule. His memoirs 
certainly did not break far from the overemphasis on political matters that 
Barrett identifies, but they had their moments of sharp, extended personal 
observations, including notes on the personalities of early Soviet leaders. 
Before the Internet, we at Kerr passed around the same printed copy of the 
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manuscript. My look came after Fred’s, and I found that he had carefully 
crossed out almost everything that I found interesting and adventuresome. 
His reasoning followed along the lines that Barrett identifies as running 
through communist autobiography—class forces mattered, and individual 
personalities not so much. Fred in person was endlessly interesting, deeply 
curious, and at times wildly funny. He was as far from a Stalinist as anyone 
on the left. And yet he too thought broad structural explanations precluded 
an interest in things that would have fascinated him in everyday life. Barrett 
is probably right that such dynamics affect history writing as a whole insofar 
as academics, Marxist or not, pursuing explanations of historical process are 
tempted to minimize “inner history.”

Fred Thompson also affords an opportunity to give flesh to the “working-
class cosmopolitan” at the center of the one selection written expressly for 
this volume. Like many old-timers whom Jim would know, Fred was as likely 
to quote, at length and from memory, Shelley or Burns as he was Marx. He 
likewise broke into song at the drop of a hat, drawing on a pretty exten-
sive repertoire. With a high school education, he edited newspapers, wrote 
books, led publishing ventures, and taught at the iww’s Work People’s Col-
lege. One healthy aspect of my early university career was that I was steadily 
surrounded at the Kerr Company by self-taught working-class intellectu-
als who knew far more about labor history—not to mention art, literature, 
music, dance, and politics—than I did. I would not have thought to call them 
cosmopolitans, but that’s just what they were. Fred was educated in Canada 
and the United States, in boxcars and at San Quentin, by participants in the 
Knights of Labor and the world’s revolutions. For a time David Montgomery 
was such a figure, though with college in his background; so too was labor 
folklorist Archie Green before a return to school later in life. The leading 
student of race in early America, Ted Allen, dropped out of college in rec
ord time and made his breakthroughs as a working-class cosmopolitan and 
militant. The most insightful student of social relations on the shopfloor, 
Stan Weir, did likewise. Sometimes the world came to working-class cosmo-
politans, as with Rosa Parks and Fannie Lou Hamer. Barrett shows well the 
resources on which such working-class cosmopolitans drew and the ways in 
which they themselves functioned as a resource.

On reading Jim’s new classic article on working-class cosmopolitans, I had 
a brief feeling that his earlier classic on Americanization from the bottom 
up had also provoked—a “Why didn’t I think of that?” moment. The topics 
seemed absolutely familiar to me, both from the documents many of us have 
studied and from people I’ve known since growing up. The autobiographical 
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selections in History from the Bottom Up and the Inside Out suggest that Jim 
had a jump on most scholars, experiencing the working-class intellectual first 
in his own household in the person of an older brother. But as is so often 
the case in the wonderful collection you are reading, Barrett mixed experi-
ence with study and discipline to produce profound insights. He recognized 
the working-class cosmopolitan in his studies of the relationship of Hutchins 
Hapgood, the much-traveled, Harvard-educated anarchist with the radical 
woodworker and “blue-collar cosmopolitan” Anton Johannsen, whom Hap-
good came to know and admire.

In a still larger sense, the exemplary work sampled here is the product 
of persistent commitment—when picket lines had four pickets or four hun-
dred, and when archives yielded much about working people and when they 
did not—joined to impatient desires to find better ways to understand and 
to act.

Lawrence, Kansas  
September 2015
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By definition, working-class historians have concerned themselves with the 
collective—the community, social movement, union, or crowd—and their 
field has evolved in the United States and elsewhere in a distinctly materialist 
context. Theirs has also been a view of history “from the bottom up,” that is, 
a reinterpretation of U.S. history from the perspective of laboring and poor 
people. Deeply influenced by postwar British Marxist historians, France’s 
Annales school, and social science methods and theory, it is a perspective 
that has revolutionized our understanding of U.S. history.1 The “new social 
history” of the late twentieth century succeeded in reconstructing the every-
day lives of common people, and, at its best, it documented the significance 
of these anonymous lives for the broader sweep of American history.

All of these influences bear on my own intellectual lineage, and I am happy 
to associate myself with this approach. But I have also become increasingly 
concerned over the course of my career with how we might make room for 
the individual person in this story. What does this history look like from the 
personal perspectives of the common people who represent its subjects? 
While recent work has stressed the vital global character of working-class 

i n t r o du ct i o n

The Subjective Side of Working-Class History
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history, our next challenge may well involve the individual.2 We need to raise 
the subjective side of our subjects’ historical experience, and to do so in the 
very heart of a materialist approach. By the “subjective,” I refer especially to 
identity—personal as well as group—and to issues of personality, personal 
relationships, and emotions. The study of such issues is not new, but it has re-
ceived little attention from historians of the working class. What Robert Orsi 
has called the “inner history” of common people remains largely unexplored 
in the United States.3

The theme of the personal emerges in the book’s first essay in an effort 
to understand the relationship between the historian’s identity and values 
and her or his scholarly interests and interpretations. This autobiographical 
essay, expanded now with more autobiographical information relevant to the 
experiences and influences that shaped these essays, connects my own back-
ground with my research and with the development of working-class history 
as a field of study. The book ends with an essay on E. P. Thompson, the radi-
cal historian who did as much as anyone to shape this field, and who also had 
a great impact on my own development as a historian.

Chapters 2 and 3 take up a theme largely ignored by working-class his-
torians: the relationship between the social and political movements that 
capture much of our attention and the individual experiences and identities 
of the people who built these movements. This individual dimension illumi-
nates the more familiar history of such movements. In dozens of autobiogra-
phies, and then in the life of an individual radical, the two essays interrogate 
the relationship between the personal and the political in what may seem to 
be an unlikely venue for such an investigation—the Communist Party of 
the USA, from its heyday in the 1930s through the period of severe political 
repression and its decline in the postwar years.

Chapters 4 and 5 analyze what might be thought of as working-class intel-
lectual history. These essays are intended to provoke a rethinking of those 
workers who took a more cosmopolitan view of the world as a result of travel, 
reading, political engagement, and cultural activities. Chapter  4, “Blue-
Collar Cosmopolitans,” raises, if it does not entirely answer, questions about 
the “life of the mind” in working-class communities and among certain oc-
cupational and political groups, while chapter 5 focuses on a particularly cos-
mopolitan woodworker and his relationship with a quintessential bohemian 
intellectual and “modernist.” I hope this view of the intellectual dimensions 
of working-class life suggests a different vantage point for both intellectual 
and labor historians, and perhaps also a different way of understanding the 
“modern.”
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Another broad theme, social identity—racial, ethnic, gender, and class—
remains central to American working-class historiography, and many of the 
essays here deal with this problem. Some of the most provocative work on 
racism, for example, has stressed the emergence of a distinct “white” self that 
developed in close relationship to working-class consciousness in the United 
States.4 Chapters 6 and 7, “Americanization from the Bottom Up” and “Inbe-
tween Peoples,” have had an impact on the fields of immigration/ethnic and 
labor/working-class history and remain largely unrevised in order to provide 
benchmarks for our thinking concerning social identity. Each analyzes the 
gradual and uneven emergence of broader racial and class identities among 
immigrant workers, a theme which has emerged as central to the study of 
immigration and ethnic communities, as well as our understanding of race 
relations and what might be seen as the “ethnically segmented” character of 
American working-class movements.

This process of “Americanization from the bottom up” is also vital to un-
derstanding the cosmopolitan interethnic culture that emerged in American 
cities by the period of the Great Depression and World War II. Most immi-
grant workers and their children discovered America not in government and 
corporate “Americanization” classes, but rather in the streets and theaters of 
American cities. Chapter 8 considers Vaudeville, films, and urban realist lit
erature as venues for the creation of a new, multiethnic urban culture.5

The problem, of course, in working on the subjective dimension in this 
field is, in part, one of sources. It is one thing to probe the psyches, emo-
tions, and intimate relationships of the elite, rich in personal narratives, cor-
respondence, and other introspective texts, and quite another to raise issues 
of personal experience in the lives of those long (and wrongly) considered 
“inarticulate.” But so far we have not been looking very hard. Case files—for 
criminal or civil legal actions, for social service agencies, for employers—
may be read against the biases of the middle-class and professional people 
likely to be overseeing such groups, and they often contain a wealth of data 
on personalities and relationships. Continued analysis of popular culture—
song lyrics, for example—can suggest values and feelings. Clues to the intel-
lectual and spiritual lives of common people might be embedded in religious 
ritual or prescriptive texts, and in religious practice itself. The systematic 
study of death, for example, and the ways in which it was handled by working-
class people from various ethnic and religious backgrounds, remains in its 
infancy.6 Above all, personal narratives—the autobiographies, letters, and 
interviews of workers, which are too often seen simply as empirical sources, 
might be read with the working-class subjective in mind—personal identity, 



4 · Introduction

relationships, and emotional responses to life experiences. Working-class 
autobiography is a distinct genre with its own characteristics and potential.7

Why is this important? Long wedded to frameworks of political economy 
and broad historical forces, why should social historians concern themselves 
with the personal? First, there is the matter of motivation. We assume the 
significance of emotion and the importance of personal relationships in ex-
plaining our own behavior, yet we seldom consider these explanations for 
the people we study. The nature of emotions has its own distinctive history, 
of course, and we cannot assume that our subjects experienced all this in 
the same way we do today.8 But when we consider the factors shaping so-
cial movements, is it too much to ask how the more personal dimensions of 
working people’s lives shaped their political activism, the movements they 
created, and the changes they made in their societies?

A more important reason to pursue the history of the working-class sub-
jective has to do with the implications of ignoring this inner world. The in-
dividual looms large in explaining the evolution of bourgeois society, but 
the individuality of working-class people is seldom acknowledged. To some 
degree, this is a natural tendency given the collective character of those 
phenomena of most interest to social historians, but the effect of this can 
be to objectify our subjects. Phrases like “the anonymous crowd” mask the 
identities of thousands of purposeful individual actors. We can never hope 
to recover the individual experiences and emotions of all these people, but 
in acknowledging the significance of the personal in this context, we invest 
common people with a humanity often denied them in their own societies 
and times.

Often associated with postmodern theories and methods, the subjective 
side of history has often been counterposed to the more traditional concerns 
of working-class historians—work, material inequality, and protest. Why? 
Might it not enrich our work on these and other subjects to consider our 
blue- or white-collar actors not simply as atoms or as cogs in a great social 
and political machine, but also as individuals with their own affective lives? 
Why is it not possible to consider the role of personal relationships in the 
motivations of working people? It seems likely that strikes, for example, were 
often motivated as much by love and concern for one’s family and commu-
nity as by a broader notion of class struggle. Emotions may seem a world 
away from most labor history frameworks, but it is safe to assume that they 
played an important role in the lives of these people.9

Class was and still is not only a material and social, but also an emotional 
experience. What we call “class consciousness” involved not only social and 
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political aspirations, but also a world of hurt, resentment, envy, and anger. 
As Richard Sennett and Jonathan Cobb observed many years ago, the deep-
est injuries of class are not on the surface, but rather “hidden” in working 
people’s personal lives.10 Yet more positive emotions like love and pride also 
played a role—as the basis for community and group solidarity and as the 
motivation for organization and struggle.

History from the Bottom Up and the Inside Out offers a different angle of 
vision on familiar topics. The book combines new and revised essays to raise 
the subjective side of common people’s historical experience in a manner 
that retains a materialist analysis and enriches our study of social history. I 
ended up in an intellectual and political location I shared with many in my 
generation, but my own background is quite different from most of my col-
leagues in academia. I hope that the juxtaposition of some more personal 
writing with the essays I have written over the years and the new material 
produced for this volume suggest a different perspective on the relationship 
between personal life, scholarship, and politics. Although most of the pub-
lished essays are revised, I hope readers will be able to trace not only the 
development of my own interests and approach, but also some of the major 
themes in the field over the past three decades.
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Protestants, it seems to me, tend to have dramatic conversions. They are “born again” 
and do not look back. Catholics—and though I have been an atheist for many years, I am 
culturally and psychologically a Catholic—are forever backsliding, de-converting, re-
turning to their previously sinful life. —michael harrington, The Long Distance 
Runner: An Autobiography

As Renee Remond has observed, historians are taught “to be on their guard 
against subjectivity, their own as much as others’. They know from experi-
ence the precariousness of recollection, the unreliability of first-person 
testimony. . . . ​Everyone has an unconscious tendency to introduce a facti-
tious coherence into the path of his [sic] life. They have no reason to think 
that they have any better chance to avoid the tricks of memory that they have 
learned to spy out in others.”1 Is there a reason we might be interested in the 
details of any given historian’s life for their own sake?

I have been asked to discuss the relationship between a particular reli-
gious background and the historical scholarship I have made my life’s work. 

ch a p t e r  o n e

The Blessed Virgin Made Me a Socialist Historian

An Experiment in Catholic Autobiography and the  
Historical Understanding of Race and Class
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As Remond suggests, there is a danger here of reading more coherence and 
intellectual development into one’s background than was actually there and, 
in the process, missing the broader dimensions. For many, it seems, the es-
sence of Catholicism involved guilt, fear, and sexual repression. Many Catholic 
women locate the essence of their own experiences in the Church’s everyday 
patriarchy. I recognize both the validity of these observations and the diver-
sity of Catholic lives. Mine is a recollection of a particular place and time, 
shaped by all those influences that I emphasize in analyzing the lives of my 
historical subjects—class, race, gender, and ethnicity.2

Aside from funerals and family celebrations, I have not attended Mass 
for over three decades. Thus, in considering the Catholic roots of my own 
historical interests, I am a little surprised to find how positive my recollec-
tions are—whether because of or in spite of my distance from the Church. 
My identity is deeply imbued with Catholicism, which has fundamentally 
shaped my political perspective and my approach to history. It is the place I 
came from—my old neighborhood, with my parish at its center; the commu-
nity, family, and other people who nurtured me; the worldview that shaped 
my values. At its best, it is a promise that invests human life with the dignity it 
deserves. Growing up Catholic, Michael Harrington recalled, “meant, above 
all, that I accepted the idea that life was a trust to be used for a good purpose 
and accounted for when it was over. . . . ​In this fundamental conception of 
the meaning of existence I am as Catholic as the day on which I made my first 
communion.” Long after leaving, Harrington continued to find the Church, 
“in its highest expressions, profound and beautiful. My only problem,” he 
concluded, “was that I did not believe in it.”3 I could not forget my Catholic 
background if I wished to; it is an important part of who I am. I choose not 
to forget it.

It has taken a long time for me to realize the degree to which Catholicism 
has shaped the questions I am interested in as a historian and led me to view 
them a bit differently from many of my colleagues. Given the secular charac-
ter of scholarly life, indeed the materialist bias in my own field of working-
class history, the delayed recognition is hardly surprising. I want to explore 
several questions here: How did growing up in an ethnic, blue-collar, inner-
city parish and coming to social and political awareness through the Church 
provide me with many of the concerns and ideas that have remained with 
me, particularly my interests in race, ethnicity, and class? How have these 
influences shaped my scholarship on such historical issues? Why have my 
“Catholic sensibilities” about these issues remained submerged for so long?
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Incense and Miracles

My early memories of the Church are mostly sensual. I remember not only 
the visual images—the flickering red altar lamp in a dark church, ornate re-
ligious paintings on the vaulted ceilings, gilded banners with inscriptions in 
Latin and Slovak, sun streaming through stained glass, and the bloody sta-
tions of the cross—but also the sounds and smells, the call and response of 
the litanies in Latin, the altar bells, the candle wax and incense. All of this I 
found very attractive. Part of the church’s aesthetic attraction probably de-
rived from its juxtaposition with the outside world. My neighborhood was 
by no means a slum, but it was surrounded by factories and rail yards and 
filled with two-flats and drab apartment buildings—quite a contrast with the 
crafted beauty of the sanctuary. When you opened the large doors of the 
church and stepped inside, you left the clamor, noise, and dirt of the city, 
and you entered a world of grace and beauty. One aspect of working-class 
life I understood, then, as a result of growing up Catholic, was simply that 
amid the squalor and struggle embraced by working-class historians, many 
of these people also found great joy and beauty in their religious lives.

There was also a strong emotional bond that is more difficult to describe. 
American Catholicism in its 1950s high tide was, as Charles Morris noted, 
“highly formal, even mechanistic . . . ​enshrouded in bewitching mysteries 
and ritual, combining a remarkable degree of theological rigor and a high 
degree of abstraction with a practical religion that was intensely personal 
and emotional.” I believed that the spiritual part of my life was much more 
important than its other dimensions, and I took more interest in it, I think, 
than most kids. Being a part of the Mass gave me a strong sense of security 
and belonging as well as a sense of beauty. “For a trembling moment every 
week,” Morris wrote, “or every day if they chose, ordinary people reached out 
and touched the Divine.”4

The Church’s theological rigor provided what I think of as an active in-
tellectual life—even if, until recently, intellectual historians would not have 
recognized it as such. Catholic thinking about God and her/his relationship 
to man was universal in many respects. It provided a unified worldview and 
explained why things worked as they did, or did not. I came eventually to 
question the pat answers we memorized from Father McGuire’s New Balti-
more Catechism No. 2, but at the time I was glad to have them.5

On one level, ours was a quintessential “parochial” life, bounded physi-
cally by railroad overpasses and factory doors and spiritually by the boundaries 
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of our parish and the teachings of the Church. Most of what gave my early 
life meaning occurred within a few blocks of my house and my church. This 
issue of parochialism is important. It helps to explain the social intolerance 
I noted eventually in my surroundings, and the intellectual intolerance that 
sometimes characterized the Church as an institution. Yet by the standards 
of a small parish on the West Side of Chicago, we were also taught to think 
“globally,” a perspective that derived from the Church’s universal character 
and claims. Its “apostolic” history and continuing mission activities took my 
imagination well beyond my parish and city to other parts of the world. I 
knew that Catholics in Asia and Africa were quite different from us in many 
respects, but I also knew that we shared with them that which was most 
important. Discussions of mission work often sent me to the storeroom in our 
basement. Here I consulted an old edition of Compton’s Pictured Encyclopedia, 
where I could find various maps and descriptions of nations and peoples. A 
vivid photo diagram lined up the “Races of Mankind” in order of the shapes of 
their skulls and included photos of a Watusi warrior, a Native American chief 
in full headdress, a small Chinese guy, and, inexplicably, Benjamin Franklin.6 
Whatever my sources lacked in the way of subtlety with regard to race, the 
Church’s reach did spark my interest in other peoples and cultures. I do not 
project later scholarly interests back onto these early forays, but in this limited 
sense at least, the Church introduced me to the broader world.

My first taste for history and politics came through the peculiarly Catholic 
approach in our texts, which seemed not only to organize the whole narrative 
around the development of the Church in various parts of the world, but 
also explained most historical change in terms of famous Catholics. Trea
sure Chest, a Catholic children’s magazine that arrived twice monthly in 
comic book format, included a series on the discovery of the New World, the 
Revolutionary War, and the opening of the West, with a special emphasis on 
Catholic heroes.7

My introduction to the Cold War came not from the usual popular cul-
ture sources cited now in historical works on the subject (though I did follow 
events in Life magazine), but from Treasure Chest. Here or in other Catholic 
children’s publications I encountered China and communism through the 
tragic fates of our missionaries. I admired Tom Dooley long before I ever 
heard of his classmate Michael Harrington. For us, the problem with the 
Chinese Revolution was not that it suppressed capitalism—I don’t think 
the term ever came up—but rather that it suppressed Catholicism. An 
elaborate series, “This Godless Communism,” introduced by no less than 
J. Edgar Hoover, ran throughout the 1961–1962 academic year (in the midst 
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of the Cuban missile crisis). Treasure Chest also graphically laid out what 
the communist invasion of the United States would look like if we ever let 
our guard down. I saw Russian tanks rolling down a city street that looked 
a lot like Michigan Avenue, and the statue of a boy who had denounced his 
Catholic parents because they persisted in their lives of prayer (as always, 
it seemed, the Catholics had it the roughest). The new communist regime 
made mothers go to work in factories and placed their children in communal 
child-care centers. (I recall confusion on this score. Even without “commu-
nist authorities,” many of my friends’ mothers already worked in factories. It 
was true, however, that we had no communal day care; immigrant grand
parents cared for most of the kids.)8

Catholic anomalies surfaced in the midst of all these Cold War fears. Our 
nuns first welcomed Fidel Castro, and not simply because of his Jesuit edu-
cation (they were School Sisters of St. Francis, and clearly irritated by what 
they probably saw as Jesuit chauvinism in many of our texts). They objected 
to the lurid casino life in Havana, and also to the poverty in which many 
Cubans lived. Any enthusiasm for Fidel faded, of course, as the stories of 
Catholic suffering began to filter from Catholics in Florida to Catholics 
in Chicago, but it was our fellow communicants we worried about, not U.S. 
investments.

My lifelong interest in ethnicity and race started early, beginning with 
what I might term an “urban curiosity.” My father fueled this with his sto-
ries of the city, but so did my own experiences amid the striking diversity 
that characterized Chicago’s neighborhoods. My father (1912–1994) joined 
the Chicago Police Department during the Great Depression because he 
needed a job. He was the kind of person social historians need to think more 
about if they hope to understand American workers—precisely because his 
life reflects elements of working-class experience often ignored by labor his-
torians. Raised by a fireman and his strong-willed, second-generation Irish 
wife, he was a good Irish Catholic boy. It seems that my grandparents, whom 
I remember only dimly, were both class-conscious and devout. Like many 
union workers in early twentieth-century Chicago, my grandfather wore 
only union suits and shoes and smoked only union cigarettes. He helped to 
organize the fire department engineers and claimed that the “bosses” trans-
ferred him from one firehouse to another around the city. Intended as pun-
ishment, this actually facilitated the organizing. One of my father’s earliest 
memories was sitting with his sister in a double stroller as my grandmother 
pushed them through city streets, distributing union literature. The union 
was strong enough to launch an effective strike against the city in the midst 
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of the great 1919 labor upheavals. My grandfather’s engineers’ strike was one 
of dozens that erupted, along with a great race riot, in the summer of 1919.9

But if strikes and unions were very much a part of my grandparents’ lives, 
the Church was its center. The family started out on the old West Side, just 
south of Hull House and west of the old Jewish ghetto in Holy Family par-
ish (established in 1857), which historian James Sanders called “the single 
great Irish Workingman’s parish.” Father Damen, the original pastor, refused 
more attractive locations and instead built the city’s most impressive Catho-
lic church and its premier men’s and women’s schools in a “desolate and unin-
viting locality” amid the shanties of Irish squatters accused of frequent “riots 
and ructions.” The largely poor immigrants responded with lavish support for 
the church, which became “the undisputed symbol of Catholic confidence 
and respectability.” The neighborhood was close to the Hull House settle-
ment and the old Jewish ghetto. My father attended St. Ignatius, still one of 
the top Jesuit high schools in the country. Although we had little awareness 
that these roots placed us near the center of ethnic working-class history in 
Chicago, what little sense we had of history was tied to Holy Family. Aside 
from school texts, the only history book I can recall seeing around our house 
in my childhood was a history of this parish.10

Just before World War I, my grandparents moved to an ethnically mixed 
neighborhood much farther out on the West Side, the neighborhood where 
my father and all of his children grew up. They joined another huge par-
ish, Our Lady of the Angels (ola), which was tucked between two more 
middle-class neighborhoods of second settlement, Humboldt Park and 
Garfield Park. Until the 1950s, both these neighborhoods contained signifi-
cant Jewish populations transplanted from the old West Side ghetto. By the 
time I was growing up in the late 1950s and early 1960s, however, both were 
changing, the latter quickly emerging as one of the city’s largest black ghettoes, 
the former as its most important Puerto Rican barrio. In North Lawndale, 
two miles south of our church, the white population dropped from 87,000 
in 1950 to 11,000 by 1960 and none of the forty-eight synagogues active in 
the previous decade still remained in the latter. While Jewish and Protestant 
congregations “fled,” however, my own neighbors assumed the beleaguered 
parochial mentality John McGreevy has described so well: they dug in to “de-
fend” their parish neighborhoods against “invasion.”11 Ours had long been 
considered a rough neighborhood. As the ghetto moved closer during the 
1960s, however, my neighbors took on an embattled mentality and, some of 
them, a more militant kind of racism than I had seen earlier in my life.
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In the year I was born (1950), West Humboldt Park had a steadily declin-
ing population of 39,000, including only twenty-three blacks. Most residents 
were native-born from immigrant families, with Italians and Poles predomi-
nating. Most were wage earners, almost half working in plants scattered 
throughout the neighborhoods—candy and toy factories, small metalwork-
ing shops, electrical manufacturing plants—and others in the skilled trades 
or lower-level white-collar jobs. My own census tract, about one mile west 
of ola, was entirely white but quite mixed ethnically, with large numbers of 
Poles and Slovaks in our immediate area and greater numbers of Italians to 
the east, closer to the parish church. Ten years later, small numbers of Puerto 
Rican families had moved into some parts of West Humboldt Park; other
wise, little had changed. Originally dominated by the Irish, ola parish was 
about 60 percent Italian and 30 percent Irish in the late fifties, the remain-
der largely Polish. By 1965, however, the population of West Garfield Park, 
directly south of my own neighborhood, was between 65 and 85  percent 
African American. By 1970, shortly after my family left the neighborhood, 
West Humboldt Park was over 20  percent nonwhite; by 1980, it was over 
85 percent nonwhite.12 I did not need the census figures to tell me that the 
neighborhood was changing while I lived there as a teenager; my neighbors 
were obsessed with the changes.

This age of racial transition on the West Side coincided with the golden 
age of American Catholicism, though I did not realize it as I was growing 
up. The number of Catholics in the country doubled between 1940 and 1960, 
and much of this growth came during the fifties through intermarriage, con-
version, or immigration, but above all through high birth rates. At the time 
of John Kennedy’s election in 1960, a critical moment of ethnoreligious and 
political awakening for many in my generation, Catholics were growing at a 
rate twice that of the rest of the population. Between 1949 and 1959, parochial 
school enrollments more than doubled, from 2.6 to 5.6 million, while more 
than 24 million subscribers read (or failed to read) a dense network of 580 
Catholic publications.13 The huge numbers, especially in the nation’s older 
industrial cities, and the resources loyally provided by a largely working-
class constituency, produced an elaborate parallel institutional structure and 
culture that was distinct from the wasp mainstream, though deeply patri-
otic. Nowhere was this dramatic growth more apparent than in Chicago. It is 
remarkable enough that half the city’s population was Catholic in 1956, but 
I was surprised to find the figure was so low. Growing up on the West Side, 
I thought of Chicago as a Catholic city where one could walk for miles 
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without encountering a Protestant or a Republican.14 I was aware of but sel-
dom considered other faiths. My parish, one of the largest ethnically mixed 
“territorial” parishes in the city, contained 4,500 registered families, a mix-
ture of nationalities, spread out over 150 city blocks. Every school morning 
found me standing on Iowa Street in front of Our Lady of the Angels along 
with some 1,400 other uniformed children, lined up along with our priests 
and nuns, to pray and salute the flag.15 Not surprisingly, I always assumed the 
power and the pervasive presence of the Church.

Although ola was a territorial parish, as late as 1950, nearly half (at least 
128) of Chicago’s 281 parishes were instead ethnically homogeneous “national” 
parishes. Having created their own fairly isolated ethnoreligious cultures based 
on their parishes, often at great sacrifice, these congregations were the most 
determined to remain. Here the defensive mentality settled in deeply. Lay-
people were determined to “preserve” their neighborhoods (that is, to pre-
serve their racially segregated character), and pastors often cooperated in the 
project, at least until the early 1960s. Even among the more tolerant people, 
one found the slide that John McGreevy has noted from the deeply embedded 
tradition of distinct national parishes to overt racial segregation: “We have our 
churches (and schools and stores) and they have theirs.” Studying Catholicism 
and race relations in Chicago in the 1960s, William Osborne and his colleagues 
found that the line of defense between white and black neighborhoods was 
most often a national parish like the one we transferred to in the fall of 1958.16

For me, American Catholicism’s golden age was one of miracles. In 
September 1958, after my sister was stricken with a mysterious paralysis that 
made it increasingly difficult for her to walk the mile to ola, my parents 
transferred us to Saints Cyril and Methodius, a Slovak parish. This was a typ-
ically closed national parish, with its parishioners jealously guarding their 
own ethnic subculture, hardly the place for a bunch of Irish kids. The pas-
tor reluctantly accepted us as a hard-luck case, perhaps with encouragement 
from the archdiocese. My interests in immigration and ethnicity probably 
derive in part from my grade school years at St. Cyril’s, where I was steeped 
in an ethnic culture that was not my own. We learned our prayers and songs 
in Slovak, while the kids down the street learned theirs in Polish. Refugees 
from Czechoslovakia and Hungary occasionally joined my classmates, their 
first-generation parents and their immigrant grandparents reinforcing the 
Old World atmosphere of the place. More than it had been at the ethnically 
mixed ola, ethnic culture was promoted and palpable throughout my new 
parish. One could attend Mass and receive the sacraments, buy groceries or a 
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beer, and read the day’s news or listen to it on the radio—all with no recourse 
whatsoever to English.

The first miracle came on December 1, 1958, “the day Chicago wept,” when 
a fire swept through the main building at ola, killing ninety-two schoolchil-
dren and three nuns and devastating a once-vibrant neighborhood around 
the school.17 Arriving on the scene at the end of our own school day, we 
could still see many of the bodies under blankets. My sister’s large seventh-
grade class on the second floor of the school had been virtually wiped 
out. The illness that seemed to be destroying her muscles had saved her life. 
Another miracle followed within a year. After a series of novenas and prayers 
to Blessed Julie Billart and Our Lady of Fatima, my sister’s paralysis left as 
quickly as it had come. The prayers took place in my living room, often with a 
group of neighbors and sometimes with a large statue of Our Lady of Fatima, 
which toured homes throughout the 1950s and early 1960s.18 Doctors had 
considered my sister a lost cause, but she recovered completely.

It is easy enough for me today to dismiss my mother’s claim that the un-
expected recovery was the product of Julie’s and the Virgin’s intercession; at 
the time, it only increased my faith, a gift from my family and community. It 
probably also intensified my feeling that I was supposed to give something 
back for all of these gifts. I was delighted by my sister’s recovery and our 
survival, but I was not shocked. Miracles, it seemed, were well within the 
realm of the possible. Yet the experience might also have set the stage for an 
eventual decline in faith. My development beyond the coming decade left 
little room for miracles.

By the 1960s, the kind of ethnic segregation among white Catholics that 
had characterized the older national parishes like St. Cyril’s was clearly break-
ing down. My own and other ethnic neighborhoods were actually quite di-
verse, with street gangs and other characteristic forms of social organization 
reflecting a range of nationalities and individuals two or three generations 
removed from the immigrant experience. In the context of the massive 
in-migration of blacks to the West Side in the 1950s and 1960s, race rather 
than ethnicity became the dominant source of identity. In the wake of the 
tragedy at ola, “block-busting” real estate agents moved into the neighbor-
hoods south and east of ours. Throughout these years, the arrival of these 
black families produced racial confrontations, and we learned a new word: 
“ghetto.” We still recognized one another by our parents’ and grandparents’ 
nationalities, but there was no mistaking who “we” were, and “they” were 
either black or Puerto Rican.19
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Confronting Race

My confrontation with race and my efforts to understand it suggest the kind 
of influence Catholicism had in this environment and its transformation 
from the highly ritualized, isolated parish life of the fifties to the more cos-
mopolitan and liberal atmosphere of the sixties. I saw black people often as 
they went to work in the numerous factories, dairies, and rail yards around 
the neighborhood, but they were clearly outsiders—automatically suspect, 
watched rather closely. To be fair, this was generally quite a closed neigh-
borhood, laced with street gangs who occasionally pounced on strangers 
thought to represent some kind of a challenge. Most outsiders who met this 
fate, as we did occasionally when we wandered away from our own turf, were 
white, not black.20 I noticed, however, that blacks who had reason to be going 
through the neighborhood on their way to work never entered “our” stores 
or playgrounds or lingered anywhere to talk. If they did, what my mother 
called “a scene” would soon develop.

When I encountered a black person—a construction worker in front of 
my house or a black cop sitting with my father in our living room—this was 
an unusual event. I took advantage of the situation to investigate. If I asked 
my father about these friendly episodes afterward, in light of the racism I 
heard and saw all about me, I received no satisfactory answer except, “He’s 
okay.” Were some other blacks also okay? I became not only aware but also 
interested in race quite early. Why?

My father knew the city extremely well, from tough police precincts up 
and down the riverfront and a variety of other worksites he frequented on 
his days off for extra pay. He was at once attracted to and repelled by the drama 
he saw every day as a cop. He kept a good deal of this out of our house, and I 
only realized how much his job had scarred him emotionally when he came 
to the end of his life. But he was a wonderful storyteller and he carried the 
less grisly stories home with him. These were marked by a cynicism and in-
tolerance shaped by having often seen people at their worst, but also by a 
genuine fascination with the complicated cultures people created amid such 
diversity. His mental map of the city, like that of most Chicagoans, was or
ganized around race and ethnicity. Class was something taken for granted—
less significant, it seemed, for sorting out the stories. He described our own 
neighbors as “the Polack (or Dago, or Bohunk) down the street.” His world-
view is suggested by the fact that he also used a derogatory term to refer to 
the Irish, who were “Turkeys” in his urban lexicon. Yet these people were our 
friends and neighbors in a much deeper sense than the terms connote today.
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My dad sometimes took me with him on errands to more distant neigh-
borhoods. A Chinese hand laundry where he took his uniform shirts became fa-
miliar, but remained exotic by my standards. The proprietor’s little daughter 
seemed different—and fascinating. I was particularly struck by the Garfield 
Park ghetto, physically close to my own parish, but socially distant and 
mysterious—precisely because it was out of bounds. Except in retail stores, 
many of them still maintained by Jewish merchants, there were few white 
people here. It seemed to me like a parallel world with all of its own institu-
tions, comparable to but different from ours. At least some of the mystique of 
the ghetto also rubbed off on my friends. At a time when one’s musical tastes 
said it all, our gang listened only to rhythm and blues on the black radio sta-
tion wvon, never to the Beatles, and we shopped for clothes in stores on 
Madison and Pulaski that catered to young black men. There was something 
here, then, besides all the racism. Young black guys provided a male model 
of bravado and style, and they were known to be tough. They might not have 
been welcomed in our neighborhood, but they were cool. Certainly part of 
this had to do with gender roles and symbolism, but I do not pretend to un-
derstand this attitude any better now than I did then.

I think what intrigued me about race from an early age was this combina-
tion of the frequent appearance of people of color, especially African Ameri-
cans, and the almost total lack of personal contact or understanding. Racial 
difference was clearly important, judging from the amount of time people 
spent worrying about it and the energy they employed to enforce the various 
boundaries between races. Yet no one around me really seemed to under-
stand blacks. In part, then, I was just curious. The widespread racism deeply 
embedded in my surroundings made me fear black kids a bit when I did en-
counter them . . . ​but I was still interested. Were their lives like ours? Were 
they like me, did they wonder about the white kids? The curiosity evolved 
as I moved out of my neighborhood into the broader city, and out of the 
city into the broader world. It became more theorized and hopefully more 
directed, but it remains.

The fact that such encounters produced more interest than fear or hatred 
was due in part to the Church and in part to my mother. If the daily routine 
and occasional surprises of inner-city life sparked an urban curiosity about 
such difference, Catholicism provided a framework within which to make 
sense of it all. Part of the Church’s universal quality was that Catholics came 
in all races and nationalities.21 Such teachings were not irrelevant. Notwith-
standing conventional liberal wisdom, survey data from the 1940s through 
the 1960s suggested that ethnic Catholics in northern cities were consistently 
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more tolerant on issues of race and more supportive of civil rights than other 
white groups.22 This did not mean that laypeople or religious were free from 
racism and other forms of intolerance that surrounded us daily. What it 
seems to suggest is that urban Catholics were deeply conflicted over these is-
sues. For me, the obvious disjuncture between the Church’s formal teachings 
and the daily reality of racism, sometimes within the Church itself, was the 
source of great interest and many questions. Our pastor might worry about 
the neighborhood “changing,” but the Church taught us that all people were 
brothers and sisters. And, like my reading of the Baltimore Catechism, I was 
inclined to accept the Church at its word. About the time I might have begun 
to question it, a new kind of Catholicism began to emerge. As the Church 
itself changed in the course of the 1960s, there seemed to be more room and 
even some encouragement for my questions.

Perhaps because she was more sheltered than my father, my mother 
(1913–2005) was more open, social, and tolerant in various respects, includ-
ing in terms of racial and ethnic difference. From early on in her life, she had 
slightly more exposure to blacks than my father had, and, while she shared 
many of the fears common to my neighborhood, she taught us to treat all 
people with respect. She conveyed to her children the joy she found in meet-
ing different sorts of people. If my father’s stories displayed an urban pa
norama of people from diverse backgrounds, my mother’s example taught 
us to value such diversity. She also taught us charity and the Church’s “pref-
erence for the poor” at our own front door. She could be uncharacteristi-
cally rude with Jehovah’s Witnesses, but she never turned away the people 
my father called “bums.” If I asked her why she gave the guy a quarter or a 
can of soup, she simply said, “Because he was hungry.” This was another face 
of Catholicism, a face I knew well and loved. I have no way to measure her 
influence on me; I have no doubt that it has been enormous.

Vatican II Arrives on the West Side

I would like to say that I gave up my original intention of joining the priest-
hood as I entered my teens for complex or idealistic reasons. In fact, the 
decision can be explained in one word: girls. I listened to visiting priests’ de-
scriptions of their seminaries with great interest, but I realized eventually that 
something was missing in the slides of bowling alleys and swimming pools. 
Once the recognition set in, I decided I could contribute to the Church in 
other ways, and I remained deeply involved in parish activities.
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It is autobiographically convenient when a vital development in world 
history resonates with one’s personal story. The source for a lot of my own 
social and intellectual development, even if I did not always recognize it, was 
the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965), which displayed what Philip Glea-
son has called “the Church in eruption.”23 I welcomed the council’s more 
relaxed, understandable liturgy and its socially oriented practice. Naturally, 
my experience of this big transformation came locally and, like most other 
important changes in twentieth-century Chicago, this one involved race.

The eruption arrived in my own parish in the person of a new assistant 
pastor, Father John Spitscovsky—Slovak to be sure, but young, energetic, 
and full of passion for Vatican II. Our little parish had never had an assistant 
pastor before. I now realize that Vatican II’s social implications were emerg-
ing at the same time that the Chicago archdiocese was implementing its own 
mission of creating peaceful integration. Father John was probably there 
not only to carry the message of the former, but also to begin advancing the 
latter. He arrived shortly after the council got going and quickly set about 
organizing a teen club and aiming to “drag religion into everyday life.”24

A major turning point came in the summer of 1963 when Father John 
hatched a plan with the assistant at Our Lady of Sorrows basilica, in the heart 
of the West Side ghetto. The idea was deceptively simple—a joint religious 
retreat with the teen clubs of the two parishes. It is difficult to appreciate 
the revolutionary quality of this plan without understanding the breadth of 
the racial divide between these two neighborhoods on Chicago’s West Side 
at this moment in their histories. The ghetto around Our Lady of Sorrows 
exploded soon after in the first of several major riots that claimed lives and 
wrecked large parts of the black neighborhoods. Newspapers were filled 
with lurid stories of black street gangs, and crime in the area was, in fact, 
rising.25 These events greatly increased the fear in my own neighborhood, 
and this fear bred racism. Our retreat, which occurred amid all these racial 
tensions, was my first sustained encounter with young black people. I was 
uncomfortable at first, but my contacts with black kids at the retreat began to 
undermine whatever stereotypes I had embraced up to that point. The parish 
groups slept in different rooms of the same dormitory. A small group of the 
black guys came to our room in the middle of the night with a plan for a raid 
on the girls’ dormitory. The fact that it was gender harassment that provided 
the basis for this tentative interracial overture was probably significant, but 
lost on me at the time. I thought this was a great idea. Most of the tough guys 
from my neighborhood demurred, though I am not sure whether they were 
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more afraid of a bunch of black guys in their room in the middle of the night 
or what the priests would do to us. I was one of only two from our parish who 
joined the raid. We ran screaming through the girls’ dorm, and retreated to a 
secluded spot on the grounds. I remember talking there for a long time in the 
dark. Miraculously, the priests made no issue of it the next morning.

In the following year, I paid more attention to the civil rights movement, 
in the city and nationally. In the years since my birth, Chicago had become 
the focal point for both Catholic civil rights activism—through the Catholic 
Interracial Council (cic) and the archdiocesan Office of Urban Affairs under 
Father John Egan (a renowned liberal on civil rights and other matters who 
lived at ola during my early school years)—and also some of the era’s most 
violent racial confrontations. These occurred in parishes very much like my 
own. Each summer brought considerable racial tension, as in Visitation Parish 
just south of the stockyards where white teenagers attacked blacks moving 
into the neighborhood, or simply passing through. I considered such attacks 
on blacks wrong; why I considered them wrong had more to do with Ca-
tholicism than with 1960s liberalism. “Time after time,” William Osborne 
wrote in the mid-sixties, “Negroes, in their efforts to break out of the ghetto, 
have encountered the resolute opposition of the city’s white Catholics.” At 
the same time, “In the interval between 1951 and 1965, the leadership of the 
Catholic interracial movement shifted from New York to Chicago.”26

My own role in all of this was extremely modest, but it suggests the dis-
tance I traveled with regard to race and the route I took to get where I was 
going. As president of the parish teen club, I helped my assistant pastor plan a 
workshop with volunteers from the Catholic Interracial Council. I remem-
ber singing a lot of folk songs and planning the liturgy for the first “guitar Mass” 
I had ever seen, but the weekend also involved a hair-raising trip through 
the neighborhood to interview “typical teens” about their racial attitudes. 
We ran into a gang from the next playground with whom we had fought 
recently. I was saved only by my partner, a beautiful (and fearless) young 
woman from the Catholic Worker movement who attracted the attention 
of the various guys we encountered and actually got some of them to an-
swer the questions (their answers were not very encouraging). Through this 
work, I became involved in the Young Christian Students (ycs) movement 
and had some contact with the cic and the Catholic Worker. I remember 
few of the details. It is revealing, perhaps, that I clearly recall that the gath-
erings were racially mixed, including black kids from the West Side. These 
meetings were at once strange and gratifying.
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My adherence to civil rights, and later to the antiwar movement, brought 
me into frequent conflict with my father during the sixties, but now a new 
kind of Catholicism provided me with some authority. I always reminded 
him of the Catholic support for these movements (though I clearly exag-
gerated in both cases) and used this, rather unfairly, to justify my own ideas 
and actions. My father was extremely proud of his education with the bvms 
(Sisters of Charity of the Blessed Virgin Mary, an old Irish immigrant order) 
and the Jesuits. When I asked the old cop when he would join the move-
ment, he always said he would be there as soon as he could see a Jesuit priest 
on one side of him and a bvm nun on the other. The inevitable moment 
came with a July 1963 Chicago Daily News photo that I displayed proudly on 
the kitchen table. Staring at the photo of nuns and priests in a July 1, 1963, 
civil rights demonstration to desegregate a Catholic facility, my father looked 
confused and hurt. He never showed up at any demonstrations. By the late 
1960s, dinner conversations often revolved around race relations and peace 
demonstrations, with me talking about my involvement and him talking 
about locking people up.27

What was happening in our home was happening in households through-
out the United States. Generational divisions within the Church over civil 
rights come alive in the letters to Father Daniel Mallette during the early to 
mid-sixties. Mallette served a black parish on the West Side and was one of 
the clergy frequently involved in civil disobedience in Chicago, Selma, and 
elsewhere. I cannot recall how aware I was of his particular activities, but he 
was the sort of priest who provided a role model for young Catholics becom-
ing active in the movement. High school student Maria Romano tutored in an 
inner-city school, contributed her allowance to a civil rights organization, and 
explained to her classmates that the Church did not, in fact, condemn inter-
racial marriage. Mallette’s actions encouraged her to persist in her own com-
mitment. “As long as there are Catholics like you in the world,” she wrote, “I 
shall do my best to be a good Christian. Thanks a million.” She enclosed five 
dollars. Mallette’s correspondence is full of such letters, most of them from 
young people, sometimes from middle-aged Catholics, enclosing money, of-
fering prayers, or proposing to join him working on the West Side. But there 
was another sort of letter, almost as frequent, usually from older Catholics. 
A person who signed only as “Irish Catholic” wrote in the wake of Mallette’s 
Selma march, “When I think when I was a kid the respect we had for a priest 
or nun. . . . ​Take off the collar.” The deep divide that McGreevy has noted in 
the Church from the mid-sixties between liberals and parish traditionalists, 
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exacerbated by the escalation of the war in Vietnam, continued to be fought 
every night over our dinner table.28

My brush with the Catholic interracial movement underscores the con-
flicted Catholic attitudes about race that John McGreevy develops in Parish 
Boundaries. He describes the emerging chasm in the sixties between Catholic 
liberals and ethnic blue-collar parishioners, but my own experience suggests 
that the two categories sometimes overlapped. One might identify the cic 
leadership, for example, as middle class, distinct from blue-collar ethnics, 
particularly if one classifies clergy as middle class and educated. It is difficult 
to assess the Catholic interracial movement’s rank and file, however, without 
a good deal more research. What is compelling to me in the story of the 
Catholic Interracial Council, however, is not that most inner-city parishio-
ners opposed its efforts, but rather that some defended them. There were civil 
rights supporters out in the parishes where it must have been difficult to take 
such a stand, and at least some of the movement’s leaders came from back-
grounds similar to my own.29 It would be easy and wrong to romanticize the 
Church’s mixed record on race. My point is not that working-class ethnic 
Catholics supported civil rights and integration, though some clearly did, but 
rather that the tension McGreevy finds between the liberal leadership and the 
conservative flock could run through local parish congregations as well.

Us and Them

Given my later preoccupation with class, it is ironic that it had little role in 
my early consciousness. I certainly saw differences in wealth, even within my 
own neighborhood, but none of these were very striking. I lived my life in a 
sea of blue collars and never thought much about it. Industrial unions and 
periodic strikes were taken for granted. We always sided with labor, but re-
flexively, not because of any well-developed ideology. Any ideas and values 
involved more likely came from the Church than from unions or any politi
cal organization. Catholics were expected to have what came to be called a 
“preference for the poor,” and if we saw poor neighbors all about us, then that 
made the preference a little easier to come by. If class was reproduced in my 
neighborhood (and clearly it was), this happened at some more subtle level 
than most labor historians seem to have in mind. St. Patrick, my large boys’ 
Catholic high school, provided little basis for class distinctions. With no girls 
present, the delicate situation of courting across class lines never came up. 
The girls with whom we socialized after school hours were either from Notre 
Dame, the girls’ Catholic high school down the street, or, more often, from 
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our own parishes. Uniforms meant few if any distinctions in appearance. Even 
most upper classmen arrived together on the same city buses. We did every
thing together, and any distinctions were based on issues other than wealth 
and family status. I remember the few black kids; I remember only one rich 
kid, and he was clearly an outcast.

All of this changed when I turned sixteen, shortly after my family fled the 
West Side for a blue-collar suburb on the edge of Hillary Clinton’s excellent 
school district. For the first time in my life, I encountered considerable wealth 
and active class discrimination. The small minority of black and Latino kids 
at my old school was totally absent; this was the whitest place I had ever seen. 
The resulting alienation was stark and deep. Overnight, I went from being a 
leader in both my high school and my parish, with a large group of friends 
in both places, to being a social outcast. The occasional breaks, like making 
a friend or being invited to a formal dance, always seemed to end with my 
feeling marginalized. When a friend dropped me off, he thought my father, 
who was out trimming a hedge, must be our gardener. Labor historians are 
trained to think of class in terms of material deprivation and the political and 
organizational results of such deprivation in situations of class conscious-
ness. We think of class in strictly social terms. But at the personal level, class 
is also experienced emotionally. My own feelings were mostly of resentment 
and insecurity. I lived my life as an outsider, a feeling that has stuck with me 
in many academic settings. But such marginalization was not all negative; it 
forced me to reflect on and value my family and parish background. I gave 
up on any effort to blend in at the new place, and retreated instead to the 
neighborhood my parents had just fled. I came to think of blue-collar Catho-
lics, my people, as both victimized and superior in many ways to the teenage 
snobs I endured in my classes. Long before encountering social stratifica-
tion theory or Marxism, I resented these people deeply. I identified closely 
with my old neighborhood, which soon took on mythic proportions in my 
imagination. Looking for a way to reconnect with all this—and to avoid the 
draft—I entered college in September 1968, just after the Democratic Con-
vention in Chicago.

I realize now that the University of Illinois Chicago campus is a rather 
drab place by the standards of many university settings, but I thought it was 
beautiful. For me, it represented a vital liberation from my stifling suburban 
existence and a return to the city. The university had swallowed up a vibrant 
ethnic neighborhood around Hull House. Mexican and Greek enclaves were 
virtually wiped out, but part of the old Italian community remained. I trav-
eled to campus every day on the El, and discovered parts of the city I had 
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never known. I had a state scholarship, but like the overwhelming majority 
of first-generation college students on campus, I worked to pay for books 
and expenses. This was hardly an “ivory tower” existence. Once again, the 
Church gave me my bearings. A friend from the old neighborhood brought 
me to the Newman House, and I organized much of my life around the place. 
Like others of my generation, I became active in the antiwar movement, and 
went from a “peace now” position to a more elaborate critique of U.S. 
imperialism. Like some, this led me to an interest in Marxism and socialist 
politics. At Newman, we joined the United Farm Workers’ (ufwa) move-
ment, connected students with the Chicago Area Draft Resistance (cadre), 
planned panels against the university’s new Police Training Institute, and 
helped to organize antiwar demonstrations. I was never a leader in any of 
these movements, and my own evolution took place within a Catholic con-
text, facilitated by the presence of an active Catholic Left in and beyond the 
city. I criticized particular aspects of the Church, but I lived within a progres-
sive, interracial Catholic environment.

At the time, Newman was a politically active, diverse community with 
personal relationships crossing various racial and ethnic lines. The most 
important of these for me was my lifelong relationship with Jenny Wong 
Barrett. Born at St. Frances Cabrini Hospital on the old West Side just two 
weeks after her parents arrived in Chicago from China, she was raised in an 
inner-city parish and was making her own sense of race, politics, and history 
at the time we met. We went through our changes together, creating an emo-
tional bond that has thrived for almost fifty years. Through this relationship, 
I came to better understand the city and its people, the implications of racial 
identity and race prejudice, and the pursuit of democratic aspirations well 
beyond the ballot box.

I never consciously left the Church, but rather drifted away. And the drift-
ing had much less to do with specific disagreements (though I certainly had 
some) than with losing the “gift of faith.” Such a drift, which started in col-
lege and accelerated in graduate school, was hardly peculiar to me. Marxism 
taught me to analyze problems in materialist terms, but I never developed 
the kind of faith in it as a universal theory that I once had for Catholicism. 
Socialism did not displace but rather grew out of religious values and sensi-
bilities. My involvement in labor and socialist politics was always dictated far 
more by heart than by brain, and its ethical foundations remained what I still 
think of as “Catholic.” Some of our political activities, first in the 1970s with 
support work for the ufwa and later, in the 1980s, organizing against U.S. 
intervention in Central America, provided links between Catholic social ac-
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tion and socialist politics, especially in the form of liberation theology. Both 
movements were based in part on Church groups, and included many other 
Catholics and former Catholics. I still cannot explain it, but my movement 
from Catholicism to socialism seemed very natural. I stopped attending 
Mass, but I retained contact with the culture through my family. My affinity 
for Catholicism continues to appear in many little ways.

Religion and Working-Class History

I encountered both working-class history and radical politics at the Univer-
sity of Illinois at Chicago in 1969, and the two were fused in my mind from 
the beginning. I sought out courses on race and ethnicity, which always had 
a mixed clientele, mostly blue-collar whites, but also Asians, Latina/os, and 
African Americans. I had no access to labor history courses, though a couple 
of my instructors encouraged this interest. My earliest research papers reflect 
the interests I have retained throughout my education and my professional 
life—rank and file organization and strikes among Jewish immigrant gar-
ment workers; Langston Hughes and the Harlem Renaissance; the Abraham 
Lincoln Brigade volunteers; immigration and ethnicity; racial identity and 
race relations; work, protest, and political radicalism. I hope my approach to 
each of these subjects has evolved over the past thirty years, but my general 
scholarly concerns were clearly set by the end of my college years. Why? And 
what, if anything, did this have to do with Catholicism?

I have never featured religion prominently in my work, much of which 
looks like the rest of the “new labor history.” This has a great deal to do with 
the theory and politics of working-class history as a research field, character-
istics that I embraced. Yet I believe that my blue-collar, ethnic Catholic back-
ground, a different one than most of my colleagues’, has made a difference in 
my approach. The subjects of my work were never abstractions. Particularly 
when I wrote of immigrant factory workers and their families in city neigh-
borhoods, I thought of these people as an earlier generation in communities 
very much like my own. More important, perhaps, the values that shaped my 
life and ideas up to the time I became a professional historian were still there, 
beneath the language of class analysis and systematic social history. The for-
mer translated into a set of sensibilities that informed the latter.

These sensibilities can be best viewed in my doctoral dissertation on 
the work, family, and community lives of Chicago packinghouse workers 
and in related projects. At nineteen, I read The Jungle, Upton Sinclair’s clas-
sic novel of the destruction of immigrant workers at the hands of the great 
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“meat trust.” I was moved by the novel and identified with the characters, 
but I was also troubled by it in ways that I could not explain at the time. This 
neighborhood, though poorer, was not substantially different from my own, 
yet I did not recognize mine in the squalor of “Packingtown,” or my friends 
and neighbors in Sinclair’s degraded and defeated characters. In real life the 
neighborhood was dominated by vital parishes that formed the nuclei of the 
various ethnic communities “Back of the Yards,” yet Sinclair ignored religion. 
I sensed that these people, like my neighbors, had not only poverty and hard 
work in their lives, but also love and beauty. I just did not know what to do 
about this. When I re-encountered the book in the midst of my doctoral re-
search, I had developed an approach to labor history that helped me to place 
these misgivings into a broader framework and to write a history of Packing-
town and its people that was at once more sympathetic and more realistic.30 
Yet I too missed much of the life in this neighborhood.

What drew me more than anything else in the “new labor history” was the 
notion of human agency—the idea that workers themselves made this his-
tory through the creation of their own institutions and movements, their own 
cultures and ideas. I wanted to do for “new immigrants,” early mass-production 
industry, and big city life what Edward Thompson and his American follow-
ers were already doing for artisans and others in early industrialization—to 
re-create the worlds that Chicago’s immigrant workers made for themselves 
and to put them at the center of my analysis.31 All of this came from Thomp-
son, Herbert Gutman, David Montgomery, and other historians, but I also 
had those vague misgivings about Sinclair’s depiction of people I was having 
trouble recognizing. And those feelings derived far more from my own back-
ground than from reading the new labor history. The two influences came 
together for me in Pittsburgh in the late 1970s.

My central concern was certainly not religion, but rather work and its ef-
fects on people’s lives. Four books were particularly important to my for-
mulation of the project. Outcast London, Gareth Stedman Jones’s brilliant 
history of poverty and social class relations, interested me in the problem 
of casual labor with which families in Chicago’s stockyards district strug
gled on a daily basis. Carter Goodrich’s The Frontier of Control, a study of the 
politics of work in the British metalworking industry, led me to think about 
the packinghouse work process, the nation’s first assembly-line operation, 
in terms of “work rationalization.” I concluded that such “rationalization” in 
the slaughterhouses and packing plants was a relative, class-based concept. 
Changes that appeared rational in terms of the profit motive often disrupted 
workers’ lives and left their families destitute. David Brody’s Steelworkers in 
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America provided a model by focusing on two distinct generations of steel-
workers in the mill towns that I still saw about me in the Steel Valley around 
my new home of Pittsburgh, and on the psychologies (what we called the 
“mentalities”) of both workers and management. David Montgomery’s 
essays, which eventually appeared in Workers’ Control in America, and his 
courses projected the pervasiveness of class in workers’ lives at work and in 
their communities, and were by far the biggest influence.32

Yet none of these works successfully followed workers beyond the fac-
tory walls, into their homes and neighborhoods, and none of these scholars 
paid much attention to religion. I was convinced from the beginning that 
the real drama of this story lay in showing the impact of what Montgomery 
sometimes called “the long arm of the job.”33 Here I was particularly drawn 
by John Bodnar’s argument that it was a commitment to family that moti-
vated immigrant workers, and not Montgomery’s notion of workers’ con-
trol. Rather than juxtapose such traditional family values and the pursuit of 
workplace control, however, I insisted that these workers pursued work con-
trol issues, and working-class organization more generally, precisely because 
they saw these as vital to the protection of their families and communities. In 
this way, I linked Bodnar’s “working class realism” to Montgomery’s world of 
shopfloor politics and class conflict.34

The residents of Packingtown created vibrant and deeply religious lives 
organized around ethnic parishes—eleven in the space of less than a square 
mile, each of them with an elaborate array of voluntary organizations. Yet 
I tended to analyze religion in organizational terms and as a general influ-
ence in the community, never as the center of these people’s lives and as the 
basis of their worldviews. Another study of this same community, Robert 
Slayton’s more ethnographic Back of the Yards, picked up on this part of the 
story. Slayton was too nostalgic and optimistic in his readings of these re-
ligious communities. Like the Church generally, they were conservative in 
many respects, particularly with regard to issues of gender, and subject to 
all of their own conflicts along generational and other lines. But, as Leslie 
Woodcock Tentler notes, Slayton captured the centrality and even some-
thing of the meaning of religion “as a source of comfort and personal integ-
rity, of social order and communal vitality” in the rather dismal setting of the 
stockyards and slaughterhouses. Slayton’s more ethnographic and cultural 
approach, in contrast to my own emphasis on work and the quality of life, 
accounts to some degree for the centrality of religion in his evocation of the 
community and its one-dimensional treatment in my own. I certainly un-
derstood, however, that the mighty meat trust did not dominate the minds 
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in Packingtown. These workers and their families found alternative sources 
for their values and ideals in their various ethnic and religious enclaves. As 
Tentler has observed for immigrant workers more generally, creating these 
cultures in the face of wasp cultural condescension and the acquisitive 
logic of the giant corporation represented an “act of resistance.” “Religion 
provided them with perhaps their richest resources for shaping the world of 
everyday living, and with a potent counterweight to the dominant American 
ideology of competitive individualism.”35

Their religion also invested their lives with a dignity that helps to explain 
their desperate struggles to maintain these precious cultures in the face of 
very real corporate threats. The same Lithuanian laborer who swept blood 
and offal amid commercialized death on a vast scale on the killing floor, or 
the Irish or Polish girl who spent her days stuffing chipped beef into cans, 
each also had music and beauty in her or his life, and a brush with the divine 
each Sunday. Like Mike Dobrejak, the central character in Thomas Bell’s epic 
proletarian novel Out of This Furnace, their religious perspective was vital to 
their continuing struggles to protect their communities and build a better 
world.36 Theirs were class struggles, but they were fundamentally shaped by 
their religious beliefs.

What I found most compelling in the human drama at the stockyards was 
not what riveted Sinclair—the destruction of these people by the meat trust—
but rather their creation of vital family lives and rich cultures. I was attracted by 
this confirmation of the human spirit under such conditions, but this was not 
simply a good story. It is impossible to understand the emergence of strong 
social movements like the United Packinghouse Workers-CIO and the Back 
of the Yards Council at work and in the community without documenting 
the basis for this human spirit and the culture it spawned. The people “back 
of the yards” built these movements to protect their communities and their 
families, and Catholic conceptions of the sacred were at the basis of both of 
these concerns. Celebrated community activist Saul Alinsky concluded, “It is 
the Catholic Church that serves as the medium through which these people 
express their hopes, desires and aspirations.”37

I never raised the obvious connections between a religious worldview 
and these kinds of traditional “family values,” but I saw such values not as 
opposed to or even distinct from, but rather integral to class experience. As 
Leslie Woodcock Tentler suggests, “by preaching so conservative a version 
of marriage and family life, the clergy endorsed, albeit indirectly, a radical 
critique of existing economic arrangements.” The vitality of religious values 
as a basis for what we analyze as class behavior is only one aspect of working-



The Blessed Virgin Made Me a Socialist Historian · 29

class religion that badly needs to be explored. The Back of the Yards was both 
a deeply religious community and the site of chronic class conflict in and 
outside the slaughterhouses, independent labor politics, and effective com-
munity organizing. Labor historians have largely ignored the nature of the 
relationship between such religious devotion and such class behavior—here 
and in comparable communities.38

The material manifestations of working-class religious devotion alone—
the huge edifices built on laborers’ and factory operatives’ wages; the elaborate 
networks of schools carefully designed to shape the values and, thus, the char-
acters and personalities of the communities’ children; the voluntary groups 
and social service agencies erected to provide support for the poorest among 
the poor, in part because many of them would turn only to their own in times 
of need—all of this suggests religion’s centrality in working-class life. Yet 
these creations represented only the more obvious dimensions of cultures 
that operated as potent intellectual and moral influences vital to the world-
views we seek to understand. A careful study of religion could at least begin 
to give us the basis for a new kind of plebian intellectual history and, at best, 
suggest the cosmology of poor and anonymous people in industrial commu-
nities throughout the country. Yet we have largely ignored the vast landscape 
of workers’ religious lives.

And this failure to investigate such a vital aspect of working-class life was 
my failure as well. Catholicism, so embedded in my own life and in the lives 
of many of my subjects, has been largely absent from my research and writing 
down to the present. Why? First, I had changed. The loss of religious faith 
paralleled the development of a materialist conception of historical change, 
even if many of my earlier sensibilities remained. It is impossible to separate 
this personal shift from my immersion in a dynamic subculture of radical 
labor historians. In a profession where I might otherwise have felt even 
more marginalized than I did, I found in Pittsburgh a group of friends and col-
leagues, some of them from working-class backgrounds similar to my own, 
who shared my interests and values. Together, throughout the late seven-
ties, we engaged in labor organizing, strike support, demonstrations against 
apartheid in South Africa, and other activity. This engagement provided the 
context for an enormously exciting intellectual journey that promised the 
opportunity to rewrite the history of the United States with common people 
at its very center, but it left little room for religion as a proper subject of his-
torical inquiry.

Why have we learned so little about an influence that was clearly so impor
tant in workers’ lives? Judging from Leslie Woodcock Tentler’s surveys of the 
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more general bias in U.S. social history, labor historians are in good company 
in ignoring the centrality of religion in general and Catholicism in particular. 
“Complaints about exclusion often strike a petulant tone,” John McGreevy 
notes in a recent review of new religious history, “but it is noteworthy that 
historians of the most religious nation in the industrialized world understand 
their country’s immediate past with little reference to religion.”39 Given their 
interest in anonymous common people, working-class historians face major 
sources and methods problems, especially if we wish to investigate personal 
thoughts and beliefs as well as buildings, organizations, and activities. But 
social historians have long faced similar research problems. Labor histori-
ans’ resistance to the analysis of religious thought and behavior derives, in 
part at least, from the strong materialist bias in much of working-class his-
tory and the political perspectives of those of us who do this research. For all 
our discussion of consciousness and culture, we often embrace what William 
Sewell calls a “materialist common sense”—an assumption that the material 
precedes, shapes, and produces the cultural.40 In a rare early foray into the 
significance of religion for labor history, Herbert Gutman discovered labor re-
formers’ use of religious symbolism and language. But Gutman still tended to 
analyze religion in instrumental terms, as a resource rather than an elaborate 
worldview, and he continued to see politics as distinct from and more funda-
mental than religion. Some labor historians clearly believe not only that mate-
rial conditions and the social relations surrounding them are causally more 
important than religious ideas, but also that religion is, after all, not a good 
thing. We often analyze it as an obstruction, a conservative influence and the 
source of conflict among workers from diverse backgrounds, something to be 
cleared away to allow for the construction of a progressive labor movement—
but never as part of the very basis for class as well as ethnic identity or as an 
element in the motivation of workers engaged in class conflict.41

Much has happened in the past two decades to confront me once again 
with the significance of religion and with the subjective dimensions of his-
torical experience more broadly. My shift to these concerns has less to do 
with the “death of communism,” or the displacement of Marxism by post-
modern theory and method, than with personal events. My parents’ and 
other deaths among family and friends, the departure of my son for a life of 
his own, and my own natural process of aging and illness have forced me to 
think more about those vast realms of life that the “new social history,” for all 
its accomplishments, has never approached. Such personal experiences have 
drawn me to the deceptively simple observation that our historical subjects 
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clearly had their own emotional and spiritual lives that we have ignored at 
the risk of fundamentally misunderstanding them.

One result of this shift has been a tendency to simply consider the per-
sonal side of fairly traditional subjects like working-class radicalism. I began 
to think of radical movements like American communism not only as social 
movements but also in terms of the personal lives of individual activists.42 
Another result has been a renewed interest in race as a form of personal as 
well as social identity. Although race occupied a central place in my analy
sis of the rise and fall of the packinghouse workers’ movement, like most 
labor historians of the time, I analyzed it largely as an obstacle to effective 
organization and struggle. I noticed, however, that most violence in the 1919 
Chicago race riot had been perpetrated by second- and third-generation 
Irish American youth, and that the more recent Slavic immigrants played 
little part.43 Yet homeowners from Slavic immigrant backgrounds became 
central in the racist violence following World War II. This reminded me of 
the observation a priest had made about recent Italian immigrants in Our 
Lady of the Angels parish in the sixties. It was remarkable, he said, how little 
they understood the racial conventions of the neighborhood, how little they 
embraced white racism when they first moved in—and remarkable too how 
quickly they absorbed the dominant attitudes of the resident white popu-
lation. My own background among Slavic American Catholics made it dif-
ficult for me to abstract them as “typical working-class racists.” Instead, I 
determined to understand racism as one part of a process of immigrant ac-
culturation within distinctly working-class environments and situations—
what I termed “Americanization from the bottom up.” Several of my most 
recent articles, including some with my colleague Dave Roediger, concern 
this problem, and I continue to be interested in exploring working-class rac-
ism as part of a broader learning process rather than the “natural” product of 
a multiracial working-class population.44

The Irish Way (2012), which is often thought about as a study of Irish 
Americans per se, was always intended to be a book about the relationships 
between Irish American Catholics and other racial and ethnic groups in the 
twentieth-century American city. The book does argue for the central role of 
Irish Catholics in the creation of a new interethnic urban culture that was the 
product of their interactions with these other groups. It was a way of facing 
the agency of people from my own background in the creation of racial and 
ethnic discrimination and violence, but it was also an effort to reconstruct 
more progressive labor, political, and civil rights traditions among urban 
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Irish Americans. It is difficult to miss the personal motivations involved in 
writing the book.45

My continuing interest in the racial identity and attitudes of recent im-
migrants is just one dimension, however, of a broader concern with the per-
sonal lives of working-class people. This too certainly derives both from my 
own background, and also from more recent personal experience. Through a 
combination of method and perspective, social historians simply miss much 
of the personal, emotional, and spiritual side of life. There is little reason to 
think that such events were any less important in our subjects’ lives than they 
are in our own, though surely attitudes about death and other life transitions 
differ from one culture to another and have changed over time. Indeed, it is 
clear that religion was far more important among most working-class people 
in the early twentieth century, for example, than it is among middle-class, 
secular humanist intellectuals today. Is it possible to fuse labor history’s 
broad categories of structural and material analysis with a serious investiga-
tion of the subjective and the personal—the emotional content of life, strong 
personal relationships, particularly within families, and various forms of per-
sonal identity and sources of motivation? Though I am still not a practicing 
Catholic, for me, religion generally and my Catholic background in particu
lar are critical to such concerns. Bringing a serious consideration of religion 
into the study of poor and wage-earning people’s history not only rings true 
with my own experience; it also offers even those without this background 
an opening into a particularly important dimension of working people’s lives.



Amid calls for global approaches to the study of history, some labor historians 
have turned to the more personal dimensions of working-class life through 
the study of biography and autobiography. While an emphasis on social pro
cess, collective experience, and material conditions has largely defined social 
history for a generation, recent theory, the decline of the labor movement, 
and political transformations have encouraged some to consider the more 
subjective aspects of working people’s lives. At the same time, the history of 
American communism has enjoyed a renaissance, with a new generation of 
anticommunist scholars contending with aging New Left interpreters over 
the meaning of communism in the broader sweep of U.S. history. One conten-
tion concerns the very nature of the Communist Party USA (cpusa). The 
new anticommunists have documented at length the espionage activities of 
party members, and have returned us to a view of the party as essentially a 
tool of the Soviet state, while leftist interpreters argue that it represented a 
genuine social movement shaped by domestic situations. Rather than the 
influence of Stalinism, New Left historians have tended to emphasize the 
agency of party members.1

ch a p t e r  t wo

Was the Personal Political?

Reading the Autobiography of American Communism
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Historians of the left and the movement itself have long compiled bio-
graphical data on leading communists. An important international bio-
graphical turn in the history of communism is represented by Kevin Morgan 
and the group of scholars working at the University of Manchester, where 
they have constructed a very large database of biographical information on 
individuals associated with the Communist Party of Great Britain. Some 
of their published work has included biographical essays on figures from 
various national parties.2 For the most part, however, even this work has 
employed biographical materials as data on which to generalize about the 
characteristics of party militants, largely steering clear of the personal and 
emotional issues addressed in this article. Likewise, biographies of several 
of the most important leaders in the American party over the past decade 
have dealt with their subjects’ personal lives. The object of these studies, 
however, has been to assess their subjects’ impact on the political move-
ments they helped to build.3 Most historians in the United States and 
elsewhere continue to think about communism with what Vivian Gornick, 
writing forty years ago, called “an oppressive distance between themselves 
and their subjects,” which “conveys only an emotional and intellectual 
atmosphere of ‘otherness’—as though something not quite recogniz-
able, something vaguely nonhuman was being described.”4 What might be 
called the subjective history of communism tells us a good deal about the 
costs and also the attractions of the movement. The ideological and orga
nizational character of communist parties might remain paramount in the 
writing of their histories, but the history of the subjective lends a personal 
dimension to the phenomenon that a strictly political reading of commu-
nism cannot grasp.

This essay draws on about forty communist and former communist mem-
oirs, in addition to interviews and other forms of personal narrative. What 
can these texts tell us about the personal identity and intimate relationships 
within the party, and about the gendered quality of the communist expe-
rience? In the process of answering this question, I hope to encourage the 
notion among social historians that our worker-subjects were individuals as 
well as members of a social class, and that they traveled through their histori-
cal experiences with emotional and personal baggage that bear a relationship 
to the sensibilities and feelings that govern a good part of our own lives. Tak-
ing the communist memoir as a subgenre of working-class autobiography, I 
first analyze the characteristics of the communist autobiography, the condi-
tions under which such works were produced, and their intended functions. 
In the second portion of the paper I ask: Was there a personal dimension 
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to the history of American communism, and if so, of what does this history 
consist and how does it relate to the more familiar political narrative of the 
movement?

Working-Class Autobiography and Communist Autobiography

An autobiography represents not the unmediated story of a person’s actual 
experience, but rather a constructed narrative full of conscious and uncon-
scious choices on the part of its author. The notion that autobiographies 
are based on available models and shaped by the conditions under which 
they were produced and the goals they were intended to achieve represents 
a well-established understanding of what we mean by the term.5 Autobiogra-
phy, Phillipe LeJeune concludes, “is necessarily in its deepest sense a special 
kind of fiction, its truth as much created as discovered realities.” Indeed, Joan 
Scott has gone so far as to argue that the “experience” of our historical sub-
jects is itself a notion constructed by historians to provide a universalized 
understanding of the past, that “experiences” are themselves socially and cul-
turally constructed.6

Autobiography appears by definition to be the province of the “sover-
eign self,” “the genre par excellence of the emergent bourgeoisie,” as Mary Jo 
Maynes has noted. Often traced back to Rousseau and Goethe, “It was the lit-
erary expression of individualism, and the faith in an integrated and coherent 
personality so central to the bourgeois economic and political philosophy 
that was groping its way to prominence . . . ​part of the broader historical cre-
ation of the bourgeois personality.”7 The rare worker-autobiographer was, in 
this sense, “atypical” by virtue of having become a more or less self-reflective 
writer. They were what Maynes calls “boundary crossers,” living their lives in 
working-class communities and often expending their energies and talents 
in creating and shaping working-class social and political movements, but 
also observing their own lives and those of their class-mates from a reflective 
perspective that owed something to bourgeois autobiographical traditions.8

Yet we must analyze proletarian autobiographers differently than we 
might their bourgeois counterparts. Scholars of working-class autobiogra-
phy have long stressed its tendency to diminish or dissolve the self, to ignore 
the personal dimension of experience in favor of the collective, to stress the 
“ordinary” quality of its subjects. The convention of the individual as “social 
atom,” as Reginia Gagnier notes, serves to distinguish working-class autobi-
ography from the more introspective bourgeois genre.9 This tendency has 
been particularly marked in the case of labor and socialist activists, for whom 
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the central narrative seems always to be focused first on one’s “conversion” to 
the movement and then on the development of the party or movement itself, 
rather than on the individual.10

Within the broader field of working-class autobiography, communist per-
sonal narratives would seem particularly problematic. Any sort of biographical 
approach might even seem superfluous because the movement’s “proverbial 
conformism, intrusiveness and monolithicity were backed up by the strictest 
codes of party discipline.”11 Add to this the strong political interests of most 
historians of communism, regardless of political affiliation, and common as-
sumptions about the character of communist parties and their negative ef-
fects on individual agency and autonomy, and there is little if any room left 
for the person or the personal in the history of communism.12

In describing the assumptions of most historians of communism, Kevin 
Morgan, a biographer of British communists, argues, “The historiography of 
communism is predicated on a group identity so intense and pervasive as 
to leave little room for distinctive life histories.” All experience and thought 
is assumed to be “subordinate to the totalitarian logic of party discipline.”13

Thus, few historians of any political description have been inclined to 
think about the autobiographical dimension of communist history. Com-
munist autobiographers have included many middle-class authors, but their 
commitment to a working-class political organization and the collective 
quality of that commitment have discouraged the discussion of subjective 
experience in most of their personal narratives as well. Communist writers 
have focused instead on the party; the personal story was only significant 
insofar as it shed light on the evolution of the organization, its successes and 
failures, or broader lessons for communists and other radicals. Anticom-
munist writers have been particularly disinclined to dwell on the personal 
because they have viewed the party largely as an extension of the Soviet 
state—a monolithic, totalitarian instrument of a foreign power in which per-
sonal experience tells us little if anything about the history.14 New Left histo-
rians of American communism have shown greater interest in the personal 
dimension of the story, perhaps because of their own roots in a political tra-
dition claiming that “the personal is political.”15 But even many of the New 
Left scholars of communist biography have tended to be more concerned 
with the political dimension than with their subjects’ personal lives.16

Yet the study of individual communist lives offers us what Morgan sees as 
“a way to move beyond traditional party historiographies . . . ​to an altogether 
more complex, nuanced and unsettling account. . . . ​If relating such stories 
constitutes revisionism, it is simply in the sense of a populated history, frag-
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mented enough to embrace the extraordinary diversity of experiences it en-
compassed over the three-quarters of a century.”17

In part, then, we pursue communist autobiography to “populate” our his-
tories with flesh-and-blood subjects, not the cardboard characters that filled 
the scenery in older political histories of the movement. Given the strength 
of Cold War caricatures reemerging in the American historiography, this in 
itself is a contribution. It is more difficult to ignore the basis for communist 
loyalties in the everyday experiences of working-class people and others—
to objectify individual identity in the name of a vast faceless international 
conspiracy—when we confront the diversity in human experience con-
tained in personal narratives. In the context of the American historiographi-
cal debates, an approach based on autobiographies makes it more difficult to 
sustain the image of American communists as a collection of Soviet automa-
tons. In this sense too, the personal side of communist history is political. 
Indeed, a great deal in the history of American communism is lost in deciding 
that the personal experiences of these activists are not a significant part of 
that story.

Autobiographies of American Communism

In fact, communist activists could speak in a different, more personal voice, given 
the right setting. Personal diaries might be one example, intimate correspon-
dence with family or close friends another. Published autobiographies, how-
ever, are quite public by their nature, and we can employ them only very 
carefully, considering their purposes, the conditions under which they were 
produced, and their broader social and political contexts.18

In the case of the United States, a substantial set of autobiographies con-
stitutes a base for such an analysis. We have several distinct genres, in fact, of 
communist personal narratives. The first of these was fundamentally shaped 
by the party itself. As in the case of most national parties, the cpusa pub-
lished numerous party autobiographies. Even more than most workers’ per-
sonal narratives, these tend to be narrowly didactic texts geared to the party’s 
own interests, useful primarily for clues as to how the party viewed such in-
dividuals, as well as for the details of organizational life they might convey.19 
The party’s own autobiographies represent particularly striking examples of 
the constructed nature of personal narratives. Indeed, the narrative decisions 
were not simply made by the individual authors, but were deeply influenced 
by the party. Given the constructed nature of autobiographies, scholars of 
the genre stress the significance of the models autobiographers might have 
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taken, consciously or subconsciously, in shaping their own stories. Here So-
viet autobiography likely played a vital role. As in so many other aspects of 
party life, American communists seemed to shape their own personal narra-
tives with Soviet models in mind.20 But the intervention of other voices in 
the narrative could also be far more direct. Written under party direction and 
editing, and sometimes even subject to committee assessment, such autobi-
ographies fulfilled several vital functions.

First, they conveyed lessons for revolutionaries. Particular episodes were 
developed to demonstrate such lessons. The party’s most popular autobiog-
raphies, by Elizabeth Gurley Flynn and William Z. Foster, for example, were 
less narratives than collections of brief sketches, each intended to make a 
particular point about the experience of being a revolutionary worker.21

Party autobiographies also provided models of revolutionary commit-
ment and genius. The Nicaraguan revolutionary Manuel Calderon captured 
their importance as vivid symbols of the revolutionary party. A scientific 
theory such as Marxism-Leninism provided a useful guide, he noted, but “in 
real life, it is the concrete, personal example that motivates people.”22 None 
of this means that such model narratives were identical in content. Even in 
party autobiographies, women tended much more than men to include per-
sonal details about family and children, love and friendship relations, and 
even emotions. The contrast in the autobiographies of Foster and Flynn is 
striking in this regard. Both were Irish American radicals who came out of 
the iww with strong attachments to the labor movement, and both joined 
the Communist Party in middle age. Flynn includes extensive details about 
her first unsuccessful marriage, a miscarriage, the death of her infant child, 
and her long-term love relationship with the Italian anarchist Carlo Tresca. 
(Interestingly, Flynn includes no details at all about her ten-year lesbian 
relationship with the radical physician and birth control advocate Marie 
Equi, suggesting, apparently, the limits of party tolerance for the personal.) 
Flynn’s sister Kathy, her parents, her son Fred, and her lover Tresca glide 
in and out of the story. In contrast, Foster’s first autobiographical volume 
includes no mention at all of his first marriage, little on his family back-
ground, and only brief mention of his wife, and in his second volume there is 
no mention of her at all.23

Why women militants’ narratives tended more toward the personal is an 
interesting question. Scholars of autobiography tells us that writers construct 
their personal stories on the basis of models and values close at hand and are 
deeply influenced by the conditions under which they produce their texts. It 
seems likely, then, that women activists, however radical they might appear 
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by the standards of their time, were nevertheless influenced by some of the 
same values that shaped other women’s autobiographies—a greater value on 
personal relationships and greater attention to the family, for example.24

These autobiographies, organized around a strong central narrative of 
party-building and class conflict, provided more than lessons. In the process 
of telling an individual’s life story, they told the party’s own. These were, in a 
real sense, histories of the working-class movement writ small, on a human 
scale, so that they conveyed a narrative of heroic struggle and a steady march 
toward the party as the ultimate instrument of working-class liberation. In-
deed, William Z. Foster observed that his autobiography was less a personal 
narrative than “[a] contribution to the history of left trade unionism in the 
United States during the past forty years,” and an “outline of the develop-
ment of the Communist Party.”25 But because of their human scale, such nar-
ratives also provided model lives for individual militants.

What scholars of autobiography have come to call “conversion narratives” 
play a critical part in many of these autobiographies. The early narrative is 
often filled with details of poverty and disorganization that underline the 
misery of working-class life under capitalism, providing the material basis 
for class consciousness and the search for a political way out. The narrative 
builds to a moment of conversion to socialism and then marches through a 
process of movement-building in which the author is important only insofar 
as her/his story helps to explain the development of the party and its fate. 
Writing of similar conversions in French and German socialist autobiogra-
phies, Mary Jo Maynes notes that “these moments signify the point when 
the plots of their life stories were revealed to their heroes or heroines. . . . ​
Through the reconstruction of these transformative moments, authors re-
constructed the process by which they came to imagine and pursue possi-
bilities for themselves other than ones to which had seemingly been born.”26

As Nell Painter wrote of her experience working with the black commu-
nist Hosea Hudson on his personal narrative, “Hudson spoke as if his life 
were divided into forty-six years in the Communist Party and thirty-five 
years groping toward it.”27 William Z. Foster’s account is more or less typi-
cal of male autobiographers. He was walking the streets of his native Phila-
delphia slum in the summer of 1900 when he encountered a street-corner 
socialist speaker: “His arguments and analysis seemed to give real meaning 
to all my experience in the class struggle. . . . ​I began to count myself, from 
that time on, a Socialist. That street meeting marked a turning point in 
my life.” Though the Communist Party was not born until nearly two de
cades later, and Foster did not join until 1921, the remainder of his story is 
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organized around his ideological journey from socialism through syndical-
ism to Marxism-Leninism.28

Though they might experience their own dramatic conversions, women 
militants were more often what American communists came to call “red-
diaper babies,” encountering the movement within their own families.29 
Peggy Dennis, Dorothy Healey, and Elizabeth Gurley Flynn were all born 
into socialist families and raised within the movement. An alternative route 
came through the rebellion of upper-class children, as in the case of Jessica 
Mitford, who first joined the Communist Party of Great Britain and ran off 
to Spain in the late 1930s, even as her parents and sisters cultivated their re-
lations with high-ranking Nazis and developed alliances with homegrown 
British fascists. Mitford later became a local party activist and organizer for 
the Civil Rights Congress in the San Francisco Bay area and eventually, after 
leaving the party, a best-selling author.30

A second genre of anticommunist narratives, what might be called “con-
fessional antimemoirs,” were particularly significant in the context of the 
Cold War, when the government sought to discredit domestic radicalism 
and much of the public was eager for lurid accounts of communist treachery 
and subversion.31 These texts have a central plot every bit as pronounced as 
the party autobiographies—the subversion of American democracy and its 
displacement by a mindless commitment to Soviet totalitarianism. Several 
involve a conversion or reconversion to Christianity. Such texts can be useful 
for conveying the seamier dimensions of communist experience that one is 
unlikely to find in authorized party biographies, but their intended political 
functions and the antagonistic frame of mind with which the authors took 
up their pens underscore the limits within which any autobiography, and 
certainly these, can be read as objective accounts of “experience.” Virtually 
all of these memoirs focus particularly on their authors’ and other commu-
nists’ roles in Soviet espionage activities, an experience of particular concern 
in much of the older and more recent anticommunist historical writing, 
but one that was quite foreign to the lives of most rank-and-file American 
communists.32

Finally, an interesting group of “oral biographies” produced between the 
late 1970s and the early 1990s were often the products of collaboration be-
tween communist veterans and younger scholars, dialogues of sorts between 
the Old and New Lefts. Several of these autobiographies constitute among 
our best cases of the integration of politics with personal experience. Most of 
these veterans had left the party or been expelled, either during the 1956–1957 
crisis at the time of Khrushchev’s revelations and the invasion of Hungary or 
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during the next major party crisis with the Soviet invasion of Czechoslova
kia in 1968.33 Although some of these veterans undertook their writing inde
pendently, much of this work took the form of an oral history shaped by the 
political backgrounds of both the New Left historians and their respondents. 
The human dimension of American communism looms larger in many of 
these projects, and some of them involve what Camilla Stivers has called a 
“subject-to-subject” approach in which the interviewer/author is aware of 
his/her own perspective and interests in producing the book.34

One of the most important documentary films dealing with the party’s 
history, based on extensive interviews, was produced with the explicit aim 
of putting a human face on the American communist movement.35 Many of 
the New Left historians were shaped by a movement that held that the per-
sonal was indeed political, and they consciously investigated their subjects’ 
personal lives in the course of researching, interviewing, writing, and editing 
the narratives. Raised during the Cold War and committed to fundamental 
social change, such historians sought in part to humanize a movement they 
had been taught to hate. Even in these cases, however, the narrative is often 
driven by the veterans’ tendencies to discount personal experience and iden-
tity as secondary to the main plot of political organization and conflict, and 
by New Left scholars’ own political agendas, which often involved the search 
for a “usable” historical past. The pursuit of the relationship between the 
personal and the political was particularly strong among feminist historians, 
whose approach was formed in the context of the new women’s movement 
of the late 1960s and early 1970s.36

Given the strong bias for politics, what can these autobiographies tell us 
about the personal side of communist history? Acknowledging the bewil-
dering array of human experience that confronts us in opening the subjec-
tive side of communist history, I have identified several realms that seem to 
exemplify the character of communist militants’ personal lives: marriage and 
sexuality, child-rearing and family life, and personal identity and crisis.

Love and Marriage

Though perhaps in somewhat different ways and with different feelings, 
many male and female radicals opposed marriage on political grounds. The 
discourse in the early Communist Party (1919–1929), especially among those 
men who came up through the Industrial Workers of the World (iww), was 
one of virile, romantic revolutionary roughnecks, living in a rough-and-
tumble and dangerous capitalist world with little room for women.37 For 
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Harvey O’Connor, who was not a member but remained close to the Com-
munist Party for much of his adult life, marriage was “a bourgeois trap to 
hang a family on you, to enslave you to a steady job for the rest of your life, 
and to hell with it.” As in patriarchal discourse more generally, women were 
seen as a burden on male revolutionaries. Recalling his attitude during his 
early years as a Wobbly, O’Connor recalled, “Women restricted your move-
ment without adding a great deal to your life.”38

Living together, however, was common, the writer Myra Page (Dorothy 
Markey) recalled, as were Russian liaisons for American communists. In-
deed, the confessional antimemoirs of autobiographers who left the party, 
the popular press, and postwar Hollywood anticommunist films all stressed 
communists’ rampant sexuality as part of their threat to the American way of 
life. But, contrary to sensational representations concerning casual sex, par-
ticularly in the 1920s, many party members disapproved. Earl Browder was 
living unmarried with one woman, Kitty, in the United States, but fell in love 
with Raissa in the USSR and lived with her there. Browder’s rather turbu-
lent love life was “shocking” to Page. Raissa had first fallen in love with party 
leader William Z. Foster and asked him to father the children she wanted, 
but Foster, a strict revolutionary ascetic, refused. “Foster had principles, es-
pecially about personal matters, and he refused because he had a wife,” Page 
recalled. Browder, Raissa’s second choice, accepted the offer. Page overstated 
her case, however, as Foster had at least one and possibly two lovers during 
his long marriage to Esther Abramovitz Foster. Again, communist attitudes 
and behavior were often vestiges of earlier movements. Both Foster and, 
especially, Esther had extended experiences with open relationships in the 
anarchist and syndicalist movements before ever joining the party, yet they 
established a lifelong and, by most accounts, loving marriage.39

Theoretically, many communists believed in open relationships, what 
American anarchists had called “varietism.”40 In real life this seldom turned 
out well. Working on a radical paper in Mexico with his wife Eleanor and 
another American radical, Charles Shipman soon came face to face with the 
contradictions between theory and practice. Early in their work, his wife El-
eanor began an affair with the other comrade while the three of them were 
working together in a small office. “Theoretically libertarian in such matters, 
I was supposed to not care. But I did. Fiercely. When I insisted that it had 
to be him or me, she went to live with Clint. I thought I would never get 
over the loss of Eleanor.”41 While Dorothy Healey’s second husband had 
been involved with other women “almost from the beginning” of their mar-
riage, and always reported these affairs to her, she told herself and others it 
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did not bother her. Clearly it did. When her third husband admitted that he 
was having an affair with another comrade’s wife while Dorothy and the rest 
of the California leadership were on trial in the mid-1950s, Healey left him 
immediately.42

A lover hoping for romance, however, might be easily disappointed by a 
mate who was, above all, a professional revolutionary. Vera Buch Weisbord 
met and fell in love with her future husband Albert in the heat of the 1925 
Passaic textile strike, but it was hardly candlelight and soft music. “[D]uring 
a brief, quiet interval in the office, Albert drew me over to the window and as 
we stood close said in a businesslike way, ‘Smith, I want to live with you on 
a permanent basis, I believe you have the qualities I want in a partner. You 
have courage, intelligence, and the desire to be a Bolshevik.’ ” Vera, herself a 
dedicated organizer, embraced these terms. “The word love, so essential to 
me, had never once been uttered by him,” she later wrote. “Now, however, he 
had put into words what must have been to him the highest praise. I realized 
that I had just received a proposal. Now I could really love my man without 
reservation; now I experienced not merely the joy and elation of being in 
love, but with it a deeply felt satisfaction never known before.”43

Liaisons could be even more instrumental. Charles Shipman, working for 
the Comintern in Moscow, took up with a young Russian woman, Natalia 
Alexandrovna Mikhailova, though she seemed to be using him as much as 
he was her. “Natalie” was one of a “bevy of highborn young Russian women” 
working as auxiliary personnel at the Second Comintern Congress. “[She] 
spoke perfect English and had good handwriting. Moreover, she was a thing 
of beauty with stormy eyes set deep in her ivory face. . . . ​She was surpris-
ingly ignorant . . . ​liked being around foreigners. . . . ​As might have been pre-
dicted, we began to sleep together. Jokingly, I asked her if she would like to 
go to Mexico with me. She said yes so fast that I gasped.” In order to be able 
to travel, he married her, making him a bigamist, as he still had a wife in the 
United States. “Though I never had any deep feeling for Natalie, nor she for 
me, we enjoyed each other, she wanted to get out of Russia, and I trusted 
her.” She was a “staunch, undemanding companion” for several years.44

The obvious chauvinism suggested by such an account is important to 
gauging the character of some personal relationships within the party.45 
Such relationships often occurred between relatively younger, less experi-
enced women and older male organizers, often their superiors. The adven-
turous quality of such affairs is undoubtedly important to understanding the 
women’s motivation, but there is little doubt that difference in ages, experience, 
and status introduced an element of unequal power into the relationships.46 
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Shipman’s story also conveys the cosmopolitan character of party activists 
who roamed the country and the globe, working in a wide range of envi-
ronments with activists from diverse backgrounds in a worldwide political 
movement aimed at massive social, economic, and political transformation. 
The fact that most such activists came from working-class backgrounds sug-
gests a particularly striking case of cosmopolitan experience that remains 
largely unexplored. To the extent that long-term sexual relationships were 
more open than typical marriages of the same era, this might have owed as 
much to this mobile lifestyle as to any particular ideological position regard-
ing marriage or monogamy.

The instrumental approach to personal relationships suggested by Ship-
man’s affair with Natalia could and did occasionally extend to the use of sex 
in the interests of party goals. “My ‘liberation’ from conventional standards 
of female behavior did not consist so much of getting what I wanted in my 
private life,” Dorothy Healey recalled, “as in not attaching a great deal of im-
portance to what I was missing.” As a young woman, after the end of her first 
marriage, Healey became involved with a succession of men and lived with a 
communist seaman for about two years, “because I felt it was my Party duty 
to do it . . . ​he was lonely and he was one of our best members and if that’s 
what he wanted, and it’s what he did want, then it was my Party duty. . . . ​
Later, I started thinking of this as my ‘Salvation Army’ approach to love and 
marriage. You’re bestowing yourself because that’s what somebody wants. . . . ​
It shouldn’t matter one way or the other.”47

Communists clearly had models of love and marriage, often drawn from 
the history of the Russian Revolution, before them. As Russian personal and 
domestic lives were remade in the wake of the revolution, bourgeois observers 
often tended to exaggerate the more lurid aspects of these changes—notably, 
the notion that Soviet women’s sexuality had been “collectivized.” But change 
was real, nonetheless, in the areas of marriage, divorce, abortion, and other 
personal matters.48 The new Soviet rulers were taken as models in their per-
sonal as well as their political lives. “You’ll be my Krupskaya,” Albert Weis-
bord promised in his proposal to his wife Vera. “You will go with me from one 
strike to another. . . . ​When we have the textile industry organized, we’ll move 
on to steel, and so on, building the Party. You can never have children, not 
even a home. But you’ll always be by my side, fighting with me, helping me.”49 
When young communist labor organizers Joe and Sheba Rapoport decided 
to move in together before marriage, they were influenced by the Soviet ex-
ample as well as by hormones. “The new freedoms and new forms in the 
Soviet Union strengthened the idealism of radical young people here,” Joe 
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later recalled. “I didn’t see the need for anybody, the government included, 
to give us permission to come together.”50

A stable marriage, whether formal or common law, was more typical 
among U.S. communists than an open one, it seems, especially after the 
1930s. Earl Browder himself settled into a lifelong marriage and fatherhood 
of three children with Raissa. A love affair that started casually in the heat of 
political struggles could persist for a lifetime. The strength of such a union, as 
well as the domestic tensions it might produce, is suggested by the relation-
ship between James Cannon and Rose Karsner, who began an affair while 
he was still married and both were raising children. Subject to the pressures 
of a revolutionary’s life and trying to care for their children at a distance, 
Karsner and Cannon personify the problems of maintaining a family life in 
the party (and later in the Trotskyist movement). Yet they remained devoted 
to one another for life.51 Myra Page’s life might have been more typical than 
Browder’s. She remained married to her “first love,” John Markey, for sixty-
six years, until his death. “We talked about it, but it never occurred to us to 
do anything but stay within traditional bounds . . . ​throughout the sixty-six 
years of our marriage, John and I have been a team. . . . ​The partnership has 
been crucial. I don’t believe I would ever have done it alone. . . . ​He’s always 
been there—a strong person all the way through.”52

While they owed a great deal to political affinities, such pairings often 
crossed other boundaries, some of which seemed insurmountable in main-
stream society. Interracial marriage, still extremely rare in the United States 
and actually outlawed in some states as late as the 1960s, suggests how the 
subculture of American communism diverged from the mainstream at this 
most intimate level as well as in more explicitly political ways. Indeed, as in 
other cases, the decision to marry across racial lines was a political choice 
made in the context of white supremacist ideology and practice. With no 
hard data, autobiographical information provides our only guide, but it ap-
pears that interracial marriage was certainly much more common within the 
cp than in the broader society. Important African American leaders such as 
William Patterson, Claudia Jones, Lovett Fort Whiteman, Abner Berry, and 
Harry Haywood all had white partners, while the Japanese American activ-
ist Karl Yoneda married Elaine Black, a white communist organizer. Com-
munist Party members figured prominently in the 188 interracial marriages 
sociologists studied in Chicago during the Depression. The pressure that 
such couples undoubtedly felt was mitigated, it seems, within the commu-
nist subculture, where such marriages were not only tolerated but nurtured, 
though even many party members remained sensitive about the issue. The 
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black writer and poet Claude McKay recalled that as early as 1938 a group of 
black women communists in Harlem met to discuss the fact that most of the 
party’s black male leaders had married white women (a practice that appears 
to have been more common than black women marrying white men). Ac-
cording to McKay, they drew up a resolution to Stalin and the Executive of 
the Communist International protesting the practice.53

Intermarriage between gentiles and Jews, a relatively common occur-
rence today, remained a taboo on both sides of the religious divide through 
the mid-twentieth century, yet such marriages were fairly common among 
American communists in the 1930s. While religious practice might have 
been rare among the radicals, important cultural differences were bridged in 
such marriages. Catholics from Eastern European backgrounds, for example, 
where anti-Semitism was fairly common, might learn some Yiddish, come 
to appreciate Jewish cooking, and, perhaps most importantly, agree to their 
children being raised as Jews. A young Jewish wife learned a bit of Polish and 
took great pleasure in Polish music and dance. In deference to a new son-in-
law, a Jewish family excised a portion of the Passover ritual that called down 
plagues upon the heads of the gentiles. A young Jewish communist wife sang 
the old songs her Scottish Catholic husband had taught her and pined for 
him while he was fighting with the Loyalists in Spain. They had met in a Chi-
cago branch of the Young Communist League.54

Political commitment was vital in breaching what might seem an insur-
mountable social barrier. The party not only provided rare common ground 
for two individuals who would otherwise not meet, but through its ideology 
it provided a strong sanction for such unions. A young Jewish communist 
woman continued to have misgivings about her decision to marry across reli-
gious lines. Although she was certainly not religious, she did identify as a Jew 
and regretted any estrangement the marriage caused with her family. When 
she traveled to the Soviet Union, however, and saw that such marriages were 
common and officially sanctioned in the society that she considered an ideal 
model, the lingering concerns she harbored dissipated.55

A Hungarian immigrant explained the process: “We were Roman Catho-
lics and we got the whole religious works. . . . ​I was raised an anti-Semite,” but 
Depression conditions pressed him to seek political answers to the problems 
he saw about him. And when he looked, he found the Communist Party, and 
with it, good Jews. “I was in closer contact. . . . ​It was a gradual change. I came 
to the conclusion, and especially through reading some of the Marxist liter
ature, that anti-Semitism . . . ​was one of the tricks put over on us. . . . ​Now I 
don’t consider whether people are Jews or not—I am not interested in that.” 
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He married a Jewish woman in a civil ceremony, and their child was raised 
outside the religious traditions of both families.56

There were limits. A gentile husband felt the application of a mezuzeh to 
the couple’s door was “superstitious stuff.” A young radical Jewish woman 
was proud of her decision to step beyond established boundaries, disregard 
class prejudices, and marry a laborer of Polish Catholic descent. But when 
her husband refused to associate with her Jewish friends and continued to 
fraternize with anti-Semitic Poles, the marriage disintegrated. A University 
of Chicago researcher enumerated the controls on women particularly in 
such marriages: the family’s resistance, gossip in the broader community, 
and the woman’s own conscience and identity.57

Correspondence during the McCarthy era between imprisoned commu-
nists and their families offers a rare glimpse of the personal relations between 
party spouses in the postwar era. Many letters concern mundane details of 
daily life in and out of prison, and the Smith Act prisoners clearly sought 
to maintain their roles as spouses and parents through such communica-
tion. Because the letters were censored coming into and going out of the 
prisons, it is perhaps not surprising that they contain little of a political na-
ture, and they do occasionally convey details about defense work and other 
party matters. But they also suggest the strain that long jail sentences must 
have placed on the families of political prisoners, and they convey above 
all the love between the correspondents. “I have been living from hour to 
hour every day,” Aurelia Johnson wrote to her husband Arnold soon after 
he entered prison, “expecting you to come walking in. . . . ​It’s good to read 
your letters sometimes as often as seven or eight times and I go back for a 
refresher every now and then. . . . ​Until tomorrow then—I shall close with 
love and thoughts of you always with me.” “This morning I picked up your 
letter and my joy knew no bounds when I found the visit was being permit-
ted,” she wrote in March  1956, closing with “I love you and miss you so. I 
think of you and add the days. Lovingly always, Aurelia.”58 Arnold carefully 
counted each card and letter from his wife (118 letters and 187 cards in 1955 
alone, 333 messages of all sorts in 1956). He read them over and over again. 
He himself wrote the maximum number of letters allowable under prison 
regulations, always conveying his deep love for his wife and reminiscing 
often about past vacations and celebrations, often trying to place her in his 
mind’s eye.59 Gil Green’s children reported in detail on their school work, 
love lives, and neighborhood activities, and he often advised them on these 
and other matters.60 In many respects, he was simply trying to maintain his 
role as husband and father, though at a great distance.
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Some aspects of private life were best kept separate from the political. 
While the cpusa leadership was wary of recruiting gay members, and gay 
communists often felt obliged to carefully separate their political and sexual 
lives, homosexual experiences were not uncommon, and some evidence sug-
gests that local party groups were more tolerant in this regard. Attitudes on 
the left hardened, however, between the 1920s and the postwar era, accord-
ing to Kathleen Brown and Elizabeth Faue. The early twentieth-century left 
and 1920s-era party were more open and tolerant of gay subcultures, while a 
less tolerant party culture was more common by the Popular Front era. The 
cpusa leadership was particularly sensitive about homosexuality during the 
McCarthy-era repression of the early 1950s, when considerable numbers of 
gay and lesbian members were purged, ostensibly on security grounds. Even 
then, however, some local party leaders refused to expel trusted activists 
on the basis of sexual preference. Some activists in the emerging gay rights 
movements of the 1960s, such as Mattachine Society founder Harry Hay, re-
lied on their communist organizing experience in establishing the basis for 
an early gay rights movement.61

Children and Abortion

In the context of a revolutionary party, particularly in periods of repression or 
revolutionary crisis, the decision to have children was even more complex than 
it would normally be, and, again, the stakes were rather different for male and 
female activists. In the 1920s and early Depression years, many party leaders 
actively discouraged the idea of raising children in the midst of trying to make 
a revolution. While such thinking was undoubtedly nurtured in the shadow 
of Soviet mythology, it was not born with the Communist Party. William Z. 
Foster clearly carried over from syndicalist days the principle that children in-
hibited militants and “provided a new supply of slaves” for capitalists. Harvey 
O’Connor, another Wobbly veteran, also refused to have children. He mar-
ried a young socialist woman reluctantly and for largely practical reasons, but 
he “emphasized that I wanted no children and would not be tied down for the 
rest of my life. Love being what it is, Blanche agreed even to the point, even-
tually, of having a hysterectomy.” When O’Connor succumbed to the idea of 
children in his second marriage, to Jessie Lloyd, it was less an enthusiastic 
conversion than a negotiated concession: “Well, that is the way women are 
and you have to humor them.”62 But such feelings were widespread, especially 
during the 1920s and early 1930s. “Among the Left, women as active as I was 
were not expected to have children,” Myra Page recalled. “[W]omen were 
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scarce, and those willing to work as leaders needed to put in their time . . . ​you 
made a choice.” Again, the Soviet experience was invoked as a model, though 
more than one lesson could be drawn. Seeing activist mothers in the USSR 
emboldened Myra Page to have children of her own.63

Elizabeth Gurley Flynn’s mother and sister cared for her only son, Fred, 
during her extended speaking and organizing tours, first for the iww and 
later for the Communist Party. One of the few regrets she recalled in her co-
pious autobiographical writings concerned her long absences from her son. 
“I recall a Christmas Eve, 1919, walking through Union Square, white with 
snow, with . . . ​the attorney who represented many of the Russian deportees, 
and realizing suddenly that I should be home, filling my child’s stocking in-
stead of attending a meeting.”64

The extent to which the international communist movement might in-
trude on family life and the rearing of children—and the lengths to which 
party parents might go in following party directions—is suggested by the 
experience of Eugene and Peggy Dennis in the early 1930s. While he was sent 
on Comintern work in South Africa, the Philippines, and China, she was sent 
to various points in Europe, and their four-year-old son, Tim, was placed in 
the Comintern Children’s Home for almost two years. Here he lived with the 
children of revolutionaries sent on Comintern missions around the world. 
By the time they returned, Tim spoke only Russian, and Comintern leaders 
feared that he would represent a security risk—for the international move-
ment and the cpusa—on the trip back and during his early months in the 
United States. They ordered the parents to return home without their son, 
who would be sent back at some other time, “under different circumstances.” 
Peggy Dennis recalls the anguish she felt in this situation, but the parents 
made the decision to leave their firstborn son in the USSR, where Tim would 
be “safe, protected, given the best socialism had to offer.” Tim remained in 
the Soviet Union for the rest of his life and saw his parents only a couple of 
times over the next two decades.65 As difficult as this decision may be to un-
derstand, it does help to explain the resolve of some communists to avoid the 
responsibility of raising children—even when that meant abortion.

Diaphragms and other forms of birth control were likely even more com-
mon in the communist movement than in other areas of American life by 
the 1920s, but so were accidents and, as a result, abortions.66 Dorothy Healey 
sustained a series of three abortions and at least one miscarriage during her 
early years in the party. “It was just taken for granted that we would have 
abortions. Who could think of a revolutionary having a child?”67 When Vera 
Buch became pregnant in the midst of her organizing of the 1929 Gastonia 
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strike, her lover and future husband, Albert Weisbord, insisted that she get 
an abortion because “the inconvenience would be great if we wanted to be 
active revolutionaries.” He refused to accompany her, however, insisting that 
paying for the procedure was his only responsibility. Following a botched 
abortion by an amateur, Buch suffered as much emotionally as physically: 
“Something very strong and primitive in me had been violated. . . . ​Behind 
it all was resentment at what seemed to be Albert’s callousness. Why had he 
refused to go there with me? Is it possible to love and feel no concern for the 
loved one?”68

Ironically, given this attitude toward children, party cadres often em-
ployed a family metaphor to explain the strength of personal bonds within 
the movement. “In some ways the Party was like a family,” Myra Page re-
called. “We formed very close relationships, but then we fought like fami-
lies when we thought something was important enough. . . . ​We lost friends 
when we left. It was sad and painful.”69

Party attitudes toward children seem to have loosened up during and im-
mediately after the World War II era, in the midst of the baby boom. It might 
also make a difference, it seems, whether one was dealing with male or fe-
male leaders. In 1943, when Dorothy Healey decided she wanted a child, she 
asked her California state party secretary, and Oletta O’Connor Yates, county 
organizer in San Francisco, what they thought. Both agreed readily, though 
Healey admitted that if they had not done so, “I would have heeded party 
discipline and forgone the pregnancy.”70

Peggy Dennis observed a close relationship between the domestic bur-
dens of women activists and their small representation among the leader-
ship cadres. Many who reached such heights had neither children nor a 
permanent personal relationship. “To comply with the methods governing 
party work, a woman had to be willing to relegate the children to an around-
the-clock surrogate parent.”71 Dorothy Healey was determined that her son 
would not become such a “party orphan.” Her mother assumed day-care du-
ties when Healey had to be out of town. She insisted on leaving the party of-
fice at 3:30 every day to pick Richard up from child care, often held meetings 
at her home to avoid leaving him in the evening, and left meetings to answer 
his call and talk to him as he fell asleep.72 But many activists became part-
time parents because they remained full-time revolutionaries. Harvey and 
Jessie O’Connor left their children with caregivers daily and for extended 
periods of time.73

Some of the slack might be taken up by the various youth activities spon-
sored by communist parties throughout the world—sports programs and 
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summer camps, the Young Pioneers, and relationships with other children in 
the party. As Deborah Gerson recalls in an autobiographical article, “In sum-
mer camp we lived out the Left’s values . . . ​camp became the locus of our 
emotional relationships.” The camp was a “respite” from the burden of living as 
part of a small political minority in an overwhelmingly hostile environment.74 
The demanding character of party membership and a very conscious effort 
to instruct members on “how to bring up communist children” undoubtedly 
shaped child-rearing. A striking array of children’s publications, summer camps, 
and youth groups sustained a communist culture among the party’s youth.75

Given all this, children’s experiences varied enormously from one family 
to another, judging from the personal narratives of red-diaper babies. Some 
remembered their communist childhoods fondly; others recalled being 
neglected in the interests of political activity. Stephanie Allan’s communist 
parents were careful to bring the family together for dinner every evening 
before the regular round of meetings, to save weekend time for the family 
from their busy political lives, and to bring children whenever they could to 
demonstrations and rallies so that the family would be together. She recalls 
hers as a “warm, loving family life.”76 But other red-diaper babies remember 
great distance from their parents.

Maxine DeFelice was verbally attacked almost daily and was later raped 
by a gang of boys, but her parents seemed always to be in meetings, and she 
felt unable to confide in them. “No one knew, no one noticed,” she recalled. 
“Important things were happening.” Living in North Carolina, where her par-
ents were cio union organizers, she found solace as the only white member 
of a black church.77 Other children felt abandoned when their parents were 
imprisoned or sent underground during the McCarthy era. The most strik-
ing of the “red-diaper” autobiographies may well be Bettina Aptheker’s.78 
While most commentators have focused on the author’s charges of sexual 
abuse at the hands of her father, however, the story’s main theme seems to be 
the daughter’s efforts to frame her own identity and politics in the shadow of 
her father, Herbert Aptheker, a pioneer scholar of African American history 
and one of the party’s main intellectual figures.

Living within the party could put enormous pressure on children, par-
ticularly in periods of political repression. On the night the Rosenbergs were 
executed, ten-year-old Gene Dennis awoke screaming with a fear shared by 
other children in communist families: “I don’t want to die! They will kill him 
too. Bring my Daddy home; they will kill him too.” His mother too had night-
mares she shared with no one. “At night,” she wrote at the time, “we each 
weep and surrender to the fears that grip our lives.”79 Particularly today, when 
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revisionists are rehabilitating the image of McCarthyism, such accounts help 
us to grasp the damage wrought at the neglected personal level in this era of 
severe political repression.80

Political Crisis as Personal Crisis

The notion that communists were selfless conveys something of the quality 
of the political commitment and its implications for one’s personal life, but it 
also reinforces the perception of communists as the other, people strangely 
different from us. The striking silence on personal issues in most Commu-
nist Party autobiographies was not only the product of design or conscious 
choice. It was also shaped by a very different understanding of the personal. 
In fact, many communists explained their commitments in terms of a par
ticular kind of self-realization which was intense and fulfilling, but which 
also tended to subsume the personal in the political. This latter characteristic 
hobbled individual members and the party as an organization in trying to 
deal with serious personal problems. The pressure of daily communist politi
cal activity, let alone the sort of extreme stress to which communist men, 
women, and children were subject during the McCarthy era, produced 
numerous such personal crises, which remain largely unexplored.

Diane, an accomplished Broadway actress who left the party after fifteen 
years of strong commitment, recalled the personal fulfillment she experi-
enced during her time as a communist: “They were good years, very good 
years. Richly alive with the sense of everything coming together, a fusion of 
world and being that made you drunk with life . . . ​my life has been a long 
journey into myself. My years as a communist taught me things about human 
identity I would never have realized otherwise.” Yet she regretted “the trag-
edy of identifying your entire self with anything outside of yourself.”81 When 
she faced an emotional crisis in the postwar period, her comrades were ill 
prepared to lend support, or even to understand what was happening.

[S]omething began to happen inside of me . . . ​imperceptibly, without 
my knowing it consciously, things began to come apart for me in the 
Party. . . . ​I struggled desperately to let them know what was happen-
ing to me. . . . ​They didn’t know what I was talking about . . . ​this was 
all personal and, therefore, trivial. . . . ​I should be more serious . . . ​
it was wrong to be so concerned with something as frivolous as my 
feelings. . . . ​I saw more and more that these people, my comrades, did 
not know themselves what they actually thought and felt. . . . ​Their iden-
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tification with the Party had become so complete, so absolute, they no 
longer knew the difference between their own finite selves and what I 
could now only call Party dogma. I felt terribly lost. Who was I? What 
was I? Why was I here? What did it all mean? . . . ​The very fact that in 
the Party everything personal was suppressed and despised began to 
make it impossible for me to ignore the personal . . . ​if they had been 
clever enough to give me even a bit of understanding, I might have 
remained a communist for God knows how long.82

This emotional poverty appears most often in autobiographies in the 
context of political and personal crisis, for the two often went together. For 
Peggy Dennis, who spent more than forty years in the party, the moment 
came during the Smith Act trials when the entire party leadership, including 
her husband Eugene Dennis, was indicted and eventually imprisoned. Of the 
eleven defendants, one, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, was an unmarried woman 
whose adult son had died earlier. Most of the rest left wives and families 
behind as they entered either prison or underground lives on the run. The 
party itself was completely preoccupied with defense work and in preparing 
the organization for what the leading faction saw as the imminent rise of fas-
cism in the United States. “With husbands gone and the Party organization 
we had always relied on absent,” Dennis recalled, “living with insurmount-
able family problems and fears and apprehensions, we were thrown upon our 
own resources and upon each other.”83

These communist wives and mothers created the Families Committee of 
Smith Act Victims to support the prisoners and their children and to educate 
the public on the threat to civil liberties represented by the sweeping legis-
lation under which the party was suppressed. In an era of hyperdomestic-
ity and extreme nationalism, red-diaper baby Deborah Gerson notes, they 
adopted the language of family values to make their case. Women activists 
were doubtless influenced by a new postwar cult of domesticity, but it was 
also a political strategy. More than the constitutional issues involved in their 
cases, the committee’s propaganda featured photos of the defendants with 
their families and emphasized their domestic roles as parents and spouses.84

Writing on behalf of the Smith Act defendants in the spring of 1956, the 
great African American intellectual W. E. B. Du Bois conceded that some 
Americans “believe that these victims have endangered this nation by what 
they have thought and said.” “But I think that all of us can agree on one 
thing,” he concluded, “and that is that the families and children of these per-
sons should not be made to suffer.”85
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Many of these women were skilled and hardened political organizers. 
Their movement achieved some of its limited aims and provided extensive 
material and political support for the families, but few of them credited the 
committee with providing the day-to-day emotional support required to get 
through the crisis. Peggy Dennis recalls:

As to the personal problems each of us had, none of us was equipped 
by our Party experience to respond to each other on a simple human 
level . . . ​we had no experience in the Party to respond to each other as 
individuals, only in impersonal political concepts. . . . ​Like the other 
wives, officially and outwardly I was too calm, too impersonal, too po
litical. Within myself, I cried silently.86

“In the cp there was no space for feelings as such,” writes Deborah Gerson, 
who lived through the ordeal as a child. The party “placed no special value 
on the expression of one’s own feelings; focusing on personal upsets bore the 
stigma of ‘subjectivity’ and was disdained.”87

Whatever practical support the party provided its members, some of 
them felt this emotional deficit keenly. Diane, the actress quoted above, 
experienced her personal crisis in the context of McCarthy-era political 
repression, divorce, unemployment, and a call to testify before the House 
Un-American Activities Committee (huac). “My husband, the Party, my 
work—everything went up in smoke in one hideous moment.”88 She called 
the talented professional revolutionaries with whom she worked “politically 
astute, emotionally ignorant.”89 Another Communist Party veteran, a well-
known editor, also noted what he called the “emotional distance” that “grew 
up between me and the world beyond the Party.”90

While the McCarthy era was a particularly striking period of stress pro-
duced by political isolation and repression, one might well identify other 
situations in which such considerations are relevant to communist history—
the extreme factionalism of the late 1920s and 1940s, when hundreds of 
people were driven out of the movement; the bitter class warfare of the early 
Depression “Third Period”; the declaration of the Hitler–Stalin Pact, which 
derailed the party’s vibrant antifascist movement at a stroke; Khrushchev’s 
excruciating 1956 litany of Stalin’s crimes, which shattered the lifelong po
litical commitments of thousands of individuals. In this sense, the personal 
side of the communist experience has a history every bit as much as its more 
public dimensions.

Life within the movement was often intense, and personal relationships 
might be quite intimate, but emotions were experienced and relationships 
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developed through the political life of the party. A university physicist who 
had started a new life after twenty years in the movement came to realize that 
his “deepest emotions are engaged only in a political context. . . . ​Our politi
cal life is so deeply intertwined with our personal life. . . . ​It is our personal 
life. I mean, I’m not sure what else there is . . . ​apart from politics.”91 “For 
sixteen years,” another veteran recalled, “I was suffused with the dogma of 
Communism. . . . ​My studies, my marriage, my friendships were all strained 
through the liquid flow of Marxist thought before they entered my brain and 
my feelings.” Vivian Gornick emphasizes the passion of American commu-
nists, what she calls “this hook upon the soul,” that invested the lives of mili-
tants with far more drama than those of most working people.92

What was most striking to Gornick in more than forty interviews with 
veteran communists, however, was the high development of what she termed 
“the gift for political emotion,” while “the gift for individual sympathy” was 
“neglected, atrophied . . . ​the experience of all things human lives primarily 
through the political act.” Thus, as Gornick notes, a deep irony resides at the 
heart of communist history, for the same passion that plunged individual 
communists into this intense emotional experience also produced what she 
calls “a dogmatic purging of the self.”93 When an interviewer pursued details 
about William Z. Foster’s private life, his subject resisted. “The movement,” 
Foster concluded, “is the decisive matter.”94

Conclusion

The conventions and exigencies of life in the movement discouraged Ameri-
can communists from expressing their personal feelings and shaped the char-
acter of their personal relationships. The more revealing autobiographies and 
interviews suggest a connection between this particularly (some might say 
peculiarly) strong political commitment and the subjective dimensions of 
one’s life. Yet the distance most historians have placed between themselves 
and these historical subjects has warped our view of this history.

Communist autobiography, even more than most working-class autobi-
ography, reflected a view of the world and a particular kind of political com-
mitment that militated against the kind of introspection and subjectivity we 
might expect to find in this most intimate form of writing. Given the sort of 
organization to which they belonged and the very different political contexts 
within which they operated, this is not surprising. But this does not mean 
that party members lacked personal lives, or that these lives are superfluous 
to our understanding their movement. Even the self-realization that is the 
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stuff of autobiography is present in some of these texts, particularly in the 
narratives of women activists, though perhaps in a form that appears strange 
to us.

While male autobiographers might concentrate entirely on the political, 
writing as if they had no personal lives, women’s memoirs are far more apt 
to include personal details. Subject to the chauvinism that penetrated their 
movement, as it did other realms of American society, communist women 
faced a double standard in their personal as well as their political lives. Nor, 
despite their political activism, did they escape the gender norms of their 
times. As a result, their narratives provide rare glimpses and often insightful 
reflections on family life, personal relationships, and self-realization through 
political activism.

The lesson here is not that the personal was more important than or even 
equal to the political, but that the former can help us to understand the lat-
ter. Communist autobiographies suggest, for example, that self-realization 
came through collective experience and party activity, an extreme version 
perhaps of the collective quality scholars have found in working-class narra-
tives more generally. We find not only a politically charged context, but also 
a fusion of the personal and the political in these life stories that is distant 
from our own conservative political climate and our radically depoliticized 
lives. But perhaps this distance from our own experience represents another 
characteristic that makes the study of such lives important—for political as 
well as historical reasons.

Serious consideration of the personal dimensions of communist activism 
provides a very different perspective on two important recent trends in the 
history of the United States. The first is an increasing tendency in revision-
ist literature to see the cpusa simply as an arm of the Soviet Union and to 
diminish its role as a social movement, particularly at the local level in cit-
ies and towns throughout the United States. Some American communists 
clearly did operate as espionage agents, and the American party’s subservient 
relationship to the Soviet party distorted its programs and political judgment. 
The second tendency in the historiography follows from this characterization. 
By focusing particularly on Soviet espionage work in the United States, some 
historians have justified the enormous damage done in the McCarthy era. 
Since it is clear now that some individual American communists were in-
volved in such work, the tendency is to excuse the political repression of 
those years as a necessity for guarding national security.

An autobiographical approach not only underscores the emotional strain 
brought to bear on individual radicals and their families during such peri-
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ods of repression. It also begins to suggest the fit, or lack of one, between 
personality, personal relationships, and emotions on the one hand and par
ticular types of political organizations and policy on the other. Specifically, 
the patriarchal character of Stalinist parties like the cpusa left little role for 
personal expression and identity—even less for women members than it did 
for men.

At its broadest level, the autobiographical approach to American commu-
nism suggests a level of experience that has remained largely submerged in 
labor history—for the United States and for other societies. It encourages us 
to consider radicals and other working people, not simply as members of a 
particular social class or participants in social movements, but also as individ-
uals with personalities and private lives, each with his or her own strengths 
and frailties, which may have shaped their motivations and behavior beyond 
the political and social forces we find to be more familiar in our work. In this 
sense, autobiography affords a different angle not just on the history of the 
international communist movement but also on the historical experience of 
working-class people more generally.



In early 1919, the progressive novelist Mary Heaton Vorse found William Z. 
Foster sitting in the tiny Pittsburgh office where he directed the Great Steel 
Strike, the largest industrial conflict in the history of the United States up to 
that time. Foster remained calm and collected, selfless in the midst of this 
great social movement:

He is composed, confident, unemphatic and impenetrably unruffled. 
Never for a moment does Foster hasten his tempo. . . . ​He seems 
completely without ego. . . . ​He lives completely outside the circle of 
self, absorbed ceaselessly in the ceaseless stream of detail which con-
fronts him. . . . ​Once in a while he gets angry over the stupidity of man; 
then you see his quiet is the quiet of a high tension machine moving so 
swiftly it barely hums. He is swallowed up in the strike’s immensity. What 
happens to Foster does not concern him. I do not believe that he spends 
five minutes in the whole year thinking of Foster or Foster’s affairs.1

This was the image Foster projected throughout his early life and the reputa-
tion by which he was known: a brilliant strategist and organizational mind, 
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an engineer and architect of working-class movements, a dedicated militant 
with no apparent personal life. Certainly for any historian looking for the 
links between the personal and the political, Foster does not appear to be a 
very promising subject.

But fourteen years later, in an October  1933 letter to his old friend and 
mentor Solomon Lozovsky, the Comintern’s director of trade union work, 
Foster showed a very different side of his personality. Recovering at a So-
viet sanatorium from a serious and complex illness with both physical and 
psychological dimensions, he was clearly depressed, subject to nervousness 
and anxiety attacks, bewildered by his current situation, and profoundly 
concerned about his future. “I am still very sick,” he told Lozovsky. “Three 
months have passed since my arrival in the USSR, and the doctors say that 
my disease is nervous in nature, as if I am recovering, but the progress is 
so slow that I doubt any progress. . . . ​I feel that I cannot go on this way. 
Lying here, I am of no value to the movement, and the isolation is eating 
me up.”2 This crisis forced Foster to turn from his usual whirlwind of public 
speaking and organizing to a life of writing. He left a series of memoirs, let-
ters, and other personal texts that suggest some aspects of the relationship 
between the subjective—personal identity and representation, emotional 
experience—and the political—ideology, organization, and action. As Kath-
leen Brown and Elizabeth Faue note, historians of both the “Lyrical Left,” 
which preceded the Communist Party’s heyday, and the New Left, which 
followed it, have been particularly concerned with the relationship between 
the “personal” and the “political.” In contrast, most historians of U.S. com-
munism have dwelt either on the machinations of the international move-
ment and factional politics or on local studies of the Communist Party in 
action, seldom on the personal dimension of such political experience, a 
dimension that, as Brown and Faue argue, is critical to understanding this 
experience.3 What can an analysis of Foster’s crisis tell us about his career as a 
revolutionary, and perhaps also about the relationship between the personal 
and the political in the experiences of American communists more gener-
ally? How might this neglected personal dimension, the subjective problems 
of identity and emotion, relate to research in labor history, which has tended 
to emphasize the material and the objective?

I will describe some of the influences that shaped Foster’s personality 
up to the time he joined the communist movement and the severe physical, 
psychological, and political crisis he faced in the mid-1930s just at the moment 
the Communist Party USA (cpusa) was becoming a mass movement. Next, 
I focus on Foster’s efforts in the late 1930s to reinvent himself as a communist 
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writer and as a symbol of the party’s proletarian roots, particularly through 
two autobiographical works. Finally, I distinguish my own approach from 
earlier Cold War efforts to interpret American communism from a psycho-
logical perspective, and I raise the broader problem of integrating the subjec-
tive elements of human experience into the materialist framework of most 
working-class historians.

As the Communist Party liked to remind people, Foster was a product 
of the Philadelphia slums. Bitter poverty, the deaths of most of his siblings, 
crime and violence in the streets of his own Philadelphia neighborhood, 
his father’s alcoholism and erratic work life, and the failure of his mother’s 
hopes and dreams marked his early life. His work life could only have un-
derscored the insecurities that encumbered his youth: enforced transiency, 
constant uncertainty about his livelihood, dangers embedded in many of his 
work situations.4

Such experiences shaped a rather grim outlook on life, best conveyed per-
haps in the language of Foster’s early syndicalist tracts and in the zeal with 
which he embraced the hyperbolic revolutionary language of the Comin-
tern’s Third Period (1928–1935).5 The syndicalist, Foster wrote in 1912, has 
“placed his relations with the capitalists on a basis of naked power. . . . ​He 
knows he is engaged in a life and death struggle with an absolutely lawless 
and unscrupulous enemy, and considers his tactics only from the standpoint 
of their effectiveness. With him the end justifies the means.”6 “The only pos
sible guard for the future security of the working class,” Foster told congres-
sional investigators in December 1930, “is the dictatorship of the proletariat 
and a Soviet government.”7 Writing in 1932, he concluded: “The working 
class cannot come into power without a civil war.”8 Such language reflected 
not only the international line, but also the very real class violence of Foster’s 
early life and the early Depression years. It also characterized his personality 
and political perspective throughout his life. Indeed, it seemed to Foster that 
his own experiences constituted a living indictment of capitalism. As an old 
man, he could not remember “the time when I was not imbued with that 
class hatred against employers which is almost instinctive to workers.”9

In his youth, Foster fashioned a sense of his rather bleak surroundings 
from the ideas and values at hand, notably his mother’s devout Catholicism 
and the Fenianism for which his father had been exiled from Ireland. He also 
embraced the comradery, loyalty, and inchoate class pride that he found in 
his street gang and in early strikes. In his memoirs. Foster describes these 
early influences as primitive thinking he left behind on his steady ideologi-
cal progress toward communism. In fact, unlike Elizabeth Gurley Flynn and 
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some other Irish American communists, he did eschew all identification 
with his ethnic and religious background, and was openly hostile to orga
nized religion in some of his writings.10 Yet Foster’s revolutionary asceticism, 
his formulaic approach to matters of history, theory, and ideology, and his 
extreme discipline all suggest the lingering effects of Catholicism. There are 
rumors, originating apparently with members of his family, that he requested 
and received the services of a priest when he was near death in Moscow.11

When he turned from the daily struggle for survival to the world of ideas, 
Foster acquired what he described as an “insatiable spirit of observation.” His 
mother encouraged his long hours in the Philadelphia Free Library, though 
it was here that he abandoned his religious faith for Darwin, Gibbon, and 
Spencer, and here that he began a slow journey to the political left. Leav-
ing school after the third grade to contribute to the family economy, Foster 
remained an avid reader throughout his life, eventually learning to read in 
French and German, also picking up some Russian, and producing dozens 
of books and thousands of articles and pamphlets. Despite his formulaic ap-
proach in his writing and his reliance on the rather dogmatic language of 
orthodox Marxism-Leninism, this was a remarkable personal achievement, 
given his background.12

After the deaths of both parents and the disintegration of his family around 
the turn of the century, Foster drifted for many years around the country and 
throughout the world, working at a wide range of jobs: railroad laborer, camp 
cook, deep-water sailor. Such experiences also shaped his worldview and pro-
vided him with an extensive anecdotal repertoire concerning working-class 
life, an encyclopedic knowledge of the labor movement and the world of 
work, and an almost instinctive sense about organization and strategy. Even 
his enemies acknowledged him as a master builder of workers’ movements. 
Between 1917 and 1919, he provided the organizational genius behind two 
massive organizing campaigns that swept hundreds of thousands of immigrant 
and African American meatpacking and steel workers into the burgeoning 
wartime labor movement.

The instability in his own life produced a strong attraction for system, 
organization, science: first Darwin, Spencer, and the pioneer American so-
ciologist Lester Frank Ward, later Marx and Lenin. In his early writings, he 
spent considerable time and effort in describing precisely what the new syn-
dicalist society might look like, and he located the solution to social and eco-
nomic problems not in democratic representation and practice, but rather 
in technical expertise and systematic organization.13 Historians have argued 
for the attraction of system and organization for intellectuals and the new 



62 · Chapter 3

professionals of the early twentieth century, Foster’s formative years. But 
the significance of strong, centralized organization, discipline, and planning 
likely meant something else to workers like Foster who had grown up with 
and endured for so long poverty, disorder, instability, and insecurity.14 In 
the unstable and chaotic environment in which he matured, he was strongly 
attracted to Ward’s vision of a society rationally organized on the basis of 
human needs. Ward provided Foster with his first notion that the rampag-
ing market and the social carnage in its wake might somehow be brought 
under control.15 Searching for a systematic political way forward, Foster first 
found Marxist socialism, then the syndicalist model, and finally Soviet com-
munism. When he embraced communism and during his later Russian trav-
els, he was most impressed with the details of Russian industrial and union 
organization, not Soviet ideology. The fact that the Russians seemed to have 
created an effective, exportable workers’ system was what attracted Foster, 
not Marxist-Leninist theory.

When he secretly joined the Communist Party at the age of forty in 1921, 
Foster was already middle-aged and at a political dead end.16 The impres-
sive organizations he had built in the open shop bastions of meatpacking 
and steel, which had won him a reputation as his generation’s most talented 
labor organizer, were largely destroyed. Blacklisted from the railroads where 
he had made his living, having passed through the left wing of the Socialist 
Party, the iww, and a series of his own syndicalist groups, he was waiting 
impatiently for a new opening in the political scene.

Foster had, by this time, developed his argument that the “militant minor-
ity” of dedicated radicals must “bore from within” the conservative main-
stream unions to transform them into effective class weapons. He had created 
a new organization, the Trade Union Educational League (tuel), to achieve 
this end. As it happened, Lenin also urged boring from within, at least at the 
moment when Foster visited Soviet Russia for the first time in the summer of 
1921. As the wartime revolutionary upheavals subsided and political reaction 
set in in capitalist societies throughout the world, Lenin urged revolutionar-
ies to create “united fronts” with socialists, labor party supporters, and trade 
union activists. “It appeared that our ten year fight for work within the conser-
vative unions was at last going to be successful,” Foster later recalled. Searching 
for a way to galvanize his new tuel, and swept up in the enthusiasm of the 
Russian Revolution, Foster joined the new party that fall, and the tuel be-
came the American section of the new Red International of Labor Unions.17

Throughout the 1920s and beyond, Foster was by far America’s most 
important communist—the party’s perennial presidential candidate, the ar-
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chitect of its trade union work, a link to American radical traditions and to 
indigenous labor militants, and the person whom the public identified most 
closely with American communism. Deeply embedded in the world of in-
dustrial work, union organizing, and strikes, his Chicago-based party faction 
and subculture constantly battled the group they called the “City College 
Boys,” a more urbane and cerebral group of professional revolutionaries in 
the New York headquarters. The latter held the party franchise through much 
of the 1920s, but Foster remained the great symbol of American radicalism, 
and his group represented the only hope for a base in the labor movement. 
The result was almost constant factional warfare throughout the 1920s.18

The particular role he carved out for himself within the communist move-
ment put a tremendous strain on Foster. In March 1930, he was arrested while 
leading a giant, violent, unemployed demonstration in New York City, one 
of several such mobilizations throughout the nation, which put the party’s 
unemployed work on the map. Imprisoned at the age of fifty for six months 
in a small cell on Riker’s Island, Foster was subject to all sorts of depriva-
tion. He emerged at the end of 1930 and, instead of resting, quickly immersed 
himself in the party’s unemployed organizing.19 The following spring, he as-
sumed direction of the largest party-led strike to date, the 1931 bituminous 
coal strike. Touring the southwestern Pennsylvania, eastern Ohio, and West 
Virginia fields for several months, organizing picketing and relief work in the 
midst of extreme deprivation and considerable violence, Foster later admit-
ted that he was “almost finished” by the end of the strike. In the midst of the 
strife, he clashed repeatedly with Earl Browder, who publicly accused him 
before the Comintern of neglecting party work in the interests of a hopeless 
industrial struggle. When the strike finally collapsed in the fall of 1931, Foster 
took the blame.20

Foster’s physical and emotional exhaustion were likely aggravated by his 
frustrations with party factionalism and the danger it posed to the industrial 
organizing he valued above all other political work, and by his disappoint-
ment with the elevation of Browder to party leadership in the early 1930s. All 
of this reached a climax in the fall of 1932, contributing to a severe crisis that 
took him out of the movement entirely for several years and left an indelible 
mark on his personality.

As the nation’s most visible communist, Foster was the party’s natural 
standard bearer in the 1932 election, but his nomination at once removed 
him from his industrial organizing and saddled him with a crushing itiner-
ary. Beginning the campaign “already in rundown condition,” he traveled 
more than 17,000 miles coast to coast, giving dozens of speeches.21 Crowds 
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were often jubilant, local authorities less enthusiastic. He was driven out of 
an Illinois coal town by armed deputies, arrested in Lawrence, Massachu
setts, beaten and jailed in Los Angeles. Foster never made it to a huge Sep-
tember  12 rally on Chicago’s South Side. He suffered a severe heart attack 
and stroke and collapsed while addressing a crowd in Moline, Illinois. The 
party always referred to this illness as a heart attack, but the crisis clearly had 
emotional and psychological dimensions. Foster himself later described it 
as a “smash-up: angina pectoris, followed by a complete nervous collapse.”22

In his 1933 letter to Lozovsky, Foster revealed an uncharacteristic despair. 
Such a long recovery would have been difficult for any person, but Foster’s 
self-image as a vigorous, selfless revolutionary made it “real hell.” He could 
not research, write, or even play cards or chess, his favorite pastimes. If he 
tried to do anything, all of his symptoms returned. “The result of this end-
less isolation and frustration is that I am constantly agitated and nervous,” 
he wrote:

You might say that I should ignore my loneliness, but I have struggled 
now for thirteen and half months, including five months flat on my 
back in bed, and it is very difficult to live with such involuntary rest. . . . ​
I cannot imagine staying here week-by-week, waiting. . . . ​In the past, 
my strength had no limits. I could, and many years did, work sixteen-hour 
days without a rest, even on Sunday, not to mention a vacation. But 
now even unimportant things get me down.23

Six months later, recuperating in San Francisco during the 1934 strike wave, 
Foster told Browder he felt “just like one in chains.” “[It] just about breaks 
my heart to be laid up in the midst of this developing struggle.” A friend de-
scribed him at this late point in his recovery: “He was in shocking physical 
condition,” he recalled. “His head shook constantly, his hands trembled, and 
he walked with great difficulty.”24

Without being clear which condition precipitates the other, medical re-
searchers now identify a close relationship between heart disease and clinical 
depression. Foster was clearly plagued by both. Like many stroke victims, 
perhaps particularly those who had possessed great strength and endurance 
before the illness, he lost confidence in his abilities. He was often anxious, 
a condition that stood in stark contrast to the coolness he had displayed in 
even the worst situations before the early 1930s. For several years after his re-
covery, he required assistance crossing the busy streets near the party’s Union 
Square headquarters. When he did speak publicly, he cut his usually long 
speeches to a minimum and always had a small glass of gin, indistinguishable 
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from water, on the rostrum, apparently to steady his nerves. Oddly, Foster, 
who abstained from alcohol most of his life, never took a drink, but he clearly 
derived some security from the glass being there. Some of these insecurities 
diminished over time, but he always seemed to be measuring out his strength 
so as not to risk another collapse. Foster estimated that he never regained 
more than half of his former stamina. This frustrated him enormously, but 
he “learned to live with himself.” Foster’s highly disciplined workdays at his 
small, crowded apartment near Yankee Stadium in the South Bronx involved 
a kind of ritual “to prevent the leakage of time”: “So many hours for sleep, 
up early in the morning (6:00 a.m.) to scan the morning newspaper, then to 
write a thousand words.”25

In the wake of this severe crisis, Foster reinvented himself, turning to two 
types of writing. First, he drew on his vast experience and reputation as a 
“practical” militant for a series of pamphlets aimed at industrial union or-
ganizers. His Organizing Methods in the Steel Industry (New York: Work-
ers’ Library, 1935) became what Lizabeth Cohen calls a “blueprint for cio 
policy.” Loaded with detailed advice, this and similar pamphlets often in-
cluded remarkable insights.26 They represented a sort of substitute for the 
field organizing and speaking tours Foster was no longer capable of sustain-
ing, allowing him to connect with the industrial work that he always stressed. 
Given the importance of communists in industrial union organizing, these 
pamphlets and his continuing contacts with organizers gave Foster an impor
tant, if less direct, role in the 1930s upsurge.27

In the late 1930s, he turned to a far more ambitious project—his own life 
story. Why did he make this choice, and why at this moment in his life? One 
possible motivation was simply his age and the recent brush with death. It 
would not have been unusual for a person with Foster’s experience to be 
thinking about the meaning of her/his life. The idea that the autobiographi-
cal impulse also was prompted by political considerations, however, is sug-
gested not only by Foster’s declaration of his aims, but also by the whole 
trajectory of his career. Judging from the didactic quality of his memoirs, 
he did his writing “for the party” with regard to both his intended audience 
and the work’s function. He aimed for an audience composed primarily of 
party activists, in the United States certainly, but perhaps also abroad—
Soviet and Comintern leaders. In fact, the books were translated and read 
in socialist countries throughout the world. In this sense, Foster, like other 
socialist autobiographers, saw himself placing his practical experience and 
insights at the service of the party, hoping activists and the movement would 
benefit from his story. Displacing his typical industrial organizing efforts 
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to his writings, he may also have aimed to retain a place for himself in the 
party at a time when he was politically marginalized. At the very moment of 
the mass upsurge of the 1930s, precisely those activities he most prized had 
been placed well beyond the limits of his physical strength and endurance. 
As Browder centralized party authority in his own hands, he pushed Foster 
to the margins. Yet through his writing, Foster remained a powerful symbol 
of the party, particularly among industrial organizers. “Although Browder 
supervised the behind-the-doors contacts with top cio brokers,” veteran 
activist Dorothy Healey recalled, “most of us in the unions assumed that the 
Party’s chairman, William Z. Foster, was an equal spokesman when it came 
to trade union affairs. . . . ​In our eyes he remained the authoritative public 
spokesman on issues confronting the labor movement.”28

Foster’s autobiographical writing can no more be taken as a direct and 
unmediated reflection of his personality than any other personal narrative. 
Autobiography, Phillipe LeJeune writes, “is necessarily in its deepest sense a 
special kind of fiction, its self and its truth as much created as discovered real-
ities.” Reginia Gagnier suggests that workers’ biographies are best used “not 
as historians have, as data of varying degrees of reliability reflecting external 
conditions, but as texts revealing subjective identities embedded in diverse 
social and material circumstances.” Most important are the narrative choices 
an author makes and the plot he or she develops in telling the story. What 
we learn from Foster’s autobiographies comes partly through silences—his 
calculated inattention to his own personal identity and relationships—and 
partly through the structure of the narratives in his two autobiographical 
works.29

In 1937, Foster published From Bryan to Stalin, which he accurately de-
scribed as not so much an autobiography as “a contribution to the history of 
left wing trade unionism in the United States during the past forty years” and 
an “outline of the development of the Communist Party.”30 Organizational in 
form, formulaic in tone, From Bryan to Stalin stood in for an official party his-
tory until Foster produced History of the Communist Party of the United States 
(New York: International Publishers, 1952). Reflecting Foster’s explicit goals in 
writing it, From Bryan to Stalin is peculiarly impersonal. He divides his narra-
tive into pre–Communist Party and post–Communist Party sections. In the 
first, Foster himself enters the story only through his organizational efforts. 
Even then, the real genius he displayed in some of these early efforts has no 
independent role, but is subordinated to the narrative of movement-building, 
with all roads leading toward communism. In the section of the book deal-
ing with the Communist Party and its various organizational efforts, Foster 
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hardly appears at all. When he does, he refers to himself in the third rather 
than the first person, as if not to distract readers from the narrative of party 
development. The book is full of individuals but not personalities. People 
enter the story in so far as they affect the success or failure of the movement.

Two years later Foster published Pages from a Worker’s Life, a series of fas-
cinating, often humorous, sometimes touching pieces drawn from his expe-
riences at work and on the road. Pages offered a more personal, anecdotal 
perspective: “the hopes and illusions, the comedy and tragedy, the exploi-
tation and struggles of an American worker’s life.” Right around the same 
time Foster was writing Pages, he criticized communists and other radicals 
for a “hyper-objective tendency” and being “too cold and impersonal” in 
their mass agitation, a flaw that created “a barrier to establishing the broadest 
mass contacts.” Communists and other progressives must bring a “human 
element” into their work. Perhaps, as Ed Johanningsmeier has suggested, 
this new memoir was an effort in that direction. Certainly it was more en-
gaging than his previous effort. But it is still difficult to chart any sort of 
personal development, something that clearly held little interest for Foster. 
Indeed, here there is no explicit plot at all, just “sketches, recollections and 
snapshots.” He understood even this more personal book in explicit, rather 
narrow political terms, emphasizing “the forces that led me to arrive at my 
present opinions.”31

Both books served important functions for the party, though judged by 
the standards of bourgeois autobiography, as personal investigations, both 
were failures. Yet Foster’s neglect of the personal was not an oversight, but a 
conscious narrative choice, and to some degree also a reflection of his per-
sonality. As his friend and fellow Wobbly Elizabeth Gurley Flynn observed 
in her review of Foster’s autobiographical works, From Bryan to Stalin “was 
a veritable guide book to the American labor movement in the past half 
century.” If you wanted to know something about the “actual experiences 
of Bill Foster,” however, they had to be “glimpsed between the lines.” Even 
when Foster did recount personal experience, as in Pages from a Worker’s Life, 
“there is no ego here; no cultivated ‘complex’; no soul searching to find him-
self; no personal glory, amorous conquests nor ‘success’ recipes. . . . ​This is 
the key to Foster,” Flynn concluded. “He lives and moves and has his being 
as a worker; conscious of his class and its struggles, its needs and what its 
final aims must be. He has no personal life nor ambition outside of theirs.”32

Peculiarly impersonal from the perspective of bourgeois autobiography, 
with its emphases on the individual, the personal, and self-realization, Fos-
ter’s personal narrative is characteristic of radical and, to some degree, most 
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working-class memoir literature. This notion of the individual as “social atom” 
is, as Reginia Gagnier notes, characteristic of working-class autobiography 
more generally, and helps to distinguish it from the more introspective bour-
geois genre. Foster’s tendency to stress the insignificance of the personal and 
to subordinate the individual to the collective is predictably strong, not only 
in American communist personal narratives, but also in the memoirs of so-
cialist revolutionaries worldwide, though his autobiographies provide a par-
ticularly striking case.33

To the extent that Pages can be taken in some sense as a reflection of 
Foster’s life, what is perhaps most remarkable about its episodes is the al-
most total absence of women. The most striking case is Esther Abramovitz 
Foster, the remarkable woman whom he met in 1912 and married soon after, 
and with whom he lived until his death in 1961. A Russian Jewish immigrant 
garment worker, Esther was an anarchist militant, a free love advocate, and 
the mother of three children (none of them with Foster, who from his early 
syndicalist days counseled revolutionaries against raising families). Friends 
might describe their relationship as warm and loving, but Foster’s few refer-
ences to her are all very impersonal. He dedicated From Bryan to Stalin to 
her, but described her in characteristic political terms: “An intelligent and 
devoted comrade . . . ​my constant companion and a tower of strength to me 
in all my activities for these many years.” Esther maintained a very low pro-
file throughout their married life—and certainly in Foster’s memoirs. Foster 
mentions her once in the 345-page From Bryan to Stalin, in a brief paragraph 
concerning her role in his Syndicalist League of North America; once in 
Pages, in relation to his recovery from his illness; and almost never in any of 
his other writings.34

Foster’s silence about Esther and heterosexual relationships more gener-
ally is explained in part at least by the homosocial worlds he inhabited for 
much of his life. His early work environments—isolated lumber and metal 
mining camps and sawmills, sailing ships, and railroad freight yards and 
boxcars—were exclusively male settings. His life as a hobo was also an expe-
rience that accentuated both male bonding and the alienation typical of tran-
sient workers’ lives. In From Bryan to Stalin, individuals are mentioned only 
in relation to particular organizations or political activities, never in terms 
of their relationships with Foster. Pages from a Worker’s Life contains a few 
references to personal friends and companions from these early years, but 
these are virtually all to other men. To the extent that Foster developed the 
kind of close personal relationships that Brown and Faue argue were crucial 
to sustaining the left, and it is difficult to judge this from his narratives, such 
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relationships were most likely with men who shared not only his political 
orientation but also his personal experiences as itinerant worker and orga
nizer. Likewise, although he mentioned and sometimes worked with women 
comrades, Foster’s political spaces, populated largely by men, resonated with 
an ostentatiously proletarian and “muscular” form of trade union–based 
politics. This was true of his tuel circle and his Chicago Communist Party 
faction in the 1920s (“a rough-and-ready group” with “few niceties in mutual 
relations”), and his earlier engagements with the left wing of the Socialist 
Party, the iww, and his own succession of syndicalist groups. The Com-
munist Party was far more open to women’s participation and even leader-
ship than most heterosocial organizations of the time, but very few women 
served in the top leadership during Foster’s first decade in the party. The pro-
portion of women on the central committee rose throughout the 1930s, but 
Foster’s illness largely removed him from these circles in the years preceding 
his autobiographical writing in the late 1930s. Throughout his life, he had a 
close friendship with Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, another “old Wobbly,” and he 
apparently had at least two extramarital affairs. Yet Foster’s worlds of work 
and politics were largely male worlds.35

Fortunately, in trying to understand Foster, we can draw not only on his 
own writings, but also on the observations of those who knew him. During 
his early party career, Foster’s insecurity found expression particularly in the 
realm of theory, where he clearly felt inadequate. These tendencies became 
more pronounced in the Popular Front years, when the Communist Inter-
national encouraged activists to work in broad political formations with re-
formist organizations, and to focus less on revolutionary transformation and 
more on the struggle against fascism.36 Foster visualized himself as a class 
warrior and was simply far less comfortable than Browder with the more 
expansive theoretical renderings and the social democratic drift of the Popu
lar Front era. Less theoretically inclined than that of other party leaders, his 
own thinking remained what political scientist and communist veteran Jo-
seph Starobin called “an amalgam of his trade union origins and his ‘funda-
mentalist’ understanding of Marxism.”37 Having matured politically in the 
rough-and-tumble world of hobos and industrial workers, strikes, and Wob-
bly free speech fights, Foster based much of his approach to revolutionary 
change on his experiences in the labor movement. Not surprisingly, perhaps, 
he preferred the company of radical workers, and not only because their 
ideas and strategies seemed to square better with his own, but also because 
he felt more comfortable around them than with intellectuals and profes-
sionals. Yet Foster’s apparent anti-intellectualism was more complex than it 
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appeared. Though clearly not a profound thinker, he had an active intellect 
and read widely—history, biography, and science, as well as politics—and 
enjoyed classical and folk music. He had a great love of learning from an 
early age. The disregard Browder and other leaders showed for his ideas 
clearly bothered him.

Foster’s career as a party leader was one of repeated frustrations, notably 
with the party’s persistent, humiliating factionalism, which often derailed 
his projects to radicalize the American labor movement. He clashed repeat-
edly with Jay Lovestone, the party’s consummate factionalist, and bitterly 
opposed the 1928 international turn from “boring from within” to dual revo-
lutionary unions, a tendency he had fought throughout his adult life. After a 
long conflict, Foster lost control of his own faction and came close to expul-
sion before finally capitulating. Stalin was particularly irritated with Foster’s 
factionalism and the enduring effects of his struggle against Lovestone. Up 
to this point, Foster’s politics had been shaped by his strong syndicalist ten-
dencies and an eclectic application of his own ideas and experiences to party 
policy, an approach some party activists called “Fosterism.” His final capitu-
lation on the issue of dual unionism marked a decisive turn in his career. His 
role in the factionalism of the late 1920s and his stubborn resistance to the 
dual union line—all carefully noted in his Comintern file—cost him leader-
ship of the party. It went instead to Foster’s “clerk” and “man Friday,” Earl 
Browder, who reigned throughout the party’s heyday in the 1930s and World 
War II. James P. Cannon, who knew both men well, recalled, “The appoint-
ment of Browder to the first position in the Party with Foster subordinated 
to the role of honorary public figure without authority, really rubbed Foster’s 
nose in the dirt.” In this sense, Foster’s crisis had practical political effects. 
Conversely, these political effects shaped his psychological state in the 
Depression and war years. When he regained the upper hand with the reas-
sertion of orthodox Marxism-Leninism at the end of the war, it was on the 
eve of severe political repression and decline. He spent his final years in the 
mid-1950s locked in another factional battle, defending orthodoxy against 
those who sought to reform the party along more democratic lines.38

Oddly perhaps for one who steeped himself in American work environ-
ments and consciously identified with American radical traditions, Foster 
sustained himself throughout his career with international connections and 
recognition. His early travels in Europe before World War I provided him a 
purer form of syndicalism that linked him with revolutionaries throughout 
Europe and influenced his approach long after joining the party. On the heels 
of the steel strike defeat, he found exhilaration and vindication of his strate-
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gies on his first trip to Soviet Russia, where he was pleased to learn that Lenin 
had read his book on the strike. Elected to the executive committees of both 
the Communist International and the Red International of Labor Unions, 
Foster visited the Soviet Union frequently and maintained relationships 
with communist leaders throughout the world. Often viewed as a “practical” 
trade union communist in his own party, he eventually found recognition 
abroad as a great Marxist thinker. The historical works he produced during 
the 1950s might meet with contempt in his own country, but their translations 
into Russian, Polish, German, French, Italian, Japanese, and other languages 
brought adulation in the international communist press. They introduced 
the United States to a generation of youth and party activists in the Soviet 
bloc. In March 1956, on his seventy-fifth birthday, in the midst of severe gov-
ernment repression and a dramatic decline in party membership, on the eve 
of the organization’s greatest crisis, Foster set his eyes on the Soviet world 
and remained optimistic. “In this period of capitalist decay and socialist 
advance,” he told the crowd of well-wishers, “it gives me the boundless sat-
isfaction of knowing that my life’s efforts have been spent on the side of pro
gress, and that the great socialist cause is marching on rapidly to triumph 
throughout the world.” Foster was particularly thrilled when, at the very end 
of his life, he received an honorary professorship at Moscow State University 
in recognition for his writing. In his view, this “splendid and exclusive honor” 
was the highest form of recognition for a Marxist intellectual.39

What can all this personal stuff tell us? The easiest piece of the story for 
us to grasp is the political significance of the personal crisis. Foster’s break-
down, his long and painful recovery, his loss of confidence were all products 
in some sense of his political work over the previous decade or longer. At the 
same time, they had political effects, removing him from the field at a criti-
cal turning point in the party’s history; clearing away the personality most 
clearly identified with its proletarian elements and the Third Period’s class 
war rhetoric; making room for Browder, the person most clearly identified 
with the Americanist reform language of the Popular Front.

We are all still on familiar ground here—putting the personal experience 
in the broader (and presumably more important) political context. But what 
happens when we turn to less familiar terrain and try to place the political 
in the context of human experience and personal development? At the very 
least, Foster’s physical and psychological illnesses, and particularly his crisis 
of confidence throughout the 1930s, suggest the enormous personal toll rev-
olutionary politics could exact from even (or perhaps particularly from) as 
tough and highly disciplined an individual as Foster.40 More broadly, Foster’s 
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story begins to suggest some fit between personal experience and political 
expression. His early insecurities, for example, rooted in material conditions, 
and his later ones, rooted in party factionalism, each contributed to particu
lar ideological inclinations, the first to his quest for system and method, the 
latter to his tendency toward Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy.

Foster’s and other communist memoirs, as well as the large spate of per-
sonal narratives produced over the past two decades through the collabora-
tion of New Left with Old, all suggest a tendency to submerge the personal 
in the political. While most communist autobiographers made this decision 
to eschew the details of personal life, however, gender seems to make a differ-
ence. Men’s memoirs—of those who remained in the party as well as those 
who left long before writing—are very short on personal information and 
largely devoid of emotional content. Any personal narrative is subordinated 
to the story of movement-building. Women party activists, representing well 
over one-third of party membership during the Popular Front era, were also 
supremely political people. “As to the personal problems each of us had,” 
Peggy Dennis wrote, “none of us was equipped by our Party experience to 
respond to each other on a simple human level. . . . ​I was too calm, too im-
personal, too political.” In fact, Dorothy Healey recalled, for the party “there 
was no such thing as a division between your personal and your political life. 
You were supposed to be totally selfless and dedicated to the revolution.”41 
But the balance between the personal and the political in women’s memoirs, 
including those by Dennis and Healey, is different from that in the male nar-
ratives. They were more likely to deal with relationships and emotions, to 
structure their stories around crises that were personal as well as political. 
Anyone interested in grasping the personal dimensions of the communist 
experience is much more likely to find them in the autobiographies and in-
terviews of women veterans than in the best of the male narratives.42 Still, the 
political overwhelms the personal in both groups of memoirs. Why?

The proletarian writer Joseph Freeman developed a close relationship with 
Foster in the late 1920s, and made an observation in the midst of his friend’s 
personal crisis that seems to apply to other veteran communists. “Foster 
talked chiefly about the class war,” Freeman noted, and only mentioned per-
sonal experiences to make some broader political point. “Actually, Foster was 
a man of wide cultural interests; his library was as full of literary classics as of 
socialist classics. . . . ​But when he questioned me about Europe, he wanted to 
know about the trade unions, the growth of the communist movement, 
international politics. Anything he said about himself was a parenthetical 
illustration of a general law of revolutionary strategy or a trade-union principle.” 
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Foster tended to see personal conduct and values strictly in relation to the 
political struggle, Freeman wrote. “The problems of personal conduct which 
agitated us in the [Greenwich] Village, did not seem to matter to him. He 
was ascetic by a standard which determined all his actions. The class struggle 
was the most important thing in the world, and for that struggle he wanted to 
keep physically, mentally, and morally fit.” Most significantly, Freeman found 
that Foster identified so closely and personally with the working class that 
his own identity tended to fuse with that of his class. His recollections echo 
Flynn’s observations about Foster’s tendency to describe his own experiences 
as part of the class struggle. “Within the Party, Foster had an engaging mod-
esty,” Freeman wrote, “but in contact with the class enemy there emerged a 
powerful pride in which his person and his class were identical.”43

This fusion of personal identity with political struggle, which is apparent 
in so many communist memoirs, undoubtedly made Foster a brilliant orga
nizer, but it limited his ability and language in analyzing and understanding 
his own personal situation. His asceticism facilitated while it rationalized the 
extreme sacrifices and deprivation he endured throughout much of his life, 
but it also made it difficult for him to deal with personal crisis, and particularly 
with the crisis of confidence he faced in the 1930s. The strikingly impersonal 
quality of his life narratives undoubtedly reflected the conscious convic-
tion of a devoted revolutionary that the personal simply did not count, but 
the submergence of the self in the struggle was also a reflection of Foster’s 
personality.

It may be, however, that the whole notion of a “private life” needs rede-
fining in the case of revolutionaries. Wendy Goldman writes: “dedication to 
an ideal of revolution in a revolutionary situation is synonymous with a fully 
‘public’ life.” The human and individual costs can be enormous, and should 
be a part of the story we tell. “But the gains were great as well. The powerful sense 
of comradeship as something going deeper than friendship or love, the 
sense of mission and purpose, the feeling of possibility, the new avenues for 
talents, potentials never before known, the excitement . . . ​the power to create 
a new future.”44 It is difficult, perhaps impossible, to reduce this experience to 
an emotional balance sheet, but the personal dimension of the experience is 
relevant and worth exploring. Even if it is only political motivation that we seek 
to understand, it seems likely that the more personal aspects of life are relevant.

To avoid misunderstanding, let me conclude by explaining what I am not 
suggesting. The last time issues of personal psychology were raised in rela-
tion to American communism was during the 1950s, when the movement 
was analyzed not as the product of social and economic conflicts, but rather 
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as a form of psychological deviance. This idea of communism as neurosis 
permeates much of the Cold War–era analysis of the cpusa, though its roots 
are older.45 Some scholars explained communist activism as the product of 
“social disorganization” leading to feelings of isolation and vulnerability, 
others as a form of secular religion fulfilling deeply rooted human needs. 
Most employed some kind of psychological approach to explain what they 
viewed as a political aberration. After interviewing nearly three hundred for-
mer communists and considering a range of answers to the question “Why 
did they join?” Morris Ernst and David Loth concluded: “The party would 
appear to be heavily populated with the handicapped—some of them physi-
cally, but more of them psychologically, to a point that might be called emo-
tionally crippling. . . . ​In the Communist party they find a certain amount of 
relief, often temporary, but always welcome.”46

In The Appeals of Communism, perhaps the most sophisticated of these 
studies, Gabriel Almond and his colleagues analyzed the question of motiva-
tion comparatively, using a sample of 221 former communists in France, Italy, 
England, and the United States. It was misleading, they concluded, to speak 
of an appeal; “rather we must talk of types of appeals, to various types of per-
sons, in different kinds of situations.” Still, “types of neurotic susceptibility” 
loomed large in their analysis. Noting that the incidence of neurotic isolation 
was higher among American and British subjects, they attributed much of 
their motivation to hostility, self-rejection, or isolation. “The image of the 
Communist militant is that of a dignified, special person, dedicated, strong, 
confident of the future. . . . ​These aspects of Communism have an obvious 
attraction for persons who carry within themselves feelings of being weak 
and unworthy.”47

Psychohistorians embraced Freudian theories in the 1960s and 1970s. While 
somewhat different in their interpretations of particular individuals, many 
believed it was possible to identify an ideal “revolutionary personality.” Bruce 
Mazlish combined Weber’s notions of ascetics and charisma with Freud’s of 
displaced libido, uneven psychological development, and the crisis of adult-
hood to produce a new personality type—the “revolutionary ascetic.” He 
traced this revolutionary type all the way back to the Puritan revolutionary 
and then transformed him into a Bolshevik in the early twentieth century. 
Both Wolfenstein and Mazlish were confident in employing rather abstract 
personality theories to generalize over hundreds of years of political agita-
tion and conflict in strikingly diverse political and cultural settings.48

Today, most psychologists have abandoned the quest for ideal personal-
ity types. Their Cold War political and intellectual context helps to explain 
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these psychological theories, just as our own situation in the postcommu-
nist era undoubtedly shapes our interpretations of communist militants in 
various settings. In their case, a particularly optimistic reading of postwar 
American politics and living standards produced the search for a psycho-
logical explanation for the “aberration” of American communism. With the 
fall of communism and the rise of more conservative interpretations of the 
party’s history, perhaps such theories will reemerge as some scholars return 
to a view of American communism as an irrational malignancy.

Yet for decades, communist movements throughout the world won and 
held the loyalty of millions of people from a wide variety of class and cul-
tural backgrounds. To employ psychology as the ultimate explanation for 
the development of such social and political movements is to oversimplify a 
complex political phenomenon and understate the significance of both indi-
vidual and group reason and agency. The rise and fall of major social movements 
cannot hinge on the psychological states of even their more important par-
ticipants. They are best understood in terms of the broad social, economic, 
and political contexts within which they operated, rather than as collections 
of more or less neurotic individuals.

It seems reasonable to consider psychological, as well as social and politi
cal, factors that influenced a person to join the party, sustained them through 
decades of thankless work and extreme hardship, and perhaps eventually 
shaped their decision, in the midst of the party’s ultimate crisis, to leave or 
to stay—but only if one concedes that such factors are at work in all political 
commitments, and indeed in other types of individual dedication to imper-
sonal goals. As historian Leo Ribuffo puts it, “Earl Browder entered public 
life to satisfy drives and dreams, but so did Herbert Hoover, Alfred E. Smith, 
and Abraham Lincoln.”49

Much of the recent, more sympathetic scholarship on the Communist 
Party has tended to ignore this subjective dimension of the experience.50 
Psychological factors and personal relationships are apt to show up more 
frequently in personal narratives and correspondence, particularly in ac-
counts of the extreme pressure brought to bear on cadres during the politi
cal repression, underground activity, and subsequent factional struggles 
of the 1950s. To consider psychological along with other factors at the level 
of individual motivation and rationalization can be an important interpre-
tive strategy, one that historians of social movements as well as biographers 
might use to better understand the experiences and motivation of activists.

It is probably not a coincidence that labor historians have turned increas-
ingly to biography over the past decade. A biographical approach to American 



76 · Chapter 3

communism and other aspects of working-class life allows us to consider 
elements of individual development and personality in relation to broader 
social and political contexts. Foster’s own politics were molded in part by the 
subjective—his individual personality—which in turn was shaped by expe-
riences in his childhood and early adult life, by the crises he faced at various 
points in his life, and by the quality of the relationships he forged. But they 
were also shaped by his experiences in a variety of industrial and political 
situations, by his own efforts to understand these, and, finally, by the exigen-
cies of life in an international Marxist-Leninist party.

Foster’s trouble grasping the personal dimension of his crisis tells us 
something not only about him and other working-class revolutionaries, but 
perhaps also about ourselves as labor historians. We have been experienc-
ing our own crisis in the past few years, one that involves the place of the 
subjective in our understanding of historical change: problems of personal 
identity, emotion, and experience, and the relationship of these to what we 
term “politics.”51 Foster’s story suggests both the importance of considering 
this relationship and the fact that it was sometimes as difficult for our histori-
cal subjects to grasp its meaning as it seems to be for us.



Up in Tom’s Room

Until I was about ten years old, we lived in a two-bedroom flat in an old 
brick house on the West Side of Chicago. When my policeman father was 
promoted and the young couple upstairs moved to the suburbs, the five kids 
flowed into the upstairs apartment, where we finally had a little more room. 
My favorite spot was a bedroom surrounded with windows, the preserve of 
my oldest brother, Tom. After high school he went directly to a job at the 
telephone company, and by his early twenties he had a skilled position which 
he prized for its solitude, especially in off-hours, and for the frequent, well-
paid overtime work. The job, troubleshooting connections on huge electrical 
frames, allowed him to read for evening courses when he finally returned 
to school at the Chicago City Colleges—psychology, sociology, humanities. 
The relatively good wages allowed him to travel throughout the West, and he 
came back with amazing photos and stories of locations and events beyond 
the imagination of a kid on the West Side.

ch a p t e r  f our

Blue-Collar Cosmopolitans

Toward a History of Working-Class  
Sophistication in Industrial America
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Many things drew me to Tom’s room. It was the place in the house with 
the most books, so it was the place where I began to read—classic novels, 
but also books on “social problems.” Tom also had fairly sophisticated tastes 
in music, so this was where I came to appreciate jazz—Oscar Peterson, Ella 
Fitzgerald, Dave Brubeck; adult comedy, especially Lenny Bruce; and even a 
bit of classical music. It was a quiet place where I could think, and I preferred 
sitting on the bed, reading and listening to music, to playing softball in the 
neighborhood’s alleys and open lots.

My father was a good person, but we had little in common, and the distance 
only grew as I came into my own ideas about politics, civil rights, and other 
issues. Tom filled up the space between my father and me. He gave me books 
he was studying in his night school courses, took me to the Art Institute, and 
talked with me about ideas. Only many years later did I understand that he 
was nurturing something he could see inside me, something that was also a 
part of him—a love of learning, a sensitivity to things of beauty, a curiosity 
about distant places and different kinds of people. Tom returned to school 
years later, eventually earning a PhD in psychology in middle age and provid-
ing me with an example that such things were possible for people like us.

In many ways, Tom was a fairly typical young worker; in other ways he 
was different. Perhaps as a result, working-class historians have little room 
for him in their narratives. He was a white guy who supported civil rights, a 
straight guy who accepted gay people, a man who showed respect for women’s 
intelligence and skills. He was a union member and a liberal, but he was not 
particularly political. He took part in strikes, and he was certainly class con-
scious, but as a matter of course, not as a conscious political commitment. He 
assumed rich people were out for themselves and we had better stick together. 
He was an intellectual in his own right, but not the sort of “organic intellectual” 
Antonio Gramsci had in mind. In a word, he was “cosmopolitan”—a blue-
collar cosmopolitan, and he was not alone.

Blue-Collar Cosmopolitanism

For a term used so often in academic parlance—the social science literature 
in particular is saturated with the word—“cosmopolitanism” is rather dif-
ficult to define. For political scientists and others concerned with interna-
tional politics, it connotes a relatively more sophisticated international or 
transnational perspective, usually on the part of policymakers.1 For anthro-
pologists, cosmopolitanism connotes a familiarity with or at least an interest 
in “others,” and perhaps also some greater knowledge of the world outside 



Blue-Collar Cosmopolitans · 79

one’s local community, often as the result of travel.2 For sociologist Rob-
ert K. Merton, “localists” were more firmly rooted in their communities, saw 
voluntary associations in functional terms, and concerned themselves with 
the impact of change on their own communities. “Cosmopolitans” lived in 
and exerted influence in their own communities, but they saw themselves 
as integral parts of a broader outside world. They were more apt to be influ-
enced by ideas from outside the community and more apt to migrate.3

What all of these theories of cosmopolitanism have in common is that 
they focus largely on elites.4 Indeed, the term cosmopolitan seems almost by 
definition to apply to better educated, better connected, more sophisticated 
upper- and upper-middle-class people, especially intellectuals. But what 
happens when we consider the concept in the context of working-class com-
munities and its value for understanding working-class intellectuals?

Most early twentieth-century working-class people were Merton’s “local-
ists.” Their workplaces were often close to their homes. Their cultural lives 
were circumscribed by their religious institutions down the street. Their 
aspirations were usually wrapped up in their own families, not in those of 
a global working class. Historians and sociologists have likened their com-
munities in the midst of large industrial cities to the rural villages from which 
many of them sprang.5 After decades of work, we still don’t know enough 
about the personal lives and everyday dramas of such people. And so we tend 
to abstract them, to assume that, though they might differ by race, ethnicity, 
and religion, they were somewhat interchangeable. We speak of them in the 
plural; we blend them together with one another; we notice them only when 
they become part of some mighty whole—a riotous crowd, a socialist move-
ment, a strike.

But there were others: Today we might think of travel and technology 
as being particularly important in the creation of a “global” culture, and it 
is true that the scale of experience for common people and the frequency 
with which they move across national boundaries is unprecedented. Yet im-
migrants who traversed different societies in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, employing several languages and interacting with di-
verse peoples were in some sense quite cosmopolitan. And so were many 
dockers and sailors who spent their work lives at the intersections of trans-
national trade networks and political movements, developing in the process 
broader perspectives on the world. Radicals’ worldviews were global by defi-
nition, and their aspirations were indeed linked to those of other workers 
spread across the face of the globe. And then there were working women 
and men like Tom who broadened their own horizons in their spare time 
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through reading, travel, and wondering about the world beyond their work-
places and neighborhoods. If cosmopolitanism is thought of as a spectrum 
of experience rather than as some sort of threshold, then perhaps there was 
a sizable portion of the working-class population who were cosmopolitan in 
these ways.

Formal political and social ideas—ideologies that were self-consciously 
transethnic or transnational—are vital to my study; many of the more radi-
cal cosmopolitans embraced such ideologies. They were perhaps closest 
to Gramsci’s notion of the organic intellectual—sprung from local working 
class cultures and connected to transnational political movements and ideas. 
But I am also alluding to a more quotidian understanding of the term—a 
kind of working-class intellectualism: the effect of daily reading, travel to 
diverse locations, the experience of diverse cultures and peoples. The cos-
mopolitans’ relationship to place varied. The hobo and the sailor were often 
rootless by definition, but many immigrant radicals created and sank deep 
roots in their respective communities even as they maintained a relationship 
with family and friends in the Old World.

Some of these cosmopolitans have caught our attention by virtue of their 
sheer brilliance—proletarian writers like Jack Conroy, for example, and 
Richard Wright. Conroy worked at various factory jobs and wandered about 
the country, but he also produced brilliant novels and short stories, edited a 
series of radical literary journals, mentored younger working-class writers, 
and worked closely with African American writers on black migration and 
folklore.6 Born to sharecropper parents in 1908 on a Mississippi plantation, 
Wright attended school only sporadically and worked at a series of menial 
jobs before migrating to Chicago. There he worked as a postal clerk and 
joined the Communist Party and its literary group, the John Reed Club. In 
1937, Wright moved to Harlem, where he wrote the novel Native Son (1940) 
and an autobiography, Black Boy (1945), both of which became staples in 
the American canon, before breaking with the party in the late forties and 
moving to Paris.7 But most blue-collar cosmopolitans remained obscure, un-
acknowledged thinkers in a world that largely ignored their thoughts.

Timing and gender are both important to our story. The period under 
consideration is roughly from the 1880s through the Great Depression. There 
were working-class readers and thinkers in the eighteenth and earlier nine-
teenth centuries, of course, but the opportunities to indulge one’s reading 
and travel interests expanded significantly after the end of the nineteenth 
century. While the expansion and refinement of the railroad system and 
the merchant fleet made movement faster and cheaper, creating millions of 
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jobs demanding travel, child labor and compulsory education laws meant 
that opportunities for at least a basic literacy came within reach of many 
more working-class people. With new printing and distribution technolo-
gies, a flood of cheap printed texts—radical and religious tracts; cheap sto-
ries; corporate, labor, foreign language, and daily newspapers—opened to 
working-class readers new worlds reflecting a remarkable range of subjects 
and perspectives.8 As in earlier eras, such texts might circulate among many 
readers, while cigar makers, garment workers, and others often employed one 
of their number to read to the whole group—radical publications, novels, 
even poetry.

Many of the venues probed here, like much of the early twentieth-century 
public sphere, were homosocial, the preserves of male manual workers. 
There were spaces populated by female worker-cosmopolitans, however—
educational programs developed by the largely female garment workers 
unions and the Women’s Trade Union League, for example, and adult ed-
ucation classes offered by New York’s People’s University and comparable 
institutions in other parts of the country.9 The female constituencies for 
such efforts were disproportionately young and single, and the prospects for 
travel, reading, and serious discussions were likely diminished for working-
class housewives and mothers. Yet women’s clubs, study groups, and inter-
cultural music and art programs at settlement houses in the slums of New 
York, Chicago, and other large cities; union women’s auxiliaries; and infor-
mal occasions offered venues for working-class housewives and mothers for 
discussion and learning.10

This essay is intended to be provocative and prescriptive rather than defin-
itive, suggesting a different angle of vision on the experiences of some com-
mon people we thought we knew well, but whose intellectual lives remain 
largely unacknowledged. Their story suggests a working-class world that was 
more vibrant and diverse than we have recognized. It asks not only, “Who 
were the blue-collar cosmopolitans?” but also, “What does their existence 
suggest about our understanding of working-class life and presence in the 
industrial era?” In placing such experiences in relation to our understandings 
of the cosmopolitan, we not only illuminate the former but also broaden our 
notions of the latter.

Although the essay is organized around archetypes in an effort to display 
the content of the experience and contributions more concretely, the real
ity was more likely a kind of continuum—with an obvious degree of overlap 
between types and a range of cosmopolitan experience and thought among 
workers from diverse backgrounds. Thus, many immigrants experienced not 



82 · Chapter 4

only extensive travel and diverse languages and cultures, but also exposure 
to a range of social and political ideas. Sailors often became hoboes between 
voyages, traveling from one coast to the other to connect with their ship. With 
a good deal of down time aboard ship or, in the case of railroad workers, be-
tween runs, they were often among the most avid working-class readers, and 
in the process they were often exposed to radical political ideas. If the term 
“cosmopolitan” is defined broadly in order to capture an array of experience 
with reading, travel, or experiences with diverse cultures and peoples, then 
the range of characters here is perhaps much broader than we might expect.

The Radical Hobo and the Working-Class Reader

A hobo by the name of Doyle exemplified the unlikely connection between 
rough, unskilled labor and migration on the one hand, and a truly unique 
perspective and robust life of the mind on the other. Doyle had been born in 
Cork, but, as economist Don Lescohier found, “He has been all around the 
earth several times, visited every important port and interior city of South 
America, every important city in Europe and on this continent.” Doyle’s 
“occupation” depended upon the season. He followed the wheat and sugar 
beet harvests, then turned to lumbering work or picked oranges in Califor-
nia. “This hobo, this bum, who had never been inside of a school . . . ​knew 
the classical economists well and quoted from Ricardo and Adam Smith . . . ​
Hobson, [ John R.] Commons, Seager, Scott Nearing, Marshall. . . . ​He is an 
adherent of Carl [sic] Marx from the ground up . . . ​[and he] quoted from 
Carlyle and Ruskin.” When Lescohier met him, Doyle was gathering a stake 
so that he could spend six months in New York taking a course with the radi-
cal economist Scott Nearing at the Rand School. A member of the Industrial 
Workers of the World (iww), Doyle took for granted that the proletariat 
would eventually triumph, and he seemed to be preparing himself for that 
crucial moment.11

Perhaps few hobo intellectuals could match Doyle’s reading or travels, 
but his type was not unusual. The journalist-lumberjack Stewart Holbrook 
came across a toolshed which the workers in a lumber camp seemed to use 
as a lending library, filled with the works of Dumas, Dickens, Brontë, Carlyle, 
Darwin, the Encyclopaedia Britannica, and the ever-present Darwin and Tom 
Paine.12 It is a rather compelling image: manual workers sitting around an 
isolated camp in the woods, reading literature and Darwin. Often the first 
step in radicalism was not an engagement with socialism but disenchantment 
with religion, an attraction to science, and an affinity for atheism. Anton 
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Johannsen, who embraced the new lifestyle with great enthusiasm, began to 
read in a boxcar when a friendly fellow sojourner gave him some radical pam-
phlets. Later, a follower of the atheist speaker Robert Ingersoll introduced 
Johannsen to Tom Paine’s The Rights of Man, and be became a convinced 
freethinker. The reading, together with the conversations surrounding it, 
changed his life. For some, a radical hobo experience might well have been 
a stage in the working-class life course. For others like Johannsen, it was the 
beginning of a life of radicalism, organizing—and continuous learning.13

The notion that late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century radical and 
even union publications were narrowly instrumental in content is mislead-
ing. English and foreign-language Socialist Party publications, freethought 
magazines, and union journals and newspapers frequently included not only 
political analysis and trade news, but also book and theater reviews, fiction, 
popular science essays, cartoons, and in some cases, readers’ letters.14 The 
apparent audience for such fare suggests the scope of working-class reading 
interests as well as cultural activities outside of reading.

Even when self-educated workers were not reading radical tracts, their 
interests tended to be serious and wide-ranging. A 1931 American Library 
Association study reported that workers, farmers, housewives, and teachers 
were most interested in self-improvement articles and in subjects like “the 
next war” and “laws and legislation.”15 The Haldeman-Julius “Little Blue 
Books” cost only a nickel and were designed to fit into the pocket of a work-
er’s overalls. The radical publisher Charles H. Kerr’s Pocket Library played 
a similar role. The range of subjects was particularly broad. Among the earli-
est authors in the “Little Blue Book” series were Voltaire, Wilde, Emerson, 
and Poe. In addition to books on Christianity and popular science, the list 
included introductions to Buddhism, Confucianism, Islam, and yoga, and 
self-improvement treatises on marriage, sexuality and birth control, garden-
ing, baseball, homeownership, psychoanalysis, hypnosis, and other topics.16

Historian Toby Higbie points out that even westerns and other escapist 
novels could broaden a worker’s horizons. Reading the novels of Zane Grey 
in the depths of Mississippi, the future African American writer Richard 
Wright was transported. They “enlarged my knowledge of the world more 
than anything I had encountered so far,” he recalled. “To me, with my round
house, saloon-door, and river-levee background, they were revolutionary, 
my gateway to the world.”17 Pulp fiction westerns and detective novels might 
represent an escape from the problems of work, family, and community, 
transporting the working-class reader to new places and situations, though 
such readers could also recognize aspects of their own lives in such texts.18
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The personal library of a rank-and-file, semiskilled worker in the 
Pullman Company’s Chicago shops provides a fascinating glimpse into a 
worker’s intellectual life. John Edwin Peterson collected more than three 
hundred books in his lifetime (1884–1949). His purchases, usually at iww 
headquarters or radical bookstores in Chicago, corresponded rather closely 
with his political activities. Peterson seemed to purchase more books and 
read more during periods of intense organizing and struggle, fewer during 
periods of repression and defeat. His purchasing also reflected economic 
conditions. He acquired the most books under full employment and rela-
tively high wages during World War II, far fewer during a period of un-
employment in the mid-twenties. About one-third of his books dealt with 
Marxism, socialism, and the iww, but the collection was remarkable for 
its range of topics. It included classics cited by worker radicals throughout 
the early twentieth century—Tom Paine’s Common Sense and Bunyan’s Pil-
grim’s Progress, for example, but also a great deal of contemporary fiction, 
especially authors reflecting a critical view of American society—Dos 
Passos, Steinbeck, Sinclair Lewis. The yearning for self-education was 
reflected in the purchase of multivolume encyclopedias and atlases, as 
well as in books on the natural sciences, philosophy, history, law, and eco-
nomics. He acquired a number of books on feminism, birth control, and 
sexuality, and he showed a marked interest in Darwin. Peterson was an 
internationalist, not only in political perspective, but also in his reading. 
He read on the Soviet Union but also on China, Mexico, and a range of 
European societies.19

To some extent, such ubiquitous reading should not be surprising, though 
it has certainly remained obscure in the eyes of most historians. On the one 
hand, most working-class people in the early twentieth century left school early. 
On the other, most had at least some elementary schooling and might well 
have been interested enough to seek out sources for continued learning. They 
were also highly literate; even most immigrant workers could read in their own 
languages, if not in English.20 Books were important, it seems, to the working-
class reader; they occupy an important place in many workers’ autobiographies, 
with authors remembering precisely which books they read and when they 
read them.

It would be ironic if, in calling attention to elements of sophistication in 
the hobo’s life, we managed to romanticize a lifestyle that was often degraded 
and dangerous. The mobility for which the hobo was known was often sim-
ply flight from unemployment and a search for work. Most hobos were es-
sentially labor migrants moving with the change of seasons between railroad 
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and other construction work in the spring and summer; following the wheat 
harvest in the late summer and fall; cutting ice, lumbering, working briefly in 
a factory, or simply laying by in a “flophouse” in Chicago or another casual 
labor center for the winter. In the process, a hobo often risked his or her life 
on moving freight cars. Between 1901 and 1905 alone, nearly 25,000 railroad 
“trespassers” died on the nation’s trains. They were pursued by police and 
railroad detectives, hungry and sick, sometimes victimized by sexual preda-
tors and “yeggs,” the small core of criminal itinerants often shunned by the 
settled population.21 Yet such travel brought engagement with a broad range 
of characters, regional and ethnic cultures, and a kind of practical traveler’s 
knowledge—a knowledge not only of the various railroads, but also the na-
tion’s big cities and smaller towns, and more importantly, a broader range of 
people than if the hobo had instead remained in one place.

The phenomenon of the well-read hobo was not a coincidence. Many 
of the characters they encountered were people who had consciously re-
jected the values of the mainstream culture, and some were radicals. The 
iww in particular built a whole organizational culture around the itinerant 
worker, his daily routine and habits, his grievances and dreams, his values 
and prejudices. We know that the iww thrived amid these itinerant workers, 
but we have usually thought about the movement in organizational terms. 
In fact, with cheap printing, a hobo would have found both the city and 
the road awash in texts. The literature and music of the iww has long been 
considered part of a radical culture of the “dispossessed,” but it is only more 
recently, with the work of Toby Higbie, that we have begun to think about 
this world as a kind of working-class intellectualism. Such learning came not 
only in boxcars, but through a striking array of blue-collar venues. Higbie 
writes, “American working people . . . ​pieced together their education through 
personal experience, reading, political organizing, public lectures, and dis-
cussions with others.” He invokes the spaces in which such learning might 
take place—“workplaces, union libraries, street speaking venues, even box-
cars, bunkhouses, and park benches.”22

Wanderlust was also as much a part of the hobo’s life as the hardships, and 
it was often what motivated him or her to continue the lifestyle into old age. 
Extensive travel and exposure to new places and cultures often produced a 
more expansive view of life. For most hoboes, life on the road was part of the 
pursuit of work, punctuated by labor that also involved travel—on the rail-
road, long voyages at sea, or a turn on the docks. In each of these cases, travel 
brought exposure to diverse working-class cultures throughout the United 
States and in ports well beyond.
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The hobo’s was an overwhelmingly homosocial world, though there were, 
in fact, women hobos who represented a small proportion of the population. 
Restricted in their options by family life and the expectations of a patriarchal 
world, women cosmopolitans sought—and found—their intellectual lives 
in other spaces. Some of these lay in the ethnic cultures that immigrant work-
ers created in the industrial city.23

The Immigrant

Few experiences convey the transnational quality of historical change more 
dramatically than global migration. The movement of millions of immigrants 
to the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, for 
example, was clearly molded by economic and social changes that crossed 
national boundaries, transforming the Old World as well as the New. We 
understand better now than we once did that the migration process itself 
was transnational not simply in the sense that people moved between na-
tions, but that they often did so repeatedly and in various directions over the 
course of a lifetime. It is easier to point to the economic and technological 
changes that stimulated and facilitated such migration, however—the ex-
pansion of international markets, the transformation of skilled trades into 
unskilled mass production work, the refinement of railroad and steamship 
travel—than it is to approximate what such transnational migration meant 
on a human scale.

This experience shaped people who were themselves transnational in a 
profound sense, embracing cultures and consciousness that were the prod-
ucts of not one but often several different societies that the immigrant en-
countered in the course of migration and settling into multiethnic societies 
in the New World. Indeed U.S. immigration historians have probably spent 
too much time lovingly reconstructing the histories of particular immigrant 
communities and not enough on what might be termed an “interethnic” ap-
proach to their subject that would stress contacts between diverse ethnic 
groups and the creation of transnational cultures in the very heart of the 
American industrial city early in the last century.

The labor migrant was in many respects the quintessential American worker 
of the early twentieth century. She/he lived in two distinct cultures simulta
neously, and often displayed cosmopolitan characteristics—multilingualism; 
an immersion in music, art, literature, and performance; religious belief and 
everyday cosmologies; transnational experience and perspectives. Often taken 
for granted in studies of immigrant workers, the juxtaposition of heavy or 
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tedious manual work and active cultural and intellectual lives was often quite 
remarkable.

Nineteenth-century German working-class culture provides a striking exam-
ple. This was a more cerebral world than we might envision for a nineteenth-
century laboring community, a world of workers who might quote Goethe or 
Shakespeare as readily as Marx. Theirs was a largely male world of gymnastic 
and shooting groups, singing and theatrical societies, reading and discussion 
circles. Several of the Haymarket martyrs were such people, but there were 
many others who will never make it onto the pages of most history books. 
These were self-taught freethinkers who were, like the anarchist Adolph 
Fischer, “exceedingly well read in philosophy, history, literature, and political 
economy.” They spent their days at manual labor and their evenings, often 
in saloons and Turner halls, reading and debating the issues of the day. Such 
radicalism—in its various incarnations from the Knights of Labor’s capa-
cious labor reformism through the Marxist socialists’ electoral campaigning 
to the anarchists’ violent rhetoric of class war—was a way of life for thou-
sands of working people in Milwaukee, Detroit, Chicago, New York, and 
other cities marked by industrialization: the transformation of work through 
extreme division of labor and the creation of distinct ethnic communities 
through massive immigration.24

Perhaps the most famous of these radical immigrant cultures sprang from 
the crucible of New York’s Lower East Side in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. The community produced countless writers, poets, 
artists, actors, and playwrights—creators of all kinds—and it did so amid 
considerable squalor and deprivation. Middle-class observers like Hutchins 
Hapgood were often amazed at the cultural and intellectual life they found 
on the streets there. On the Lower East Side, thousands of people toiled 
under brutal conditions in the city’s sweatshops, then engaged an active 
life of the mind in its streets. A New York Times reporter described what he 
termed “peripatetic philosophers” who sprouted on the streets of Lower 
Manhattan along “with the flowers that bloom in the Spring,” bringing with 
them a wide range of issues—Zionism, socialism, anarchism, women’s suf-
frage, drama, literature.25

The activity of the Women’s Trade Union League and the garment unions 
meant that many of the soapboxes were mounted by young women eager to 
share their ideas and engage with others. This culture produced writers like 
Anzia Yezierska and worker-activists like Fannia Cohen, who devoted her 
life to workers’ education, but also a generation of nameless women workers 
who wrote poetry and journalism at night after working at their machines 
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in sweatshops during the day.26 Young women of the Lower East Side, 
Chicago’s West Side ghetto, and other Jewish working-class communities 
quenched their thirst for knowledge at the People’s University or in cultural 
activities at settlement houses, but radical and all kinds of other ideas were 
easily accessible on city streets. “For who cares, after a hard day’s work,” the 
Times reporter concluded, “to sit in a close room and listen to a discourse . . . ​
and what is more charming than to stroll about in the open air and think high 
thoughts in good company. . . . ​The rich man has his clubs . . . ​the clubless 
poor man has the streets.”27 Both the radicalism and the learning carried over 
into the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union and the Amalgamated 
Clothing Workers of America, where vibrant Yiddish cultures thrived and a 
host of reading groups and workers’ education initiatives maintained these 
traditions through the 1930s. As the industry’s demographics changed, Jewish 
women activists brought this intellectual work to a new generation of black 
and Puerto Rican women.28

Like their Jewish counterparts, Italian American socialists and anarchists 
were well connected to transnational movements, but they also created vi-
brant radical subcultures in American cities and smaller industrial and min-
ing towns throughout the United States. As in the larger cities, women in 
coal mining towns carried a good deal of the organizational burden as well 
as the responsibility for the reproduction of radical ideas across the genera-
tions. They literally came to terms with life and work in industrial America 
through their radical movements, and in the process they helped to create 
oppositional and alternative urban cultures. In New York, Chicago, and San 
Francisco, but also in Paterson, New Jersey; Ybor City, Florida, where lecto-
res read to the Cuban and Spanish cigar workers as they rolled; and in little 
Spring Valley, Illinois, a regular stop on Emma Goldman’s speaking tours, 
highly literate radical working-class thought and culture blossomed.29

Such communities were early sites of what the anthropologist Arjun Ap-
padurai calls the “global production of locality.” They developed very dis-
tinct, even combative neighborhood identities and cultures, and were not 
only populated by, but often deeply shaped by the vast migrations of di-
verse peoples that transformed American cities between the late nineteenth 
century and the early 1920s. The Lower East Side might be remembered as a 
monolithic Jewish neighborhood, but Jews themselves, drawn from numer-
ous societies throughout Russia and Eastern Europe, were diverse in many 
respects, often speaking several different languages as well as a common Yid-
dish in order to cope. They also shared their streets and public transportation 
and recreational spaces with Italians, Irish, Germans, and many others. Ybor 
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City’s Cuban cigar makers shared their workplaces and engaging neighbor-
hoods with Spanish, Italian, and other radical workers, forming a hybrid Latin 
working-class culture.30 Likewise, Harlem and Chicago’s Bronzeville, perhaps 
the two most important locations for black working-class politics and cultural 
production, drew together “northern blacks” with recent southern migrants 
and a range of Caribbean and some second-generation European immigrants. 
These were cosmopolitan urban worlds in the fullest sense of the term.

The Well-Read Sailor

Herman Melville was neither the first nor the last sailor to spend a great deal 
of his seagoing time with a book before him. The phenomenon of sailors 
as readers and the significance of ships’ libraries were both apparent in the 
eighteenth century, and they remained a constant on both merchant and 
navy vessels throughout the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth. 
Most naval and many commercial ships maintained small libraries, and sail-
ors exchanged the few books they had carried on board. Even when they 
sailed without organized libraries, they read. William Z. Foster discovered  few 
worthwhile books and no real libraries aboard the four deep-water sailing 
ships he served on between 1901 and 1904, but he found his shipmates gener-
ally well read. Although he had never progressed beyond third grade, Fos-
ter himself picked up the habit early in life and spent much of his free time 
below deck reading, finishing Hugo’s Les Misérables while rounding the Cape 
of Good Hope. Charles Rubin ran into quite a good ship’s library on a voyage 
to Australia. Many of the sailors read magazines or westerns, but Rubin and 
others read Dickens, Hugo, and Dostoevsky. He claimed never to have read 
a book before this voyage, but once back in New York, he eagerly scooped 
them up by the dozen.31

Bill Bailey, who grew up in Manhattan’s Hell’s Kitchen and shipped out on 
merchant vessels at the age of fourteen, found that “the American seaman is 
an avid reader. Most of his off-duty time was spent reading.” In addition to 
a small ship’s library, books were often tucked into sailors’ bunks. Very dif
ferent sorts of literature might compete for the sailor’s attention. In the early 
thirties, when Bailey tried to interest his mates in the radical literature of 
the Marine Workers’ Industrial Union, he found there was simply too much 
competition—romances, adventure stories, religious tracts. He and a friend 
solved the problem by collecting all the books they could find and heaving 
them out a large porthole. With little to distract them, the seamen soon took 
up the radical newspapers and pamphlets.32
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As important as reading was aboard ship, it was not the only way to absorb 
ideas. Sailors might read aloud to one another so that the illiterate among 
them might still engage new values and ideas. Likewise, the frequent telling 
of what Rediker calls the “sailor’s yarn,” stories that conveyed a wide range of 
experiences, represented a vital dimension of a shared oral tradition.

Diversity itself, and an appreciation for it, are often taken as markers of 
cosmopolitanism. In the case of sailors, and perhaps more generally among 
immigrants living in diverse neighborhoods, a “competence”—“a personal 
ability to make one’s way into other cultures, through listening, looking, in-
tuiting, and reflecting”—was an essential.33 As trade routes became more 
expansive and complicated by the late nineteenth century, the “motley crew” 
that Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker found on eighteenth-century 
ships became even more diverse.34 A late nineteenth- or early twentieth-
century sailor was apt to encounter peers from a bewildering array of na-
tions. Older Irish, Scandinavian, and British predominated, but African 
American, black West Indians, and even Puerto Rican sailors were common. 
Depending on the size of the ship, this could mean considerable ethnic and 
racial mixture in rather confined quarters or, on larger ships, a series of on-
board ethnic niches. Though there were few hard and fast divisions even on 
larger ships, Scandinavian, British, and native-born white American sailors 
tended to be on deck, black and Asian workers in the mess and other serving 
positions, and the Irish in the “black crew” of the engine room, stoking and 
maintaining the machinery that drove the ship. Conflict across ethnic lines 
was not unusual, but unlike a large factory, it was difficult to maintain strict 
ethnic segregation on board even a larger ship, and impossible on many of 
the smaller ships where sailors made their livelihoods.

The sailor’s radicalism derived from his daily experience as well as his 
reading, and this raises the old question of the sources for political and other 
ideas. It was not always a matter of reading, as complex ideas might be ab-
sorbed more easily through concrete experiences. Perhaps even more than 
among industrial workers in a factory, some experiences drove sailors to-
gether across ethnic and racial lines—particularly bad work conditions up to 
and even after the period of World War II—long hours, rotten food, unsani-
tary conditions, unusually tight and sometimes brutal forms of labor disci-
pline and control, and a stark division between officers and crew reinforced 
by separate eating, rest, and even toilet facilities. Summing up the reasons 
for the poor living and working conditions aboard early twentieth-century 
commercial vessels, a Royal Navy fleet surgeon concluded, “The truth was 
that ship owners took no interest in their men.”35 With a considerable num-
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ber of Wobbly and other radical sailors always prepared to argue for a shared 
class identity and action across ethnic lines, the motley crew was often more 
cohesive than a comparable group of workers might have been in a different 
setting.

For all of its problems, the sailor’s life also held strong attractions. “Spend-
ing many months at a time on its broad bosom,” William Z. Foster recalled 
of his shipmates, “they grew insensibly to love the sea, which profoundly 
shaped their psychology and their whole outlook on life.” Most sailors took 
pride in their skills and respected those of their shipmates. The lengthy time 
in close quarters on board ship meant that sailors talked constantly, often 
developing “the warmest relationships.” When they were not reading, they 
spent their leisure time in collective pursuits—singing, cards or cribbage, 
swimming, and boxing.36 One can only imagine the reactions of a young person 
transplanted from the slums and factories of New York or Philadelphia to 
exotic ports of call around the globe.

As Foster’s and other sailors’ stories suggest, and as Leon Fink has noted 
in his work, “sea labor functioned through the decades (and indeed centu-
ries) not only as a forum for interethnic and interracial contact but also as a 
conveyor belt for political radicalism.” In the United States, socialists, iwws, 
and eventually communist militants all thrived aboard ship. And, as Fink 
notes, although racial and ethnic mixture on board could lead to conflict, 
the diversity of the sailors who manned these ships often reinforced what
ever international class solidarity might have derived from the transnational 
travel. Just as historians Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker tracked the 
“hidden history of the Revolutionary Atlantic” for an earlier era, one could 
certainly extend their narrative (though that is not the task here) of oceanic 
rebellion through the early twentieth century. “In and of themselves,” Fink 
concludes, “seafaring occupations offered some degree of political and per-
sonal openings whatever the formal policies of employer, nation, or even trade 
union dictated.”37 Indeed, what is striking in many of the sailors’ narratives 
is that adherence to radicalism often came less through reading per se and 
more through personal relationships and interaction with politically expe-
rienced sailors.

Having grown up in the early twentieth century in a Brooklyn immigrant 
neighborhood, Charles Rubin’s world began to expand when he joined the 
U.S. Navy just after World War I. Though Rubin eventually read Marxism 
and became active in the Communist Party USA, his earliest understanding 
of global politics came through direct observation and conversations with 
those from other nations in the course of broad travel. Before encountering 
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the concept of imperialism from reading Lenin, Rubin observed the system 
at work in the ports of China during the 1920s. A boxer of some talent, he 
came across the sport in ports as diverse as Manila and Baltimore. His po
litical education came through conversations with an older Irish American 
seaman who pointed out the parallels between the social structure of the 
ship and that of capitalist societies, the fighting between seamen from vari
ous ethnic backgrounds and the ethnic divisions among American workers 
generally, the need for working-class solidarity aboard ship and in capital
ist societies around the world. When Rubin was temporarily stranded in an 
Italian port in 1923, local longshoremen explained the rise of fascism there 
and what it was likely to mean for the world’s workers. In the Crimea he en-
countered Russian communist sailors, and in Buenos Aires, demonstrations 
against the executions of Sacco and Vanzetti, whose names he had never 
heard in the United States. A voyage to Africa exemplified the racial dimen-
sions of imperialism.38

A sailor, hobo, or radical woman worker might also transgress the “normal” 
in the realm of sexuality. On the one hand, engagement with anarchist or 
communist subcultures often brought an opportunity for free love, or what 
the bohemians called “varietism.” At a time when monogamy was the norm, 
radicals might take a number of lovers. Certainly, Hutchins Hapgood’s evo-
cation of Chicago’s bohemian working-class anarchist culture and the memoirs 
of numerous radicals are littered with recollections of diverse sexual experi-
ences. Likewise, life on a ship, in prison, or simply engagement with bohe-
mian lifestyles introduced the possibility for homosexual experience. While 
such experimentation was likely rare in Catholic and Orthodox Jewish cul-
tures, the existence of both free love and homosexual activity suggests that 
the line between the bohemian intellectual and radical working-class cultures 
might have been more permeable than we often assume.39

The Pullman Porter

While railroaders as a group were unusually well traveled, the Pullman Por-
ter occupied a unique position within the railroad trades, and certainly in the 
African American community. His mobility and status might have been en-
vied by many black workers, yet his daily experience and very identity were 
shaped by the constant reality of racism on board the train, in ports of call, 
and in the society at large. As the black academics Spero and Harris noted, 
“To the general public, the Pullman Porter is above all a Negro. He is in fact 
the only contact which thousands of white persons will have with the race.”40 
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He was an important cosmopolitan within the black community, yet his so-
cial situation remained ambiguous.

Journalist Murray Kempton cautioned us against viewing the porters as a 
kind of elite. In fact, they were hemmed in at every turn by white supremacy, 
confined most of their working day to a subservient position in relation to 
the whites who rode their cars.

They were grown men without formal education, with no obvious tal-
ent, and with no access upward. . . . ​The Pullman porter in those days 
[1920s] had a certain stature among Negroes as a cosmopolite, because 
he lived so much of his life among white persons of substance, a fortu-
nate auxiliary to a great world so far from the lives of most Negroes. 
The Pullman porter’s presumed superiority was one compensation for 
the $27.50 a month wage at which Thomas Patterson (a Brotherhood 
organizer) began in the system. But it was the smallest of compensa-
tions. To respond automatically to the generic call for “George” was 
after all a confession that you had no identity as an individual.41

Kempton is not entirely correct. Some of the porters, facing employ-
ment discrimination, were actually well educated, and there is no doubt that 
they represented a kind of sophisticated stratum within the black commu-
nity. “[P]orters enjoyed an envied lifestyle,” historian William Harris notes. 
“Many people looked upon them as cosmopolites and believed that their 
constant travels made them somehow important figures. Porters went daily 
to places that most blacks merely heard of, and their conversations about 
these ‘exotic’ spots stirred the imaginations of those not fortunate enough to 
be on the road. In a sense, porters were folk heroes in the black commu-
nity, as well as pillars of black society.”42 Something of the porters’ status and 
the upper reaches of the African American social structure they represented 
are suggested by the death of Theodore Seldon. Killed when his train left the 
tracks at high speed, Seldon’s body was so mangled that he had to be identi-
fied on the basis of his ring—Phi Beta Kappa from Dartmouth College. If the 
porters were “servants on wheels,” they were unusual servants.43

Required to appear at all times in their spotless uniforms and impeccably 
shined shoes, Pullman porters stood out in a crowd. While such standards 
undoubtedly placed a burden on the porter and his family, they could also be 
sources of distinction and pride. Pullman porters contrasted in appearance, 
and perhaps also in deportment within their communities, which were pop-
ulated largely by domestics and laborers. More importantly, they connected 
black neighbors, who were often confined to local spaces by poverty and the 
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demands of their own work, with the outside world. This was true not only 
symbolically but sometimes quite literally. “On the road,” Beth Bates writes, 
“Pullman porters connected rural African Americans with news from urban 
areas. Black youth, in particular, looked up to them as agents of exotic ideas 
from faraway places, like New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles.”44 Edgar 
Daniel Nixon, a retired porter and civil rights activist, recalled that “Every
body listened because they knowed [sic] the porter been everywhere and 
they never been anywhere themselves.”45 The young Malcom X saw a dining 
car job as an opportunity to get to Harlem, where he would find the jazz and 
nightlife he had heard so much about back in Lansing, Michigan, and Rox-
bury, Massachusetts.46

Moving back and forth between northern cities and between the South 
and the urban North, the porters became urban cultural emissaries in the 
wake of the First Great Migration. While acoustic forms of Delta blues 
moved north along with the migrants on the Illinois Central and other lines, 
the porters often brought urban blues—Bessie Smith and Ma Rainey—back 
in the opposite direction to rural southern communities. “The market [for 
blues records] was definitely there, waiting to be tapped,” the great W. C. 
Handy recalled. “In Clarence Williams’ place and in Thomas’ Music Store 
in Chicago I had seen cooks and Pullman porters buying a dozen or two 
dozen records at one time . . . ​[the] blues—always blues.”47 “Pullman por-
ters bought them by the dozens at a dollar per copy,” blues artist Perry Brad-
ford observed, “and sold them in rural districts for two dollars.”48 Thus, the 
porters played a vital role in the spread of a distinctive American musical 
form embraced not only by African Americans, but eventually by millions 
of urban whites.

But the porters carried with them more than blues records and gossip. 
Before the advent of mass communications in the poorest rural communi-
ties, the porter literally brought the news: “In cafes where they ate or hotels 
where they stayed, they’d bring in the papers they picked up, white papers, 
Negro papers,” Edgar Nixon recalled. “He’d put ’em in his locker and distrib-
ute ’em to black communities all over the country. Along the road, where a 
whole lot of people couldn’t get to town, we used to roll up the papers and 
tie a string around ’em. We’d throw these papers off to these people. We were 
able to let people know what was happening.”49 In other ways as well, por-
ters who had migrated to northern cities conveyed vital information back to 
southern communities and encouraged continuing migration and the forma-
tion of large communities up north.
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At the least, the porter dealt constantly with individuals from a wide range 
of locations and backgrounds, and his tips depended upon his knowledge 
and his ability to negotiate conversations with this diverse white clientele. In 
this sense, they operated in two quite distinct worlds and developed a talent 
for moving between the two. “The Pullman porter had to be a trickster to 
survive,” Santino writes, “the better the tricks, the stronger the survival. . . . ​
Ernest Ford says he would prepare for certain trips by researching the areas. 
He went so far as to learn some French for his trips to Montreal, so he might 
tell a Canadian passenger that he was a French-speaking Creole from Loui-
siana, thus fascinating the passenger to no end and ensuring a healthy gratu-
ity.” The intimacy of the Pullman car also meant that the porter witnessed at 
close range the habits and foibles of the white elite, even fine distinctions on 
the basis of social class, an opportunity afforded regularly to black women as 
domestics, but seldom to black males.50

Like sailors and other groups of workers on the move, the porters spent 
considerable time together on layovers, often in shared hotel rooms and flats or 
in dormitory-style accommodations provided by the company, playing cards 
and trading stories. The bonding that took place on and off the trains can 
only be guessed, but there is no doubt that the occupation and its peculiari-
ties strengthened it. Between trips, they found themselves drawn from large 
cities and smaller black communities throughout the nation. In the course 
of card games, baseball games, singing, and other frivolity, they absorbed 
information about these diverse black cultures. Based on his extensive inter-
views with retired porters, Jack Santino concludes: “Porters faced dualities 
every day. It was a good job and a bad job; they were hosts and they were ser-
vants; they had the highest status in their communities and the lowest on the 
train.”51 It is this bifurcated existence that might help to explain the porters’ 
turn toward labor organization.

This social solidarity in ports of call and the long conversations during 
down times on-train served the porters well as their conditions began to de-
cline and they turned toward unionization in the 1920s—the Brotherhood 
of Sleeping Car Porters, which became the nation’s most important black 
labor organization. The Brotherhoood’s literate publication, The Messenger, 
edited by socialist A. Philip Randolph, contained fiction, poetry, and theater 
reviews, as well as news of the labor movement and the situation of the 
porters and black workers generally. The Brotherhood’s story has been well 
told, but the porters’ role in winning the black community to a strategy of 
mass organization and protest is less understood. As Beth Bates has shown, 
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the Brotherhood produced many of the most important black protest lead-
ers in a new generation and helped to convert early civil rights organizations 
like the naacp from supplicants appealing to white liberals and philanthro-
pists to more militant protest organizations.52

The Radical

Overlapping many of these occupational categories was the “militant 
minority”—those activists who not only did the organizing but also created 
rich radical cultures in the heart of the working-class community. Interna-
tional socialism, anarchism, and communism were, of course, transnational 
in their organizational forms as well as their visions for the future. Mobiliz-
ing in the interests of international proletarian solidarity, such movements at 
their best challenged not only imperialism and colonialism but also the racial, 
ethnic, religious, and gender barriers dividing people from one another. They 
sought to speak in the name of a universal humanity and brought a message 
of international revolution to the local community and factory. In all this, 
they might be seen as the ultimate form of working-class cosmopolitanism.53

The international socialist ideal was always in tension, of course, with 
both ethnic nationalism and often with one’s ethnic identity in the context 
of diverse American working-class communities. One result was the forma-
tion of fairly distinct ethnic working-class cultures based in the various im-
migrant communities. Yet there were many situations in which workers from 
diverse ethnic backgrounds came together in ethnically mixed, hybrid so-
cialist and syndicalist movements. This was particularly true during the first 
two decades of the twentieth century, when immigration and its effects were 
at a high point. Mass strikes rocked cities and industrial towns throughout 
the country during the second and third decades of the twentieth century, 
and these movements suggest a kind of cosmopolitanism, with workers 
finding a language and symbolism that might provide the basis for broader 
identities. One center of such activity was Lawrence, Massachusetts, where 
an earlier generation of British and Irish workers had largely given way to 
Poles, Lithuanians, Italians, and Russian and Eastern European Jews. The 
jumble of ethnic, national, and international solidarities displayed in such 
strikes, which suggest the complexity of immigrant workers’ mentalities, is 
conveyed in David Montgomery’s observation that immigrant strikers could 
often be seen arranged by ethnic group, marching behind the American flag 
and singing the Internationale.54
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It is a scene relived over and over in dozens of working-class autobiog-
raphies: A workmate, usually an older person, often from the subject’s own 
ethnic community introduces the immigrant novice to radical literature and 
ideas and, in the process, to a radically different perspective on their new 
society. For the Croatian immigrant Stjepan Mesaros (later Steve Nelson), it 
was a Serbian vegetarian and atheist member of the Serbo-Croatian branch 
of the Socialist Labor Party who explained the functioning of the factory 
and the economic system, the varieties of workers’ organizations, and the 
pervasive racism Nelson saw about him.55 For John Wiite, a Finnish railroad 
laborer and lumber worker, the mentor was another, more experienced Finn, 
Victor Staudinger, who shared his subscription to Tyomies, the Finnish so-
cialist paper. “This was the beginning of the transformation of my life,” Wiite 
recalled. “No longer was I to spend my free time in saloons. Instead I was 
beginning to think about social, political, and economic matters, and self-
education of myself on the problems of the working people.”56

The radical cultures that produced such acculturation represented a re-
markable range in terms of both ideology and ethnicity—Finnish freethink-
ers, Wobblies, and communists on the Minnesota iron range; Italian- and 
Yiddish-speaking anarchists in big-city enclaves in New York and Chicago; 
Spanish-speaking radicals in smaller manufacturing centers like Ybor City 
in Tampa; and immigrant coal and metal miners in isolated company towns 
throughout the West and Midwest. What did working-class radicalism mean 
at the level of individual experience?

Vivian Gornick, who grew up in a Jewish communist family in the forties 
in the Bronx, describes the cosmopolitan character of her family’s outlook: 
Her father worked for thirty years in a garment factory pressing dresses, 
but he and her mother lived for the intellectual world they built around the 
Communist Party. “Before I knew I was Jewish or a girl I knew that I was a 
member of the working class.” Her father was “Labor,” her uncles who owned 
the factory, “Capital.” “We” were the working-class socialists she met around 
her parents’ kitchen table, and everyone else was “them.” “Oh, the talk! That 
passionate, transforming talk! Something important was happening here, 
I always felt, something that had to do with understanding things. And ‘to 
understand things,’ I already knew, was the most important, most exciting 
thing in life.” “Ideas, dolly, ideas,” her Yiddish teacher Rouben told Vivian, 
“Without them life is nothing. With them, life is everything.”57

She asked her mother who these people were: “My mother would reply 
in Yiddish: ‘He is a writer. She is a poet. He is a thinker.’ . . . ​He, of course, 
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drove a bakery truck. She was a sewing machine operator. That other one 
over there was a plumber, and the one next to him stood pressing dresses all 
day next to my father. So powerful was the life inside their minds . . . ​these 
people ceased to be what they objectively were—immigrant Jews, disfran-
chised workers—and, indeed they became thinkers, writers, poets.”58

Every one of them read the Daily Worker, the Freiheit, and the New York 
Times religiously every morning. Every one of them had an opinion on 
what he or she read. . . . ​That river of words was continually flowing. . . . ​
They were voyagers on that river, these plumbers, pressers and sewing 
machine operators. . . . ​They took with them on this voyage not only 
their own narrow, impoverished experience but a set of abstractions as 
well, abstractions with the power to transform. . . . ​They were not sim-
ply the disinherited of the earth, they were proletarians. They were not 
people without a history, they had the Russian Revolution. They were 
not without a civilizing world view, they had Marxism.59

Living in a Bronx cooperative apartment building, working in a garment 
factory every day, Gornick’s friends and family nevertheless felt themselves 
connected to other workers throughout the world. “The people in that 
kitchen had remade the family in the image of workers all over the world. . . . ​
They sat at that kitchen table and they felt themselves linked up to Amer
ica, Russia, Europe and the world.”60 She evokes the life of the mind that 
unfolded each day around her family’s kitchen table, fueled by the Yiddish 
and English-language party press, political meetings and demonstrations, 
debates among family and friends.

In a very different sort of neighborhood halfway across the continent, 
Richard Wright witnessed a similar connection in the midst of a very differ
ent culture, between the intimate world of everyday exploitation, in this case 
of black workers, and the worldwide revolution. The meeting was a trial of 
a black party leader accused of various infractions, but it did not start with 
these accusations. Rather, a series of speakers evoked the political world at 
its various levels: The party’s central committee described the worldwide cri-
sis and the threat of fascism. The next speaker described the historic role of 
the Soviet Union.

Finally, a speaker came forward and spoke of Chicago’s South Side, 
its Negro population, their suffering and handicaps, linking all that 
also to the world struggle. Then still another speaker followed and de-
scribed the tasks of the Communist Party on the South Side. At last 
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the world, the national, and the local pictures had been fused into one 
overwhelming drama of moral struggle in which everyone in the hall 
was participating. . . . ​With the exception of the Church with its myths 
and legends, there was no agency in the world so capable of making 
men feel the earth and the people upon it as the Communist Party.61

For understandable reasons, communist history is normally considered 
in organizational terms, and its formulaic view of the world seems to tell us 
all we need to know, but the personal experiences of individual militants tes-
tify to the transformation in perspective that occurred in their lives. Through 
the Communist Party and other radical groups, workers with very limited 
educations learned public speaking and began to read more broadly. A coal 
miner or a sharecropper might leave the Anthracite Region or rural Alabama 
for training or other assignment in the Soviet Union, parts of Europe, or 
Asia. For many, party publications, schools, and reading groups opened en-
tirely new vantage points that were global by definition. Working-class radicals 
considered their own problems in relation to workers around the world, 
and saw their own efforts as part of a global movement. Often isolated from 
mainstream middle-class culture, especially in periods of political repres-
sion, militants constructed an alternative culture. Children were socialized 
in such radical cosmopolitan cultures, attending summer camps and reading 
stories and books designed to reproduce those cultures and worldviews.62

The sources and situations of black working-class thinkers were different. 
Robin Kelley offers a particularly compelling case in his study of black tenant 
farmers and a communist sharecroppers’ union they built amid the everyday 
racial violence of rural Alabama during the Great Depression. Black farm-
ers, isolated, semi-literate, and under constant threat, came to identify their 
own struggles with those of the Soviet Union and other workers’ movements 
around the world, though they often expressed these feelings of solidarity 
through the language and symbolism of Pentecostal Christianity.63

For black workers, migration to the big city often brought an enormous 
expansion of one’s perspective, range of contacts, and ideas. The civil rights 
militant Ella Baker grew up poor in Jim Crow Norfolk, Virginia, and rural 
North Carolina. Though her parents owned their own farm and Ella excelled 
in high school and at Shaw University, her grandparents had been slaves. Her 
father’s work as a waiter on a steamer involved extensive travel. Both he and his 
wife, a pillar in the community’s Baptist church, graduated from high school 
and nurtured a love of education in their children. From an educated, up-
wardly mobile family, Ella turned her face toward the black working class 
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and spent her life as a grassroots organizer, first for the naacp and later for 
the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee and the Mississippi Free-
dom Democratic Party. She located the roots of her activism in her mother’s 
religion and aspirations for racial uplift, but the turning point in her life 
came through library reading, lectures, and informal discussion in that seat 
of black urban cosmopolitan life, Harlem of the 1920s and 1930s, which she 
termed a “hotbed of radical thinking.”64

Is this idea of a blue-collar cosmopolitanism a recognizable phenom-
enon? If so, how do we go about investigating the problem? How common 
were such cosmopolitan experiences, and what were their implications for 
what we call working-class consciousness and political radicalism? Other 
venues seem relevant. Military service often brought young working-class men 
into contact with peers from throughout the United States, took them to dis-
tant lands, and exposed them to new cultures and ideas. Despite the fact that 
it often served as the focus of local urban cultures, religion might also suggest 
one’s place in the broader world or a connection with co-religionists in other 
societies. Although working-class reading habits deserve more research, it 
seems likely that working people were more literate—in English, their home 
language, or both—than we have supposed. Universal free public education 
certainly contributed to this, and as child labor and compulsory school at-
tendance laws took hold in the course of the early twentieth century, more 
workers realized such educations. The frequent discussions of books and 
reading in autobiographies and the extensive publications produced by and 
aimed at working-class people are clues that such a readership was quite 
broad. Reading during the high tide of industrialization and mass immigra-
tion built on earlier nineteenth-century working-class reading traditions, but 
the working-class print culture grew enormously in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. Immigrants without a command of English had 
ready access to foreign-language newspapers, pamphlets, and books reflect-
ing a wide range of ideological perspectives.65

The most serious readers may have been motivated by a strong ethic of 
self-improvement derived not only from particular ethnic cultures, but also 
from free thought, labor, and socialist milieus. For the radicals, perhaps, it 
was a matter of improving and strengthening oneself for the struggle against 
the class enemy, but even for more typical workers, there was always the 
notion that education, often self-education, was something “they” could 
never take away from you. The turn of the century brought a dramatic ex-
pansion of the black press amid Jim Crow repression, and many black work-
ers brought a special perspective of racial uplift to their reading in Marcus 
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Garvey’s and other movements stressing the elevation of the race.66 Not all 
workers were avid readers, of course, but for those who were, reading opened 
new ideas and new possibilities—for broader experience through travel and, 
of course, more reading. Some signed up for what we would term “adult edu-
cation” courses offered through public school evening programs, settlement 
houses, trade unions, or political groups. Others simply continued to read on 
their own. And we likely underestimate the degree of engagement with ideas 
out in the streets and at work.

Work could reinforce cosmopolitan perspectives. Consider, for example, 
longshore workers and sailors who labored at the interstices of vast impe-
rial systems in ethnically diverse ports connected to other cities throughout 
the world; or the sense of power that railroad workers derived from piloting 
huge trains over vast expanses of the continent. Jobs that involved extensive 
travel brought the lowly sailor or Pullman porter into contact with more di-
verse cultures than the typical middle-class person might have experienced.

Migration itself, so common to working-class life, not only brought workers 
into new labor markets and cultures but also into contact with new ideas. 
The broad abstractions they might have encountered in politics, econom-
ics, and human relations came alive through their encounters with such new 
places and people. In their travels, worker-migrants saw these ideas emerge 
in the experience of those around them. As we reconstruct the lives of com-
mon people, it is essential to our understanding of them to recognize that 
many of them were quite cosmopolitan in their own ways.



I don’t know that people who are professional thinkers or philosophers or students do 
all the thinking; perhaps other people who are at work have an opportunity to think that 
the others have not got. —anton johannsen, working-class anarchist, 1905

On a late spring day in 1905, Hutchins Hapgood walked into the saloon in the 
Briggs House Hotel, a hangout for Chicago labor activists. He was looking 
for someone he had never met, only imagined. “Before I went to Chicago, I 
had in mind what I wanted to find,” he later recalled. “I felt certain that, some-
where in that turbulent world of labor, there must be a man who stood at the 
center of all the converging elements and who was at least dimly conscious of 
the development of a labor philosophy. I felt certain I would recognize him 
if I came into contact with him.”1 He found that person in Anton Johannsen.

This unlikely pair produced a most remarkable book, The Spirit of Labor 
(1907), a mixture of a worker’s personal narrative with a study of the radical 
labor movement at its most developed and volatile, in early twentieth-
century Chicago, though the book’s voice is most often that of Hapgood. 
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Here I consider this rare personal relationship between two very different 
men from two very different backgrounds, their motivations in the project, 
and the broader context of class conflict which shaped their collaboration, 
along with some of the elements of working-class life in early twentieth 
century Chicago that Hapgood missed in his evocation of radical labor, and 
what might be viewed as a kind of “working-class modernism.”

Hutchins and Anton

The two men inhabited very different worlds at the beginning of the twenti-
eth century. Born in Chicago in 1867 and raised in the Mississippi River town 
of Alton, Illinois, Hapgood traced his family back two centuries to the Massa
chusetts Puritans. His father, a progressive businessman educated at Brown, 
was the first in the family to have left Petersham, Massachusetts, in many 
generations. With ancestors on both sides in the American Revolution, one 
a Tory and the other a revolutionary who served in the Continental and U.S. 
Congresses, Hutchins Hapgood could hardly have been more deeply rooted 
in American myths and traditions. He graduated Phi Beta Kappa near the top 
of his class at Harvard. At a time when a small minority of Americans went to 
high school, Hapgood went on for a master’s degree and then taught English 
at Harvard and the University of Chicago. His subsequent life, one of litera
ture and leisure, was spent in travel around the world or settled in Greenwich 
Village, Dobbs Ferry, New York, Tuscany, Provincetown, or Key West.2

His brothers were equally remarkable. William Powers Hapgood (1872–1960) 
launched the Columbia Conserve Company, a cooperative factory and ex-
periment in industrial democracy that featured a workers’ council and profit-
sharing, and dedicated his life to a range of reform causes. Norman Hapgood 
(1868–1937) built a successful career as a progressive journalist and served as 
ambassador to Denmark.3 A nephew, Powers Hapgood (1899–1949), worked 
for many years as a miner and joined the Socialist Party after graduating 
from Harvard. He went on to be an important organizer for the United Mine 
Workers of America and the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America, 
and a leader of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (cio) in the late 
1930s and 1940s.4

Raised in this environment, Hutchins Hapgood became that rare bird—a 
well-educated wasp elite who questioned not only his own privilege but the 
system on which it rested. “I am helped by a whole set or system of circum-
stances which have nothing to do with my individual value,” he wrote his 
friend Mabel Dodge Luhan. “It is unjust that I should have so many privileges.” 
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In his writing and in his personal life, Hapgood looked toward a new kind 
of society based more on human worth than personal privilege. For a gen-
eration he remained at the center of radical intellectual life in the United 
States. A key figure in both Mabel Dodge’s Greenwich Village salon and in 
the Provincetown Players, a radical group at the very cutting edge of modern 
theater, he was a close friend and collaborator of playwrights Eugene O’Neill 
and Susan Glaspell; writers Floyd Dell, Theodore Dreiser, Sinclair Lewis, 
Upton Sinclair, and Sherwood Anderson; artists Alfred Stieglitz and Georgia 
O’Keefe; and journalists John Reed, Louise Bryant, Lincoln Steffens, Anna 
Strunsky Walling, and Walter Lippmann.5

Like so many turn-of-the-century workers, Anton Johannsen was an im-
migrant. His father, a roofer with little education, fled the rural poverty of 
Germany for the small-town poverty of Clinton, Iowa, where he first worked 
as a brewery teamster and then prospered briefly as a saloon keeper. With 
little formal education, Anton left school early and went to work in a brick 
and, later, a window sash and door factory. He left town on a boxcar at 
the age of eighteen and educated himself while tramping around the coun-
try and working at a variety of jobs. It was this travel and the people he met 
while traveling that provided him with what might be called a “blue-collar 
cosmopolitanism”—a new world of ideas and a tolerance of, even an interest 
in, that which was different, new. A literate hobo “intellectual,” Anton’s “first 
real friend,” introduced him to socialism as well as the social structure and 
culture of the open road. He met Greenhill, a follower of freethinker Robert 
Ingersoll, in an Iowa furniture factory. The old man lent him copies the The 
Truth Seeker and Tom Paine’s The Rights of Man, which Anton read many 
times over and aloud to his wife, at the time a devout Lutheran. Both became 
skeptics, atheists, and freethinkers.6

In this at least, his cosmopolitan attitudes actually paralleled Hapgood’s, 
though the men developed their values and ideas in very different settings. 
“Life on the road,” Anton concluded, “with all its chance meetings with many 
men and ways of living makes one tolerant of everything except tyranny.”7 At 
the end of the nineteenth century, he settled down with his wife and children 
in Chicago, where he earned his living by day in a woodworking shop, led his 
local union, and became active in the city’s labor federation and anarchist 
circles. Like Hapgood, Anton was driven by his own “spirit of protest,” which 
pressed him to consider some broader context for his own life and those of 
the working people around him.8

While their collaboration on The Spirit of Labor might seem strange, by 
the time they met in Chicago, both men had already made a habit of crossing 



the kind of social boundaries that separated them. Even in his shop or union 
meetings, Anton was the cosmopolitan worker, the one likely to bring in an 
anarchist book or a free thought newspaper, to strike up a conversation about 
the meaning of life or the need for women’s suffrage. His intellectual curios-
ity, his thirst for ideas drove him beyond his workplace and his union. His 
days might be spent making window or door frames, but his evenings were 
likely to include conversations with artists, poets, and influential reformers. 
Nor were such exchanges simply a matter of the humble worker soaking up 
ideas from his social betters. What struck Hutchins Hapgood about Chicago, 
on the contrary, was the degree to which the opposite seemed to be the case, 
that middle-class and elite people were stimulated by and absorbing ideas 
from the labor movement. In the university, the settlements, even in busi-
ness and professional life, Hapgood noted, the details of daily life “show in a 
hundred implicit ways the degree to which the radical ideas of the common 
people have affected all grades of society. . . . ​Most radicals are either work-
ing people or else persons who have come in contact with the feelings and 
ideas evolved by the laboring class, and have come to express them.”9 Surging 
forward in Chicago and elsewhere at the turn of the century, “the spirit of 
labor” seemed to pull all else in its wake. For a bright worker like Anton, this 
situation meant, among other things, considerable contact with middle-class 
and elite “radicals.”

Working-Class Life from Two Vantage Points

Hutchins Hapgood was one of the intellectuals drawn by this spirit. Like 
some other young writers and artists of his generation, he took his inter-
est in the immigrant worker, the street merchant, and petty criminal “past 
genteel amusement to a conviction that meetings with social ‘others’ might 
not simply entertain but foster more fully realized selves.”10 For Hapgood, 
this quest for self-realization through contact across the class divide began 
in 1897 when he took a job as reporter with the New York Commercial Adver-
tiser, edited by the soon-to-be-famous muckraker Lincoln Steffens. Journal-
ism was the closest Hapgood ever came to a vocation, and he worked on 
and off at it for the next two decades. Aiming for a newspaper that was a cut 
above the common fare, Steffens assembled a group of talented young writ-
ers who recognized the human drama at work in the city and rendered it with 
a literary flair unusual in the mainstream press. The Advertiser was lyrical by 
the newspaper standards of the day. The writers around Hapgood and his 
brother Norman were drawn by the excitement and beauty they found in 

The Bohemian Writer and the Radical Woodworker · 105



106 · Chapter 5

city life. They saw “murder as a tragedy rather than a crime,” historian Moses 
Rischin writes, “a fire as a drama rather than police news, pushcart traffic as 
a vibrant pageant rather than as a nuisance.”11 “Their observations appealed 
to an inquisitive public who wanted to peek across the ‘Social Gulf,’ ” histo-
rian Christine Stansell concludes, “without actually straying into the terri-
tory themselves.”12 Over the next two decades Hapgood produced literally 
hundreds of columns embracing a striking panorama of urban life for various 
papers in New York and Chicago.

Hapgood was particularly drawn to the Lower East Side, and he produced 
wonderful columns evoking the community created there by the burgeon-
ing population of poor Russian and Eastern European Jews. His wife Neith 
Boyce, also a reporter at the Advertiser, convinced him to combine these 
pieces into The Spirit of the Ghetto (1902). Never a great success in its day, 
Spirit of the Ghetto now stands as a minor classic of immigrant life. In a pat-
tern he often repeated in his early career, Hapgood was able to penetrate the 
life of the Lower East Side only with the aid of native collaborators, in this 
case the socialist editor Abraham Cahan of the Yiddish Jewish Daily Forward 
and the brilliant artist Jacob Epstein, who produced dozens of drawings for 
the book.13 After publishing The Autobiography of a Thief (1903), Hapgood 
shared the proceeds from the book with Jim Caulfield, the petty thief whose 
life provided its substance. He did the same with his next two books involv-
ing collaborations across class lines.14

The conditions under which Hapgood and Anton produced The Spirit of 
Labor tell us a great deal about both the authors and the book. Hapgood had 
intended to use Anton’s life story to capture the energy and pervasive influ-
ence of Chicago’s organized working-class movement, to offer someone like 
Anton as an archetype of the new working-class radical. He had used this 
autobiographical strategy successfully in The Autobiography of a Thief. But 
quickly he came up against the clear-cut differences between the genres of 
bourgeois and working-class autobiography. Hapgood had trouble getting 
Anton to focus on his own story and even getting him slowed down long 
enough to talk at all. When he did talk, Anton wanted to discuss the union 
movement, politics, and strikes. Such tendencies were typical of worker au-
tobiographers in many countries, and they suggest the influence of social class 
on notions of self and identity.

Whereas Hapgood himself and other middle-class intellectuals might 
place the emphasis on the individual and his or her search for the self, work-
ers’ narratives tended to be told very differently. They often subordinated the 



personal to the social and political, and described themselves as what one 
scholar has termed “social atoms”—more or less representative pieces of a 
much larger whole. Particularly with labor radicals, the movement and not 
the self was the focus of the narrative.15 There was an individualist anarchism 
abroad in the early twentieth century, but Anton, an ideological eclectic in 
any case, was clearly drawn by the ideas of anarcho-communism, which em-
phasized the social and collective over the self, and social movements over 
individual acts of terror.

At a more practical level, Anton was far more concerned with his life 
in the movement and was reluctant to take time away from that for what 
he tended to view as the bourgeois enterprise of autobiography. “He felt I 
belonged to another class,” Hapgood recalled, “and that my motives were 
probably profoundly suspect.”16 He absorbed a certain amount from simply 
visiting with Anton and his family and observing him at large in the city, and 
he was sometimes able to question Anton at length in meetings at Hapgood’s 
own room. Such meetings were productive, Hapgood wrote his wife from 
Chicago, but “he is nervous about having to give up many of his trade union 
meetings. I have many problems connected with him—how to hold him and 
his interest as well as how to get and use the material.” “I can get a good thing 
from Johannsen,” Hapgood concluded in another letter, “if I can keep him up 
to the work. He is restless, wants to go to his meetings, etc.”17

For these and other reasons, Hapgood chose a more biographical ap-
proach, hoping to place Anton in his element and, in the process, bring some 
notion of the labor movement to middle-class readers. Although Hapgood’s 
book is essentially a biography, extensive quotations from Johannsen convey 
something of the thinking of a radical worker. It would be a mistake, however, 
to assume that these quotations convey Anton’s unalloyed worldview. Not 
only did the interviews, the questions Hapgood asked, and the way he chose 
to ask them all reflect his own interests and biases, but the words themselves 
come from Hapgood’s notes. These have not survived, but it seems unlikely 
that they represented a verbatim rendering of Anton’s words. None of this 
reduces the value of The Spirit of Labor, but it is worth considering when we 
ask ourselves what the text represents. The two men worked together on the 
book, but clearly it was conceived and conceptualized by Hapgood. Thus, 
what he brought to the book was at least as important as what Johannsen 
brought to it. Hapgood’s choices in constructing the narrative can tell us as 
much about the world of a radical intellectual as they can about the world of 
a radical woodworker.

The Bohemian Writer and the Radical Woodworker · 107



108 · Chapter 5

Love and the Working Class

Inspired as much by the personal as the political lives of the workers he 
encountered in Chicago, Hapgood produced a second book, An Anarchist 
Woman (1909), which told the stories of his friends Terry and Marie Carlin, 
working-class anarchists who appear at several points in The Spirit of Labor.18 
Hapgood’s telling of Terry and Marie’s love story represented his special 
interest in the love lives of such proletarian radicals. As Christine Stansell 
notes, “The Spirit of Labor eroticized the subject of labor and the figure of 
the radical workingman, striking a connection between working-class life 
and sexual license. Hapgood set out to describe the ‘expressiveness’ of the 
American workers and that expressiveness turned out to be, in good mea
sure, a superabundance of sex. The democracy that beckoned across the class 
line was erotic as well as industrial, a liberalized regime of heterosexual love.” 
Hapgood’s account does little to dispel a common confusion about the no-
tion of what has come to be called “free love.” A principled position against 
any legal restraints on individuals’ sexual habits, the position had roots in 
American reform movements of the mid-nineteenth century, though it was 
more common at the turn of the century among immigrant working-class 
anarchists. Contrary to popular conceptions about sexual promiscuity, it 
neither prescribed this nor precluded monogamy. The emphasis was on in-
dividual freedom in this and other realms of one’s personal life. Free love in 
this sense became a strong principle among bohemian intellectuals as part 
of a more general revolt against bourgeois morality. By his own account, 
Hutchins Hapgood learned the free love ethic from Chicago anarchists; 
it was a habit he continued to embrace for much of his life.

Working women play a frustratingly minor role in Anton’s personal nar-
rative; his was in many ways a man’s world. Yet we do get some intriguing 
glimpses of their lives. How and why were the lives of women radicals dif
ferent from those of the male workers around them? Radical women like 
Marie Carlin and Emma Goldman struggled to build not only a new world, 
but also a new way of life for themselves. In their relations with the men in 
their lives, as much as in their relations with urban elites, they fought for a 
place in the world, and they did so outside the mainstream women’s rights 
movement. Trade union activists like Margaret Haley of the Chicago Federa-
tion of Teachers demanded their place in the burgeoning labor movement, 
but their criticisms were not confined to their male labor colleagues. They 
also demanded that their sisters join this class movement and support male 
unionists.19



The most intriguing female figure in Anton’s narrative is his wife, Mag-
gie. A “typical working-class housewife” to middle-class observers, perhaps, 
Maggie turned out to have her own ideas. Hapgood left little room for her in 
either The Spirit of Labor or An Anarchist Woman, perhaps because in her 
personal life she was what he considered a rather typical wife and mother, 
perhaps because he was largely blind to her personality. The writer dwelled 
instead on a number of single female anarchists and their active love lives. Mag-
gie Johannsen, like her husband, was a freethinker and a labor radical. She 
supported the work of the Women’s Trade Union League as time allowed, 
but caring for a household and children, she lacked the opportunity to 
engage the outside world as Anton did. In midlife, Maggie realized her life-
long dream of being an artist. She took a course at Chicago’s Art Institute 
and created a series of portraits of women who had contributed to labor and 
the welfare of working-class families—Jane Addams, Mary McDowell, Mary 
Dreier Robbins, and others. Any older woman “has the right to develop her 
talents and interests,” she told an interviewer. Her story reminds us of the 
hidden aspects of the spirit of labor.20

The Class War

One problem with Spirit is that Hapgood was so absorbed with Anton’s and 
others’ personalities that he often failed to establish the broader context re-
quired to understand the labor movement, and the particular context was cru-
cial in this case.21 If, as Christine Stansell suggests, New York was the soul of 
the intellectual bohemian phenomenon of the early twentieth century, the cru-
cible for literary and intellectual modernism, then Chicago was, as Hapgood 
recalled in his memoir, “the heart of the radical labor movement in America.”22

Both social reformers like Jane Addams and writers like Jacob Riis and 
Hapgood himself were moved by the enormous social distance at the turn 
of the century between the nation’s native middle-class population and 
the ocean of immigrant poor. Riis addressed this problem in his book How 
the Other Half Lives (1890), Addams founded Hull House (1889) as a kind 
of beachhead for middle-class culture and values in the heart of Chicago’s 
West Side slums, and Hapgood sought to explain the radical labor move-
ment to middle-class reformers and intellectuals through The Spirit of Labor. 
Nowhere was the social gulf characterizing U.S. cities in this era greater than 
in Chicago; nowhere were workers more fully organized or more class con-
scious. Throughout the late nineteenth century, the city’s diverse working-
class communities had created the strongest and most progressive labor 
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movement in the United States. A series of epic political and industrial con-
flicts, including both the Haymarket tragedy (1886) and the great Pullman 
strike (1894), accentuated the social chasm between the immigrant working 
class and the city’s elites. Yet the greatest drama might well have resided not 
in such dramatic episodes, but rather in the quotidian class war played out in 
the streets of Chicago and other industrial cities and towns.

We are also introduced to the underground world of the proletarian in-
tellectuals, worker-radicals who sought to transform the world through an 
anarchism that remained embedded in the lives of Chicago’s workers. In the 
late nineteenth century, the city had produced one of the strongest anarchist 
labor movements in the world. The background for the Haymarket tragedy 
of 1886 was a rich subculture of labor radicalism rooted in the city’s ethnic 
communities and ranging from trade unionism and the reformist Knights 
of Labor to Marxist socialism and the anarchist International Working 
Peoples Association, a potent force on Chicago’s proletarian scene. In the 
midst of a demonstration during the great May  1886 strike for the eight-
hour day, an unknown bomber killed several policemen and workers and 
touched off a “red scare” aimed at suppressing the city’s radical movement. 
The political repression following this tragedy undoubtedly weakened that 
movement, but The Spirit of Labor shows that it never really died. Much 
smaller, it was vibrant at the moment of Hapgood’s visit. And more than 
its predecessor, which was strictly a working-class and largely male affair, 
this turn-of-the-century anarchist movement crossed the boundaries of sex, 
class, and nationality.

Hapgood missed dimensions of the even more radical wing of the labor 
movement in The Spirit of Labor. The Industrial Workers of the World (iww), 
that quintessentially American radical labor organization, was founded in 
Chicago the very summer he visited. One might have expected him to encoun-
ter the iww, a new revolutionary industrial union organization with consid-
erable anarchist influence in its early years, as he made his way in Chicago’s 
labor circles in the fall of 1905. One founder of the new labor organization, 
Lucy Parsons, was at the center of anarchist activity in the city. Yet Lucy, the 
wife of Albert Parsons, the central figure in the Haymarket story, is not even 
mentioned. She personified whatever link remained between the Haymarket 
movement and the one Hapgood found in Chicago two decades later. One 
possible explanation for this gap in the story is the existence of two rather 
distinct anarchist subcultures, one focused more on the world of unions and 
strikes, the other focused more on cultural phenomena. In fact, at the mo-
ment of his visit, a major controversy split the Chicago movement between 



a more culturally inclined group that soon left for the Home Colony in 
Washington State and a more industrially inclined group around Lucy Par-
sons that continued to work on the city’s West Side and to focus on unions, 
strikes, and working-class politics.

The Best-Organized City in the World

While the 1890s are often considered the pinnacle of class conflict in the 
United States, the level of union organization and strike activity actually 
increased in the following decade. In 1903 alone, Chicago unions doubled 
their membership and launched 251 strikes. By September of that year, the 
Chicago Federation of Labor boasted more than 243,000 members, over half 
of the city’s labor force, and the breadth of the movement was even more 
impressive than its size. It embraced not only building tradesmen, railroad 
workers, and a broad range of unskilled male operatives in heavy industry, 
but also 35,000 female factory workers, scrub women, waitresses, and four 
thousand of the city’s elementary schoolteachers. The reproduction of class 
sentiments in the city is suggested by the fact that schoolchildren, prominent 
in many strike photos of the era, organized their own “skilled pupils unions” 
and strikes in support of their unionized parents and teachers. Union organ
ization and strikes spread throughout Chicago at the turn of the century as 
the movement passed from an older generation of German, Irish, and native-
born skilled workers to the thousands of unskilled “new immigrants” pour-
ing into the city’s mills, foundries, and factories. The Arbeiterzeitung, the 
city’s main German-language working-class newspaper, declared the city the 
“trade union capital of the world.”23

Chicago’s movement reflected a broader growth in the size and ambi-
tions of American labor at the turn of the century. From 1897 to 1904, union 
membership soared from 447,000 to more than two million. The American 
Federation of Labor tripled in size between 1900 and 1904, and unions also 
became far more aggressive. From their typical numbers of 1,000 to 1,300 in 
the mid-1890s, strikes rose to almost 3,000 in 1901 and nearly 4,000 in 1903, 
with an increasingly large proportion of these conflicts won by unions.24

Chicago was engulfed in severe class conflict at the moment Hapgood 
set out to capture the essence of American labor radicalism in the spring of 
1905. The Chicago Employers’ Association had launched an all-out campaign 
against the unions in a bid to rid the city of this “tyranny” and to run the place 
“open shop.” The key target in this offensive was the powerful teamsters’ union, 
which represented the linchpin in the city’s movement for several reasons. 
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Made up of 35,000 blacks, native-born and immigrant Irish, and workers from 
a variety of other ethnic backgrounds, they had managed to build an unusually 
powerful movement, employing their wagons to stop traffic in what came to 
be termed “street strikes.” As historian David Witwer notes, “The nature of the 
teamsters’ trade and the geography of the early-twentieth-century city made 
non-union vehicles vulnerable.” Strikebreakers attempting to navigate con-
gested city streets were attacked by large crowds drawn from the city’s densely 
populated working-class neighborhoods. In return, the teamsters seemed ever-
willing to support other groups of workers in sympathy strikes that became 
endemic in the city around the turn of the century.25 Doctors at the County 
Hospital labeled the teamster “the roughest, toughest scrapper of the work-
ing classes.”26 The teamsters’ power was particularly obnoxious to the city’s 
large merchants. One them predicted in the spring of 1904 a confrontation 
between Chicago’s militant unions and its increasingly class-conscious em-
ployers. “Some day,” he declared, “the unions and the business community 
will have to fight it out to see who owns Chicago.”27

As the economy dipped and unemployment rose in the summer and fall 
of 1904, the Chicago Employers’ Association launched an ambitious (and 
quite successful) open shop drive. By July of that year, the city was convulsed 
by ninety-two strikes and lockouts involving 77,000 workers. The net ef-
fects were disastrous, particularly in the city’s largest factories. Strong organ
izations of largely unskilled immigrant workers at Illinois Steel, International 
Harvester, and in the slaughtering plants at the giant Union Stock Yards were 
completely destroyed. As with the great upsurge at the turn of the century, the 
decline of the Chicago unions mirrored a national trend. From 1904 on, in the 
face of a massive and well-coordinated open shop drive, union growth stalled, 
afl membership actually dropped briefly, and the numbers of workers in-
volved in strikes declined precipitously, with workers tending to lose an ever-
larger proportion of those strikes. While employers had launched an open 
shop campaign in the city’s building industry as early as 1900, the cataclysmic 
struggle for the Chicago unions came in April 1905 during a massive and vio-
lent teamsters’ strike. Hapgood did his first round of research in the midst of 
this dramatic conflict, which highlighted for him and other observers the high 
degree of class feeling in the city’s immigrant working-class communities.28

Graham Taylor, a liberal minister and settlement house reformer, was struck 
by the pervasive and violent class consciousness which he saw all about him.

It was the disclosure of the intensity and intolerance of class-conscious 
feeling prevailing not only among those on both sides who were im-



mediately involved in controversy, but as pronouncedly throughout 
one whole class as the other . . . ​our non-union neighbors . . . ​became 
as class-conscious, almost overnight, as were the striking teamsters. . . . ​
[M]en from the sidewalks, women from the tenement-house windows, 
and even the little children from the playground, cried with one voice, 
“Down with the scabs,” some of them hurling any missile at hand at the 
frightened drivers. . . . ​[T]he “solidarity of labor” extends beyond the 
membership of unions. . . . ​[O]n occasion the class-conscious spirit 
emerges from the whole working class, expressing the personal claim 
to the job as inviolate.29

In such situations, Jane Addams observed, “the entire population of the 
city becomes divided into two cheering sides. . . . ​Any one who tries to keep 
the attitude of non-partisanship . . . ​is quickly under suspicion by both 
sides.”30 Like Jane Addams before him, Taylor was saddened by what he 
saw as a form of intolerance. Settlement house reformers like Taylor and 
Addams dedicated their lives to building social and cultural bridges be-
tween immigrant workers and the more “respectable” elements in the city’s 
population. Strikes enlarged the chasm between social classes in a particu-
larly dramatic fashion. To his credit, Hapgood saw the pervasive class con-
sciousness of early twentieth-century Chicago in very different terms. “I 
was impressed over and over again, when living among the mechanics,” he 
wrote, “with a certain kind of altruism, of a fairly wide-spread emotion of 
solidarity, akin to the religious; for when men band together in an effort to 
attain things they deem necessary to their deepest material and spiritual 
welfare, they are not far from conceiving of the movement, at least in mo-
ments of self-consciousness, as being from one point of view religious.”31 
Even Addams agreed that the “most valuable result” of the mass strikes 
involving immigrant workers was “the expanding consciousness of the 
solidarity of the workers.”32 The highest principle in working-class subcul-
tures, Hapgood concluded, was that of “organized solidarity.” Upon this, 
all else depended.

Hapgood told a story that illustrated the extent of such sentiment in the 
city at the time. Friends introduced him to a hardcore criminal who calmly 
recited a long litany of his violent and rather degraded activities. Raised in 
a working-class neighborhood, he retained friends in the labor movement, 
though he lived most of his life in the city’s underworld. “Here,” Hapgood 
thought, “was a man whom it was not possible to insult. He probably had 
no sensibility.” Yet when the author asked if he had ever acted as a scab or 
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worked on the side of corporations during strikes, the man’s feelings were 
genuinely hurt. “Oh, no,” he said. “I may be bad, but I’m not as bad as that. 
That is against my principles.”33

A Working-Class Modernism?

If Chicago was the heart of industrial radicalism, it was also the vital center of 
a vibrant working-class intellectual and cultural life that shaped not only the 
lives of the city’s workers but also the social, cultural, and political life of the 
city as a whole. It was the convergence of this labor and cultural radicalism, a 
kind of proletarian modernism that Hapgood sought to capture in his study 
of Johannsen and his world. The essence of the “modern,” Hapgood believed, 
lay not in his own group of déclassé radical intellectuals, as many writers at 
the time and since have assumed, but rather in people like Anton and his 
friends. “I feel he is really nearer the truth of the immediate future than I or 
any of my leisure class friends,” Hapgood wrote his wife Neith.34

Chicago’s strong free speech traditions went back to Haymarket and well 
before, but there were also more recent traditions. Hapgood found that Jane 
Addams ran “a kind of salon” at Hull House, “an exchange of ideas where all 
the surging social conceptions find expression.”35 At dinners and public fo-
rums in the old house on Halsted Street, one might indeed find some of the 
leading writers and artists of the day, but they would be rubbing elbows with 
Women’s Trade Union League activists, immigrant anarchists and socialists, 
labor organizers.36 Christine Stansell notes that New York drew off many of 
the most talented Midwestern writers and artists who might otherwise have 
raised literary and artistic standards in Chicago, but the bohemian scene 
that remained, and it was an extremely dynamic scene, was much closer to 
working-class radical politics and culture than its New York counterpart. The 
city’s “Bughouse Square,” Radical Bookshop, Ben Reitman’s “Hobo Col-
lege,” and later the Dill Pickle Club seemed to meld bohemian intellectuals 
and working-class activists, politics, and art, more easily than comparable 
New York venues.37 These Chicago institutions and others like them were 
far more open than Mabel Dodge’s Greenwich Village salon, attracting many 
of the era’s leading literary lights and artists to spaces they shared with anar-
chists and socialists and more typical migratory workers.

Drawing on his relationships with Robert Morss Lovett and the novelist 
Robert Herrick, both friends from Harvard now teaching English at the Uni-
versity of Chicago, Hutchins made extensive contacts among Chicago’s intel-
lectual circles and immersed himself in the city’s remarkable cultural life. He 



developed a close relationship with the radical lawyer Clarence Darrow and 
met with the economist Thorstein Veblen to discuss The Theory of the Leisure 
Class (New York, 1899). He also spoke often with settlement house reform-
ers Jane Addams and Graham Taylor, University of Chicago sociologist W. 
I. Thomas, and other intellectuals. A regular “Lunch Group” included Algie 
Simmons, editor of the Chicago Socialist, Lovett, and writers I. K. Friedman, 
Raymond Robins, and William English Walling. “In fact,” Hapgood wrote to 
Robert Herrick, “Chicago is full of good humans.” While in Chicago, Hap-
good read Kropotkin’s Memoirs of a Revolutionist (Boston, 1899), Oscar Wil-
de’s The Soul of Man under Socialism (Boston, 1910), and other books “along 
an anarchist line.” But he also had no trouble meeting a range of labor ac-
tivists including Con O’Shea, president of the teamsters, a number of other 
teamsters, the garment workers’ leader Abraham Bisno, and several of the 
leading figures in the Chicago Federation of Labor, as well as anarchists Ben 
Reitman, “the Hobo Doctor,” Hippolyte Havel, and Emma Goldman.38 The 
radicalism he evoked derived less from the texts than from experiences and 
the culture surrounding them.

The Mainstream

The radical modernism of Chicago’s intellectual elite and professional re-
formers, the bohemian radicalism of the city’s “proletarian intellectuals,” the 
tough idealism of its labor activists, and the almost “religious” class solidar-
ity of much of its working-class population—Hapgood illuminated each of 
these worlds for his readers, but there was another world that he never pen-
etrated during his time in Chicago, perhaps because he never looked for it.

Anton Johannsen was certainly not a “typical” early twentieth-century 
urban worker, if such a person had ever existed. He was an anarchist radical 
at a time when most Chicago workers continued to support one of the two 
main parties; a free love advocate at a time when most working families held 
to traditional family values; a sophisticated cosmopolitan in an era when 
most working-class people organized their lives around their local communi-
ties; an atheist freethinker at a time when the city’s churches and synagogues 
were full. Anton’s story does convey a radical dynamic that was a vital part of 
working-class life in these years, but it does not capture the everyday experi-
ence of millions of immigrant workers and their families.

The rather bewildering ethnic diversity of the city and others like it eluded 
Hapgood and other middle-class writers of the time. Chicago’s broader 
working-class community was fragmented into dozens of ethnic subcultures. 
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Between 1880 and 1930, as the city’s labor force grew by 600  percent, a 
massive migration drew more than 600,000 people from around the world 
into the city’s shops and factories. By the time of the Great Depression, 
Chicago had the largest Polish, Scandinavian, Czech, Lithuanian, and Slo-
vak, and the third largest Italian populations of any city in the United States. 
Even at the turn of the century, Chicago had a substantial African American 
population, some of them integrated into the labor movement Hapgood ob-
served, others marginalized by it. In the World War I years and the twen-
ties, this original black community and the “new immigrants” who arrived in 
Hapgood’s Chicago years were joined by tens of thousands of black migrants 
who fled the Deep South to escape the worst aspects of Jim Crow segregation 
and organized racial violence, and to take advantage of the opportunities for 
industrial employment that cities like Chicago provided.39

What was true in Chicago in these years was also true for many other indus-
trial cities in the Northeast and the Midwest: Millions of unskilled immigrant 
workers met black (and, later, Mexican migrant) laborers on the streets and in 
the workplaces of American cities. What difference would this have made in 
Hapgood’s telling of Anton’s story? As early as the time of Hapgood’s research 
and writing, this momentous meeting of immigrant and African American 
was already breeding cooperation and solidarity in some places and massive 
conflict in others. In the course of 1904 and 1905, for example, large strikes at 
the stockyards, among the teamsters, in the city’s restaurants, and elsewhere 
all involved the fundamental issue of the integration of black workers along 
with recent immigrants. In a real sense, the future of the labor movement in 
countless industrial communities throughout the country depended upon 
the resolution of what the great black intellectual W. E. B. Du Bois called the 
central problem of the new twentieth century—the race issue.40

One part of the story Hapgood missed, then, in concentrating solely on 
the world of labor radicalism and ignoring the ethnic and racial diversity of 
Chicago, is the rather compelling story of the ways in which the city’s work-
ers strove to cross ethnic and racial lines to create a strong working-class 
movement—their failures as well as their successes. For him, it seems, the 
central question was one of class and not race. Yet for workers on both sides 
of the color line, race could not be ignored. Little more than a decade later 
(1919), the city exploded in violence, wrecking much of its interracial labor 
organizing and distorting its race relations for decades.

Distinct ethnic cultures shaped the lives of many of Chicago’s workers. 
Each community sustained a wide array of religious, cultural, social, and 
economic institutions, and many immigrant and black workers in Chicago 



and elsewhere lived rich lives within the contours of such networks. The 
cultural and intellectual lives of the city’s myriad ethnic communities re-
mained opaque to most writers of the era. Each sustained a wide array of 
institutions—reading circles, play groups, choruses, bands and orchestras, a 
cultural panorama beyond the purview, or perhaps the interest, of the edu-
cated middle class. Indeed, the music that left its deepest mark on the city, 
for example, was arguably not that of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, but 
rather the jazz and blues that percolated from black bars and cafés over the 
first half of the twentieth century.

Religion was particularly important in many of these communities, yet 
we find no recognition of such ethnic subcultures in The Spirit of Labor. They 
were not on Hapgood’s radar, and Johannsen himself was actively hostile to 
them. In a sense, the emphasis on community that made Hapgood’s earlier 
book The Spirit of the Ghetto such a captivating work is largely missing here. 
It is as if he was so taken with the spectacle of widespread class solidarity that 
he missed the conspicuous ethnic, religious, and racial divisions among Chi-
cago’s workers. How might a consideration of these parallel worlds change 
our image of working-class life? Such communities offered alternative values 
and perspectives to both those of elite and corporate cultures and also those 
espoused by radicals like Anton Johannsen.

Life Itself

For all the social distance between these men, Anton and his world had a 
profound effect on Hapgood. “The last two months have meant a great deal 
to me,” he wrote to Neith Boyce in late 1905.

They have made me see the real sadness of things more deeply than I did 
before and they have removed the last vestige of snobbishness and “class” 
feeling that I had. My relations in the past years with thieves, vaudev
illians, etc. etc. seem now to me quite unimportant, socially. But these 
working people and the radical atmosphere in which the thought of the 
working class results—this seems significant to me in a tremendous, al-
most terrible way. . . . ​[They] fascinate, please, sadden, and excite me.41

Neith Boyce, writing to their friend Robert Morss Lovett, reported in early 
1906, “Hutch has been here five weeks now and has talked steadily for about 
four weeks. He did have some fearful and wonderful experiences in radical 
Chicago. When he got here he seemed to feel that he had been rudely torn 
from the one spot on earth where he really desired to root himself.”42
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As his biographer concludes, “Hutchins Hapgood discovered labor in 
Chicago.”43 He had already shown a marked sympathy with common people 
and outsiders of all kinds, and a radical disposition. Raised by an antibusi-
ness businessman father, he was steeped in an alternative intellectual culture. 
But until his visit to Chicago, he had little sense of either the labor movement 
or radical labor politics. The Lower East Side evoked in Hapgood’s Spirit of 
the Ghetto was certainly saturated with a vibrant Yiddish radicalism, but this 
culture remained largely divorced from New York’s unions and English-
speaking radical world at the end of the nineteenth century. Anton’s world 
sensitized Hapgood to a working-class critique of modern capitalism and 
won him over to a support for labor that persisted throughout his life. Writing 
of the labor ethic he discovered in Chicago, he recalled in the late 1930s, “my 
own consciousness and therefore my life was [sic] affected by it. I had always 
sympathized with the underdog. But now I began to give more serious en-
dorsement to the philosophy of those who have not.” “As I look back upon 
my long life,” he wrote in 1939 in the midst of a new era of labor insurgency, “I 
find there is only one faith that burns in me as brightly or more brightly than 
ever. That is what may be called roughly the faith in the labor movement.”44

Their lives after their collaboration on The Spirit of Labor suggest the re-
maining distance between Hutchins Hapgood and Anton Johannsen, the 
ways in which these two radicals shared deep human experiences, and how 
their respective class positions determined their futures. Having gathered all 
of this “human material” in the heart of Chicago’s labor and radical com-
munities, Hapgood finished The Spirit in New York in 1906, and then read 
the proofs for the book at a villa in Florence, leaving the slums of Chicago 
far behind.

For several years after, Hapgood was very productive. He continued to 
write newspaper columns on a vast array of subjects and collected some 
of these in another book on the “lower classes,” Types from City Streets (New 
York, 1910). The Story of a Lover, a book on his relationship with Neith Boyce, 
was not published until 1919, but, in fact, he wrote it in 1914. An early commer-
cial success, The Story of a Lover was confiscated by the New York City Police 
Department’s Vice Squad. Although the book was ruled nonpornographic, 
Hapgood attributed its slumping sales thereafter to the scandal. He finished 
his only play, Enemies, which he coauthored with Neith, in 1915.45

From about 1914 until at least the early 1930s, Hutchins Hapgood struggled 
with depression. He produced little journalism and no major works. It seems 
likely that whatever tendencies he might have had toward depression and 
alcoholism were severely aggravated by the death of his eldest son, Boyce 



Hapgood, in the 1918 influenza epidemic. “For years,” Hapgood wrote, “Neith 
and I were unable in any full measure to live either in work or with our 
children.” While Neith Boyce wrote her way out of her own depression to 
some degree with Harry (1923), a book based on her dead son’s personal-
ity and life, Hutchins seems never to have recovered from the tragedy.46 
Hutchins Hapgood died on November 26, 1944, and was buried in Peter-
sham, Massachusetts, his family’s home for almost three centuries.

Anton Johannsen suffered his own tragedies, but remained deeply en-
meshed in the labor movement. He served as state organizer from 1909 to 
1914 for the California Building Trades Council and was indicted along with 
J. B. and J. J. McNamara of the Structural Iron Workers for a dynamite campaign 
aimed at antiunion employers in the Los Angeles area. Although Johannsen 
was never tried for these offenses, the indictment hung over him for two years. 
The McNamara brothers were placed on trial in late 1911, while labor anar-
chists David Kaplan and Johannsen’s close friend Matt Schmidt fled. Eighty 
thousand unionists and socialists met in Chicago to protest the indictments. 
Johannsen traveled throughout the United States raising funds for the legal 
case, and Clarence Darrow came to California to defend the brothers in court. 
Johannsen and workers throughout the country were outraged when the 
McNamaras confessed to dynamiting the Los Angeles Times building. Con-
vinced, apparently, that his plea would avoid further repression, James McNa-
mara later insisted on his innocence. Kaplan and Schmidt were tracked down 
and sentenced to long prison terms. The trial’s outcome ended the prospects 
for a Socialist Party victory in the Los Angeles municipal elections, and also 
led to a precipitous decline in the state’s union movement. In the midst of this 
tragedy, Johannsen’s young daughter died; he and his wife buried her in the 
family’s yard.47 Although he certainly had what Hapgood once called a “dy-
namiting mind” in terms of his intellectual radicalism, it seems unlikely that 
Johannsen was directly involved in the violence. The government apparently 
concurred, as the charges were eventually dropped.48

Still an anarchist, Anton spent much of the rest of his time bringing organ
izations to life. He served as a general organizer for the carpenters in Califor-
nia from 1914 to 1917, and as an organizer for the Labor Defense Council the 
following year. In 1918, he returned to Chicago, where he worked for seven 
years as business agent for the carpenters’ district council. During the Red 
Scare period, 1919 to 1922, he was elected chair of the Chicago Federation of 
Labor’s Organizing Committee. The federation’s progressive president, John 
Fitzpatrick, trusted and worked closely with Johannsen without regard to 
politics, as he did with Chicago communists and a host of other radicals in 
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the early twenties. When he last wrote Hapgood in 1933, the liberal Demo
cratic Governor Henry Horner had appointed Anton to the state’s Industrial 
Commission. “[I]f by chance you ever come to Chicago,” Anton concluded, 
“I could probably give you plenty of material for a new edition of the ‘Spirit 
of Labor.’ ”49 Toward the end of his life, between 1935 and 1946, Johannsen 
achieved his highest office in the labor movement, serving as vice president 
of the Chicago Federation of Labor.50 Anton Johannsen died in Chicago on 
February 9, 1951, and was buried in Waldheim Cemetery near the monument 
honoring the Haymarket martyrs and alongside numerous other activists as-
sociated with the city’s rich history of labor radicalism.51

Considering Anton Johannsen’s reading habits, listening to his insights 
about social and personal relations, the state of the world, and various matters 
of ethics and aesthetics, it becomes more difficult to think of him any longer 
as simply a pair of strong arms or even a “class-conscious worker”—though 
this label certainly applies. He forces us to ask if there is an “intellectual his-
tory” far beyond what we normally associate with that term, a world of ideas 
and values created and exchanged in the working-class neighborhoods, fac-
tories, saloons, and other common spaces throughout cities like Chicago. 
And if such a world of ideas and values did exist, how does that change our 
understanding of working-class people in the industrial era?

Again, the particular context for a study of class relations, and especially 
of working-class intellectual and cultural life, makes a difference. Hutchins 
Hapgood and Anton Johannsen both stressed Chicago’s deep and expansive 
class consciousness. Yet, while the city might have been unusual in the ex-
tent to which such consciousness pervaded every aspect of its life, certainly 
class divisions and working-class organization had become characteristic of 
American cities by the end of the nineteenth century. In terms of a vibrant 
working class full of literature, music, and theater, New York’s Lower East 
Side during the era of massive Russian and Eastern European Jewish immi-
gration may well be a better example than Chicago. But both the level of class 
conflict and the resonance of radical labor ideas and culture were much more 
widespread in early twentieth-century Chicago.

Like our own, Anton’s world intersected with many others, and such 
intersections provide us a fascinating window onto relations between the 
social classes. There are, of course, the worlds of the trade union activist, 
racketeer, and reformer. One boundary crossed—in the collaboration that 
produced this book as well as in saloons and meeting halls around working-
class Chicago—was the one that separated “proletarian intellectuals” from 
people like Hapgood. Hutchins Hapgood and other bohemian radical 



intellectuals were caught between classes that were at war with one another 
in the early years of the twentieth-century city. And they were “in-between,” 
not only in the sense of their divided sympathies and sensibilities, not only 
in terms of lifestyle, but also in the sense that these “modern radicals” were 
trying to forge a new way of living and a new way of looking at the world 
around them.

The story of Hutchins Hapgood and Anton Johannsen and their relation-
ship suggests other features of social class in the early twentieth century. Per-
haps most importantly, it illuminates a vibrant world of radical cosmopolitan 
worker-intellectuals as interested in ideas and culture as they were in creat-
ing an effective working-class movement. Indeed, their practical goals were 
linked to their interest in these ideas. It also suggests a juncture between this 
world and that of the radical middle class, the world of the bohemian intel-
lectual. The persistence of such hybrid class cultures in New York, Chicago, 
and other cities around the country suggests that the roots for American 
bohemianism lie as much in the working class as among young writers and 
artists.

For all their affinities, however, Johannsen and Hapgood were very differ
ent people, and the gulf between them was never quite bridged. The distance 
was not simply a matter of social and economic inequality, though it is dif-
ficult to overstate the impact of such forces in shaping individual lives. It was 
also a matter of how one viewed culture. Many radical intellectuals embraced 
a modern culture and values for their own sake, and because these outlets of-
fered a way to break with a bourgeois world they despised. For working-class 
cosmopolitans like Anton, the significance of ideas and values lay in their 
promise to liberate people and to provide the basis for a new society without 
class distinctions.
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The scene is the athletic field at the Ford Motor Company’s famous Model 
T assembly plant at Highland Park, Michigan, on the Fourth of July in the 
midst of World War I. The occasion is a graduation ceremony for the Ford 
English School, a language and civics program for the company’s immigrant 
workers, part of Ford’s ambitious Five Dollar Day corporate welfare program. 
The pageant incorporates a symbol that has acquired peculiar importance 
in Americans’ self-image. While the ritual is heavy-handed and perhaps in 
rather bad taste, its importance lies in the meaning it holds for both the im-
migrant workers and their corporate sponsors. Ford’s director of American-
ization describes the scene.

All the men descend from a boat scene representing the vessel on which 
they came over; down the gangway representing the distance from the 
port at which they landed to the school, into a pot 15 feet in diameter 
and 7 1⁄2 feet high, which represents the Ford English School. Six teach-
ers, three on either side, stir the pot with ten foot ladles representing 
nine months of teaching in the school. Into the pot 52 nationalities 
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with their foreign clothes and baggage go and out of the pot after vig-
orous stirring by the teachers comes one nationality, viz, American.

Lest anyone miss the point, each of the workers emerges from the pot dressed 
in an identical suit and carrying a miniature American flag.1

Scenes like this one, perhaps without its contrived drama, were occur-
ring in factories, public school rooms, and settlement houses throughout 
the United States in the early twentieth century. Between 1880 and 1924, the 
year immigration was severely restricted, more than twenty-five million im-
migrants poured into the country; they transformed the face of America’s 
laboring population. From the late nineteenth century on, in a movement 
that gathered momentum after the turn of the century, teachers, settlement 
house workers, and professional patriots aimed to “Americanize” these im-
migrants, to guide and hasten the process of acculturation by which they 
might embrace the values and behavior of mainstream America. During and 
immediately after World War I, the movement became a kind of crusade as 
employers, nationalist groups, and various state and federal agencies sought 
to remold the values and behavior of immigrant workers and their families.2

But what did it mean to be Americanized, and who was fittest and best 
placed to do the Americanizing? Typically, the term Americanization has 
had conservative connotations. It conveyed a unified notion of what it meant 
to be American and more than a hint of nativism. It was something the native 
middle class did to immigrants, a coercive process by which elites pressed 
wasp values on immigrant workers, a form of social control. That side of 
Americanization was very real, particularly during the era of World War I 
and the Red Scare. But it is a rather narrow understanding of Americaniza-
tion. I employ the term critically, to suggest the broader acculturation of im-
migrants, the day-to-day process by which they came to understand their 
new situation and to find or invent ways of coping with it. Americanism was, 
in fact, a contested ideal. There were numerous understandings of what it 
meant to be an American, divergent values associated with the concept, and 
so, many ways that an immigrant might “discover” America.

Ethnic culture certainly persisted in the New World, and immigrants em-
ployed older cultural values and behavior in facing the problems of urban 
industrial society. Immigration historians have emphasized the striking di-
versity and complexity of American society, demonstrating that there is not 
one American story, but many of them that must be told in relation to one an-
other. But if we wish to understand how working-class formation took place 
in the midst of great ethnic, cultural, and racial diversity and change, then we 
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must study the widespread contacts and interaction between workers from 
diverse ethnic and racial backgrounds, the gradual acculturation of new im-
migrants, and the transformation of immigrant worker consciousness.

We need an analytical framework that acknowledges the very uneven and 
continual quality of American working-class formation, shaped by constant 
migration, and that allows us to do more than simply describe instances of in-
terethnic class cooperation—one that also enables us to explain how and why 
they occurred. Such an analysis would incorporate the sequential character 
of the process and the element of cultural continuity noted by immigration 
historians, but would also assess the impact on the newcomers of existing 
working-class culture and organizations. The arrival of these immigrants and 
the prospect of integrating them into existing communities and institutions 
represented as much of a challenge to the maturing working class as it did 
to employers and the state. Through formal and informal efforts, working-
class people, themselves from quite diverse backgrounds, introduced and 
explained American society to the immigrants.

This process undoubtedly occurred in many ways and in many settings for 
various age, gender, and occupational groups in immigrant communities—
at the dancehall or on the street corner, at a club meeting, in a city park, in a 
movie theater, or in a saloon.3 Labor organizations were not necessarily in-
volved. For my purposes here, however, the “bottom” refers to wage-earning 
people, and by “Americanization from the bottom up,” I mean the gradual 
acculturation of immigrants and their socialization in working-class environ-
ments and contexts—the shopfloor, the union, the radical political party. 
These settings provided immigrants with alternatives to the worldview and 
the values advocated in programs sponsored by employers and the govern-
ment. They absorbed alternative views from their own ethnic communities, 
from cosmopolitans of various sorts, and from an earlier generation of older 
immigrant and native-born workers. Immigrant workers constructed their 
own identities, embracing those perspectives and ideas that made sense to 
them, rejecting those that seemed to be at odds with what they recognized 
as reality. Conceptualizing the “remaking” of the working class in the early 
twentieth century as the interaction between two historical generations, and 
class formation itself as an Americanization from the bottom up, provides a 
new perspective on both working-class and immigration history.

The notion of historical generations illuminates this relationship between 
workers either native-born or long resident in the United States and recent 
immigrants who were still constructing new identities and coming to terms 
with life in the United States. Used in this way, the term “generation” refers to 
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a cohort with comparable historical experiences, rather than the biological 
generations in any particular immigrant community.4

Two fairly distinct generations of workers lived in many American in-
dustrial communities between the end of the nineteenth century and the 
1920s. The first consisted of native-born and “old” immigrant workers and 
their children—British, Germans, and Irish, with smaller numbers of Scan-
dinavians, English-speaking Canadians, and others. By the late nineteenth 
century, these workers had not only had years of industrial and urban experi-
ence; they had also created institutions and developed and popularized ideas 
that they used to cope with the rigors of wage labor. They had organized and 
now led trade unions, Knights of Labor assemblies, co-ops, and labor parties. 
To use E. J. Hobsbawm’s famous phrase, they had learned “the rules of the 
game.”5 They might be steeped in their own ethnic cultures, as were the Irish 
and Germans as late as the early twentieth century. But they also had experience 
in dealing with other ethnic groups, and though some retained a measure of 
prejudice, they often recognized the value of interethnic cooperation.

By the turn of the century, a new generation of workers, drawn to the 
United States largely from Eastern and Southeastern Europe, shared the cit-
ies and industrial towns with these older, more experienced groups and their 
American-born children. By the end of World War I, these “new immigrants” 
were joined by black and Mexican migrants to create a new working-class 
population. Few of these newcomers were ignorant peasants recently up-
rooted from the land and casting about in the city, disoriented and demoral-
ized, but all of them faced major adjustments if they were to cope with life 
in large factories and in city neighborhoods.6 To some degree, they relied 
on the material and cultural resources of their own ethnic communities, but 
for good or ill, they had also to contend with the structures already in place, 
those created by the earlier generation of industrial workers, who played 
major roles in acculturating and socializing the newcomers.

Various forms of old-country radicalism and social mobilization shaped 
the development of labor radicalism in the United States. The precise con-
tent of such cultural and ideological continuity varied in important ways 
from one ethnic group to another, but we might think about such continu-
ity as part of what might be termed either ethnocultural or segmented class 
formation. I use the phrase ethnocultural class formation to underscore the 
fact that some immigrant workers did indeed create viable working-class 
cultures with distinct institutions, political ideas, forms of socialization, 
organizations, and strategies. But they tended to do this within their own 
ethnic communities, often developing such cultures partly on the basis 
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of Old World experiences and then adapting them to the conditions of 
the New.

The phrase segmented class formation suggests a different vantage point 
on the same process. Class formation in the United States was segmented 
in the sense that it took place simultaneously in various ethnic communi-
ties. But describing workers’ cultures within each ethnic community is not 
enough, especially since ethnic socialization often had exclusivist strains that 
inhibited broader working-class solidarity. Especially by the early twentieth 
century, American working-class formation was of necessity interethnic, 
emerging from the mixture of people from diverse backgrounds and de-
pending on contact across ethnic boundaries. We should be looking rather 
carefully at the relations between the generations of immigrant workers and 
the various ethnic working-class communities, not simply telling the story of 
each group of ethnic workers.

In industrial communities throughout the country during the late nine-
teenth century, skilled German, British, Irish, and native-born male work-
ers built strong craft unions and settled into comfortable communities. The 
cultures they built, based on associational life and homeownership, were 
imbued with notions of class, but they were largely defensive in nature. New 
immigrants might be viewed with as much suspicion as bosses. Where they 
were organized, these skilled workers used their leverage to protect their 
standards and prerogatives, but even with no union organization at all, they 
might achieve some of the same security by employing ethnic and kinship 
connections to secure work and to retain their hold on the better jobs. 
Through their craft unions, churches, fraternal organizations, and other 
institutions, they created their own cultural worlds, ones that often left little 
room for newcomers.7

These older native-born and immigrant workers often embraced a “so-
cial republicanism” that fused notions of economic and social reform with 
democratic nationalist ideals. Indeed, the concept of a distinctive working-
class republicanism has even been advanced as a kind of synthesis for labor 
history. But there are several problems with employing republicanism to 
reintegrate the story of American workers in the wake of the massive im-
migration at the turn of the century. It is questionable whether even the 
earlier generation of immigrants all understood republicanism in the same 
sense as native-born workers. The traditions with which many of the ear-
lier immigrants identified were those of 1848, not those of 1776; both those 
traditions had more to do with nationalism than with internationalism and 
class solidarity. Finally, whatever the republican consensus that may have 
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obtained among earlier immigrants, it had clearly fragmented by the turn 
of the century.8

Nor was such ideology always progressive in content. The same defen-
sive mind-set that might impart great cohesion and solidarity for resistance 
against employers and state authorities could also manifest itself in exclu-
sionary impulses that shaped responses to new immigrant workers. A com-
mon reaction to labor’s decline in status during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, for example, was the demand for immigration restric-
tion, which enjoyed great popularity among not only the native-born but 
also many Irish and British and some German labor activists. Even as an 
instrumental approach to problems of unemployment or low wages, the de-
mand for restriction revealed an exclusionary quality to workers’ thinking, 
and it sometimes betrayed a narrow, nativist conception of “labor” shared 
not only by American Federation of Labor (afl) craft unionists but also by 
Knights of Labor activists and even socialist militants.9

In its extreme form, that perspective infused the anti-Chinese movement 
that swept the West and other parts of the country in the late nineteenth 
century. Here the element of race added an enduring and explosive quality 
to the mixture of defensive sentiments characterizing conservative and even 
some radical workers. Some Socialist Party leaders, for example, held pro-
foundly racist attitudes toward Asian, black, and many immigrant workers, 
and strongly supported immigration restrictions.10

Immigrant socialization in working-class settings could perpetuate this 
negative strain of thought and feeling: Older immigrants and natives passed 
their own prejudices on to the newcomers. Irish immigrants, who had been 
in job competition with Asians and blacks for more than a generation before 
Eastern European immigrants arrived, and who had themselves suffered dis-
crimination and violence at the hands of nativists, often developed racist at-
titudes and repertoires of behavior. Inside the labor movement, the Catholic 
Church, and the political organizations of many working-class communities, 
the Irish occupied vital positions as Americanizers of later groups.11 Racism 
was a learned value, deeply ingrained in the worldviews of many workers by 
the end of the nineteenth century; it was passed on to immigrants along with 
values enhancing class solidarity.

The afl’s craft unionism was, of course, exclusionary by definition; keep-
ing nonmembers out of the labor market through control of hiring was its rai-
son d’être. In the context of mass immigration, craft organization reinforced 
any nativist tendencies derived from other sources. The contempt some craft 
unionists had for new immigrants and women was often based more on their 
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cultural, gender, ethnic, or racial “otherness” than on any threat they posed to 
the livelihood and living conditions of skilled workers and their families. But 
these two aspects of the newcomers’ image—otherness and lack of skill—
fused. When they did, exclusion from a trade might be based not simply on 
the question of skill, but either implicitly or explicitly on race, ethnicity, or 
gender. To overdraw the point, it was possible to be a “good union man” and 
at the same time a racist, a nativist, and a chauvinist.

The earlier generation, then, sometimes reacted to new immigrants defen-
sively, seeking to exclude them from the labor market and from the broader 
working-class community. Yet the older, entrenched generation often could 
not afford to shut out the newcomers. Relations between the two genera-
tions occurred in a context of massive technical and economic upheaval, 
something like a second industrial revolution. The American working-class 
population was transformed in the course of the early twentieth century pre-
cisely because the economy and the nature of work itself were also being 
transformed. In some sectors of the economy, for instance, the building 
trades, where skills were still required and complex work rules hung on, craft 
unions might retain control over the labor market. In many industries, how-
ever, such unions faced a sustained crisis throughout the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. The desperation of their struggle to retain some 
control over the work process and jobs varied considerably from one trade to 
another, but most skilled workers felt the pressure. Most of the literature 
about this problem has focused on the control struggles of the skilled, yet 
many old-line afl unions did reach out to unskilled immigrants in these 
years, if only because the transformation of the labor process and the labor 
market left them little choice.12

The ongoing social transformation and the related technological revolu-
tion in industry presented the labor movement with an enormous challenge, 
one with both social and organizational dimensions. The integration of the 
newcomers into the labor movement called not only for new forms of organ
ization, new organizing strategies, and new strike tactics, but also for a new 
means of socializing and acculturating the new people, a “remaking” of the 
working class between the turn of the century and the Great Depression. 
That involved the organized efforts of unions and other labor organizations, 
myriad informal contacts between workers in various settings, and a long 
struggle with management for the loyalty of the immigrant worker.

We know most about the impulse for immigrant acculturation that came 
from the native middle class in public school classrooms, settlement houses, 
and factories. Because most of the new immigrant’s waking hours were spent 
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at the workplace, much of his or her learning about what it meant to be an 
American occurred there. Certainly employers had their own lessons to teach. 
They experimented with English instruction and citizenship classes during 
the early years of this century, and they took a special interest in the move-
ment during the labor shortage and unionization of the World War I era.13

Henry Ford launched the most ambitious of these plans at his Highland 
Park Model T plant as part of the Five Dollar Day plan, which, beginning in 
1914, combined assembly-line technology with a shorter work day, incentive 
pay, and an elaborate personnel management system. Accepting prevailing 
Progressive notions that environment shaped one’s behavior and attitudes, 
Ford engineers established a Sociology Department to remake the lives of 
their immigrant workers and win them over to thrift, efficiency, and company 
loyalty. Case workers fanned out into Detroit’s working-class neighborhoods, 
ready to fight for the hearts and minds of the immigrant auto workers. They 
investigated each worker’s home life as well as his work record, and one could 
qualify for the Five Dollar Day incentive pay only after demonstrating the 
proper home environment and related middle-class values. Thus the com
pany sought to show workers not only the “right way to work” but also the 
“right way to live.” In describing the work of his Sociology Department, Ford 
argued that “these men of many nations must be taught American ways, the 
English language, and the right way to live.” (And he meant business. When 
about nine hundred workers of Greek or Russian extraction missed work to 
celebrate Orthodox Christmas—on the Julian calendar, hence thirteen days 
after Christmas on the Gregorian calendar—he summarily fired them all. 
“If these men are to make their home in America,” he argued, “they should 
observe American holidays.”) Meatpackers, steel mills, farm implement 
manufacturers, textile plants, and companies in other industries established 
similar plans. By the spring of 1919, there were at least eight hundred indus-
trial plants sponsoring their own classes or working in conjunction with the 
ymca and other agencies to put on evening or plant classes.14

Of course, learning also went on at work outside the structured programs. 
The workplace was by its nature an authoritarian environment, and foremen 
and other supervisors were always “teaching” immigrants—to do what they 
were told, to act promptly, to keep working. There was one phrase “every 
foreman had to learn in English, Polish, and Italian,” recalled William Klann, 
a Ford Motor assembly foreman: “ ‘Hurry up.’ ” The verbal abuse of immigrant 
workers for which steel mills and some other factories were notorious de-
rived in part from the heartfelt prejudices of lower-level management, but it 
was also a crude effort to teach the immigrant “who was boss.” Blast furnaces, 
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rolling mills, slaughterhouses, and freight yards were brutal places where the 
foreman or straw boss undoubtedly felt obliged to assert his authority with 
whatever force seemed justified. He too had a lesson to teach the immigrant, 
in this case a lesson about power in the workplace.15

But there were other teachers—older, more experienced, sometimes po-
liticized workers, who conveyed different notions of what was right or wrong 
in the workshop and in the United States as a society. Immigrants learned 
restriction of output and other aspects of a new work culture from their 
workmates, and, according to David Montgomery, “exchanged portions of 
their traditional culture, not for the values and habits welfare plans sought 
to inculcate, but for working-class mores.”16 Immigrant strikers’ frequent 
demands for humane treatment and for the discharge of abusive foremen 
suggest the importance of such socialization. Clearly, immigrants themselves 
were constructing identities and embracing values that reflected situations 
they faced in the workplace.

Not all workplace conversations were concerned with work itself. Nor did 
all one’s lessons come from earlier immigrants. Some had broader implica-
tions that might be conveyed by more experienced and sophisticated work-
ers from within one’s own community. Something like the ethnocultural 
class formation that characterized the “old immigrant” communities in the 
late nineteenth century was occurring in “new immigrant” communities in 
the early twentieth. Here too workers developed the ideas, organization, in-
stitutions, and movements commonly associated with the phrase “working-
class culture.” Once again, such cultures were built in part on Old World 
experiences and values, but they were soon tailored to American industrial 
settings. Sicilian peasants and artisans who created Italy’s “red towns” and 
then carried a radical oral tradition to Tampa, Chicago, and New York are 
examples of this phenomenon, as are the Jewish socialists of the ghettos of 
Eastern Europe and America, or the Finnish leftists of the Mesabi Range. 
Comparable radical minorities flourished throughout America’s Eastern Eu
ropean ethnic communities and in workplaces around the country.17

John Wasko of United States Steel’s Homestead Works might have been 
one of these people. By 1919 he had been in the country only seven years, 
but he was already married with two children and a home. He had taken 
out his first papers and spoke English fluently. He learned the language and 
a number of other things down in the anthracite mines. There he had seen 
the United Mine Workers of America handle all the common complaints he 
encountered in the mill—arbitrary and abusive foremen, unpaid overtime, 
and phony pay scales—and it was a lesson learned well. Wasko read several 
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Slavic-language papers and New York City’s socialist Call every day. When 
the organizing started in the mill, he knew what to do, and he “spread the 
principles of trade unionism among his fellow countrymen.”18

Stjepan Mesaros, a twenty-year-old Croatian immigrant, met a man like 
Wasko when he arrived for his first day on the job at Berk’s slaughterhouse in 
Philadelphia. He was overwhelmed by what he found there and in the streets 
of his neighborhood. Among the many mysteries was the verbal abuse meted 
out to a young black man with whom Stjepan shared his duties. Noticing 
a Serbian laborer who seemed to spend every free moment reading Serbo-
Croatian pamphlets and newspapers, Stjepan took a chance and asked him 
about it. Almost sixty years later, he recalled the conversation which took 
place amid the blood of the slaughterhouse and changed the course of his 
life. “The Serb sat down next to me and explained that both bosses and work-
ers were prejudiced against black people. ‘You’ll soon learn something about 
this country,’ he said. ‘Negroes never get a fair chance.’ ” The next day the 
Serb brought a newspaper clipping in to work.

The picture showed the Berk family on its way to vacation in Florida 
for the winter. The picture showed the young men in white pants 
and shoes and the young ladies in white summer dresses. The whole 
family was boarding a Pullman parlor car. The explanation proceeded 
in Serbo-Croatian. “ ‘What’s Florida?’ ” I asked. “ ‘That’s a place that’s 
warm in the winter. . . .’ ” “ ‘Who goes there?’ ” “ ‘You can see who goes, 
only bosses.’ ” “ ‘But the boss [the foreman, as I understood the setup] 
is still here.’ ” “ ‘The Berks just hire him to run the factory. They get all 
the money.’ ”19

The Serb described the sort of life that came with the requisite amount 
of money, and the young Croatian was astounded by the wealth he heard 
described. Did Stjepan wish to know how all this was possible? The Serb 
handed him some Socialist Labor Party pamphlets and soon after gave him 
other reading matter of the sort favored by self-educated worker radicals 
around the world—not just on politics but on popular science, temperance, 
health foods, atheism. Such literature conveyed more than a formal political 
ideology—socialism—it also incorporated a new worldview. This too was 
Americanization, but not the sort that employers or most adult educators 
had in mind when they used the term. Stjepan had discovered America.

Stjepan Mesaros’s slaughterhouse conversation raises the important ques-
tion of how other immigrant workers discovered the significance of race in 
American life. The black migrants arriving from the Deep South in the war 
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years and the 1920s were part of the same generation as the new immi-
grants, and the two groups had a great deal in common. Yet we know very 
little about the relations between them, or for that matter about the more 
general problem of the evolution of racism among white workers. It seems 
likely, however, that racial attitudes were part of the legacy that older, more 
Americanized workers passed on to newcomers. In some cases, these might 
have included the sort of enlightened perspective displayed by Stjepan’s Ser-
bian friend. The anarchist Luigi Galleani often wrote in the Italian-language 
press about the problem of white racism, and concluded that in America the 
proletariat’s motto should be “Not race struggle but class struggle.” Surely 
there were others like these men. More often, however, recent immigrants 
encountered the hostile attitudes toward blacks that had developed among 
the Irish and other older groups in the late nineteenth century, exacerbated 
by the competition for jobs and resources in the early twentieth. The fact 
that newer immigrants played little part in the race riots of the World War I 
era suggests that it took some time for them and their children to make these 
prejudices their own, but their prominent presence in post–World War II 
racial conflicts demonstrates that many learned their lessons only too well.20

The results of Stjepan’s friendship with the Serb and his later career also 
suggest another context for Americanization—radical working-class politics. 
Stjepan joined a South Slav branch of the Socialist Labor Party and later the 
Communist Party. He changed his name to Steve Nelson, learned to read 
the party press in English with the help of a young German American radi-
cal, and studied public speaking, organizing methods, economics, Marxist 
philosophy, and labor history at party schools in New York and Moscow. 
He became a union organizer and later an organizer of the unemployed. He 
worked in Detroit, Chicago, and the anthracite coal fields of eastern Pennsyl-
vania. During the Spanish Civil War he served as commissar of the American 
Abraham Lincoln Battalion, fighting for his own notion of democracy. Jailed 
for his political activities during the McCarthy era, he left the Communist 
Party in 1957 but remained a committed socialist.

The Communist Party gave Nelson more than language and speaking 
skills. It brought him into contact with educated and politically committed 
young people from a wide range of ethnic backgrounds, provided him with 
a key to understanding the world around him, and gave him a vision of a 
new and better world. Ironically, Steve Nelson’s Americanization came in the 
context of a revolutionary party, a path he trod with a small but important 
group of immigrant radicals.
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The early Socialist Party was ethnically segmented through a system of 
foreign-language federations, and socialist culture was often ethnic culture, 
but immigrant socialists were not isolated either from one another or from 
their native-born counterparts. Many recognized that the party’s long-term 
viability rested on links between foreign and native-born radicals, on creat-
ing an American mass movement. In each ethnic community, whether it was 
preponderantly new immigrants or old, small groups of radicals assumed 
a disproportionate significance in the acculturation of immigrant workers. 
Already sympathetic to the goals of the movement, perhaps a bit more ar-
ticulate or cosmopolitan than their workmates, they provided labor activists 
with invaluable links to the immigrant communities. As newspaper editors, 
street-corner speakers, and organizers, they carried the socialist message 
into their communities in a language workers could understand, and in the 
process they provided a framework within which the individual immigrant 
could comprehend the American political and economic system and her or 
his place in it.21

The Communist Party in the 1920s was a bit different from earlier social-
ist organizations. In the mid-twenties, the communists made a conscious 
decision to “Americanize” the party (their term). They dissolved language 
federations, shifted immigrant activists into neighborhood branches, shop 
nuclei, and other ethnically mixed mass organizations, and even asked 
foreign-born comrades to change their names. During the Popular Front of 
the late 1930s, Americanization was even more elaborate. Proclaiming that 
“Communism Is Twentieth Century Americanism,” Earl Browder and other 
party leaders consciously cultivated an American image, using patriotic 
symbols and language to convey their message. The new line came easily to 
second-generation immigrants who eagerly identified themselves as Ameri-
can radicals. A veteran of this movement later recalled beginning to feel “like 
we were really part of the American Scene. We were looking for some kind 
of legitimation of our feeling about becoming even more American. Browder 
came along and sort of articulated this!”22

Labor organizations striving to organize in the era of mass immigration 
also became contexts for acculturation. Indeed, when organizers reached out 
to the newcomers—and this happened rather more often than we have real-
ized during the early twentieth century—they had little choice but to engage 
the immigrants in a dialogue about unionization. Too often union drives 
are thought of in purely institutional terms—as attempts to build up organ
izations. Surely, this was the goal and sometimes the end result. But each of 
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these efforts was a process of socialization as well, an effort to convey to the 
immigrants basic values as well as the structure and function of unions and 
other working-class organizations. To some degree, this was simply a matter 
of “selling the union,” and this effort itself was important. In coal mining, 
steel production, clothing manufacturing, slaughtering and meatpacking, 
and other industries, organizers, business agents, and shop stewards had to 
convey to the immigrants the specific goals, strategies, and structures of the 
labor movement. But they also conveyed the values and ideas that gave the 
movement its rationale, its soul. What in the union’s appeal attracted immi-
grants more than official programs? Why were they willing to make the sorts 
of sacrifices that were clearly necessary to sustain organization in the face of 
staggering odds? Such questions might help us begin to sketch out some of 
the characteristics of immigrant workers’ mentalities in the early twentieth 
century.

There were several elements to labor’s version of Americanism. Not sur-
prisingly, activists frequently emphasized basic civil liberties, particularly 
free speech, and encouraged immigrants to speak up and defend their rights. 
Nor were these ideals abstract. In coal company and steel mill towns and in 
many other industrial communities, labor’s ability to organize depended on 
the maintenance of such rights, and immigrants frequently learned the val-
ues of these freedoms in the midst of organizing activities, strikes, and dem-
onstrations. Workers’ notions of these rights, moreover, were often much 
broader than the law itself. They tended to reflect rights that were more ide-
alized than real. “It is time that some people learned,” wrote a West Virginia 
miner in the midst of the 1921 coal strike, “that working men have some rights 
under the Constitution, among them the right to organize for mutual protec-
tion, the right of collective bargaining and the right to quit work when condi-
tions surrounding their employment become unbearable. And these rights 
we are going to maintain at any cost.” Another miner wrote to President War-
ren Harding the same year to complain that “the coal operators are depriving 
the coal miners of the right to belong to the labor organization which is their 
inherent right given to all citizens of the United States.” A steelworker who 
termed his forty-one years in the mill “slavery and persecution” claimed that 
the long work day and poor conditions were “against the Constitution.”23

Organizers frequently invested their material demands with the power of 
democratic rhetoric and patriotism by speaking of an American standard of 
living, by which they meant higher wages, shorter working hours, and de-
cent working conditions. Reference to the “American” standard could be and 
sometimes was used to exclude newcomers, as in the case of the working-class 
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agitation against Chinese immigrants. But it could also be the basis for inte-
grating newcomers and imparting the basic values of the movement, while 
establishing legitimacy in the eyes of the public at large. During World War I, 
the “American standard of living” provided the unions with a patriotic image 
and immigrant workers with the prospect of an ideal American life for them-
selves and their children. “We cannot bring up our children as Americans on 
15 and a half cents an hour,” a Polish stockyards worker argued. “We cannot 
live decently. Our wives, our children, our homes demand better wages.”24

Finally, many labor activists embraced the concept of cultural pluralism, 
if only in the interests of labor solidarity, and tried to impart this value to im-
migrants. What this might have looked like at the level of the local union is 
suggested by the scene at a meeting of Local 183, which included all women 
working in the Chicago stockyards, regardless of race, nationality, or trade. 
When the young Irish chairwoman called for a discussion of grievances, a 
young black woman complained that a Polish member had insulted her. The 
chairwoman asked both to come forward.

“Now what did yez call each other?” “She called me a Nigger.” “She 
called me a Pollock first.” “Both of yez oughta be ashamed of your-
selves. You’re both to blame. But don’t you know that this question in 
our ritual don’t mean that kind of griev-e-ances, but griev-e-ances of 
the whole bunch of us?”25

Ethelbert Stewart, the U.S. commissioner of labor, observed labor’s ver-
sion of Americanization as it unfolded in Chicago’s slaughterhouses and 
meatpacking plants during the early years of this century. Here ethnic hos-
tilities had been rife, and ethnic communities tended to be dominated by 
charismatic “clan leaders” who fought the unions for influence over the im-
migrants. Since the workers’ worlds were organized largely on the basis of 
nationality, the union “represented the first, and for a time the only, point at 
which [the immigrant] touches any influence outside of his clan. . . . ​The Slav 
mixes with the Lithuanian, the German, and the Irishman—and this is the 
only place they do mix until, by virtue of this intercourse and this mixing, 
clannishness is to a degree destroyed, and a social mixing along other lines 
comes into play.” In the anthracite coal fields, labor economist John R. Com-
mons noted, “foreigners were given over to the most bitter and often murder-
ous feuds among the ten or fifteen nationalities and the two or three factions 
within each nationality. . . . ​When the union was organized all antagonisms 
of race, religion and faction were eliminated. The immigrants came down 
to an economic basis and turned their forces against the bosses.” “The only 
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effective Americanizing force for the southeastern European,” Commons 
concluded, “is the labor union.”26 Later conflicts suggest that Commons was 
too optimistic, but there was no question that the union’s focus on common 
grievances helped to break down ethnic barriers. Why? Immigrants them-
selves were the critical element in this process. They responded better to 
unions than to official programs because the unions stressed issues that were 
vital to the welfare of ethnic communities but simply could not be resolved 
without looking beyond their boundaries to class-based organization.

Besides teaching immigrants interethnic solidarity, unions did more than 
any civics lesson to impart the principles and methods of democratic gov-
ernment by relating them to practical matters: wages, hours, and working 
conditions. For most immigrants, introduction to the American political and 
economic system came not through night-school classes but through discus-
sion and debate at union meetings (with interpreters), informal conversa-
tions with fellow workers, and labor movement publications (often printed 
in various languages). And the union’s version of Americanism was likely to 
be different from the one conveyed in employers’ programs, emphasizing the 
free expression of one’s opinions and the importance of standing up with fel-
low workers to demand one’s rights.27

This kind of socialization took great effort, but could yield impressive 
results. After they had hired Polish, Slovak, and Hungarian organizers and 
made contacts in the various ethnic communities around the turn of the 
century, the United Mine Workers of America quickly gained a loyal fol-
lowing among recent immigrants. During World War I, one laborers’ local 
of the Stockyards Labor Council recruited more than ten thousand Polish 
and Lithuanian butcher workmen inside a month’s time. Council organizers 
found that once the immigrants understood the union’s goals, they were eas-
ier to organize than the native-born and the more skilled, and generally made 
better union members. William Z. Foster drew similar conclusions from his 
experiences in steel. At the end of World War I, the National Committee 
for Organizing Iron and Steel Workers swept through the thoroughly open-
shop steel mill towns, penetrating deep into the immigrant communities and 
conveying the union message to workers in their own languages.28 The huge 
numbers can easily overshadow the vital element here—the human agency 
of the immigrants themselves. They fashioned their identities out of their 
own experiences, the language and ideas they brought with them, and those 
they confronted in such union campaigns.

Americanization, whether official or labor, was also fundamentally shaped 
by issues of gender. Concentrated in precisely those professions—teaching, 
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settlement house work, public health—that brought them into close contact 
with immigrant families, women assumed major roles at the highest reaches 
of the corporate and government bureaucracies that provided the Ameri-
canization movement with its structure, ideas, and legitimacy. Thousands of 
them taught English and civics in evening school, settlement house, Young 
Women’s Christian Association (ywca), and factory programs, convey-
ing the Americanization message. But the message itself encoded notions 
of domestic orthodoxy and other gender values in English primers, loyalty 
parades, and citizenship plays. In its early stages, when it chiefly emphasized 
naturalization and the right to vote, the movement focused almost entirely 
on men. When Americanizers did begin to address women, it was because 
of their key role in child-rearing and for fear of the dangers posed by the “un-
Americanized mother.” Long after woman suffrage, Americanizers placed far 
more emphasis on the immigrant mother’s role in the home than on her du-
ties as a citizen. She was urged to maintain the new American standard of 
living in diet, hygiene, and infant and child care, and to be mindful of her 
crucial role in producing a second generation of “true Americans.”29

Working-class Americanizers made their own approaches to immigrant 
women. Organizing them presented special problems, some created by the 
changing occupational structure of women’s work in the early twentieth 
century, others by the patriarchal values of the immigrant household and 
the labor movement itself. Yet the proportion of the female labor force in 
unions doubled during the first two decades of the twentieth century, and 
the Women’s Trade Union League (wtul), a coalition of working women 
and middle-class reformers, played a particularly important role in socializ-
ing immigrant women. In organizing garment workers, the league employed 
activists from the communities involved and printed leaflets in various lan-
guages. During and after the garment strikes of 1909 and 1910, Jewish and 
Italian organizers visited women in their homes to explain the issues in-
volved in the strikes and the importance of unions. The Chicago wtul set 
up neighborhood committees to organize social and educational events, a 
tactic that was later used in immigrant neighborhoods in New York. Chi-
cago teachers’ union volunteers assumed a function comparable to that of 
“home teachers” in the official Americanization movement, bringing English 
to immigrant women in their own homes. The New York league produced a 
labor-oriented English primer, New World Lessons for Old World Peoples, in 
Lithuanian, Italian, Yiddish, Bohemian, and English. It contained illustrated 
stories “designed to provoke lively discussion and to stimulate students to think 
out their own answers to the various questions surrounding unionization.” 
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Most of the characters were women living in immigrant neighborhoods and 
facing situations that the students themselves might encounter. The texts 
emphasized women activists and their accomplishments, and in this way 
provided realistic role models. These immigrant women learned English in 
a way that developed important values of class solidarity and personal rela-
tionships that they relied on in later organizing and strikes. “For the wtul,” 
Colette Hyman concludes, “teaching English was a point of entry into these 
women’s lives through which lessons of unionism could be taught. It was the 
first step in female institution-building among immigrant women.”30

World War I and the years immediately following represented a watershed 
in the Americanization process. Labor’s own notions about Americanism 
stood out in bold relief against the war’s backdrop. The massive immigra-
tion of the preceding decade had produced a remarkably diverse population 
that might come to see their chances for a decent life in America embodied 
in labor’s efforts. In this context, interethnic and often interracial organizing 
was vital to union efforts. The economic effects of the war—increased de-
mand, labor shortages, and steep inflation—sharply raised the issue of living 
standards and mutual sacrifice for the good of the war effort. In the process, 
the war greatly strengthened unions’ bargaining position and ability to 
organize, and raised questions of democratic ideology, providing union or-
ganizers and immigrant workers with a vocabulary with which to express 
their grievances and aspirations.

Because of large war orders and labor shortages, both employers and the 
government sought to co-opt the labor movement into the war effort and 
avoid strikes, while inflation provided workers with incentive to organize. 
An ideological dimension was less tangible but probably just as important. In 
the interests of stimulating sacrifice and hard work on the part of immigrant 
workers, employers and government agencies couched their propaganda in 
a democratic idiom. For their part, labor activists sought to appropriate such 
democratic rhetoric and symbols in the name of labor. More than ever be-
fore, the plight of the immigrants, their status as workers, and their vision of 
the labor movement became part of a discourse on Americanism. The con-
cept was hotly contested, and the immigrants were very much at the center 
of this symbolic struggle.31

For their part, the unions, seizing on the war situation to launch ambitious 
organizing drives in nonunion basic industry, where most of the immigrants 
were employed, framed their appeals in patriotic terms. The March 17, 1918 
issue of the United Mine Workers Journal put the issue forcefully: “If this war 
is waged for the destruction of political autocracy, we demand . . . ​the elimi-
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nation of industrial autocracy in this country. The workers demand a voice in 
the conditions of their service, in all sections of the country; thus shall they 
be assured that this is indeed their war.”

The National Committee for Organizing Iron and Steel Workers geared its 
campaign around this theme and drove it home repeatedly at mass meetings 
and in publications produced in various languages. Ironically, it was the re-
cent immigrant rather than the native-born worker who was most receptive 
to the democratic rhetoric. The committee’s large red, white, and blue cam-
paign badges were favorites in the immigrant neighborhoods. Far from being 
abstract, David Brody concludes, “The democratic theme made unionism 
comprehensible.” A Polish steelworker made the connection between trade 
unionism and democratic war aims in rather more eloquent terms: “just like 
a horse and wagon, work all day. . . . ​For why this war? For why we buy Lib-
erty Bonds? For the mills? No, for freedom and America—for everybody. 
No more horse and wagon. For eight-hour day.”32

Similar scenarios unfolded in many industries throughout the country. 
During a 1919 conflict at Scovill Manufacturing in Waterbury, Connecticut, a 
strike leaflet framed the issue in patriotic terms: “Where is the democracy our 
boys gave their lives for? Wake up American workers; can’t you see that we 
have another Kaiser, another von Hindenburg, another czar who is conspir-
ating to destroy humanity?” The workers, most of them of Italian or Eastern 
European parentage, demanded a decent “American wage,” and frequently 
used democratic and patriotic language in expressing their grievances.33

In steel, coal, and metal mining, in meatpacking, in textile and garment 
manufacturing—across the whole spectrum of American industry—unions 
or loose federations of unions launched large organizing drives designed to 
integrate the new, unskilled immigrants. In the short run, the efforts were 
remarkably successful, and union membership doubled between 1917 and 
1920. In steel, the strongest bastion of the open shop, earlier organizational 
efforts had failed repeatedly, though the new immigrants were certainly ac-
tive in several of those efforts. During World War I, the National Commit-
tee for Organizing Iron and Steel Workers launched an ambitious organizing 
drive, and had garnered more than 100,000 workers, most of them recent 
immigrants, by the spring of 1919. In textiles and clothing and in many other 
industries, the emergence of the so-called “new unions” represented efforts 
on the part of an earlier generation of activists, or of radicals within the vari
ous “new immigrant” communities, to integrate the second generation of 
immigrant workers into the movement by creating new sorts of unions with 
new organizing and strike strategies. A massive strike wave, the largest in 
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American history to that point, involving more than a million strikers per 
year for several years, accompanied this organizing, and many of the activists 
who led the strikes emerged from radical subcultures in the various ethnic 
communities.34

Union locals, national unions, and city labor federations across the country 
launched educational programs for new immigrant members. These incorpo-
rated not only English and civics instruction but also courses in econom-
ics, political economy, history, and literature taught by lawyers and college 
professors as well as labor activists and socialist elected officials. Sam Levin, 
business agent of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers’ Chicago Council, ex-
plained why it was essential to teach such classes from labor’s perspective: “It 
is not sufficient to tell the workers that they are entitled to all profit since they 
create all wealth. They know this, but it is important to tell them how each in-
dividual institution of our political and economic system is composed, how 
it works, and how it is possible to improve upon it, and whether it is possible 
or necessary to abolish it.”35

The successful wartime organizing among very recent immigrants and 
the related strike wave raise two crucial questions that deserve a great deal 
more research. The first has to do with the immigrants themselves: What do 
these phenomena suggest about their thinking? The second is equally vital: 
What happened to this impressive movement?

One might begin to think of the consciousness characterizing many of the 
new immigrants of the early twentieth century as a sort of transitional men-
tality, an amalgam of Old World traditions, values, and behaviors with new 
working-class ideas, forms of organization, and strategies. Whatever the con-
tent of the transition, it was neither linear nor inevitable. Perhaps it was a sort 
of conversation in the immigrants’ own minds and between older voices and 
newer ones, which were still not quite clear. There was undoubtedly an infinite 
variation to such thinking, beginning with differences between various ethnic 
groups and ranging down to the personality of each individual immigrant. 
Each person embraced multiple identities shaped by her or his experiences as 
a woman or man, an Italian or Pole living in a particular type of community in 
the United States, working in a particular industry. But conceptualizing con-
sciousness as transitional lends the analysis a dynamic and fluid dimension 
and suggests that such identities were not entirely idiosyncratic, that they were 
created within a specific historical context that is vital to explaining them. It 
also directs our attention away from particular ethnic communities and toward 
the relationship between ethnicity and class identity. The transitional quality 
of the unskilled immigrants’ worldviews is suggested in part by the words and 
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the symbols they chose. Employers were described as “czars” or “Kaisers,” 
unjust rulers without the support of their subjects—and the police as “Cos-
sacks,” a particularly apt word for the mounted officers mobilized in steel mill 
towns and ethnic working-class city neighborhoods in the World War I era. 
The strong support for the Polish army in immigrant neighborhoods and the 
centrality of nationalism in the political discourse of Eastern European immi-
grants both suggest continuing ideological links with the Old World. Many 
immigrants lacked what might be termed an “industrial lexicon,” and found it 
difficult to even describe their work to folks back home without resorting to 
Old World metaphors and analogies. Yet these same immigrant workers often 
led their parades and picket lines with the American flag, marched in their 
own American military uniforms, and employed patriotic rhetoric to attack 
their employers and express their grievances, especially during World War I. 
Increasingly integrated into the working-class movement, they were becoming 
proletarians by the war years.36

But if there was a gradual transformation in the consciousness of unskilled 
recent immigrants, reflected in the changing strategies and social composi-
tion of the labor movement, then what happened to the new movement that 
was emerging in these years? Labor history, like other fields of social history 
over the past two decades, has tended to steer away from the analysis of par
ticular events and toward the delineation of processes and trends. Yet specific 
events are often crucial to explaining historical change. Working-class frag-
mentation, for example, is too often thought of as an eventuality rather than 
a problem to be explained with reference to a particular historical situation 
that shaped the process. In this case, the war, which had first brought dramatic 
breakthroughs in the integration of recent immigrants into the labor move-
ment, also set the stage for the political reaction to follow. Several short-term 
factors in the postwar years devastated the immigrant-based movement that 
had provided a context for Americanization from the bottom up, fragmenting 
the impressive wartime movement along ethnic, racial, and political lines.37

In the midst of a serious depression, which had a particularly disastrous 
effect on the new unions of unskilled immigrants, employers attacked in one 
industry after another between late 1919 and early 1922. Among the strike-
breakers in many of these conflicts were the most recent migrants to join 
the labor force, southern blacks and Mexicans. Race emerged as the decisive 
division within many working-class communities, and employers clearly ma-
nipulated this development to deepen racial tensions. Race riots broke out in 
two dozen American cities and towns in 1919, leaving any dream of an inter-
racial labor movement in tatters.
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In the wake of war, the Americanization campaign took on a distinctly 
nativist cast and a patriotic frenzy. Ritual and symbolism had a peculiar 
importance to both government and corporate Americanizers. As nation-
alism and the fear of subversion grew, the government and employers put 
more effort and resources into the crusade to turn foreign-born workers into 
citizen patriots: On July  4, 1918, in cities across the country, federal agen-
cies and voluntary organizations staged giant patriotic celebrations featur-
ing dozens of ethnic groups demonstrating the gifts they had brought with 
them to the New World and affirming their loyalty to the government. The 
Flag Day program at Wilson and Company’s Chicago meatpacking plant 
was typical of the events staged in industrial establishments. The drive for 
one-hundred-percent Americanism began with a brass band, a parade, and 
patriotic songs; thousands of loyalty leaflets were distributed. But the corpo-
rate programs were not notably successful. At Wilson’s plant, disappointed 
organizers noted that few of the immigrants joined in the songs, presumably 
because they did not know the words, and the leaflets, all of them in English, 
went unread. By 1919, Ford had traded its melting pot and elaborate welfare 
program for an extensive network of spies and a practice of firing workers for 
disloyalty to the nation or the corporation. Employers saw these programs 
as part of a broad effort to inoculate immigrant workers against the dangers 
of bolshevism and other forms of radicalism. They called their new offensive, 
which mixed lockouts, industrial espionage, and private armies and police 
forces with welfare plans and company unions, the “American Plan.”38

State and local governments’ own version of one-hundred-percent Amer-
icanism involved the widespread use of injunctions and mounted police to 
quell strikes. Workers usually lost these struggles, and the new organizations 
that had provided the context for integrating the new immigrants were de-
molished. During the Red Scare, federal and local authorities raided meet-
ing places, closed down presses, seized organizational records, and jailed or 
simply deported immigrant activists, decimating the ranks of radical labor in 
immigrant communities. Never more than a tiny minority in any immigrant 
community, the radicals had played key roles in organizing and leading the 
mass strikes of recent unskilled workers, and they linked immigrant commu-
nities to trade unions, the Industrial Workers of the World (iww), the Socialist 
and Communist Parties, and other organizations that provided alternative 
forms of socialization for people who were still trying to understand the 
society in which they found themselves.39 The Red Scare amounted to a kind 
of enforced Americanization.
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Again labor radicals contested the term’s meaning. The Farmer-Labor 
Party’s 1920 platform demanded democratic control of industry, abolition 
of imperialism, public ownership and operation of railroads and mines, the 
legal right to collective bargaining, the eight-hour day, unemployment com-
pensation, and government old-age pensions. The document also called for 
its version of one-hundred-percent Americanism:

Restoration of civil liberties . . . ​including free speech, free assemblage, 
right of asylum, equal opportunity, and trial by jury . . . ​amnesty for all 
persons imprisoned because of their patriotic insistence upon their 
constitutional guarantees, industrial activities or religious beliefs. . . . ​
As Americanism means democracy, suffrage should be universal. We 
demand full, unrestricted political rights for all citizens regardless of 
sex, race, color, or creed.40

But the Red Scare undeniably enhanced the more general development 
of nativism and other forms of intolerance that split the working class and 
the labor movement in the early 1920s. Already on the defensive, unions 
made fewer efforts to reach new immigrant and black migrant workers as 
nationality, race, and patriotism once again became sources of identification 
for many native-born and old immigrant workers. Indeed, the resulting frag-
mentation represented the social basis for labor’s organizational decline in 
the course of the 1920s.

It might be tempting to think of the 1920s as a period of triumph for 
more conservative notions of Americanism, as a time when ethnic workers 
were culturally and institutionally integrated through the rise of a mass con-
sumer culture and corporate welfare programs, but the reality was much more 
complex. Certainly elements of the new mass culture penetrated blue-collar 
ethnic communities and the burgeoning ghettos of northern cities, but often 
what emerged was a fusion of new and old. Likewise, corporate programs and 
the daily routine of work in giant mass-production factories spawned a new 
workplace culture and collective identity, especially among second-generation 
immigrants, but the values actually created were seldom those promoted by 
the companies involved. When the corporate welfare system collapsed and 
jobs disappeared in the Great Depression, traditional sources of support in 
immigrant communities were overwhelmed, and workers turned increasingly 
toward government programs, self-organization, and protest, first through 
unemployed councils and later through the industrial union movement that 
ultimately produced the Congress of Industrial Organizations (cio).
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This rhetorical and symbolic Americanization was also very real for work-
ers who experienced the bloody union struggles and the fight to maintain de-
mocracy from the late thirties through World War II. The second generation 
in immigrant communities came of age during those struggles, and there 
was never any question that they thought of themselves as American work-
ers. Political discourse was once again dominated by a democratic idiom, a 
working-class Americanism.41



By the eastern European immigration the labor force has been cleft horizontally into 
two great divisions. The upper stratum includes what is known in mill parlance as the 
“English-speaking” men; the lower contains the “Hunkies” or “Ginnies.” Or, if you pre-
fer, the former are the “white men,” the latter the “foreigners.” —john fitch, The Steel 
Workers

In 1980, Joseph Loguidice, an elderly Italian American from Chicago, sat down 
to give his life story to an interviewer. His first and most vivid childhood recol-
lection was of a race riot that had occurred on the city’s near North Side. Wag-
ons full of policemen with “peculiar hats” streamed into his neighborhood. But 
the “one thing that stood out in my mind,” Loguidice remembered after six 
decades, was “a man running down the middle of the street hollering . . .‘I’m 
White, I’m White!’” After first taking him for an African American, Loguidice 
soon realized that the man was a white coal handler covered in dust. He was 
screaming for his life, fearing that “people would shoot him down.” He had, 
Loguidice concluded, “got caught up in . . . ​this racial thing.”1
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Joseph Loguidice’s tale might be taken as a metaphor for the situation of 
millions of Eastern and Southern European immigrants who arrived in the 
United States between the end of the nineteenth century and the early 1920s. 
The fact that this episode made such a profound impression is in itself signifi-
cant, suggesting both that this was a strange, new situation and that thinking 
about race became an important part of the consciousness of immigrants 
like Loguidice. We are concerned here in part with the development of ra-
cial awareness and attitudes, and an increasingly racialized worldview among 
new immigrant workers themselves. Most did not arrive with conventional 
U.S. attitudes regarding “racial” difference, let alone its significance and im-
plications in the context of industrial America. Yet most, it seems, “got caught 
up in . . . ​this racial thing.” How did this happen? If race was indeed socially 
constructed, then what was the raw material that went into the process?

We are also concerned with how these immigrant workers were viewed in 
racial terms by others—employers, the state, reformers, and other workers. 
Like the coal handler in Loguidice’s story, their own ascribed racial identity 
was not always clear. A whole range of evidence—laws; court cases; formal 
racial ideology; social conventions; popular culture in the form of slang, 
songs, films, cartoons, ethnic jokes, and popular theater—suggests that the 
native-born and older immigrants often placed these newer immigrants not 
only above African and Asian Americans, for example, but also below “white” 
people. Indeed, many of the older immigrants, and particularly the Irish, 
had themselves been perceived as “nonwhite” just a generation earlier. As 
labor historians, we are interested in the ways in which Polish, Italian, and 
other European artisans and peasants became American workers, but we are 
equally concerned with the process by which they became “white.” Indeed, 
in the United States the two identities intertwined, and this explains a great 
deal of the persistent divisions within the working-class population. How 
did immigrant workers wind up “inbetween”?

Such questions are not typical of immigration history, which has largely 
been the story of newcomers becoming American, of their holding out 
against becoming American, or, at best, of their changing America in the 
process of discovering new identities. To the extent—and it is a very consid-
erable extent—that theories of American exceptionalism intersect with the 
history of immigration, the emphasis falls on the difficulty of enlisting het-
erogeneous workers into class mobilizations, or, alternatively, on the unique 
success of the United States as a multiethnic democracy.2 But the immigra-
tion history Robert Orsi has recently called for, one which “puts the issues 
and contests of racial identity and difference at its center,” has only begun to 
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be written. Proponents of race as an explanation for American exceptional-
ism have not focused on European immigrants, at best regarding their racial-
ization as a process completed by the 1890s.3

Even with the proliferation of scholarship on the social construction of 
race, we sometimes assume that such immigrants really were “white,” in a way 
that they were not initially American. And, being white, largely poor, and self-
consciously part of imagined communities with roots in Europe, they were 
therefore “ethnic.” If social scientists referred to “national” groups as races 
(the “Italian race”) and to Southern and Eastern European pan-nationalities 
as races (Slavonic and Mediterranean “races”), they did so because they used 
race promiscuously to mean other things. If the classic work on American 
exceptionalism, Werner Sombart’s 1906 Why Is There No Socialism in the 
United States? has a whole section on “racial” division with scarcely a mention 
of any group modern Americans would recognize as a racial minority, this is 
a matter of semantic confusion. If Robert Park centered his pioneering early 
twentieth-century sociological theory of assimilation on the “race relations 
cycle,” with the initial expectation that it would apply to African Americans 
as well as European immigrants, he must not have sorted out the differ-
ence between race and ethnicity yet.4 Indeed, so certain are some modern 
scholars of the ability of “ethnicity” to explain immigrant experiences that 
contemporaries described largely in terms of race and nationality that a sub-
stantial literature seeks to describe even the African American and Native 
American experiences as “ethnic.”5

Racial identity was also clearly gendered in important ways, and histori-
ans are just beginning to understand this gendered quality of racial language, 
conventions, and identity. It is apparent even in the sorts of public spheres 
privileged here—citizenship, the state, the union, the workplace. But we are 
most apt to find the conjunctions between gender and race in places that are 
not probed here—at those points where more intimate relations intersected 
with the rule of law. The taboo against interracial sex and marriage was one 
obvious boundary between low-status immigrant workers and people of 
color with whom they often came in contact. As Peggy Pascoe has noted, 
“although such marriages were infrequent throughout most of U.S. history, 
an enormous amount of time and energy was spent in trying to prevent them 
from taking place . . . ​the history of interracial marriage provides rich evi-
dence of the formulation of race and gender and of the connections between 
the two.” Yet we have little understanding of how this taboo was viewed by im-
migrant and African or Asian American workers. One obvious place to look 
is at laws governing interracial marriage and court cases aimed at enforcing 
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such laws. Native-born women who became involved with immigrant men 
could lose their citizenship, and, if the immigrant were categorized as non-
white, they could be prosecuted for “race-mixup.” “Race mixing” occurred 
in spite of all this, of course. Chinese men, who lived under particularly op-
pressive conditions because of restrictions on the immigration of Chinese 
women, tended to develop relationships with either African Americans or 
Poles and other “new immigrant” women.6 We have not attempted to unravel 
this fascinating and complex problem or the racial identity of immigrant 
women here. Except where clearly indicated, we are describing situations 
where racial identity was informed and shaped by, often even conflated with, 
notions of manhood.

Thus, we make no brief for the consistency with which “race” was used, by 
experts or popularly, to describe the “new immigrant” Southern and Eastern 
Europeans who dominated the ranks of those coming to the United States 
between 1895 and 1924 and who “remade” the American working class in that 
period. We regard such inconsistency as important evidence of the “inbe-
tween” racial status of such immigrants.7 The story of Americanization is vital 
and compelling, but it took place in a nation also obsessed by race. For immi-
grant workers, the processes of “becoming white” and “becoming American” 
were intertwined at every turn. The “American standard of living,” which 
labor organizers alternately and simultaneously accused new immigrants of 
undermining and encouraged them to defend via class organization, rested 
on “white men’s wages.” Political debate turned on whether new immigrants 
were fit to join the American nation and on whether they were fit to join the 
“American race.” Nor do we argue that Eastern and Southern European im-
migrants were in the same situation as nonwhites. Stark differences between 
the racialized status of African Americans and the racial inbetween-ness 
of these immigrants meant that the latter eventually “became ethnic” and 
that their trajectory was predictable. But their history was sloppier than 
their trajectory. From day to day they were, to borrow from E. P. Thompson, 
“proto-nothing,” reacting and acting in a highly racialized nation.8

Overly ambitious, this essay is also deliberately disorderly. It aims to de-
stabilize modern categories of race and ethnicity and to capture the confu-
sion, inbetween-ness, and flux in the minds of native-born Americans and 
the immigrants themselves. Entangling the processes of Americanization 
and of whitening, it treats a two-sided experience: new immigrants under-
went racial categorizing at the same time that they developed new identi-
ties, and the two sides of the process cannot be understood apart from one 
another. Similarly, the categories of state, class, and immigrant self-activity, 
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used here to explain how race is made and to structure the paper, can be 
separated at best arbitrarily and inconsistently. Expect, therefore, a bumpy 
ride, which begins at its bumpiest, with the vocabulary of race.

Inbetween in the Popular Mind

America’s racial vocabulary had no agency of its own, but rather reflected 
material conditions and power relations—the situations that workers faced 
on a daily basis in their workplaces and communities. Yet the words them-
selves were important. They were not only the means by which native-born 
and elite people marked new immigrants as inferiors, but also the means by 
which immigrant workers came to locate themselves and those about them 
in the nation’s racial hierarchy. In beginning to analyze the vocabulary of 
race, it makes little sense for historians to invest the words themselves with 
an agency that could be exercised only by real historical actors, or mean-
ings that derived only from the particular historical contexts in which the 
language was developed and employed. The word guinea, for example, had 
long referred to African slaves, particularly those from the continent’s north-
west coast, and to their descendants. But from the late 1890s, the term was 
increasingly applied to Southern European migrants, first and especially to 
Sicilians and southern Italians who often came as contract laborers. At vari
ous times and places in the United States, guinea has been applied to mark 
Greeks, Jews, Portuguese, Puerto Ricans, and perhaps any new immigrant.9

Likewise, hunky, which began life, probably in the early twentieth century, 
as a corruption of “Hungarian,” eventually became a pan-Slavic slur con-
nected with perceived immigrant racial characteristics. By World War I, the 
term was frequently used to describe any immigrant steelworker, as in mill 
hunky. Opponents of the Great 1919 Steel Strike, including some native-born 
skilled workers, derided the struggle as a “hunky strike.” Yet Josef Barton’s 
work suggests that for Poles, Croats, Slovenians, and other immigrants who 
often worked together in difficult, dangerous situations, the term embraced 
a remarkable, if fragile, sense of prideful identity across ethnic lines. In Out 
of This Furnace, Thomas Bell’s 1941 epic novel based on the lives of Slavic 
steelworkers, he observed that the word hunky bespoke “unconcealed racial 
prejudice” and a “denial of social and racial equality.” Yet as these workers 
built the industrial unions of the late 1930s and took greater control over their 
own lives, the meaning of the term began to change. The pride with which 
second- and third-generation Slavic American steelworkers, now including 
women as well as men, wore the label in the early 1970s seemed to have far 
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more to do with class than with ethnic identity. At about the same time, the 
word honky, possibly a corruption of hunky, came into common use as black 
nationalism reemerged as a major ideological force in the African American 
community.10

Words and phrases employed by social scientists to capture the inbe-
tween identity of the new immigrants are a bit more descriptive, if a bit more 
cumbersome. As late as 1937, John Dollard wrote repeatedly of the immigrant 
working class as “our temporary Negroes.” More precise, if less dramatic, 
is the designation “not-yet-white ethnics” offered by Barry Goldberg. The 
term not only reflects the popular perceptions and everyday experiences of 
such workers, but also conveys the dynamic quality of the process of racial 
formation.11

The examples of Greeks and Italians particularly underscore the new im-
migrants’ ambiguous positions with regard to popular perceptions of race. 
When Greeks suffered as victims of an Omaha “race” riot in 1909, and when 
eleven Italians died at the hands of lynchers in Louisiana in 1891, their less-
than-white racial status mattered alongside their nationalities. Indeed, as in 
the case of Loguidice’s coal handler, their ambivalent racial status put their 
lives in jeopardy. As Gunther Peck shows in his fine study of copper miners 
in Bingham, Utah, the Greek and Italian immigrants were “nonwhite” before 
their tension-fraught cooperation with the Western Federation of Miners dur-
ing a 1912 strike ensured that “the category of Caucasian worker changed and 
expanded.” Indeed, the work of Dan Georgakas and Yvette Huginnie shows 
that Greeks and other Southern Europeans often “bivouacked” with other 
“nonwhite” workers in western mining towns. Pocatello, Idaho, Jim-Crowed 
Greeks in the early twentieth century, and in Arizona they were not welcomed 
by white workers in “white men’s towns” or “white men’s jobs.” In Chicago 
during the Great Depression, a German American wife expressed regret over 
marrying her “half-nigger,” Greek American husband. African American slang 
in the 1920s in South Carolina counted those of mixed American Indian, Afri-
can American, and white heritage as Greeks. Greek Americans in the Midwest 
showed great anxieties about race, and were perceived not only as Puerto Rican, 
mulatto, Mexican, or Arab, but also as nonwhite because of being Greek.12

Italians, involved in a spectacular international diaspora in the early twen-
tieth century, were racialized as the “Chinese of Europe” in many lands.13 
But in the United States their racialization was pronounced and, as guinea’s 
evolution suggests, more likely to connect Italians with Africans. During the 
debate at the Louisiana state constitutional convention of 1898 over how to 
disfranchise blacks, and over which whites might lose the vote, some ac-
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knowledged that the Italian’s skin “happens to be white” even as they argued 
for his disfranchisement. But others held that “according to the spirit of our 
meaning when we speak of ‘white man’s government,’ [the Italians] are as 
black as the blackest negro in existence.”14 More than metaphor intruded on 
this judgment. At the turn of the century, a West Coast construction boss 
was asked, “You don’t call the Italian a white man?” The negative reply as-
sured the questioner that the Italian was “a dago.” Recent studies of Italian 
and Greek Americans make a strong case that racial, not just ethnic, oppres-
sion long plagued “nonwhite” immigrants from Southern Europe.15

The racialization of Eastern Europeans was likewise striking. While racist 
jokes mocked the black servant who thought her child, fathered by a Chinese 
man, would be a Jew, racist folklore held that Jews, inside-out, were “niggers.” 
In 1926, Serbo-Croatians ranked near the bottom of a list of forty “ethnic” 
groups whom “white American” respondents were asked to order according 
to the respondents’ willingness to associate with members of each group. 
They placed just above Negroes, Filipinos, and Japanese. Just above them 
were Poles, who were near the middle of the list. One sociologist has recently 
written that “a good many groups on this color continuum [were] not con-
sidered white by a large number of Americans.”16 The literal inbetween-ness 
of new immigrants on such a list suggests what popular speech affirms: The 
state of whiteness was approached gradually and controversially. The author-
ity of the state itself both smoothed and complicated that approach.

White Citizenship and Inbetween Americans: The State of Race

The power of the national state gave recent immigrants both their firmest 
claims to whiteness and their strongest leverage for enforcing those claims. 
The courts consistently allowed “new immigrants,” whose racial status was 
ambiguous in the larger culture, to be naturalized as “white” citizens and al-
most as consistently turned down non-European applicants as “nonwhite.” 
Political reformers therefore discussed the fitness for citizenship of recent 
European immigrants from two distinct angles. They produced, through the 
beginning of World War I, a largely benign and hopeful discourse on how to 
Americanize (and win the votes of) those already here. But this period also 
saw a debate on fertility rates and immigration restriction that conjured up 
threats of “race suicide” if this flow of migrants were not checked and the 
fertility of the native-born increased. A figure like Theodore Roosevelt could 
stand as both the Horatio warning of the imminent swamping of the “old 
stock” racial elements in the United States and as the optimistic Americanizer 
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to whom the play which originated the assimilationist image of the “melting 
pot” was dedicated.17

Such anomalies rested not only on a political economy that at times needed 
and at times shunned immigrant labor, but also on peculiarities of U.S. natu-
ralization law. If the state apparatus told new immigrants that they both were 
and were not white, it was clearly the judiciary that produced the most affir-
mative responses. Thus U.S. law made citizenship racial as well as civil. Even 
when much of the citizenry doubted the racial status of European migrants, 
the courts almost always granted their whiteness in naturalization cases. Thus, 
the often racially based campaigns against Irish naturalization in the 1840s and 
1850s and against Italian naturalization in the early twentieth century aimed 
to delay, not deny, citizenship. The lone case that appears exceptional in this 
regard is one in which U.S. naturalization attorneys in Minnesota attempted 
unsuccessfully to bar radical Finns from naturalization on the ethnological 
grounds that they were not Caucasian and therefore not white.18

The legal equation of whiteness with fitness for citizenship significantly 
shaped the process by which race was made in the United States. If Southern 
and Eastern European immigrants remained “inbetween people” because 
of broad cultural perceptions, Asians were in case after case declared unam-
biguously nonwhite and therefore unfit for citizenship. This sustained pat-
tern of denial of citizenship provides, as the sociologist Richard Williams 
argues, the best guide to who would be racialized in an ongoing way in the 
twentieth-century United States. It applies, of course, in the case of Native 
Americans. Migrants from Africa, though nominally an exception in that 
Congress in 1870 allowed their naturalization (with the full expectation that 
they would not be coming), of course experienced sweeping denials of civil 
status both in slavery and in Jim Crow. Nor were migrants from Mexico truly 
exceptional. Despite the naturalizability of such migrants by treaty and later 
court decisions, widespread denials of citizenship rights took place almost 
immediately—in one 1855 instance in California as a result of the “Greaser 
Bill,” as the Vagrancy Act was termed.19

Likewise, the equation between legal whiteness and fitness for naturaliz-
able citizenship helps to predict which groups would not be made nonwhite 
in an ongoing way. Not only did the Irish, whose whiteness was under ques-
tion in the 1840s and 1850s, and later the “new immigrants” gain the powerful 
symbolic argument that the law declared them white and fit, but they also had 
the power of significant numbers of votes, although naturalization rates for new 
immigrants were not always high. During Louisiana’s disfranchising constitu-
tional convention of 1898, for example, the bitter debate over Italian whiteness 
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ended with a provision passed extending to new immigrants protections 
comparable, even superior, to those which the “grandfather clause” gave to 
native white voters. New Orleans’s powerful Choctaw Club machine, al-
ready the beneficiary of Italian votes, led the campaign for the plank.20 When 
Thomas Hart Benton and Stephen Douglas argued against Anglo-Saxon su-
periority and for a pan-white “American race” in the 1850s, they did so before 
huge blocs of Irish voters. When Theodore Roosevelt extolled the “mixture 
of blood” making the American race, a “new ethnic type in this melting pot 
of the nations,” he emphasized to new immigrant voters his conviction that 
each of their nationalities would enrich America by adding “its blood to the 
life of the nation.” When Woodrow Wilson also tailored his thinking about 
the racial desirability of the new European immigrants, he did so in the con-
text of an electoral campaign in which the “foreign” vote counted heavily.21

In such a situation, Roosevelt’s almost laughable proliferation of uses of 
the word race served him well, according to his various needs as reformer, 
imperialist, debunker, romanticizer of the history of the West, and politi
cal candidate. He sincerely undertook seemingly contradictory embraces of 
Darwin and of Lamarck’s insistence on the heritability of acquired character-
istics, of melting pots and of race suicide, of an adoring belief in Anglo-Saxon 
and Teutonic superiority, and in the grandeur of a “mixed” American race. 
Roosevelt, like the Census Bureau, thought in terms of the nation’s biologi-
cal “stock”—the term by now called forth images of Wall Street as well as the 
farm. That stock was directly threatened by low birth rates among the na-
tion’s “English-speaking race.” But races could also progress over time, and 
the very experience of mixing and of clashing with other races would bring 
out, and improve, the best of the “racestock.” The “American race” could 
absorb and permanently improve the less desirable stock of “all white im-
migrants,” perhaps in two generations, but only if its most desirable English-
speaking racial elements were not swamped in an un-Americanized Slavic 
and Southern European culture and biology.22 The neo-Lamarckianism that 
allowed Roosevelt to use such terms as “English-speaking race” ran through 
much of Progressive racial thinking, though it was sometimes underpinned 
by appeals to other authorities.23

We likely regard choosing between eating pasta or meat, between speaking 
English or Italian, between living in ill-ventilated or healthy housing, between 
taking off religious holidays or coming to work, between voting Republican 
or Socialist, as decisions based on environment, opportunity, and choice. 
But language loyalty, incidence of dying in epidemics, and radicalism often 
defined race for late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century thinkers, 
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making distinctions between racial, religious, and antiradical varieties of na-
tivism messy. For many, Americanization was not simply a cultural process 
but an index of racial change, which could fail if the concentration of “lower” 
races kept the “alchemy” of racial transformation from occurring.24 From its 
very start, the campaign for immigration restriction directed against “new” 
Europeans carried a strong implication that even something as ineluctable 
as “moral tone” could be inherited. In deriding “ignorant, brutal Italians and 
Hungarian laborers” during the 1885 debate over the Contract Labor Law, 
its sponsor framed his environmentalist arguments in terms of color, hold-
ing that “the introduction into a community of any considerable number of 
persons of a lower moral tone will cause general moral deterioration as sure 
as night follows day.” He added, “The intermarriage of a lower with a higher 
type certainly does not improve the latter any more than does the breeding 
of cattle by blooded and common stock improve the blooded stock gener-
ally.” The restrictionist cause came to feature writings that saw mixing as al-
ways and everywhere disastrous. Madison Grant’s The Passing of the Great 
Race (1916), a racist attack on recent immigrants that defended the purity of 
“Nordic” stock, the race of the “white man par excellence,” against “Alpine,” 
“Mediterranean,” and Semitic invaders, is a classic example.25

Professional Americanizers and national politicians appealing to immi-
grant constituencies for a time seemed able to marginalize those who racial-
ized new immigrants. Corporate America generally gave firm support to rela-
tively open immigration. Settlement house reformers and others taught and 
witnessed Americanization. The best of them, Jane Addams, for example, 
learned from immigrants as well, and extolled not only assimilation but also 
the virtues of ongoing cultural differences among immigrant groups. Even 
progressive politicians showed potential to rein in their own most racially 
charged tendencies. As a southern academic, Woodrow Wilson wrote of the 
dire threat to “our Saxon habits of government” by “corruption of foreign 
blood,” and characterized Italian and Polish immigrants as “sordid and hap-
less.” But as a presidential candidate in 1912, he reassured immigrant leaders 
that “We are all Americans,” offered to rewrite sections on Polish Americans 
in his History of the American People, and found Italian Americans “one of the 
most interesting and admirable elements in our American life.”26 Yet Pro-
gressive Era assimilationism, and even its flirtations with cultural pluralism, 
could not save new immigrants from racial attacks. If racial prejudice against 
new immigrants was far more provisional and nuanced than anti-Irish bias in 
the antebellum period, political leaders also defended “hunkies” and “guin-
eas” far more provisionally. Meanwhile the Progressive project of imperi-
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alism and the Progressive nonproject of capitulation to Jim Crow ensured 
that race thinking would retain and increase its potency. If corporate lead-
ers backed immigration and funded Americanization projects, the corporate 
model emphasized standardization, efficiency, and immediate results. This 
led many Progressives to support reforms that called immigrant political power 
and voting rights into question, at least in the short run.27 In the longer term, 
big business proved by the early 1920s an unreliable supporter of the melting 
pot. Worried about unemployment and about the possibility that new im-
migrants were proving “revolutionary and communistic races,” they equivo-
cated on the openness of immigration, turned Americanizing agencies into 
labor spy networks, and stopped funding for the corporate-sponsored um-
brella group of professional Americanizers and conservative new immigrant 
leaders, the Inter-Racial Council.28

Reformers, too, lost heart. Since mixing was never regarded as an unmit-
igated good, but as a matter of proportion with a number of possible out-
comes, the new immigrants’ record was constantly under scrutiny. The failure 
of Americanization to deliver total loyalty during World War I and during the 
postwar “immigrant rebellion” within U.S. labor made that record one of 
failure. The “virility,” “manhood,” and “vigor” that reformers predicted race 
mixture would inject into the American stock had long coexisted with the em-
phasis on obedience and docility in Americanization curricula.29 At their most 
vigorous, in the 1919–1920 strike wave, new immigrants were most suspect. 
Nationalists, and many Progressive reformers among them, were, according 
to John Higham, sure that they had done “their best to bring the great mass of 
newcomers into the fold.” The failure was not theirs, but a reflection of the “in-
corrigibly unassimilable nature of the material on which they had worked.”30

The triumph of immigration restriction in the 1920s was in large mea
sure a triumph of racism against new immigrants. Congress and the Ku Klux 
Klan, the media and popular opinion all reinforced the inbetween, and even 
the nonwhite, racial status of Eastern and Southern Europeans. Grant’s The 
Passing of the Great Race suddenly enjoyed a vogue that had eluded it in 
1916. The best-selling U.S. magazine Saturday Evening Post praised Grant and 
sponsored Kenneth Roberts’s massively mounted fears that continued immi-
gration would produce “a hybrid race of people as worthless and futile as the 
good-for-nothing mongrels of Central America and Southeastern Europe.” 
When the National Industrial Conference Board met in 1923, its director al-
lowed that restriction was “essentially a race question.” Congress was deluged 
with letters of concern for preservation of a “distinct American type,” and of 
support for stopping the “swamping” of the Nordic race. In basing itself on 
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the first fear and setting quotas pegged squarely on the (alleged) origins of 
the current population, the 1924 restriction act also addressed the second 
fear, since the U.S. population as a whole came from the northern and west-
ern parts of Europe to a vastly greater extent than had the immigrant popu-
lation for the last three decades. At virtually the same time that the courts 
carefully drew a color line between European new immigrants and nonwhite 
others, the Congress and reformers reaffirmed the racial inbetween-ness of 
Southern and Eastern Europeans.31

Americanization therefore was never just about nation, but always about 
race and nation. This truth stood out most clearly in the Americanizing in-
fluences of popular culture, in which mass-market films socialized new im-
migrants into a “gunfighter nation” of westerns and a vaudeville nation of 
blackface; in which popular music was both “incontestably mulatto” and 
freighted with the hierarchical racial heritage of minstrelsy; in which the most 
advertised lures of Americanized mass consumption turned on the opportu-
nity to harness the energies of black servants like the Gold Dust twins, Aunt 
Jemima, and Rastus, the Cream of Wheat chef, to household labor. Draw-
ing on a range of anti-immigrant stereotypes as well, popular entertainments 
and advertisements cast newcomers as nationally particular and racially inbe-
tween, while teaching the all-important lesson that immigrants were never so 
white as when they wore blackface before audiences and cameras.32

Occasionally, professional Americanizers taught the same lesson. In a Polish 
and Bohemian neighborhood on Chicago’s lower west side, for example, social 
workers at Gads Hill Center counted their 1915 minstrel show a “great success.” 
Organized by the center’s Young Men’s Club, the event drew 350 people, many 
of whom at that point knew so little English that they could only “enjoy the 
music” and “appreciate the really attractive costumes.” Young performers with 
names like Kraszewski, Pletcha, and Chimielewski sang “Clare De Kitchen” 
and “Gideon’s Band.” Settlement houses generally practiced Jim Crow, even 
in the North. Some of their leading theorists invoked a racial continuum that 
ended with African Americans “farthest in the rear,” even as they goaded new 
immigrants toward giving up particular Old World cultures by branding the 
retention of such cultures as an atavistic clinging to “racial consciousness.”33

“Inbetween” Jobs: Capital, Class, and the New Immigrant

Joseph Loguidice’s reminiscence of the temporarily “colored” coal hauler 
compresses and dramatizes a process that went on in far more workaday set-
tings as well. Often while themselves begrimed by the nation’s dirtiest jobs, 
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new immigrants and their children quickly learned that “the worst thing one 
could be in this Promised Land was ‘colored.’ ”34 But if the world of work 
taught the importance of being “not black,” it also exposed new immigrants 
to frequent comparisons and close competition with African Americans. The 
results of such clashes in the labor market did not instantly propel new im-
migrants into either the category or the consciousness of whiteness. Instead, 
management created an economics of racial inbetween-ness, which taught 
new immigrants the importance of racial hierarchy while leaving open their 
place in that hierarchy. At the same time, the struggle for “inbetween jobs” 
further emphasized the importance of national and religious ties among 
immigrants by giving those ties an important economic dimension. The 
bitterness of job competition between new immigrants and African Ameri-
cans has rightly received emphasis in accounting for racial hostility, but that 
bitterness must be historically investigated. Before 1915, new immigrants 
competed with relatively small numbers of African Americans for northern 
urban jobs. The new immigrants tended to be more recent arrivals than the 
black workers, and they came in such great numbers that, demographically 
speaking, they competed far more often with each other than with African 
Americans. Moreover, given the much greater “human capital” of black work-
ers in terms of literacy, education, and English language skills, immigrants 
fared well in this competition.35 After 1915, the decline of immigration re-
sulting from World War I and restrictive legislation in the 1920s combined 
with the Great Migration of Afro-southerners to northern cities to create a 
situation in which a growing and newly arrived black working class provided 
massive competition for a more settled but struggling immigrant population. 
Again, the results were not of a sort that would necessarily have brought 
bitter disappointment to those whom the economic historians term sces 
(Southern and Central Europeans).36 The Sicilian immigrant, for example, 
certainly was at times locked in competition with African Americans. But 
was that competition more bitter and meaningful than competition with, for 
example, northern Italian immigrants, “hunkies,” or white native-born work-
ers, all of whom were at times said to be racially different from Sicilians?

The ways in which capital structured workplaces and labor markets con-
tributed to the idea that competition should be both cutthroat and racial-
ized. New immigrants suffered wage discrimination when compared to the 
white native-born. African Americans were paid less for the same jobs than 
the immigrants. In the early twentieth century, employers preferred a labor 
force divided by race and national origin. As the radical cartoonist Ernest 
Riebe understood at the time, and as the labor economists Richard Edwards, 
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Michael Reich, and David Gordon have recently reaffirmed, work gangs seg-
regated by nationality as well as by race could be and were made to compete 
against each other in a strategy designed not only to undermine labor unity 
and depress wages in the long run, but also to spur competition and produc-
tivity every day.37

On the other hand, management made broader hiring and promotion dis-
tinctions which brought pan-national and sometimes racial categories into 
play. In some workplaces and areas, the blast furnace was a “Mexican job”; 
in others, it was a pan-Slavic “hunky” job. “Only hunkies,” a steel industry 
investigator was told, worked blast furnace jobs, which were “too damn dirty 
and too damn hot for a white man.” Management at the nation’s best-studied 
early twentieth-century factory divided the employees into “white men” 
and “kikes.” Such bizarre notions about the genetic “fit” between immigrants 
and certain types of work were buttressed by the “scientific” judgments of 
scholars like the sociologist E. A. Ross, who observed that Slavs were 
“immune to certain kinds of dirt . . . ​that would kill a white man.” “Scientific” 
managers in steel and in other industries designed elaborate ethnic classifi-
cation systems to guide their hiring. In 1915, the personnel manager at one 
Pittsburgh plant analyzed what he called the “racial adaptability” of thirty-six 
different ethnic groups to twenty-four different kinds of work and twelve sets 
of conditions, and plotted them all on a chart. Lumber companies in Louisi-
ana built what they called “the Quarters” for black workers and (separately) 
for Italians, using language very recently associated with African American 
slavery. For white workers they built company housing and towns. The dis-
tinction between “white” native-born workers and “nonwhite” new immi-
grants, Mexicans, and African Americans in parts of the West rested in large 
part on the presence of “white man’s camps” or “white man’s towns” in com
pany housing in lumbering and mining. Native-born residents interviewed 
in the wake of a bitter 1915 strike by Polish oil refinery workers recognized 
only two classes of people in Bayonne, New Jersey: “foreigners” and “white 
men.” In generalizing about early twentieth-century nativism, John Higham 
concludes: “In all sections native-born and Northern European laborers 
called themselves ‘white men’ to distinguish themselves from Southern Eu
ropeans whom they worked beside.” As late as World War II, new immigrants 
and their children, lumped together as “racials,” suffered employment dis-
crimination in the defense industry.38

There was also substantial management interest in the specific compari-
son of new immigrants with African Americans as workers. More concrete in 
the North and abstract in the South, these complex comparisons generally, 
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but not always, favored the former group. African Americans’ supposed un-
dependability, “especially on Mondays,” intolerance for cold, and incapacity 
for fast-paced work were all noted. But the comparisons were often nuanced. 
New immigrants, as Herbert Gutman long ago showed, were themselves 
counted as unreliable, “especially on Mondays.” Some employers counted 
black workers as more apt and skillful “in certain occupations,” and cleaner 
and happier than “the alien white races.” An occasional blanket preference 
for African Americans over immigrants surfaced, as at Packard in Detroit 
in 1922. Moreover, comparisons carried a provisional quality, since ongoing 
competition was often desired. In 1905, the superintendent of Illinois Steel, 
threatening to fire all Slavic workers, reassured the immigrants that no “race 
hatred” [against Slavs!] motivated the proposed decision, which was instead 
driven by a factor that the workers could change: their tardiness in adopting 
the English language.39

The fact that recent immigrants were relatively inexperienced vis-à-vis 
African American workers in the North in 1900 and relatively experienced 
by 1930 makes it difficult for economic historians to measure the extent to 
which immigrant economic mobility in this period derived from employer 
discrimination. Clearly, timing and demographic change mattered alongside 
racism in a situation in which the immigrant sces came to occupy spaces on 
the job ladder between African Americans below and those who were fed 
into the economic historians’ computers as nwnps (native-born whites with 
native-born parents). Stanley Lieberson uses the image of a “queue” to help 
explain the role of discrimination against African Americans in leading to 
such results.40 In the lineup of workers ordered by employer preference, as in 
so much else, new immigrants were inbetween. In a society in which workers 
did in fact shape up in lines to seek jobs, the image of a queue is wonderfully 
apt. However, the Polish worker next to an African American on one side 
and an Italian American on the other as an nwnp manager hired unskilled 
labor did not know the statistics of current job competition, let alone what 
the results would be by the time of the 1930 census. Even if the Polish worker 
had known them, the patterns of mobility for his group would likely have dif-
fered as much from those of the Italian Americans as from those of the Afri-
can Americans (who in some cities actually outdistanced Polish immigrants 
in intra-working-class mobility to better jobs from 1900 to 1930).41

Racialized struggles over jobs were fed by the general experience of bru-
tal, group-based competition, and by the knowledge that black workers were 
especially vulnerable competitors who fared far less well in the labor market 
than any other native-born American group. The young Croatian immigrant 
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Stjepan Mesaros was so struck by the abuse of a black coworker that he asked 
a Serbian laborer for an explanation. “You’ll soon learn something about this 
country,” came the reply. “Negroes never get a fair chance.” The exchange ini-
tiated a series of conversations that contributed to Mesaros becoming Steve 
Nelson, an influential radical organizer and an antiracist. But for most immi-
grants, caught in a world of dog-eat-dog competition, the lesson would likely 
have been that African Americans were among the eaten.42

If immigrants did not know the precise contours of the job queue, nor 
their prospects in it, they did have their own ideas about how to get in line, 
their own strategies about how to get ahead in it, and their own dreams for 
getting out of it. These tended to reinforce a sense of the advantage of being 
“not nonwhite,” but to also emphasize specific national and religious iden-
tifications rather than generalized white identity. Because of the presence 
of a small employing (or subcontracting) class in their communities, new 
immigrants were far more likely than African Americans to work for one of 
“their own” as an immediate boss. In New York City, in 1910, for example, 
almost half of the sample of Jewish workers studied by Suzanne Model had 
Jewish supervisors, as did about one Italian immigrant in seven. Meanwhile, 
“the study sample unearthed only one industrial match between laborers and 
supervisors among Blacks.”43 In shrugging at being called “hunky,” Thomas 
Bell writes, Slovak immigrants took solace that they “had come to America 
to find work and save money, not to make friends with the Irish.” But get-
ting work and “making friends with” Irish American foremen, skilled work-
ers, union leaders, and politicians were often very much connected, and the 
relationships were hardly smooth. Petty bosses could always rearrange the 
queue.44 But over the long run, a common Catholicism (and sometimes com-
mon political machine affiliations) gave new immigrant groups access to the 
fragile favor of Irish Americans in positions to influence hiring, which African 
Americans could not achieve. Sometimes such favor was organized, as through 
the Knights of Columbus in Kansas City packinghouses. Over time, as second-
generation marriages across national lines but within the Catholic religion be-
came a pattern, kin joined religion in shaping hiring in ways largely excluding 
African Americans.45 Many of the new immigrant groups also had distinctive 
plans to move out of the U.S. wage-labor queue altogether. From 1880 to 1930, 
fully one-third of all Italian immigrants were “birds of passage,” who in many 
cases never intended to stay. This pattern likewise applied to 46  percent of 
Greeks entering between 1908 and 1923 and to 40 percent of Hungarians enter-
ing between 1899 and 1913.46
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Strong national (and subnational) loyalties obviously persisted in such 
cases, with saving money to send or take home probably a far higher priority than 
sorting out the complexities of racial identity in the United States. Similarly, 
those many new immigrants (especially among the Greeks, Italians, and Jews) 
who hoped to (and did) leave the working class by opening small businesses 
set great store by saving, and often catered to a clientele composed mainly of 
their own group. But immigrant saving itself proved highly racialized, as did 
immigrant small businesses in many instances. Within U.S. culture, African 
Americans symbolized prodigal lack of savings, as the Chinese, Italians, and 
Jews did fanatical obsession with saving. Popular racist mythology held that 
if paid a dollar and a quarter, Italians would spend only the quarter, while 
African Americans would spend a dollar and a half. Characteristically, ra-
cial common sense cast both patterns as pathological.47 Moreover, in many 
cases Jewish and Italian merchants sold to African American customers. 
Their “middleman minority” status revealingly identifies an inbetween posi-
tion which, as aggrieved southern “white” merchants complained, rested on a 
more humane attitude toward black customers and on such cultural affinities 
as an eagerness to participate in bargaining over prices. Chinese merchants 
traditionally and Korean merchants more recently have occupied a similar 
position. Yet, as an 1897 New York City correspondent for Harper’s Weekly 
captured in an article remarkable for its precise balancing of antiblack and 
anti-Semitic racism, the middleman’s day-to-day position in the marketplace 
reinforced specific Jewish identity and distance from blacks. “For a student 
of race characteristics,” the reporter wrote, “nothing could be more striking 
than to observe the stoic scorn of the Hebrew when he is made a disapprov-
ing witness of the happy-go-lucky joyousness of his dusky neighbor.”48

Other immigrants, especially Slovaks and Poles, banked on hard labor, 
homeownership, and slow intergenerational mobility for success. They too 
navigated in very tricky racial cross-currents. Coming from areas in which the 
dignity of hard, physical labor was established, both in the countryside and 
in cities, they arrived in the United States eager to work, even if in jobs that 
did not take advantage of their skills. They often found, however, that in the 
Taylorizing industries of the United States, hard work was more driven and 
alienating.49 It was, moreover, often typed and despised as “nigger work”—or 
as “dago work” or “hunky work” in settings in which such categories had been 
freighted with the prior meaning of “nigger work.” The new immigrants’ repu-
tation for hard work and their unfamiliarity with English and with American 
culture generally tended to lead to their being hired as an almost abstract 
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source of labor. “Hunky” was abbreviated to “hunk,” and Slavic laborers in 
particular were treated as mere pieces of work. This had its advantages, 
especially in comparison to black workers; Slavs could more often get hired 
in groups, while skilled workers and petty bosses favored individual “good 
Negroes” with unskilled jobs, often requiring a familiarity and subservience 
from them not expected of new immigrants. But being seen as brute force 
also involved Eastern Europeans in particularly brutal social relations on 
the shopfloor.50 Hard work, especially when closely bossed, was likewise not 
a badge of manliness in the United States in the way that it had been in Eastern 
Europe. Racialized, it was also demasculinized, especially since its extremely 
low pay and sporadic nature ensured that new immigrant males could not 
be breadwinners for a family. The idea of becoming a “white man,” unsullied 
by racially typed labor and capable of earning a family wage, was therefore 
extremely attractive in many ways, and the imperative of not letting one’s 
job become “nigger work” was swiftly learned.51 Yet no clear route ran from 
inbetween-ness to white manhood. “White men’s unions” often seemed the 
best path, but they also erected some of the most significant obstacles.

White Men’s Unions and New Immigrant Trial Members

While organized labor exercised little control over hiring outside of a few or
ganized crafts during most of the years from 1895 until 1924 and beyond, its 
racialized opposition to new immigrants did reinforce their inbetween-ness, 
both on the job and in politics. Yet the American Federation of Labor also 
provided an important venue in which “old immigrant” workers interacted with 
new immigrants, teaching important lessons in both whiteness and Ameri-
canization. As an organization devoted to closing skilled trades to any new 
competition, the craft union’s reflex was to oppose outsiders. In this sense, 
most of the afl unions were “exclusionary by definition” and marshaled 
economic, and to a lesser extent political, arguments to exclude women, 
Chinese, Japanese, African Americans, the illiterate, the noncitizen, and the 
new immigrants from organized workplaces, and, whenever possible, from 
the shores of the United States. So clear was the craft logic of afl restriction-
ism that historians are apt to regard it as simply materialistic and to note its 
racism only when direct assaults were made on groups traditionally regarded 
as nonwhite. John Higham argues that only in the last moments of the major 
1924 debates over whom to restrict did Gompers, in this view, reluctantly 
embrace “the idea that European immigration endangered America’s racial 
foundations.”52
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Yet Gwendolyn Mink and Andrew Neather demonstrate that it is far 
more difficult than Higham implies to separate appeals based on craft or race 
in afl campaigns to restrict European immigration. A great deal of trade 
unions’ racist opposition to the Chinese stressed the connection between 
their “slave-like” subservience and their status as coolie laborers, schooled 
and trapped in the Chinese social system and willing to settle for being 
“cheap men.”53 Dietary practices (rice and rats rather than meat) symbol-
ized Chinese failure to seek the “American standard of living.” All of these are 
cultural, historical, and environmental matters. Yet none of them prevented 
the craft unions from declaring the Chinese “race” unassimilable, nor from 
supporting exclusionary legislation premised largely on racial grounds. The 
environmentalist possibility that over generations Asian “cheap men” might 
improve was simply irrelevant. By that time the Chinese race would have 
polluted America.54

Much of the anti-Chinese rhetoric was applied as well to Hungarians in 
the 1880s and was taken over in afl anti–new immigration campaigns after 
1890. Pasta, as Mink implies, joined rice as an “un-American” and racial-
ized food. Far from abjuring arguments based on “stock,” assimilability, and 
homogeneity, the afl’s leaders supported literacy tests designed specifically 
“to reduce the numbers of Slavic and Mediterranean immigrants.” They 
supported the nativist racism of the antilabor Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, 
hoped anti-Japanese agitation could be made to contribute to anti–new 
immigrant restrictions, emphasized “the incompatibility of the new immi-
grants with the very nature of American civilization,” and both praised and 
reprinted works on “race suicide.”55 They opposed entry of “the scum” from 
“the least civilized countries of Europe” and “the replacing of the indepen
dent and intelligent coal miners of Pennsylvania by the Huns and Slavs.” 
They feared that an “American” miner in Pennsylvania could thrive only if he 
“Latinizes” his name. They explicitly asked, well before World War I: “How 
much more [new] immigration can this country absorb and retain its homo-
geneity?” (Those wanting to know the dire answer were advised to study the 
“racial history” of cities.)56

Robert Asher is undoubtedly correct in arguing both that labor move-
ment reaction to new immigrants was “qualitatively different from the re-
sponse to Orientals” and that afl rhetoric was “redolent of a belief in racial 
inferiority” of Southern and Eastern Europeans. Neather is likewise on the 
mark in speaking of “semi-racial” union arguments for restriction directed 
against new immigrants.57 Gompers’s characterization of new immigrants as 
“beaten men of beaten races” perfectly captures the tension between fearing 
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that Southern and Eastern Europe was dumping its “vomit” and “scum” in 
the United States and believing that Slavic and Mediterranean people were 
scummy. Labor sometimes cast its ideal as an “Anglo-Saxon race . . . ​true to 
itself.” Gompers was more open, but equivocal. He found that the wonder-
ful “peculiarities of temperament such as patriotism, sympathy, etc.,” which 
made labor unionism possible, were themselves “peculiar to most of the 
Caucasian race.” In backing literacy tests for immigrants in 1902, he was more 
explicit. They would leave British, German, Irish, French, and Scandinavian 
immigration intact but “shut out a considerable number of Slavs and other[s] 
equally or more undesirable and injurious.”58

Such “semi-racial” nativism shaped the afl’s politics and led to the ex-
clusion of new immigrants from many unions. When iron puddler poet 
Michael McGovern envisioned an ideal celebration for his union, he wrote, 
“There were no men invited such as Slavs and ‘Tally Annes,’ Hungarians and 
Chinamen with pigtail cues and fans.” The situation in the building trades was 
complicated. Some craft unions excluded Italians, Jews, and other new immi-
grants. Among laborers, organization often began on an ethnic basis, though 
such immigrant locals were often eventually integrated into a national union. 
Even among craftsmen, separate organizations emerged among Jewish 
carpenters and painters and other recent immigrants. The hod carriers’ union, 
according to Asher, “appears to have been created to protect the jobs of native 
construction workers against competing foreigners.” The shoe workers, piano 
makers, barbers, hotel and restaurant workers, and United Textile Workers 
likewise kept out new immigrants, whose lack of literacy, citizenship, English-
language skills, apprenticeship opportunities, and initiation fees also effectively 
barred them from many other craft locals. This “internal protectionism” 
apparently had lasting results. Lieberson’s research through 1950 shows new 
immigrants and their children having far less access to craft jobs in unionized 
sectors than did whites of northwestern European origin.59

Yet Southern and Eastern European immigrants had more access to unionized 
work than African Americans, and unions never supported outright bans on 
their migration, as they did with Asians. Organized labor’s opposition to the Ital-
ians as the “white Chinese,” or to recent immigrants generally as “white coolies” 
usually acknowledged and questioned whiteness at the same time, associating 
whites with nonwhites while leaving open the possibility that contracted labor, 
and not race, was at issue. A strong emphasis on the “brotherhood” of labor 
also complicated matters. Paeans to the “International Fraternity of Labor” 
ran in the American Federationist within fifteen pages of anti-immigrant hys-
teria such as A. A. Graham’s “The Un-Americanizing of America.” Reports 
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from Italian labor leaders and poems like “Brotherhood of Man” ran hard by 
fearful predictions of race suicide.60

Moreover, the very things that the afl warned about in its anti-immigrant 
campaigns encouraged the unions to make tactical decisions to enroll South-
ern and Eastern Europeans as members. Able to legally enter the country 
in large numbers, secure work, and become voters, “hunkies” and “guineas” 
had social power that could be used to attack the craft unionism of the afl 
from the right or, as was often feared, from the left. To restrict immigration, 
however desirable from Gompers’s point of view, did not answer what to do 
about the majority of the working class, which was by 1910 already of immi-
grant origins. Nor did it speak to what to do about the many new immigrants 
already joining unions in the afl, in language and national federations, or 
under socialist auspices. If these new immigrants were not going to under-
mine the afl’s appeals to corporate leaders as an effective moderating force 
within the working class, the American Federation of Labor would have to 
consider becoming the Americanizing Federation of Labor.61

Most importantly, changes in machinery and Taylorizing relations of pro-
duction made real the threat that crafts could be undermined by expedited 
training of unskilled and semiskilled immigrant labor. While this threat gave 
force to labor’s nativist calls for immigration restriction, it also strengthened 
initiatives toward a “new unionism” that crossed skill lines to organize re-
cent immigrants. Prodded by independent, dual-unionist initiatives like 
those by Italian socialists and the United Hebrew Trades, by the example 
of existing industrial unions in its own ranks, and by the left-wing multina-
tional, multiracial unionism of the Industrial Workers of the World, the afl 
increasingly got into the business of organizing and Americanizing new im-
migrant workers in the early twentieth century. The logic, caught perfectly by 
a Lithuanian American packinghouse worker in Chicago, was often quite 
utilitarian: “[B]ecause those sharp foremen are inventing new machines and 
the work is easier to learn, and so these slow Lithuanians and even green 
girls can learn to do it, and the Americans and Germans and Irish are put out 
and the employer saves money. . . . ​This was why the American labor unions 
began to organize us all.” Even so, especially in those where new immigrant 
women were the potential union members and skill dilution threatened 
mainly immigrant men, the Gompers leadership at times refused either to 
incorporate dual unions or to initiate meaningful organizing efforts under 
afl auspices.62

However self-interested, wary, and incomplete the afl’s increasing open-
ing to new immigrant workers remained, it initiated a process that much 
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transformed “semi-racial” typing of recently arrived immigrants. Unions and 
their supporters at times treasured labor organization as the most meaningful 
agent of democratic “Americanization from the bottom up”—what John R. 
Commons called “the only effective Americanizing force for the southeast-
ern European.”63 In struggles, native-born unionists came to observe not 
only the common humanity, but also the heroism of new immigrants. Never 
quite giving up on biological/cultural explanations, labor leaders wondered 
which “race” made the best strikers, with some comparisons favoring the 
recent arrivals over Anglo-Saxons. Industrial Workers of the World leader 
Covington Hall’s reports from Louisiana remind us that we know little about 
how unionists, and workers generally, conceived of race. Hall took seriously 
the idea of a “Latin race,” including Italians, other Southern Europeans, and 
Mexicans, all of whom put southern whites to shame with their militancy.64 
In the rural West, a “white man,” labor investigator Peter Speek wrote, “is an 
extreme individualist, busy with himself,” a “native or old-time immigrant” 
laborer, boarded by employers. “A foreigner,” he added, “is more sociable 
and has a higher sense of comradeship” and of nationality. Embracing the 
very racial vocabulary to which he objected, one socialist plasterer criticized 
native-born unionists who described Italians as “guineas.” He pointed out 
that Italians’ ancestors “were the best and unsurpassable in manhood’s glo-
ries; at a time when our dads were running about in paint and loincloth as 
ignorant savages.” To bring the argument up to the present, he added that 
Italian Americans “are as manly for trade union conditions as the best of us; 
and that while handicapped by our prejudice.”65

While such questioning of whiteness was rare, the “new unionism” pro-
vided an economic logic for progressive unionists wishing to unite workers 
across ethnic and racial lines. With their own race less open to question, new 
immigrants were at times brought into class-conscious coalitions, as whites 
and with African Americans. The great success of the packinghouse unions 
in forging such unity during World War I ended in a shining victory and 
vastly improved conditions. The diverse new immigrants and black workers 
at the victory celebration heard Chicago Federation of Labor leader John 
Fitzpatrick hail them as “black and white together under God’s sunshine.” If 
the Irish American unionists had often been bearers of “race hatred” against 
both new immigrants and blacks, they and other old immigrants could also 
convey the lesson that class unity transcended race and semi-race.66

But even at the height of openings toward new unionism and new im-
migrants, labor organizations taught very complex lessons regarding race. At 
times, overtures toward new immigrants coincided with renewed exclusion 
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of nonwhite workers, underlining W. E. B. Du Bois’s point that the former 
were mobbed to make them join unions and the latter to keep them out. 
Western Federation of Miners (wfm) activists, whose episodic radicalism 
coexisted with nativism and a consistent anti-Chinese and anti-Mexican rac-
ism, gradually developed a will and a strategy to organize Greek immigrants, 
but they reaffirmed exclusion of Japanese mine workers and undermined 
impressive existing solidarities between Greeks and Japanese, who often 
worked similar jobs.67 The fear of immigrant “green hands,” which the per-
ceptive Lithuanian immigrant quoted above credited with first sparking the 
Butcher Workmen to organize recent immigrants in 1904, was also a fear of 
black hands, so that one historian has suggested that the desire to limit black 
employment generated the willingness to organize new immigrants.68

In 1905, Gompers promised that “Caucasians are not going to let their 
standard of living be destroyed by Negroes, Chinamen, Japs, or any others.”69 
Hearing this, new immigrant unionists might have reflected on what they as 
Caucasians had to learn regarding their newfound superiority to nonwhites. 
Or they might have fretted that “guineas” and “hunkies” would be classified 
along with “any others” undermining white standards. Either way, learning 
about race was an important part of new immigrant’s labor education.

Teaching Americanism, the labor movement also taught whiteness. The 
scattered racist jokes in the labor and socialist press could not, of course, rival 
blackface entertainments or the “coon songs” in the Sunday comics in teach-
ing new immigrants the racial ropes of the United States. But the movement 
did provide a large literature of popularized racist ethnology, editorial attacks 
on “nigger equality,” and in Jack London a major cultural figure who taught 
that it was possible and desirable to be “first of all a white man and only then 
a socialist.”70 But the influence of organized labor and the left on race think-
ing was far more focused on language than on literature, on picket lines 
than lines on a page. Unions that opened to new immigrants more readily 
than to “nonwhites” not only reinforced the “inbetween” position of South-
ern and Eastern Europeans but attempted to teach immigrants intricate and 
spurious associations of race, strikebreaking, and lack of manly pride. Even 
as afl exclusionism ensured that there would be black strikebreakers and 
black suspicion of unions, the language of labor equated scabbing with “turn-
ing nigger.” The unions organized much of their critique around a notion 
of “slavish” behavior, which could be employed against ex-slaves or against 
Slavs, but indicted the former more often than the latter.71 Warning all union 
men against “slave-like” behavior, unions familiarized new workers with the 
ways race and slavery had gone together to define a standard of unmanned 
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servility. In objectively confusing situations, with scabs coming from the Af-
rican American, immigrant, and native-born working classes (and with craft 
unions routinely breaking each other’s strikes), Booker T. Washington iden-
tified one firm rule of thumb: “Strikers seem to consider it a much greater 
crime for a Negro who had been denied the opportunity to work at his trade 
to take the place of a striking employee than for a white man to do the same 
thing.”72 In such situations, whiteness had its definite appeals.

But the left and labor movements could abruptly remind new immigrants 
that their whiteness was anything but secure. Jack London could turn from 
denunciations of the “yellow peril” or of African Americans to excoriations 
of “the dark-pigmented things” coming in from Europe. The 1912 Socialist 
Party campaign book connected European immigration with “race annihila-
tion” and the “possible degeneration of even the succeeding American type.” 
The prominence of black strikebreakers in several of the most important 
mass strikes after World War I strengthened the grip of racism, perhaps even 
among recent immigrants, but the same years also brought renewed racial at-
tacks on the immigrants themselves. In the wake of these failed strikes, the 
American Federationist featured disquisitions on “Americanism and Immigra-
tion” by John Quinn, the national commander of the nativist and antilabor 
American Legion. New immigrants had unarguably proven the most loyal 
unionists in the most important of the strikes, yet the afl now supported ex-
clusion based on “racial” quotas. Quinn brought together biology, environ-
ment, and the racialized history of the United States, defending American 
stock against Italian “industrial slaves” particularly, and the “indigestion of 
immigration” generally.73

Inbetween and Indifferent: New Immigrant Racial Consciousness

One Italian American informant interviewed by a Louisiana scholar remem-
bered the early twentieth century as a time when “he and his family had been 
badly mistreated by a French plantation owner near New Roads where he 
and his family were made to live among the Negroes and were treated in the 
same manner. At first he did not mind because he did not know any differ-
ence, but when he learned the position that the Negroes occupied in this 
country, he demanded that his family be moved to a different house and be 
given better treatment.” In denouncing all theories of white supremacy, the 
Polish-language Chicago-based newspaper Dziennik Chicagoski editorial-
ized, “if the words ‘superior race’ are replaced by the words ‘Anglo-Saxon’ 
and instead of ‘inferior races’ such terms as Polish, Italian, Russian and Slavs 
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in general—not to mention the Negro, the Chinese, and the Japanese—are 
applied, then we shall see the political side of the racial problems in the 
United States in stark nakedness.”74 In the first instance, consciousness of an 
inbetween racial status leads to a desire for literal distance from nonwhites. 
In the second, inbetween-ness leads to a sense of grievances shared in com-
mon with nonwhites.

In moving from the racial categorization of new immigrants to their own 
racial consciousness, it is important to realize that “Europeans were hardly 
likely to have found racist ideologies an astounding new encounter when 
they arrived in the U.S.,” though the salience of whiteness as a social cat-
egory in the United States was exceptional. “Civilized” northern Italians 
derided those darker ones from Sicily and the mezzogiorno as “Turks” and 
“Africans” long before arriving in Brooklyn or Chicago. And once arrived, if 
they spoke of “little dark fellows,” they were far more likely to be describing 
southern Italians than African Americans. The strength of anti-Semitism, 
firmly ingrained in Poland and other parts of Eastern Europe, meant that 
many immigrants from these regions were accustomed to looking at a whole 
“race” of people as devious, degraded, and dangerous. In the United States, 
both Jews and Poles spoke of riots involving attacks on African Americans as 
“pogroms.” In an era of imperialist expansion and sometimes strident nation-
alism, a preoccupation with race was characteristic not only of the United 
States but also of many European regions experiencing heavy emigration to 
the United States.75

Both eager embraces of whiteness and, more rarely, flirtations with non-
whiteness characterized these immigrants’ racial identity. But to assume that 
new immigrants as a mass clearly saw their identity with nonwhites, or clearly 
fastened on their differences, is to miss the confusion of inbetween-ness. The 
discussion of whiteness was an uncomfortable terrain for many reasons, and 
even in separating themselves from African Americans and Asian Americans, 
immigrants did not necessarily become white. Indeed, often they were curi-
ously indifferent to whiteness. Models that fix on one extreme or the other 
of immigrant racial consciousness—the quick choice of whiteness amid bru-
tal competition or the solidarity with nonwhite working people based on 
common oppression—capture parts of the new immigrant experience.76 At 
times Southern and Eastern Europeans were exceedingly apt, and not very 
critical, students of American racism. Greeks admitted to the Western Feder-
ation of Miners saw the advantage of their membership and did not rock the 
boat by demanding admission for the Japanese American mine workers with 
whom they had previously allied. Greek Americans sometimes battled for 
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racial status fully within the terms of white supremacy, arguing that classical 
civilization had established them as “the highest type of the Caucasian race.” 
In the company town of Pullman and adjacent neighborhoods, immigrants 
who sharply divided on national and religious lines coalesced impressively 
as whites in 1928 to keep out African American residents.77 Recently arrived 
Jewish immigrants on New York City’s Lower East Side resented reformers 
who encouraged them to make a common cause with the “schwartzes.” In 
New Bedford, “white Portuguese” angrily reacted to perceived racial slights 
and sharply drew the color line against “black Portuguese” Cape Verdeans, 
especially when preference in jobs and housing hung in the balance.78 Polish 
workers may have developed their very self-image and honed their reputa-
tion in more or less conscious counterpoint to the stereotypical “niggerscab.” 
Theodore Radzialowski reasons that “Poles who had so little going for them 
(except their white skin—certainly no mean advantage but more important 
later than earlier in their American experience) may have grasped this image 
of themselves as honest, honorable, non-scabbing workers and stressed the 
image of the black scab in order to distinguish themselves from . . . ​the blacks 
with whom they shared the bottom of American society.”79

Many new immigrants learned to deploy and manipulate white suprema-
cist images from the vaudeville stage and the screens of Hollywood films, 
where they saw “their own kind” stepping out of conventional racial and 
gender roles through blackface and other forms of cross-dressing. “Facing 
nativist pressure that would assign them to the dark side of the racial divide,” 
Michael Rogin argues provocatively, immigrant entertainers like Al Jolson, 
Sophie Tucker, and Rudolph Valentino “Americanized themselves by crossing 
and recrossing the racial line.”80

At the same time, immigrants sometimes hesitated to embrace a white 
identity. Houston’s Greek Americans developed, and retained, a language 
setting themselves apart from i mavri (the blacks), from i aspri (the whites), 
and from Mexican Americans. In New England, Greeks worked in coalitions 
with Armenians, whom the courts were worriedly accepting as white, and 
with Syrians, whom the courts found nonwhite. The large Greek American 
sponge-fishing industry based in Tarpon Springs, Florida, fought the Ku 
Klux Klan and employed black workers on an equal, share-the-catch sys-
tem. Nor did Tarpon Springs practice Jim Crow in public transportation. In 
Louisiana and Mississippi, southern Italians learned Jim Crow tardily, even 
when legally accepted as whites, so much so that native whites fretted and 
black southerners “made unabashed distinctions between Dagoes and white 
folks,” treating the former with a “friendly, first name familiarity.” In con-
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structing an anti-Nordic supremacist history series based on the “gifts” of 
various peoples, the Knights of Columbus quickly and fully included African 
Americans. Italian and Italian American radicals “consistently expressed hor-
ror at the barbaric treatment of blacks,” in part because “Italians were also re-
garded as an inferior race.” Denouncing not only lynchings but “the republic 
of lynchings,” and branding the rulers of the United States as “savages of the 
blue eyes,” Il Proletario asked: “What do they think they are as a race, these 
arrogant whites?” and ruthlessly wondered, “and how many kisses have their 
women asked for from the strong and virile black servants?” Italian radicals 
knew exactly how to go for the jugular vein in U.S. race relations. The Jew-
ish press at times identified with both the suffering and the aspirations of 
African Americans. In 1912, Chicago’s Daily Jewish Courier concluded that 
“In this world . . . ​the Jew is treated as a Negro and Negro as a Jew,” and that 
the “lynching of the Negroes in the South is similar to massacres on Jews in 
Russia.”81 Examples could, and should, be piled higher on both sides of the 
new immigrants’ racial consciousness. But to see the matter largely in terms 
of which stack is higher misses the extent to which the exposed position of 
racial inbetween-ness could generate both positions at once, and sometimes 
a desire to avoid the issue of race entirely. The best frame of comparison for 
discussing new immigrant racial consciousness is that of Irish Americans in 
the mid-nineteenth century. Especially when not broadly accepted as such, 
Irish Americans insisted that politicians acknowledge them as part of the 
dominant race. Changing the political subject from Americanness and reli-
gion to race whenever possible, they challenged anti-Celtic Anglo-Saxonism 
by becoming leaders in the cause of white supremacy.82

New immigrant leaders never approximated that path. With a large seg-
ment of both parties willing to vouch for the possibility of speedy, orderly 
Americanization, and with neither party willing to vouch unequivocally for 
their racial character, Southern and Eastern Europeans generally tried to 
change the subject from whiteness to nationality and loyalty to American 
ideals. One factor in such a desire not to be drawn into debates about white-
ness was a strong national/cultural identification as Jews, Italians, Poles, 
and so on. At times, the strongest tie might even be to a specific Sicilian or 
Slovakian village, but the first sustained contact between African Americans 
and “new immigrants” occurred during World War I, when many of these 
immigrants were mesmerized by the emergence of Poland and other new 
states throughout Eastern and Southeastern Europe. Perhaps this is why 
new immigrants in Chicago and other riot-torn cities seem to have abstained 
from early twentieth-century race riots to a far greater extent than theories 
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connecting racial violence and job competition at “the bottom” of society 
would predict. Important Polish spokespersons and newspapers emphasized 
that the Chicago riots were between the “whites” and “Negroes.” Polish im-
migrants had, and should have, no part in them. What might be termed an 
abstention from whiteness also characterized the practice of rank-and-file 
Eastern Europeans. Slavic immigrants played little role in the racial violence, 
which was spread by Irish American gangs.83

Throughout the Chicago riot, so vital to the future of Slavic packinghouse 
workers and their union, Polish American coverage was sparse, occurring 
only when editors “could tear their attention away from their fascination 
with the momentous events attending the birth of the new Polish state.” And 
even then, comparisons with pogroms against Jews in Poland framed the 
discussion. That the defense of Poland was as important as analyzing the re-
alities in Chicago emerges starkly in the convoluted expression of sympathy 
for riot victims in the organ of the progressive, prolabor Alliance of Polish 
Women, Glos Polek: “The American Press has written at length about the 
alleged pogroms of Jews in Poland for over two months. Now it is writing 
about pogroms against Blacks in America. It wrote about the Jews in words 
full of sorrow and sympathy, why does it not show the same today to Negroes 
being burnt and killed without mercy?”84

Both “becoming American” and “becoming white” could imply coercive 
threats to European national identities. The 1906 remarks of Luigi Villiari, an 
Italian government official investigating Sicilian sharecroppers in Louisiana, 
illustrate the gravity and interrelation of the two processes. Villiari found 
that “a majority of plantation owners cannot comprehend that . . . ​Italians 
are white,” and instead considered the Sicilian migrant “a white-skinned 
negro who is a better worker than the black-skinned Negro.” He patiently 
explained the “commonly held distinction . . . ​between ‘negroes,’ ‘Italians’ 
and ‘whites’ (that is, Americans).” In the South, he added, the “American will 
not engage in agricultural, manual labor, rather he leaves it to the Negroes. 
Seeing that the Italians will do this work, naturally he concludes that Italians 
lack dignity. The only way an Italian can emancipate himself from this infe-
rior state is to abandon all sense of national pride and to identify completely 
with the Americans.”85

One-hundred-percent whiteness and one-hundred-percent Americanism 
carried overlapping and confusing imperatives for new immigrants in and 
out of the South, but in several ways the former was even more uncomfortable 
terrain than the latter. The pursuit of white identity, so tied to competition 
for wage labor and to political citizenship, greatly privileged male percep-
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tions. But identity formation, as Americanizers and immigrant leaders real-
ized, rested in great part on the activities of immigrant mothers, who entered 
discussions of nationality and Americanization more easily than those of 
race.86 More cast in determinism, the discourse of race produced fewer open-
ings to inject class demands, freedom, and cultural pluralism than did the 
discourse of Americanism. The modest strength of herrenvolk democracy, 
weakened even in the South at a time when huge numbers of poor whites 
were disfranchised, paled in comparison to the opportunities to try to give a 
progressive spin to the idea of a particularly freedom-loving “American race.” 
In a fascinating quantified sociological study of Poles in Buffalo in the mid-
1920s, Niles Carpenter and Daniel Katz concluded that their interviewees 
had been “Americanized” without being “de-Polandized.” Their data led to 
the conclusion that Polish immigrants displayed “an absence of strong feel-
ing so far as the Negro is concerned,” a pattern “certainly in contrast to the 
results which would be sure to follow the putting of similar questions to a 
typically American group.” The authors therefore argued for “the inference 
that so-called race feeling in this country is much more a product of tensions 
and quasi-psychoses born of our own national experience than of any factors 
inherent in the relations of race to race.” Their intriguing characterization of 
Buffalo’s Polish community did not attempt to cast its racial views as “pro-
Negro,” but instead pointed out that “the bulk of its members express indif-
ference towards him.” Such indifference, noted also by other scholars, was the 
product not of unfamiliarity with, or distance from, the U.S. racial system, but 
of nationalism compounded by intense, harrowing, and contradictory experi-
ences between whiteness and nonwhiteness.87

Only after the racial threat of new immigration was defused by the racial 
restriction of the Johnson-Reed Act would new immigrants haltingly find 
a place in the ethnic wing of the white race. This brief treatment of a par-
ticularly complicated issue necessarily leaves out a number of key episodes, 
especially in the latter stages of the story. One is a resolution of sorts in the 
ambiguous status of inbetween immigrant workers, which came in the late 
1930s and the World War II era. In some settings, these years brought not 
only a greater emphasis on cultural pluralism and a new, broader language 
of Americanism that embraced working-class ethnics, but also a momen-
tary lull in racial conflict. With the creation of strong, interracial indus-
trial unions, African American local officials and shop stewards fought for 
civil rights at the same time they led white “ethnic” workers in important 
industrial struggles.88 Yet in other settings, sometimes even in the same cit-
ies, the war years and the period immediately following brought riots and 



174 · Chapter 7

hate strikes over the racial integration of workplaces and, especially, neigh-
borhoods. Most second-generation ethnics embraced their Americanness, 
but, as Gary Gerstle suggests, this “may well have intensified their prejudice 
against Blacks, for many conceived of Americanization in racial terms: be-
coming American meant becoming white.”89

During the 1970s, a later generation of white ethnics rediscovered their 
ethnic identities in the midst of a severe backlash against civil rights legisla-
tion and new movements for African American liberation.90 The relation-
ship between this defensive mentality and more recent attacks on affirmative 
action programs and civil rights legislation underscores the contemporary 
importance of understanding how and why these once inbetween immigrant 
workers became white.



In January 1907, a wave of riots broke out in New York’s theaters. Irish Ameri-
can audiences heckled actors, pelting them with rotten vegetables. Twenty-
two men were arrested in one melee alone, though an Irish American judge 
dismissed all charges. Organized by the United Irish Societies, the protests 
were aimed at a vaudeville skit called “The Irish Servant Girl.” Once one of 
vaudeville’s most popular acts, the Russell Brothers had been performing it 
without incident for many years. Dressed in drag, the actors depicted dim-
witted Irish maids, but now the protests forced the Russells out of New York 
and eventually out of vaudeville entirely.1 “The Irish Servant Girl” reflected 
vaudeville’s preoccupation with ethnic stereotypes, while the protests, part 
of a broader movement against ethnic caricature, were emblematic of evolv-
ing attitudes toward ethnic difference in the Irish American community and 
in urban society generally.

A new popular culture that reflected urban themes and a sense of realism 
reached maturity in the Great Depression era, but its roots lay earlier in 
the striking ethnic and racial diversity of the American city at the turn of the 
century. The curiosity and conflict this social difference engendered, and the 

ch a p t e r  e i g h t

Irish Americanization on Stage

How Irish Musicians, Playwrights, and Writers Created  
a New Urban American Culture, 1880–1940



176 · Chapter 8

realities of social class in American cities, emerged on stage and screen, in the 
narratives of late nineteenth-century musical comedies, in early twentieth-
century vaudeville routines, in the pages of realist fiction, in the lyrics of Tin 
Pan Alley songs, and in newspaper columns and cartoon strips. Vaudeville—
the variety shows embracing a series of music, comedy, and dance acts—
became synonymous with this new urban culture. It was the product not of 
the Irish alone but of interactions between them and other city dwellers from 
diverse backgrounds. Irish efforts to interpret this urban diversity to them-
selves, to the immigrant peoples around them, and to the mainstream public 
reflected their biases toward and their conflicts with other ethnic groups, but 
they all reflected life in the streets of America’s great cities, and they shaped 
popular understandings of the city. The cultural expressions they passed on 
to more recent arrivals ranged from low humor to what came to be recog-
nized as part of the literary canon.

Blackface Irish

The roots of Irish American urban performance lay in blackface minstrelsy of 
the mid-nineteenth century. Irish immigrants did not invent blackface min-
strelsy, the first truly popular American cultural form, but they dominated 
the form in hundreds of national touring companies and thousands of local 
performances. Their stage presence continued to reflect minstrelsy’s norms 
long after the form had declined. Profoundly racist, minstrelsy represented 
the sort of ethnic composite that came to characterize Irish American per
formance throughout the early twentieth century. As the United States be-
came more ethnically diverse in the late nineteenth century, minstrel shows 
featured not only Irish immigrants taking on the personae of absurd black 
characters in story, song, and dance, but also polka, Italian opera, German 
and Irish folk song, and other performances.2

The rather tenuous social footing of the Irish is evident in the fact that 
they had been the main focus of ethnic humor on the English stage for centu-
ries by the time they reached the United States. Irish comic figures appeared 
in Shakespeare’s plays and remained a central feature of British theater from 
the seventeenth century through the Victorian era. This “stage Irishman” ste
reotype transferred easily to the nineteenth-century American scene; traces 
of the tradition continued into the twentieth.3

Blackface minstrelsy was central to the formation of white supremacist 
values in the nineteenth-century United States generally, and among the 
despised Irish Catholic minority in particular.4 Irish performers employed 
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blackface to ridicule and distance themselves from African Americans in the 
course of establishing their own white identity, assuming a crucial role in 
the formation and reproduction of racist values. They took on other ethnic 
roles as well, and actors from a variety of ethnic backgrounds also took on 
comic Irish personae. In the process, stage performers interpreted an in-
creasingly complex social world to audiences from a variety of backgrounds.

The stock ethnic characters in nineteenth-century ethnic music hall and 
theater—“Paddy,” the drunken and stupid stage Irishman, and his partner 
“Biddy,” the lovable but stupid Irish maid—were probably at the height of 
their popularity in the midst of the later Irish immigration of the 1880s. Like 
the black characters “Sambo” and “Mose” in minstrelsy, these were comic 
characters that fed on racism and discrimination. Even when they laughed at 
them, the Irish resented such stereotypes.5

The American Dickens

Astride the older musical variety shows of the 1860s and 1870s and the 
emerging vaudeville explosion at the end of the century stood the musician, 
performer, and playwright Edward Harrigan (1844–1911), the “American Dick-
ens.” Born on the Lower East Side, that classic crucible of immigrant culture, 
and steeped in Irish American culture, Harrigan witnessed the city’s ethnic 
transformation firsthand. He created a series of enormously popular late 
nineteenth-century plays portraying ethnic life on the city’s Lower East Side. 
Harrigan and his collaborators—his father-in-law David Braham, the son of 
an Orthodox Jew, and Tony Hart, a second-generation Irish American—all 
shared extensive minstrel experience. They graduated from songs, sketches, 
and dialogues to full-fledged musicals that captured the imagination of late 
nineteenth-century New Yorkers who saw their city changing about them. 
The fact that twenty-three of his plays each ran for more than one hundred 
performances, while hundreds of thousands of copies of his songs circulated 
on sheet music throughout the United States demonstrates Harrigan’s popu-
larity. His main theme was the relations between the Irish and a range of 
other ethnic groups.

Harrigan’s own goal was clear enough. “Though I use types and never in-
dividuals,” he wrote, “I try to be as realistic as possible.” His characters, lo-
cations, and situations were exaggerated but easily recognizable. His lyrics 
employed familiar slang and dialect, and he purchased his costumes directly 
from individuals on the streets of New York. His setting, carefully designed 
with an eye to detail, was invariably Five Points, New York’s most famous 
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slum, his characters assorted immigrant politicians, petty merchants, wash-
erwomen, laborers, and cops.6 The middle-class nationalist John Finerty’s 
complaint that Harrigan and Hart produced “drama from the slums” was not 
far off the mark. “Mr. Harrigan realizes in his scenes what he realizes in his 
persons,” the critic William Dean Howells wrote at the time. “He cannot give 
it all . . . ​and he has preferred to give its Irish American phases in their rich 
and amusing variety, and some of its African and Teutonic phases.”7

Harrigan brought his own well-developed sense of racial hierarchy to his 
creations and held the Irish up as a sort of model.8 Yet along with this no-
tion of hierarchy came a very real appreciation for the city’s diversity. Har-
rigan’s lyrics captured both the casual ethnic prejudice and the unmistakable 
fascination with urban diversity that characterized much of Irish American 
culture.

Relations between these groups were often antagonistic. The Boston 
Herald called Harrigan’s plays a “war of the races in cosmopolitan New York,” 
and this was particularly true in the case of the Chinese.9 Yet Harrigan’s plays 
also alluded to the presence of Chinese–Irish couples, a common theme in 
late nineteenth-century song lyrics and musical variety performance, but 
also a sensitive issue at the time.10 This competition hit the New York stage 
before audiences consisting heavily of Irish Americans who resented the en-
croachment of the Chinese. The laundry became a frequent site of ethnic 
tension and a source for racism among Irish women, as in the popular song 
“Since the Chinese Ruined the Thrade”:

It makes me wild, whin I’m on the street,
To see those haythen signs:
Ah Sung, Ah Sing, Sam Lee, Ah Wing,
An’ the ilegant spread on ther lines.
If iver I get me hands on Ah Sing,
I’ll make him Ah Sing indade—
On me clothesline I’ll pin the leather skin
Of the haythen that ruint the thrade.11

Harrigan’s lyrics resonated in the Irish American community because 
they reflected very real attitudes toward the Chinese and concrete changes 
in New York’s labor market. When anti-Chinese agitation began to gather 
steam in New York in the late 1870s, the competition between Irish women 
and Chinese men for laundry work represented a specter haunting the Irish. 
“They have already two hundred laundries in New York,” the Irish World 
reported. “Six months ago they had not twenty.” “Their passage to San Fran-
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cisco costs less than a steerage passage from Liverpool to New York. And 
crowded up in China there are some 400,000,000 of them, and they can live 
on ten cents a day.”12

What separated Harrigan’s plays from earlier minstrelsy and later musi-
cal theater, both of which included extensive ethnic performance, was the 
extended interaction between ethnic groups. In The Mulligan Guards’ Ball 
(1879), interethnic marriage was a central theme. Dan Mulligan and wife 
Cordelia are at odds with their neighbors the Lochmullers, in part because 
they fear that their son Tommy will marry Katrina Lochmuller. (Ironically, 
Katrina’s own mother is not German but Irish.) Blacks, Germans, and Irish 
are often in conflict with one another, but they also find common ground.

Another of Dan Mulligan’s antagonists, Sim Primrose, leader of the com-
peting African American Skidmore Guard, runs a barbershop that provides a 
common ground for the various ethnic groups. Sim complains loudly of the 
cost to launder his towels with the Irish washerwoman and threatens to turn 
to the neighborhood’s Chinese laundryman. Class tensions and anxieties 
also abound. The main characters are not workers but small businesspeo-
ple looking for the means to rise—a reflection of Irish America’s struggling 
lower middle class. The play’s denouement comes when the competing black 
and Irish guard units schedule their fancy balls on the same day at the same 
building. The black couples dance with such enthusiasm in the hall above 
that the floor collapses and they literally fall to the level of the Irish in the hall 
below.13

These were certainly comic scenes, but they differed significantly from 
those in minstrelsy, where stereotypical characters like Mose or Pat appeared 
on stage only briefly to sing, dance, or deliver stock gag lines. They seldom 
interacted, and there was no story line. Harrigan invested his African Ameri-
can, Irish, and other characters with greater depth and agency, and brought 
them into sustained conversation with one another.

Vaudeville: Americanization on the Stage

With their urban tenement setting, their concern with ethnic difference 
and race relations, their often crude characterizations of various racial and 
ethnic groups, and their enormous popularity among immigrants and their 
children, the Harrigan musicals represented in some ways an overture to 
George M. Cohan’s vaudeville.14 Vaudeville theater stood at the very center 
of popular culture in the increasingly diverse turn-of-the-century American 
city. Through its songs, dances, and jokes, vaudeville integrated immigrant 
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city life into a national theater industry and set the stage for modern Ameri-
can show business.15

Characterized by cheap variety acts that ran continuously through the day 
and evening, vaudeville was designed as family entertainment, with a little 
something for everyone. Like minstrelsy, it spoke to the displaced rural mi
grant coping with daily life in the big city and trying to make sense of the 
people around him/her. No group had been more deeply immersed in this 
experience and its expression on stage than the Irish. For them, blackface 
performance had been a ritual of Americanization, and they remained cen-
ter stage with the emergence of vaudeville, which became the same sort of 
ritual for later immigrants.16 But now the performers, their audiences, and 
the urban life they re-created were far more diverse.

Vaudeville theaters of various sizes and quality sprouted in big-city neigh-
borhoods, and their performers also toured smaller towns throughout the 
country. This brought aspects of the urban life and culture that disparate eth-
nic groups held in common before a much larger national audience, and set 
the stage for the electronically based movie and radio mass culture of the 
interwar years.17

New York City audiences were drawn from a remarkably wide social 
spectrum. Nearly two-thirds came from the working class, while the compa-
rable figure for the “legitimate theater” was only 2 percent. But the vaudev
ille audience also included vagrants and “gamins,” and more than one-third 
came from clerical occupations. The overwhelming majority of the audience 
consisted of working adults, and more than a third was female.18 Vaudeville 
attracted more settled immigrants and their children because of the lan-
guage factor, but skits often employed a mixture of English, Yiddish, and 
other languages, and physical comedy ensured laughs even when audiences 
faced a language barrier. After small, cheap “nickelodeon” film arcades were 
added to neighborhood houses, even recent immigrants were drawn into the 
vaudeville orbit, as the new silent films required little command of English.19 
Increasingly, such mass leisure was an experience that older immigrants like 
the Irish shared with more recent arrivals.

Vaudeville offered a common ground among the city’s social classes. The 
native-born middle class found their more refined culture of restraint chal-
lenged by brash immigrant comedians, singers, and dancers.20

Irish performers could appeal to these mixed audiences for many reasons. 
They regularly took on the personae of other ethnic groups and peppered 
their performances with a good dose of self-deprecation, a characteristic of 
Irish humor. Even when it focused on Irish American themes, vaudeville 
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resonated across ethnic lines with the urban experience of immigrant people 
and their children who were trying to grasp the diversity of the city world, 
which furnished the main source for the material. The characters were ste
reotypes, but they were based on racial, class, sexual, and ethnic stereotypes 
drawn from city streets.21 As they morphed from minstrels to vaudeville 
performers, the Irish developed a distinctive style and an urban sensibility. 
They played a variety of ethnic groups, and these groups likewise took on the 
persona of Irish characters.

As vaudeville blossomed, there were Dutch (German), Jewish, Irish, 
black, and Italian acts performed by artists from a bewildering array of back-
grounds. In this tendency to ethnically cross-dress, vaudeville owed a great 
deal to minstrelsy. Like its forerunner, it was a distinctly American art form, 
with its preoccupation with ethnic and racial difference. This humor could 
be intentionally crude and often insulting to the targeted group, but its popu-
larity with immigrants themselves demonstrates what the cultural historian 
Joyce Flynn calls a “cautious cosmopolitanism.” Stereotypes served to cat-
egorize the multitude of others inhabiting the city. They might console the 
Irish and other older groups about their higher place in this evolving ethnic 
hierarchy, but there is no doubt of their popularity among later immigrants, 
and especially their children. Audiences were drawn to the very diversity 
that characterized their neighborhoods and their daily lives.22

While late nineteenth-century songs and musical plays often reflected 
tensions between the Irish and the Chinese, turn-of-the-century vaudev
ille songs and skits tended to focus on racist comparisons between the Chi-
nese and African Americans. Kelly and Catlin’s routine “The Coon and the 
Chink” featured the comedy team in blackface and yellow face, portraying 
a range of derogatory stereotypes of the two groups. Drawing on long-
standing nineteenth-century tropes often employed by Irish American 
minstrels, such routines remained popular throughout the early twentieth 
century.23 Irish American impersonators of the Chinese arrived on stage in 
yellow face at least as early as the 1870s, while Chinese impersonations of 
the Irish had arrived by the turn of the century. African American perform-
ers often displayed an uncanny ability to mimic the Irish brogue.24 Again, it 
was the transgression of ethnic lines—the spectacle of a Chinese performer 
singing in Irish dialect, sometimes in Irish dress, which attracted audiences.

Such ethnic caricature signaled xenophobia and boundary-marking by 
native middle-class audiences, but there was far more going on in the skits 
than an attack on one or another immigrant group. In larger and even in 
many of the smaller houses, both the vaudeville audience itself and its 
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performers were ethnically mixed by the turn of the century. The comedy 
and performance thrived on this diversity. “The show dramatized the spec-
trum of humanity in the city,” urban historian Gunther Barth wrote, “and the 
diversity of urban life through its subject matter and variety.”25

The ethnic characters were stereotypes, but they often bore a resemblance 
to people that immigrants and their children were apt to see walking the 
streets of the Lower East Side, Chicago’s near West Side, and other immigrant 
neighborhoods. A critic noted “how quick patrons of vaudeville are to rec-
ognize an act that comes near to the truth.”26 Each ethnic group was reduced 
to a distinct set of characteristics, some favorable, some unfavorable, but just 
enough reality made the scenes familiar, if not entirely plausible. Perform-
ers often integrated issues of local interest—political scandals, strikes, or 
international events—as they traveled around the country and through the 
neighborhoods of large cities. And it was this perceived authenticity as much 
as any slapstick humor that gave the acts their enormous popularity with re-
markably diverse audiences. The performers’ evocation of urban situations 
and characters helped to make the immigrant audience’s surroundings more 
intelligible and negotiable.27

It was in these darkened theaters that many immigrants learned about 
their new urban world. The great Jewish American writers of the mid-
twentieth century, literary critic Alfred Kazin wrote, were shaped not in the 
universities, but in vaudeville theaters, music halls, and burlesque houses, 
“where the pent-up eagerness of the penniless immigrant youngsters met 
the raw urban scene on its own terms.”28 “Greenhorn” caricatures were par-
ticularly popular, perhaps because they allowed the more experienced im-
migrants and the Americanized second generation to distinguish themselves 
from these symbols of their Old World pasts and to take on the mantle of 
sophisticated American city dwellers.29

One of the most popular acts of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries was the Jewish comedy team of Weber and Fields, who appeared in 
blackface impersonating African Americans, Germans, and Irish. The speed 
with which such comics sailed through a variety of ethnic groups was itself 
characteristic of vaudeville’s quick-change pace and variety. “Here we are, 
a colored pair,” Weber and Fields announced in heavy Yiddish accents and 
minstrel outfits. Then they quickly changed their ethnic makeup and cos-
tumes to fit the next stereotype—green satin breeches, black velvet coats, 
green bow ties, and green derbies to signal the Irish—but they changed not 
a word in any of their jokes. The audience loved seeing the Jewish comics 
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singing songs in the Gaelic language with their heavy Yiddish accents.30 An 
Irish comic impersonating a Jewish or Chinese immigrant in heavy brogue 
likewise was considered hilarious.31

Down with the Stage Irishman

Negative Irish caricatures were rife in the late 1880s and early 1890s, over-
lapping with the surging anti-Catholicism of those years. But as the Irish 
rose gradually in the early twentieth century, the crudest of the ethnic ste
reotypes departed the legitimate theater and even became less acceptable in 
vaudeville.32 Some of the comic laborers were replaced by ward politicians 
and small businessmen, but characters like “Mike Haggerty,” who wore both 
the laborer’s hobnailed boots and a respectable frock coat, reflected the audi-
ence’s continuing anxieties about the experience of social climbing and the 
tensions between the Irish American middle and working classes. This is a 
theme that recurs throughout not only Irish American music, theater, litera
ture, and song, but the popular culture of Jews and other immigrant people 
as well.33 One explanation for the fading of the caricatures, then, is a quest 
for respectability on the part of old Pat and Biddy or their offspring, who 
had generated considerable social capital and political influence by the early 
twentieth century.

The theater riots of which the Russell Brothers protests were a part re-
quire a related but more complex explanation. These protests highlighted a 
special concern with the status of Irish American women, which surfaced 
in many of the other protests. Increasingly, vaudeville audiences objected 
to negative stereotypes. Irish-dialect comedians were received with stony 
silence from Boston audiences. In other cases, viewers showered offensive 
actors with eggs and vegetables.34

The Ancient Order of Hibernians launched boycotts against stage Irish-
men in Chicago, Philadelphia, and elsewhere, and by 1904 they were also 
calling for an end to Irish comic stereotypes in cartoons and newspaper fea-
tures. New York’s United Irish Societies began collecting reports of perfor
mances “that brought the Celtic people into plain contempt.”35 Reporting on 
a comedian, a Boston manager wrote the home office in 1903, “Look out and 
have him cut his comedy Irishman if your town is strongly a.o.h. [Ancient 
Order of Hibernians].”36 The protests had some effect. Comic Irish charac-
ters, which had been a staple in the 1890s, did not vanish, but they dimin-
ished considerably by the World War I era.
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Irish Americans had roared at some of the cruder caricatures in Harrigan’s 
plays and in musical variety shows; now many of them had stopped laughing. 
Why? Social class, social mobility, and audience composition certainly ex-
plain part of the change. More subdued Irish comic caricatures persisted in 
vaudeville, where audiences were more mixed in class and ethnic terms. The 
audience in legitimate theater and musicals plays, however, was relatively 
more respectable by the turn of the century, and the Irish Americans among 
them were often particularly sensitive. In this sense, the reaction was one 
example of what literary historian Charles Fanning has called “the seismic 
shocks to the Irish-American community brought on by the emergence of a 
middle class.”37

Historian Kerby Miller found the late nineteenth-century Irish American 
bourgeoisie “morbidly sensitive to real or imagined threats to their tenuous 
grasp on respectability.” The resurgence of anti-Catholicism in the 1890s, 
aimed largely at Irish Americans, undoubtedly heightened such anxieties.38 
This search for respectability helps to explain why some of the most brilliant 
Irish American writers, such as Eugene O’Neill, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and John 
O’Hara, pursued acceptance from upper-class wasps while isolated from 
and despised by the Irish American middle class whom they satirized.39

Yet there was another source for such protests—a newly militant, more 
muscular Irish nationalism. The Russell Brothers protest and other theater 
riots were not spontaneous, but rather organized by the Gaelic League, Clan 
na Gael, and a.o.h. They were populated largely by working-class males and 
exhibited a belligerent masculinity that came to the fore in the emergent na-
tionalist agitation.40 This more militant nationalist culture was rising in pre-
cisely these years, reaching its zenith during World War I and the early twenties 
to become a mass movement embracing hundreds of thousands of working-
class Irish Americans. In this context, such performances touched a nerve in 
the broader Irish American community, not just its middle class. Far enough to 
command some degree of respect, Irish Americans were close enough to their 
despised origins in Ireland and American cities to resent any slight.41

“Some day,” a vaudeville manager wrote the home office in 1903, “the He-
brews are going to make as big a kick as the Irish did against this kind of 
burlesque of their nationality.”42 And indeed other ethnic communities soon 
voiced their own objections to such stereotypes. Negative African American 
stereotypes were particularly persistent, but agitation within the black com-
munity forced vaudeville management to limit the number and roughness 
of “coon” acts in the early twentieth century.43 When Jews launched their 
own protests, they distinguished, as Irish protesters had, between ethnic 
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humor per se and offensive caricatures in particular. They also modeled their 
boycotts and agitation on those of the Irish. Dr. Emil Hirsch, a founder of 
the Anti-Defamation League in Chicago in 1913, highlighted the difference in 
the depictions of Irish and Jews. “A stage Irishman is funny and not offensive 
because he is a good humored caricature,” Hirsch reasoned. “We wouldn’t 
mind being laughed at in that way.” Many Jewish stage characters were more 
sinister.44

Irish comic caricatures, which had been a staple at the turn of the century, 
declined in the decade before World War I, while “Hebrew” and other cari-
catures persisted. By the early 1920s, at which point a second generation was 
maturing in even more recent immigrant communities, vaudeville perform-
ers themselves expressed reservations about ethnic acts and hesitated to em-
ploy ethnic dress and stock ethnic caricatures.45

The Irish and the Jews

Tin Pan Alley songs, which enjoyed huge popularity in the decade before 
the First World War and through the 1920s, were often based on traditional 
Irish melodies and themes, evoking nostalgia for an idealized Ireland that 
city dwellers pined for—even if it never existed. To the extent that the Irish 
were moving up, it was precisely this distance from their roots that produced 
such nostalgia in the second and third generations. The Irish remained as 
both creators and subjects of Tin Pan Alley lyrics in sheet music, recordings, 
and live performance, but they were often in dialogue with racial and ethnic 
others. In “The Kellys,” a young immigrant from Cork encounters both the 
ubiquitous Irish and their diverse neighbors:

I went to the directory me uncle for to find
But I found so many Kellys that I nearly lost me mind.
So I went to ask directions from a friendly German Jew
But he says please excuse me but me name is Kelly too.
Dan Kelly runs the railroads, John Kelly runs the seas
Kate Kelly runs the suffragettes and she looks right good to me.
Well I went and asked directions from a naturalized Chinese
But he says please excuse me but me name it is Kell Lee.46

Filled with a good deal of self-congratulation and nostalgia for the “old 
sod,” such lyrics were less the products of the immigrants themselves than of a 
second generation probing its place in American society in relation to other 
ethnic groups. The fact that stock Irish characters who had frequently been 
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depicted as drunks or buffoons in vaudeville skits were less common in Tin 
Pan Alley numbers is explained in part by social mobility, often at the ex-
pense of recent immigrants and blacks. Some songs, however, reflected in-
creasingly close relations between the Irish and other ethnic groups.

Lyrics often depicted Irish men and women roaming the world and en-
countering a wide range of others. Intermarriage was a common theme, with 
Irish men marrying or courting Indian, Hawaiian, or Arab women.47 The 
continuing marginality of the Irish was reflected in the sense that audiences 
laughed at the thought of the Irishman in exotic locations, so central was he 
to images of the working class and the American city.

By far the most common pairing, however, in such comic romantic songs 
was the Irish/Jewish match, as in “My Yiddisha Colleen” and “It’s Tough 
When Izzy Rosenstein Loves Genevieve Malone.” The humor tended to be 
more at the expense of the Jews than the Irish, but it displayed a clear affin-
ity between the two groups.48 Irish Catholics and Jews, two of the nation’s 
most successful ethnic groups, shared a history of oppression in the Old 
World, conspicuous urban settlement and persistence in the new, and an 
equal distribution of men and women. In the politics of the early twentieth 
century, the Irish Tammany Hall political machine was coming to terms with 
the increasingly large and well-organized Jewish community. And between 
them, the two groups dominated the entertainment industry.49 The 1912 Wil-
liam Jerome (Flannery) and Jean Schwartz number “If It Wasn’t for the Irish 
and the Jews” conveyed these affinities:

Talk about a combination,
Hear my words and make a note,
On St. Patrick’s Day Rosinsky,
Pins a shamrock on his coat.
There’s a sympathetic feeling,
Between the Blooms and McAdoos,
Why Tammany would surely fall,
There’d really be no hall at all,
If it wasn’t for the Irish and the Jews.50

Interethnic love and marriage was a common theme, first in vaudeville 
and then in early films, and it became particularly popular with the second 
generation in the Irish and other immigrant communities. In the early 1920s, 
the movie, play, and novel Abie’s Irish Rose captured the imagination of a wide 
segment of the U.S. public. It sympathetically told the story of the love be-
tween a second-generation Jewish immigrant man and a second-generation 
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Irish American woman. Rose’s father, Patrick Murphy, a contractor from 
County Kerry, represented one possible response to such a match, his priest, 
another. Patrick is full of ethnic humor and stories about youthful Jewish–
Irish fights in the streets of New York. Objecting to the proposed marriage 
on the basis of stereotypes, Patrick is confronted on his anti-Semitism by 
Father Whalen, who represents a strain of ethnic and racial tolerance within 
the Irish American community. The play was wildly successful, running for 
over 2,300 performances on Broadway, a record that persisted for fourteen 
years. It also set records in Erie, Pennsylvania, and South Bend, Indiana, 
home of Notre Dame University. By the summer of 1926, some five million 
had seen it. It spawned film adaptations, in 1928 and 1946, a weekly radio 
show during World War II, and was revived twice on Broadway.51

With its roots in vaudeville ethnic humor, Abie’s Irish Rose embodied 
the second and third immigrant generation’s anxieties and aspirations. It 
signaled a much broader cultural phenomenon that featured Irish–Jewish 
relationships in scores of ragtime songs, in other stage productions, and in 
twenty-one other films between 1921 and 1930. Quintessentially nostalgic 
Irish Tin Pan Alley songs like “Mother Malone” and “Twas Only an Irish-
man’s Dream” were actually the creations of Jewish–Irish teams. Comic and 
romantic pairings were a staple on the vaudeville stage, and sports fans fol-
lowed the antics of Jewish and Irish roommates on the New York Giants and 
the Chicago White Sox.52 By the twenties, if not earlier, rabbis or other rep-
resentatives of the Jewish community often spoke at St. Patrick’s Day cele
brations. Clearly, Irish–Jewish couplings resonated widely and had meaning 
for their audiences. What was going on here?

One distinct possibility was that the pairing was so unlikely, given cultural 
differences and frequent conflicts in politics and on the streets, that it was in-
herently comical. Though they shared city neighborhoods and the vaudeville 
stage, the Irish and Jews were far more likely to be enemies than friends.53 Yet 
the popularity of the songs, plays, and films, and their often subtle treatments 
of these relationships, indicate some affinity between the two groups—if not 
in real life, then in the imagination of readers and viewers.

These kinds of films and plays were particularly popular with second-
generation ethnic audiences in large cities like New York and Chicago. As 
they constructed their own new identities, they were drawn to older stock 
ethnic characters like Abie’s and Rose’s parents, who helped them to distance 
themselves from the first generation in their own communities, while they 
worked out their attitudes toward their counterparts in other communities. 
Vaudeville’s ethnic cross-dressing reappeared with young Jewish and Irish 
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Catholic characters assuming one another’s ethnic backgrounds in unsuc-
cessful efforts to reassure their families. Such performances continued to 
foreground the available Irish American woman as a vehicle for both comedy 
and assimilation. “If the melting pot existed,” Riv-Ellen Prell concludes, “it 
was in the cultural imagination of the 1920s.”54

Another possible explanation is considerable anxiety in various ethnic 
communities over the issue of intermarriage as the ultimate test case for in-
terethnic relations. Discussions of intermarriage in part gauged the attitudes 
of these groups toward one another. Would the Irish and new immigrants 
mix, and if so, on what basis? What identities would the children of such 
“mixed marriages” carry?55

Yet many of the Irish/Jewish plays and films seemed genuinely concerned 
with using these interethnic love affairs to depict the potential for good rela-
tions between the two communities. At their best, these productions con-
veyed a cultural reaction against the intolerance so widespread in the “Tribal 
Twenties.” In the film version of Abie’s Irish Rose, a young Abie pledges al-
legiance to the flag alongside black and Asian youths. Given the strength of 
ethnic and religious prejudice in these years, it would be a mistake to read 
too much into these images, but their extreme popularity indicates that 
many in the second-generation immigrant population longed for the toler-
ance symbolized in such matches.56 Underlying all these performances lay a 
social reality: There were far more Irish American women around than was 
true for most other ethnic communities.

The unusually large stream of young single Irish women entering Ameri-
can cities and their history of intermarriage meant they were viewed as more 
eligible than most for such matches, especially with men from immigrant 
groups that had far fewer women. Memories of marriage between Irish 
women and African American and Chinese likely enhanced their reputation 
as eligible partners—and fears of racial amalgamation. Irish–Chinese mar-
riages were still fairly common even after the turn of the century, with the 
couples often living in Chinatown or Irish Catholic communities.57

Irish women were twice as likely as Irish men to marry outside of the eth-
nic group and more apt to marry with a broad spectrum of races and nation-
alities than any of the other ethnic groups. Intermarriage, then, even in small 
numbers, was highly visible. By the 1920s, in the large Irish American third 
generation, rates of outmarriage were relatively high, anticipating later pat-
terns of intra-Catholic, interethnic marriages uniting Irish Americans with 
new immigrants.58 Relations at this most intimate level meant the creation 
of interethnic families in a generation when such formations were still rare.
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The Silver Screen and Urban Realism

Irish American influence can be discerned on the nation’s movie screens, 
in a new generation of urban realist writers, and in other dimensions of the 
nation’s urban culture by the era of the Great Depression. James Cagney, the 
nation’s most popular movie gangster, and other Irish American actors and ac-
tresses became models for millions of immigrant youth. Although Irish Ameri-
cans played vital roles as actors, directors, and producers in early American 
films, however, their greatest impact on Hollywood came not with their efforts 
on screen, but rather through campaigns for public purity. Catholic efforts 
resulted in the first censorship law in Chicago as early as 1907. Pressed by 
demands for federal decency legislation, and with an eye on the huge audi-
ence of first- and second-generation immigrants in American cities, Holly-
wood moguls developed their own Hollywood Production or Hays Code in 
1930. Written by a Jesuit priest, sold to the industry by a Catholic journalist, 
the code represented less an industry prescription than what a film historian 
called “a statement of Catholic moral philosophy.”59

Aimed at providing the Church’s seal of approval for Hollywood’s prod-
uct, the original code was voluntary, so sex and violence remained on the 
screen through the early Depression. The Church intervened directly in 1934, 
establishing the Legion of Decency, with its own elaborate code and rating 
system. Every film received a rating published widely every week. Once each 
year at Mass, Catholics were required to formally pledge to support the sys-
tem, and many parents used it to monitor their children’s cinema viewing. 
With 11 million Catholics adhering to the Legion at its height, the industry 
quickly fell into line with a more rigid code and an enforcement system 
overseen by yet another Irish Catholic. In line with conservative Irish sensi-
bilities, the enforcement body showed far more concern with sex than with 
violence. By 1938, the new code system was reviewing about 98 percent of all 
films viewed in U.S. theaters. Studios also submitted films and sometimes 
even preproduction scripts directly to the Legion of Decency.60 Beyond in-
dicating the Church’s influence on popular culture by the Depression era, 
Hollywood’s choice of personnel clearly signaled the critical position of Irish 
Catholics as arbiters of decency within the culture.

The Irish mark on popular culture was a product of literacy as much as 
timing and inclination. Irish Americans represented an unusually literate seg-
ment of the immigrant working-class population.61 Raised in ethnic urban 
enclaves, having absorbed a modicum of education, they were now perched 
between their parents’ struggles and their own uneasy reach for respectability 
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and recognition. Second- and third-generation Irish American urban au-
thors interpreted much of the transformation of the city—to themselves and 
their own generation, to the broader middle-class society, and eventually to 
second-generation immigrants. They offered realism in its various forms, and 
in the process they told the stories not only of their own people but of many 
others as well.

James T. Farrell represented the zenith of this new urban realism, begin-
ning in the 1930s. Raised in poverty in an aging tenement, Farrell was sent 
to live with his middle-class grandparents because his impoverished parents 
could not provide the upbringing they desired for him. This move out of the 
old neighborhood and up the social ladder undoubtedly attuned the young 
writer to the status anxiety of middle-class Irish, who were often only one 
step from poverty, but the central theme in Farrell’s famous urban trilogy, 
Studs Lonigan (1930–1935), was the relations between the Irish and other ra-
cial and ethnic groups.

Much of the narrative in Studs Lonigan unfolds against the backdrop of 
the Irish American oscillation between security and terror, their strivings for 
respectability, and their fear of “invasion” by African Americans and more 
recent European immigrants in a succession of South Side Chicago neigh-
borhoods. Nowhere do the defensive quality and anxieties of Irish Ameri-
can culture emerge more dramatically. The Lonigan family hopes that Father 
Gilhooley’s construction of a new church and school will anchor their par-
ish and keep theirs a “white man’s neighborhood.” This defensive parochial 
conception of urban space later shaped opposition to neighborhood racial 
integration by Catholics from a variety of ethnic backgrounds.62

Eventually, the Lonigan family’s only recourse seems to be flight, the oc-
casion for a deep sense of loss reminiscent of the exile from Ireland, but now 
with racial undertones after a generation in the city. “Bill, I’d rather let the 
money I made on this building go to hell and not be moving,” his father tells 
Studs. “[T]his neighborhood was kind of like home. We sort of felt about it 
the same way I feel about Ireland, where I was born.” Yet there was no question 
of remaining with their African American neighbors. “Hell, there is scarcely a 
white man left in the neighborhood. . . . ​Goddamn those niggers!”63

As in much of Farrell’s fiction, characters and settings are rooted firmly 
in real locations and in actual experiences. Farrell’s Washington Park neigh-
borhood became a great symbol of the racial divide in the interwar years. It 
provided the venue for frequent clashes—in Farrell’s epic Studs Lonigan tril-
ogy and in real life—as the area around the park changed from largely Irish 
to more ethnically mixed and then, increasingly, to African American. The 
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neighborhood’s black population grew from 15 percent to 92 percent in the 
decade between 1920 and 1930.64 Father Gilhooley and St. Patrick’s stand in 
for Father Michael Gilmartin of St. Anselm’s Parish. Completed in late 1925 
in the midst of racial transformation in Farrell’s Washington Park neighbor-
hood, the new church became one of the largest African American parishes 
in Chicago by the late 1920s.65 When he’d bought this building, Studs’s father 
Patrick recalls, “Wabash Avenue had been a nice, decent, respectable street 
for a self-respecting man to live with his family. But now, well, niggers and kikes 
were getting in.”66

Irish American creations in song lyrics, prose, and theater performance 
were interethnic by nature, often with racial difference at their very core. 
They focused on the relations among the various groups crowded into urban 
neighborhoods. In the process, a new, multiethnic city culture emerged. To 
the extent that immigrant youth from various backgrounds embraced the 
styles, behavior, values, and norms of a new urban culture, they were not 
those of some distant wasp mainstream, but rather of a newly emerging hy-
brid ethnic working-class culture. Irish American interpretations of this new 
culture on the vaudeville stage and in movies embraced ethnic and racial 
stereotypes, but also displayed a fascination with urban diversity. They pro-
vided both a rather strict moral compass for what appeared on the nation’s 
movie screens, and also the model for the urban movie gangster, and for the 
Hollywood glamour girl who became the idols of immigrant youth. At its 
best, as in Farrell’s unrelenting portrayal of his own community and culture, 
it could be trenchant, progressive, transcendent. But even at its worst, it 
shaped much of what it meant to be a young American by the interwar era.



The Indian historian Rajnarayan Chandavarkar recalls a most unusual salute 
to a most unusual book. “In the late 1970s, when E. P. Thompson was elected 
President of the Indian History Congress, and rode into session on the back 
of an elephant,” he writes, “this was a tribute primarily to The Making, a book 
the Canadian historian Bryan Palmer calls “arguably the most influential 
book in the modern historiography of working-class studies.”1 The data sug-
gests the book’s influence well beyond labor history. At the time of Thomp-
son’s death, E. J. Hobsbawm noted that he was cited more than any other 
historian in the twentieth century, and indeed was one of the 250 most cited 
authors of all time.2 For more than a generation, The Making of the English 
Working Class has shaped historical writing in Japan, South and Southeast 
Asia, and Africa, as well as throughout Europe, parts of Latin America, Aus-
tralia and New Zealand, and, of course, North America.3

Despite its celebrated status, however, paradox is central to the book’s 
reception. One example, of course, is the fact that a study so rooted in a 
particular time and place, one that emphasized the role of English culture 
and ideas in the creation of a distinctive working-class presence, has had 
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so broad an influence in societies seemingly so different from Thompson’s 
own. Critics have also noted a kind of left-wing nationalism in Thompson’s 
perspective, and yet he was, more than most scholars we could cite, a dedi-
cated internationalist—not just in theory and on the printed page, but in 
consistent practice.4 Perhaps the greatest paradox, however, is that although 
Thompson’s work defined the “working class” and the means of studying it 
for a generation, it also helped to deconstruct the very notion of class, and 
nowhere was this truer than in the United States.

Socialist Humanism and Radical History in the United States

The Making’s great influence in the United States was based on an affinity that 
was in part political. Despite his extensive family and personal connections 
and his extremely generous attitude toward younger American historians, 
Thompson’s left-wing version of British values and traditions, particularly 
English liberalism and humanism, and his opposition to U.S. international 
policy nurtured what some critics have seen as a kind of anti-Americanism. 
Yet long after Thompson and other “old guard” New Left colleagues had come 
to blows with the younger radicals around New Left Review, American left in-
tellectuals continued to embrace both The Making and its author. Indeed, 
there was a much greater affinity and a better political fit in the United 
States than in the U.K.—in part because of Thompson’s criticism of the 
United States at the level of policy, government, mainstream politics, and even 
popular culture. His younger New Left critics in the U.K. might have con-
sidered his theory less rigorous and his politics less revolutionary than their 
own, but his socialist humanist perspective proved particularly attractive for 
both political and intellectual reasons in the United States.5 I propose to focus 
here on the striking affinity between these now-aging radical historians and a 
book that would seem on the surface a rather awkward fit with the counter-
narrative of U.S. history they were constructing between the late sixties and 
the late eighties.

We cannot fully appreciate Thompson’s book or even understand how and 
why it came along at the time that it did without considering the political 
and intellectual context that shaped it—on the one hand, a highly determin-
ist, structural form of European Marxism (closely associated in the late fif-
ties with Stalinism), and on the other, the highly static and structural char-
acter of sociology, particularly American sociology, wherein class became a 
quantifiable category via modernization theory. This British side of this story 
is pretty well understood.6 Likewise, the peculiar trajectory of the postwar 
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American left helps to explain the warm embrace of The Making here by 
the late sixties. The ideological fit between Thompson’s socialist humanism 
and “looser” conception of class formation and those of a new generation of 
left intellectuals was perhaps strongest in the United States during the late 
sixties and the decade of the seventies, just when the “new labor history” was 
gestating.7

One way to gauge the book’s effect is to contrast its distance from an earlier 
generation of American radical historians, Thompson’s contemporaries in the 
late fifties and early sixties, with the enormous influence of its emphasis on 
working-class self-activity and agency on a younger generation of New Left 
historians emerging in the late sixties and early seventies. The older group co-
alesced in Madison, Wisconsin, around the journal Studies on the Left. I have 
no desire to reduce the importance of this early Madison group, but its main 
contribution to historiography was its evocation of a “corporate liberal” po
litical and intellectual consensus that held sway through much of the twenti-
eth century and fundamentally shaped the character of American liberalism.8

This group went through graduate school in the late fifties or early sixties 
and had connections with the Old Left, but it shared little of the heavy politi
cal legacy of Marxists in Europe. On the political side, it was “notable for its 
heterodoxy,” in part at least because of the catastrophic decline of the post-
war left and the weak tradition of Marxist scholarship in the United States. In 
terms of their intellectual pursuits, they were fixed particularly on American 
business and foreign policy elites, and their hegemony in the nation’s politi
cal and intellectual history.9 Most of those in this older New Left group, then, 
viewed history—and American politics—from the top down rather than the 
bottom up. Most of them closely analyzed corporate executives and foreign 
policymakers, but their work also included Eugene Genovese’s studies of the 
southern planter elite.

When they considered workers at all, it was largely in negative terms. Ga-
briel Kolko, a major figure in this generation, argued that the failure of the na-
tion’s immigrant workers to develop a class-conscious labor movement bred 
disorganization and despair, manifested in widespread social pathologies 
ranging from insanity to crime and alcoholism. They were, he concluded, 
“lumpen people in a lumpen society.” The group’s most important conclu-
sion, historian Jon Weiner notes, “was that virtually all popular and protest 
movements had been incorporated within the expanding capitalist system, 
instead of undermining it.”10

By the late sixties, a very different orientation and group of historians 
emerged, once again gravitating around Madison, Wisconsin. With the pub-
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lication of Radical America (ra) beginning in 1967, the political and historio-
graphical tables were turned. The journal and the scholar/activists around it 
championed agency, spontaneity, and wage earners’ and slaves’ self-activity. 
“The Marxism Radical America adopted was the unorthodox variant de-
veloped by E. P. Thompson,” Peter Novick writes, “a Marxism that valued 
working-class culture and consciousness and strove to integrate class analy
sis with the cultural concerns growing out of Black Nationalism, feminism, 
and youth culture.”11 Novick misses the decisive influence of the West Indian 
Marxist scholar C. L. R. James on the group around ra and to some extent 
on Thompson himself. James brought an emphasis on agency, a popular 
culture angle, and insistence on the centrality of race, which resonated par-
ticularly with younger left scholars in the United States long after the demise 
of ra. But there is no mistaking the impact of Thompson’s work.12 Radical 
America published socialist feminist writing from factories and community 
organizations, as well as studies of women’s, working-class, and black history. 
While its focus has changed considerably over the past decade or more, this 
was also the context for the Radical History Review, which was deeply influ-
enced by the new labor history and has carried the banner of new, poststruc-
turalist radical history since the late 1980s.

This younger group of New Left historians tapped into the insights of 
two older scholars who, not coincidentally, were deeply influenced by and 
shared some experiences with Thompson. David Montgomery and Herbert 
Gutman both had backgrounds in the Old Left, though Gutman had left the 
movement while he was still quite young. After a decade in industrial work, 
Montgomery left the Communist Party in the mid-fifties, around the same 
period as E. P. Thompson. While he never produced the sort of sustained 
critique of Stalinism Thompson marshaled, by the mid-fifties he had come to 
believe, like Thompson, that the organization was increasingly irrelevant to 
radical politics. Montgomery’s work in particular reflected his industrial ex-
periences, focusing on gritty studies of the workplace and workers’ control, 
on strike activity, and on working-class politics. Gutman’s background in the 
rich left Jewish culture of New York shaped his sensitivity to local working-
class cultures. Both scholars sought to connect their research and that of 
their students with the labor movement.13
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The “New Labor Historians” and The Making of the  
English Working Class

It is difficult to overstate the hunger for an approach which at once promised 
common people a place in the historical narrative, allowed one to reconstruct 
their lives, and provided a language that captured their complexity and con-
tingent quality. In Thompson and the other British Marxists, these historians 
found not only a theory of class formation more compatible with their own 
looser understandings of the term, but, more importantly, one that privileged 
the everyday lives of American workers. “The Making of the English Working 
Class resonated perfectly with the hopes of a generation of radical scholars 
that common people could make their own history,” Alan Dawley argued. 
“In the United States the book was quickly assimilated to a radical populism 
which aimed at doing history ‘from the bottom up’ to show that the poor—
seamen, sharecroppers, shoemakers—made history on their own terms and 
not as part of a consensus with their superiors.”14 “We knew that American 
history was very different from British history,” Sean Wilentz recalls of this 
group, “but we still wanted to try to do for American working people and 
their past something of what Thompson had done for the English.”15

Leaving aside entirely the legacy of the Cold War and the elevation of 
anticommunism into a sort of civic religion, these labor historians were 
working against an entrenched Whig tradition that focused on labor institu-
tions, emphasizing the virtue of the business union model while rejecting 
any notion of “social unionism.” They also faced two highly determinist radi-
cal traditions—a small group of scholars from the cpusa, Philip Foner most 
prominent among them, who were largely writing an institutional narrative 
of the labor movement from the left; and the Studies’ more sophisticated 
top-down interpretation that emphasized the decisive power and influence 
of American capital—whether in the persons of paternalist slave masters or 
cosmopolitan “corporate liberals”—and the impotence of popular move-
ments. There was little role in this story for workers, slave or free.

At its best, as in the work of David Montgomery, the new approach pro-
vided a sweeping reinterpretation of what Thompson termed the historical 
“presence” of common people and their everyday lives—at work, in their 
communities, and even in the more intimate surroundings of family and 
home. If not in his earlier work, then certainly in its totality, Montgomery 
demonstrated the impact of workers on the broader history of industrializa-
tion, liberalism, and the evolution of the American state and imperialism. 
Though he is most remembered for his workplace studies, which seem quite 
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distant from The Making’s narrative, Montgomery was greatly influenced 
both by Thompson’s notion of the pervasive influence of class and by his 
insistence on workers’ agency. Where Thompson had focused particularly 
on a literate, articulate, and politicized group of artisan radicals, the key 
group in Montgomery’s “project” of class consciousness was the “militant 
minority”—a group of socialists, syndicalists, and progressive unionists who 
sought to bring their workmates together into an aggressive labor move-
ment. More than Thompson had, Montgomery emphasized the diversity 
of working-class experience. While focusing mainly on male workers, he 
probed the gendered character of skilled work cultures, considered both race 
and ethnicity as vital to understanding the evolution of working-class iden-
tity, and absorbed the efforts of feminists and others who were attempting 
to deconstruct the archetypical worker as a white, skilled male. His students 
have gone much further in documenting the significance of social difference 
for working-class formation, while emphasizing the pervasiveness of class in 
the lives of working-class families.16

Looking at Montgomery, Gutman, and the younger group who followed 
in their wake establishes the profound influence of Thompson and The Mak-
ing on a generation of scholars, who in turn transformed our understanding 
of U.S. social history. In the short run, none of the founders of the new labor 
history were directly influenced by the book; none of the early foundation 
texts cited it. At first, the new field was shaped primarily by reactions to older 
approaches, notably the large body of work associated with the labor econo-
mists John R. Commons and Selig Perlman.17 David Brody’s Steelworkers in 
America: The Non-Union Era, which assumed the perspective and evoked 
the mentality of immigrant steelworkers, was published before The Making. 
David Montgomery’s Beyond Equality: Labor and the Radical Republicans, 
which showed that it was essential to understand the politics of the Civil 
War and Reconstruction through the actions of American workers and their 
relations with employers and the state, had already appeared by the time the 
author became aware of Thompson’s book. Several of Gutman’s pioneering 
local studies of working-class cultures and protest also came before the ap-
pearance of The Making.18 Yet each of these authors, by focusing on workers 
themselves and the experience of class in and beyond the workplace, dem-
onstrated both the agency and the “presence” of working-class people in the 
broader narrative of American history.

In each case, The Making transformed the author’s understanding of the 
field. Gutman’s collaborator Ira Berlin writes that The Making had a profound 
effect on Gutman’s thinking. Up to that point he had not conceptualized his 
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local studies in terms of class formation; The Making stimulated him to do so. 
“Thompson’s twin nemeses—smug liberalism and vulgar Marxism—were 
also Gutman’s,” Berlin wrote. “Thompson’s understanding of class . . . ​and 
of class consciousness as the cultural articulation of those experiences, was 
also Gutman’s [and his] . . . ​overarching commitment to empirical research 
[was] also Thompson’s. Indeed, it was not so much the emphasis on culture 
that drew him to Thompson [the connection most observers made] as it 
was Thompson’s explicit avowal, indeed his outright celebration, of human 
agency.” Thompson introduced a theoretical rigor previously absent in Gut-
man’s work.19 What Gutman did brilliantly was to capture the need of 
industrialists to transform not only the technology and methods of produc-
tion, but also the culture and work habits of the people involved. Thompson 
had shown that this was an uneven, complex, and contentious process in 
England; Gutman showed that it was far more complex in the United States, 
for reasons having to do with migration, race, and ethnicity.

Another intellectual basis for the new labor history seems at first to be at 
odds with Thompson—the influence of social science methods. Thompson 
was always very skeptical, to some degree hostile, to this approach, but his 
insistence on scrupulous empirical research paralleled the influence not only 
of the Annales school in France and beyond, but also of quantitative meth-
ods. Indeed, it is a combination of Thompson’s understanding of class with 
more systematic research methods that explains the rather dramatic trans-
formation of American historical research between the late 1960s and the 
early 1980s. Aside from the Cambridge school of demographers, quantitative 
approaches were much less popular in the U.K., perhaps especially among 
historians on the left, but in the United States many of the new social history 
studies inspired by The Making saw the harnessing of large amounts of data 
as vital to reconstructing the lives of common people.20

Thompson’s deepest and most enduring mark on American working-
class historiography concerned the plebian Atlantic world of the eighteenth 
century. While Marcus Rediker and Peter Linebaugh followed Thompson in 
their brilliant evocation of the remarkably diverse and insurrectionary early 
modern maritime world, Al Young did most perhaps to establish the agency 
of artisans, the crowd, and the working poor in the context of the American 
Revolution. Rediker and Linebaugh in particular remain unreconstructed 
“Thompsonists.”21

Not surprisingly, the earliest Thompsonesque studies focused on a com-
parable period in the United States, and for a while it seemed that The Mak-
ing provided an admirable model for the social history of early American 
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working-class formation. A generation of young Yankee farm women consti-
tuted America’s first factory proletariat in New England’s textile towns, facing 
the sort of rigors of industrial work Thompson had described. In cities and 
smaller industrial communities, they mixed with British, Ulster Irish, and 
native-born skilled workers, and a population of laboring poor, including free 
and enslaved blacks, to constitute the American working-class population. 
By the 1830s, a labor movement and a class culture and politics had emerged 
resembling the one in Thompson’s narrative—trades unions, cooperatives, 
“Working Men’s” institutes, political parties, newspapers, and a small group 
of organic intellectuals advocating a new perspective on political economy 
that emphasized a labor theory of value. The activists drew on earlier notions 
of radical republicanism, not unlike the process Thompson had described 
in England. By the middle of the nineteenth century, this first generation 
of American industrial workers had “learned the rules of the game,” to use 
Hobsbawm’s famous phrase.22 As Thompson’s artisans had done with the 
“Rights of the Freeborn Englishman,” they reworked the ideology of the 
new republic and turned it on their social betters in the form of what the new 
labor historians came to call “labor republicanism,” demanding not only bet-
ter wages, but also shorter hours, universal free education, and other reforms 
aimed at making the United States a more egalitarian society.23

The process was perhaps most advanced in Philadelphia, where the Gen-
eral Trades Union (gtu) drew in more than fifty organizations representing 
laborers and factory operatives as well as artisans from diverse backgrounds, 
more than ten thousand workers in all. When the unskilled coal heavers 
walked off the job over long hours, artisans stopped work too, declaring, “We 
are all day laborers.” In 1835, a huge general strike for shorter hours com-
menced, involving as many as twenty thousand—far beyond the bound
aries of the expansive gtu.24 The moment of class formation, it seemed, had 
arrived—and at about the same moment as the Chartist revolt, Thompson’s 
point of class maturation in England. Yet within a few years this promising 
movement had been destroyed and workers were bitterly divided along eth-
nic, racial, and religious sectarian lines.

Making and Unmaking: Working-Class Formation  
and Fragmentation

In his assessment of the paradoxical character of The Making, Rajnarayan 
Chandavarkar notes one irony that towers over others. It seems to have 
particular relevance for the study of the United States, where the field, so 
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fundamentally shaped by Thompson’s book, has been particularly porous 
to other influences and approaches, and where other forms of constructed 
identity have tended gradually to displace class as a key analytical category 
over the past generation. “[I]t is ironical that while Thompson was perhaps 
best known, and most widely admired, for having demonstrated how the his-
tory of a class may be written,” Chandavarkar writes, “his method and style 
of argument may have contributed substantially to the deconstruction and 
dissolution of the very concept of class.”25 Thompson’s emphasis on the di-
versity of working-class experience, his insistence on the rootedness of class 
in particular sites and cultures, his general “loosening” of our understand-
ing of class, shifting the stuff of causation from structures and modes of pro-
duction to experience and agency, has paradoxically led to an emphasis on 
fragmentation.

The precision of class as a category of analysis loosened as historians’ evo-
cation of class experience became more detailed and complex and as Thomp-
son’s artisan-based movement appeared more and more unusual over time, 
particularly in societies like the United States that were characterized in-
creasingly by massive rural and transnational migration of unskilled laborers 
and by mass production technologies. In other societies as well, but certainly 
in the United States, gender, race, and other forms of identity appeared vital 
to explaining the experience of workers and their roles in history. If we have 
deconstructed and greatly complicated the notions of class and class forma-
tion, this process started not with postmodern theory and methods, but 
rather with The Making of the English Working Class.

This process of deconstruction relates in part to chronology. A possibility 
that Thompson considered later, but not in The Making, is the idea that class 
formation is never complete, and that laboring people never permanently 
constitute a “mature” working class. Rather, the historical experience and 
“presence” of a working class is best conveyed through a dynamic process of 
formation and fragmentation over time. Even in the U.K., Hobsbawm, Sted-
man Jones, and others have emphasized the ongoing process of class forma-
tion and argued that if there were a distinct era in which the English working 
class was “made,” it was likely long after Thompson’s 1830s. Stedman Jones 
located a distinctive but “defensive” London working-class culture focused 
more on popular leisure activities than on radical politics as late as the end 
of the nineteenth century. Likewise, Hobsbawm notes that the material and 
popular culture, and many of the distinctive institutions of the working class, 
emerged only in the late nineteenth century. It was only in the wake of this 
more homogeneous class culture and in the context of massive strikes and 
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political challenges of the early twentieth century that large working-class 
political parties emerged.26

In the United States, the process of fragmentation was particularly striking. 
Within a decade of America’s first labor movement in the 1830s, its cities 
were increasingly overwhelmed by a huge tide of immigrants—German, 
British, and above all, Irish peasants—transforming America’s working-class 
population. Thompson’s own discussion of the Irish in the industrial towns of 
northern England began to suggest divergent class experiences based on eth-
nicity. Since immigrants represented a much larger proportion of the labor-
ing population in the United States, the significance of ethnicity was far more 
pronounced here, where organized ethnic and religious intolerance swept 
the society. By the 1840s nativist movements exploded, and promising local 
labor movements like the one in Philadelphia splintered along ethnic and reli-
gious lines. There Catholic and Protestant handloom weavers who had helped 
to create the city’s vibrant General Trades Union and waged the successful 
general strike of 1835 now turned on one another in streets and workplaces 
over which version of the Bible was the proper one for Philadelphia’s school-
children. In the wake of economic depression, religious sectarianism, and at-
tacks from employers’ organizations, the institutional framework for urban 
working-class society in the United States was largely destroyed. The Ameri-
can narrative looked much more like an “unmaking” than a “making.”27

This issue of ethnic, religious, and racial difference loomed far larger from 
the late nineteenth century through the early twentieth, with massive waves 
of so-called “new immigrants,” who came in much larger numbers and from 
a much wider range of societies than the “old immigrants” of the mid-
nineteenth century. Italians, Poles, Russian and Eastern European Jews, and 
others each created their own distinct communities and cultures, greatly 
complicating the task of any organizer who sought to weld them together 
into an effective working-class movement. Finally, the process became ra-
cially fraught, as people of color migrated to American industrial cities from 
Asia, the American South, and Mexico, raising the prospect of racial conflict. 
With the “Great Migration” of African Americans to the industrial cities of 
East and Midwest in the First World War era and the 1920s, giant racial con-
flagrations erupted, tearing apart even the most promising efforts to organize 
workers across lines of race and ethnicity. For most of the twentieth century, 
and in many cases earlier, European immigrant workers and their children 
toiled alongside blacks and Latinos, fashioning their own identities and in-
stitutional and cultural lives in the midst of this ethnic and racial diversity, 
while retaining some sense of their distinct cultures.28
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Herbert Gutman conceptualized this process as one of interaction be-
tween these successive waves of migrants and the evolving fabric of an urban 
industrial society. Each generation of migrants faced anew Thompson’s 
trauma of industrial work discipline and the process of class formation.29 
Each generation of labor activists sought to face the challenge either by 
excluding the migrants entirely, or by developing strategies to bring their 
constituents together across these lines.30 Yet strikes were more frequent, 
larger, and more violent; socialist movements more common and popular; 
socialist votes higher; and working-class social and cultural institutions more 
elaborate in the United States throughout the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries than in the U.K. during the same period. The problem in the 
United States was not that the working class never was “made,” but rather 
that it was “remade” continuously over the course of more than a century.

Labor History’s “Race Problem”

The key difference between Thompson’s narrative for nineteenth-century 
England and what happened in the United States concerns race. It was not 
simply a matter of distinct communities organized along racial and ethnic 
lines. Rather, the process of working-class formation itself was fundamen-
tally racialized. White workers developed a sense of class identity that led 
them to define, organize, and mobilize “labor” in racial terms, and this pro
cess was as intimately linked to slavery as to wage labor, and also to the influx 
of Asian and even many European migrants who were viewed as less than 
white. So long as historians saw the wage- and slave-labor systems and the 
workers engaged in them as separate and distinct, which was the case until 
the 1990s, this was less of a conceptual problem for them. But, of course, 
they were separate in neither the labor market nor, more importantly, in the 
minds of white and black workers.

Though they need not have, working-class historians turned toward 
Thompson’s subjects—wage earners, artisans, and the urban laboring poor—
and, in effect, away from slave labor. Indeed, notions of agency and slave com-
munity and culture emerged as major themes, particularly in the work of 
George Rawick, but the study of slaves and their lives tended to be seen as a 
separate field for a generation.31 This prevented labor historians from grasp-
ing the full complexity of working-class formation in the United States. A 
self-consciously capacious approach to class still tended to compartmen-
talize and neglect a large population of the most exploited elements in the 
working-class population.



Making and Unmaking the Working Class · 203

David Roediger, whose own approach was deeply influenced by Thompson 
but even more by W. E. B. Du Bois, looked at precisely the Thompsonian mo-
ment in the United States, from the late eighteenth through mid-nineteenth 
centuries. He not only employed a similar approach and many of the same 
kinds of sources, he also carried Thompson’s argument about working-class 
agency one step further to explain the racialized character of class formation 
in the United States in this critical period. As in England, American work-
ers were active agents in their own making as a class, but here the identity 
was one of a white working class. It is yet another testament to The Making’s 
influence that perhaps the most searching critique of the new labor history 
is framed largely in terms of Thompson’s own approach, and particularly 
his argument regarding workers’ agency. In this case, Roediger argued that 
“whiteness,” like class, was a constructed, not a natural identity, that Ameri-
can workers were active agents in the creation of a white working-class iden-
tity and movement, and that it was impossible to separate the process of class 
formation from this process of racial formation.32

Following Thompson’s (and Raymond Williams’s) emphasis on language 
and culture as the medium through which a notion of class was created and 
reproduced, Roediger nevertheless largely eschewed the realm of work and 
exploitation that absorbed much of Thompson’s attention and connected his 
approach with earlier Marxist historiography. Some see Roediger’s determi-
nation to document the agency of white workers in creating and reproduc-
ing racism as largely crowding out the role of the business and political rul-
ing class in this process. It also now seems that the group of working-class 
abolitionists, which Roediger always acknowledged, was likely larger than 
he had realized. This group included many German immigrants as well as 
native-born workers. There were white labor activists who identified with 
black workers and saw abolition and labor reform as part of the same demo
cratic vision.33

Likewise, the idea that even much of the early new labor history failed to en-
gage the problem of race would be to exagerate a serious under-theorization 
of the problem. It was a major preoccupation in seminars at Pitt, Rochester, 
and elsewhere, and a serious element in many of the workplace-community 
studies begun as dissertations in the late seventies and published in the 
1980s. Most labor historians came to acknowledge that it was impossible to 
understand either class formation or class fragmentation without looking 
carefully at the whole issue of race; that the gradual and uneven formation of 
a class identity was interwoven with that of a racial identity; and that white 
racism was perhaps the most serious obstacle, among many, to the formation 
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of the sort of class consciousness Thompson described for England. Indeed, 
some of the best work in the field over the past twenty-five years has revolved 
around precisely these issues.

Even in the British case, however, The Making has been criticized for 
achieving its definition and narrative of class only by ignoring issues of so-
cial difference, notably gender, and for failing to weigh the significance of 
England’s imperial status for the process of working-class formation. As in 
the United States, race was certainly a vital element in various colonial set-
tings and even in the U.K. If it were proper to speak of an American working 
class, this could not be done in the same way the term was applied in The 
Making.34

Thompson as a Teacher

By the 1980s, Thompson’s intellectual influence among radical historians in 
the United States might have receded for at least two reasons. First, with no 
apologies for doing so, he shifted his time and talents from social history 
to the transnational movement for peace and disarmament. He campaigned 
across Europe and elsewhere, in socialist states as well as in the West, for the 
organizations European Nuclear Disarmament (end) and the Campaign 
for Nuclear Disarmament (cnd) against the deployment of weapons that 
threatened to destabilize the delicate nuclear balance in the late Cold War 
period. It was this role more than his social history that won him a spot on 
the list of those most admired by the English people. (He finished just below 
the Queen Mother.) Far from slowing down his writing, Thompson was 
particularly prolific throughout the decade, but his dozens of articles, pam-
phlets, and books dealt with disarmament issues, and this work left him very 
little time for writing social history.35

A second reason Thompson’s influence might have declined had to do 
with theory: First, while Thompson’s approach was mistakenly described 
as “culturalist” and did target highly structuralist formulations, in fact, the 
spread of postmodern theory to U.S. circles still challenged the kind of 
highly empirical, materialist social history Thompson and his supporters 
celebrated. Also, an increasing emphasis throughout the 1980s on gender, 
racial and ethnic, and later, sexual identity was capturing the imagination of 
precisely those historians most apt to embrace the description of “radical.” 
Among labor historians at least, this second challenge proved more signifi-
cant than the first, as issues of race, ethnicity, and sex and gender came to 
complicate our understanding of class and how it worked in the U.S. context.
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That Thompson’s influence persisted through the late twentieth century 
had to do in part with his teaching. He visited the United States often, and 
in 1975–1976 Edward and Dorothy Thompson divided the academic year be-
tween Rutgers and the University of Pittsburgh, two hotbeds of the new labor 
history. They left deep marks on the young historians in these programs and 
on many others who encountered the Thompsons in these and later years.

Teaching, and especially adult education classes, had always been closely 
linked with Thompson’s historical writing. His first two books, a biogra-
phy of William Morris and The Making, came directly out of his teaching 
experience and, indeed, were aimed much less at academic historians than 
at well-read and interested workers—the kinds of people Thompson taught 
in his Workers’ Education Association classes and with whom he worked 
and socialized in the Communist Party. Though it has not been analyzed, 
this close connection between teaching and writing seemed to persist in the 
U.S. context. Anyone who saw Thompson lecture would quickly make the 
connection between his deeply engaging personal style and the compelling 
quality of his narratives; in many respects, he wrote as he spoke, and vice 
versa.36 Although he had retired from English university teaching, I saw him 
speak a couple of times during the 1972–1973 academic year, which I spent 
at the Center for the Study of Social History, which Thompson had estab-
lished at Warwick University in 1968. My recollections of his Pitt lectures 
on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century England are more vivid, and bring 
to mind Christopher Hitchens’s own recollections of a lecture on enclosure 
which Thompson gave at Oxford: “All the clichés about bringing history to 
life had become, for those who listened, vividly and properly true.”37

In spite of, or perhaps because of all this, the graduate seminar Thompson 
taught at Pitt in the fall of 1975 came as a bit of a shock. David Montgom-
ery’s extremely popular seminars were sometimes developed on the basis 
of student interests, and they focused on the era since early industrializa-
tion. Montgomery’s own gritty research at this point was firmly fixed on the 
period between the late nineteenth century and the 1920s. Besides The Mak-
ing, it was the Thompson Past and Present articles on “Time, Work-Discipline 
and Industrial Capitalism” and “The Moral Economy of the Eighteenth 
Century English Crowd” that we knew best.38 The Pitt seminar was loaded 
with activist-scholars who were undoubtedly ready for a heavy dose of more 
labor history. Instead, we focused on “England in the Age of the French Rev-
olution,” and spent much of our time reading Blake, Wordsworth, Shelley, 
Wollstonecraft, and other romantic poets and writers. This was certainly not 
what I had signed up for. For his purposes, Thompson was experimenting 
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with material and questions on romanticism and revolution that had long 
engaged him and that formed the basis of his last major projects, which were 
delayed by work in the peace movement and published posthumously—
Witness against the Beast: William Blake and the Moral Law (New York: New 
Press, 1993) and The Romantics: England in a Revolutionary Age (Suffolk, UK: 
New Press, 1997).

But the questions raised and the reading we did in the seminar, including 
all that poetry, served our own purposes as well. The central theme, it turned 
out, was the relationship between radical intellectuals and popular social 
movements, one with considerable currency in Pittsburgh and elsewhere in 
the United States amid a range of rank-and-file movements and strikes in the 
1970s. Thompson seemed delighted to be back in the classroom, and we were 
delighted to have him with us. In between his teaching responsibilities, he at-
tended conferences and delivered lectures at other institutions, coming into 
contact with many of the labor historians he had not already met through 
his work at Warwick. By 1980, as Thompson shifted his efforts decisively in 
the direction of the peace movement, his influence on the “new labor histo-
rians” who were transforming the field seemed secure. There was another 
link for me at least, between this seminar and an interest that flowered only 
in my later work. These were questions of personality and personal crisis, the 
significance of experience for political ideals and action, the importance of 
weighing close personal relationships in assessing the experience of radical 
activists—all of which came up in the lives of these romantic writers, even if 
they proved more difficult to fathom and document in the lives of the folks 
down below.

The Emotional Dimension of Working-Class Experience

Where are we headed today, and what, if anything, does a new trajectory 
have to do with Thompson and his famous book? Certainly by the standards 
of his day, and even in comparison to many of today’s histories, The Mak-
ing was more concerned to convey what class felt like—to endure factory 
work; to be politically marginalized and excluded from the decision making 
of society; to have one’s children denied a proper education and instead sen-
tenced to a life of hard labor at an early age. Thompson recognized already 
what many historians seem still not to have learned—that class is not only a 
material, social, and cultural experience, but is also in a profound sense emo-
tional. What we call class consciousness, as a sort of shorthand, involved not 
only social and political aspirations, but also a world of hurt, resentment, and 
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anger.39 Without such emotions, the element of experience at the heart of 
Thompson’s approach would not mean much. This world of emotions seems 
remote from the frameworks most social historians employ. Yet if culture 
was the medium through which working people “handled” class, it was ex-
perienced at the personal level and shared socially through emotions. In this 
sense at least, the personal could indeed be political.40

I doubt this is precisely what Thompson meant when he used the phrase 
“structures of feeling,” but there is no doubt that at numerous places in The 
Making the affective side of class is evoked to demonstrate the personal as well 
as the social costs of industrial work, political exclusion, and class discrimi-
nation.41 Interestingly, when he reached to convey the pervasive but elusive 
quality of the class experience, Thompson invoked emotions as a metaphor. 
“The finest-meshed sociological net cannot give us a pure specimen of class,” 
he wrote, “any more than it can give us one of deference or love.”42

As late as the 1980s, Thompson still understood himself as a “democratic, 
libertarian communist.”43 Toward the end of his life, however, when he was 
asked for an “Agenda for Radical History,” Thompson found it difficult to 
prescribe any particular approach, to establish such an agenda, or even to 
define his own relationship to Marxism. Instead, he spoke of human needs 
and emotions and the implications of these for how we go about creating a 
radical history:

I find a lot in the Marxist tradition . . . ​marked by what is ultimately a 
capitalist definition of human need. . . . ​This definition of need, in eco-
nomic material terms, tends to enforce a hierarchy of causation which 
affords insufficient priority to other needs: the needs of identity, the 
needs of gender identity, the need for respect and status among work-
ing people themselves.44

We continue to read and debate Thompson and his great book, not simply 
to decide whether or not he got the story straight—clearly the work of femi-
nist historians and other critics has highlighted weaknesses—but rather to 
recognize how the book can help us understand the power relations that en-
veloped our historical subjects. We also look to Thompson to judge how to 
make our own mark not so much upon our profession as upon our society—
as individuals, of course, but more importantly as elements in a broader hu-
manity that was always at the center of Thompson’s approach to history.
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