























tors” to Van Lear’s electoral victory. The election returns
tend to bear this out. Not only did Van Lear run far
ahead of the Socialist candidates for governor and presi-
dent; Wilson swept all eight wards Van Lear carried.3!

Perhaps the best way lo summarize the Socialists’
success Is to say that in Minneapolis in 1916 essentially
moderate men were confronted by immoderate issues
and voted accordingly.?? Van Lear’s version of socialism
appeared as an attractive and reasonable alternative in
this political context. The city of Minneapolis during the
first two decades of the twentieth century was faced with
several wrenching problems of the industrial-urban revo-
lution. The political system, shaken by the Ames scan-
dals and disorganized by the nonpartisan primary law,
had not yet begun to stabilize. The antiunion drive of the
Citizens’ Alliance shattered any idea that organized labor
might become in the foreseeable future even a junior
partner in the industrial government of Minneapolis. In
fact, the complete victory of big capital over organized
labor was a haunting fear. The public utility corporations
seemed to be preparing to tighten their grip on the
throat of the public, apparently corrupting councilmen
and manipulating state legislators at will.

Minneapolis voters came to associate the solutions to
these problems with socialism, or at least with Van
Lear’s Socialist party. Some remained reformers; some
became radicals. But in 1916, regardless of ideology,
when several of these great municipal problems came
dramatically to a head, a majority of the city’s voters
turned to Thomas Van Tear.?3

Although the election of 1916 was only the beginning
for Van Lear’s term as mayor, it was in some ways the
climax of his political career and the career of the Min-
neapolis Socialist party. Shortly after he took office, he
and his party found themselves hopelessly embroiled in
the debates over loyalty and civil rights during World
War 1. As a result, many of the real issues of municipal
government were lost from sight. The war was fought in
Minneapolis, and there were casualties. One casualty
was the local Socialist party.34

By the time of the municipal election of 1918, Van
Lear and much of the organized labor movement of
Minneapolis had left or been driven from the Socialist
party because of their opposition to the party’s refusal to
support the American war effort. They continued a form
of the labor-socialist-reform coalition through a newly
organized group called the Municipal Nonpartisan
League, which later was expanded into the state-wide
Working People’s Nonpartisan Political League — the
labor counterpart of Arthur C. Townley's Farmers” Non-
partisan League ?3

In spite of strong opposition from Governor Joseph
A. A. Burnquist and the Minnesota Commission of Pub-
lic Safety, the Working People’s Nonpartisan Political
League made strong showings in Minneapolis municipal
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elections during the war and after. Van Lear lost very
close mayoral races in 1918 and 1921, and Nonpartisan
League candidates gradually increased their representa-
tion on the city council until, in 1923, they captured a
majority of seats — the high point for labor inHuence in
the city council.?8

By this time, however, virtually all of the old Van
Lear coalition of 1916 had moved from the Socialist party
to the newly developing Farmer-Labor movement. And
by 1925, due partly to the failure of Robert M. LaFol-
lette’s presidential candidacy in 1924 and to subsequent
antiradical and even antipolitical pressures from the
American Federation of Labor, the heart of Van Lear’s
support, Minneapolis organized labor, was out of the
business of political activity altogether.3" But for fifteen
years, from 1910 to 1925, a coalition of reformers,
Socialists, and trade unionists had held much of the polit-
ical power in the city of Minneapolis. At the heart of the
coalition had always been more than a few Socialist lead-
ers and dedicated followers who believed that by facing
honestly the problems of the twentieth-century city they
were making the first step on the long journey toward a
co-operative commonwealth.

# Minneapolis City Council, Proceedings, 1916, p. 1031 -
1036; Minnesota, Legislative Manual, 1917, p. 396; Min-
neapelis Journal, November 8, 1916, p. 1. Minneapolis
Tribune, November §, 1916, p. 1,

32 A parallel has recently been drawn between this election
and the Minneapolis mayoral race of 1969, in which Charles
Stenvig was able to win because he hecame identified as the
only man on the majority side of the one big issue, which that
vear was law and order. See Richard M. Scammon and Ben J.
Wattenberg, The Real Majority, 233 (New York, 1970). The
authors also note (p. 232) that Stenvig ran well in the same
wards that Van Lear carried.

33The Socialist party platform of 1916 confronted all of
these issues in its working program, in addition to thoroughly
denouncing the capitalist system. See New Times, March 18,
1916, p. 1.

3 Nord, “Socialism in One City,” 109-141; Weinstein, De-
cline of Secialism in America, 140-143. For a general discus-
sion of wartime repression in Minnesota, see Carol Jenson,
“Loyalty as a Political Weapon: The 1918 Campaign in Min-
nesota,” in Minnesota History, 43:43-57 (Summer, 1972).

= Minneapolis Labor Review. December 20, 1918, p. 1, 3
Minnesota State Federation of Labor, Proceedings of the
Thirty-Fifth Convention, 1917, p. 44; Nord, “Socialism in One
City.” 149-183: Chrislock, Progressive Era in Minnesota, 182,

¥ Minneapolis City Council, Proceedings, 1918, p. 620-
631, 1921, p. 1380, 1923, p. 1400; Minncapolis Journal, June
12, 1923, p. 1. Minneapolis Labor Review, June 15, 1923, p. 1.

¥ Minncapolis Labor Review, February 6, p. 2, February
13, p. 3. 1925: Chrislock, Progressive Era in Minnesota, 183
193.

THE PORTRAIT of Van Lear on page 5 is published through
the courtesy of the Hennepin County Historical Society. Other
photographs are from the Minnesota Historical Society collec-
tion.
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