










the Socialist candidate Thomas Van Lear." The two 
events symbolized a matur ing farmer-labor unity in 
which Scandinavian radicals, both rural and urban, 
played a considerable role. 

THE PROJECT thus far has less information on radi­
calism among Minnesota Jews and South Slavs. With 
the Jews this history is difficult to document because of 
the virtual disappearance of the working class that 
cherished a radical tradition, nourished by Yiddish cul­
ture. As late as 1947 almost 50 percent of Minneapolis 
Jews were employed in blue-collar occupations, but 
this figure dropped to less than 10 percent by 1971. 
After the second and third generations moved to re­
spected professional and middle-class status in the com­
munity, only a few survivors represented the earlier 
years. The Minnesota Jewish Historical Society has 
only recently begun to document this past. 

Jewish involvement in Minnesota labor and radical 
activity and culture in Minneapolis, St. Paul, and Du­
luth came naturally to many immigrants already famil­
iar in Eastern Europe with the socialist Jewish Labor 
Alliance (Bund) and Yiddish culture. They built a "vi­
brant network of cultural, fraternal, and educational 
institutions and successfully attracted a number of 
second-generation followers." From 1915 through the 
1940s the North Side Labor Lyceum was the center of 
their Minneapolis activities. They were active workers 
in electing Thomas Van Lear in 1916 and involved with 
the early Farmer-Labor movement. With the rest of the 
Jewish community and the progressive labor movement 

(Northfield: Norwegian-American Historical Association, 
1981); see p. 116 for the citation on Knute Nelson, p. 105 for 
citation on Scandinavian voting behavior in the 1918 cam­
paign of Charles Lindbergh, Sr., for governor. 

" See David Paul Nord, ""Minneapolis and the Pragmatic 
Socialism of Thomas Van Lear," Minnesota History 45 
(Spring, 1976): 2-10. 

'' References to the economic status of Minnesota Jews 
and to their labor and radical institutions are drawn largely 
from my personal recollections and from the chapter by Hy­
man Berman in They Chose Minnesota: A Survey oj the 
State's Ethnic Groups, ed. JuneD. Holmquist (St. Paul; MHS 
Press, 1981), 499, 500-503. The Jewish Labor Alliance of 
Russia, Poland, and Lithuania was founded in 1897 and was 
the first Marxist political group organized in the Russian em­
pire. It spawned trade unions throughout the Pale, led 
strikes, and conducted clandestine political actions. 

'» Frank Blatnik, ""Culture Conflict: A Study of the 
Slovenes in Chisholm, Minnesota" (Master's thesis. University 
of Minnesota, 1942), 142-151, 152-157, 158-180. 

they challenged anti-Semitism and job discrimination 
and rallied to the struggle against Nazism in World War 
II. A focal point for rediscovering this history is to rec­
ognize that it is truly a very personal recent family 
history. It can also be found by reconstructing the past 
of institutions like the Labor Lyceum and Workmen's 
Circle and writing the biographies of significant men 
and women activists of the labor and radical movement 
who fought long and hard for the victories won on the 
hard road to the present era.'^ 

The participation of Minnesota South Slavs in labor 
and radical movements remains largely unresearched 
and undocumented although Slovenes, Croatians, and 
Serbians have comprised a significant portion of the 
work force in the mining, steel, and meat-packing in­
dustries of northeastern Minnesota, South St. Paul, 
Austin, and Albert Lea. The key to unlocking this his­
tory may lie in exploring a seeming paradox. On the 
Minnesota iron ranges it was the Finns who led in the 
1907 and 1916 mine strikes, and in these pioneer orga­
nizing efforts they took the brunt of defeats and black­
lists. With the militants driven out of the mines onto 
farms in the surrounding countryside and the Finnish 
community seriously divided, the Finns were left be­
hind in winning union and political leadership. In con­
trast, the South Slavs, some of them strikebreakers in 
the 1907 strike, became much involved in 1916 when a 
coalition of labor and middle-class supporters favored 
the strike. Relatively united around their fraternal and 
civic organizations (such as the mildly socialist Slove­
nian Fraternal Benefit Society and Croatian Fraternal 
Union), they began a steady rise to labor leadership 
and public office, devising successful political strategies 
to wrest control of local government, schools, and mu­
nicipal life from the "Steel Trust." They maintained a 
cohesive and united ethnic community. We find new 
evidence of this in a study describing community life 
and culture among South Slavs in Chisholm and detail­
ing the effective activity of the "Associated Units," a 
political secret society in Chisholm with 1,800 members 
of whom 1,000 were South Slavs. This suggests new 
directions for research and also an imperative need for 
more comparative work on ethnic experiences.'" 

TWENTIETH-CENTURY RADICALISM draws on 
the strong 19th-century legacy of socialist ideas and 
activity. With the evolution of Minnesota's diverse agri­
cultural and industrial economy and its part icular mix 
of incoming immigrants, the state's radicalism emerged 
as part of the groundswell of agrarian protest, militant 
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labor organizing, and populist politics that swept 
through the whole Midwest from the 1870s to the turn 
of the century. Studies of Minnesota politics trace the 
tradition of Farmer-Laborism back to this era, most 
particularly to the 1880s when the Farmers Alliance 
and the Knights of Labor cbaUenged the status quo.'" 

The late I9th century was, after all, the period of 
the Haymarket episode and eight-hour .strikes in Chi­
cago of 1886. Edward Bellamy's popular Utopian novel. 
Looking Backivard, depicting a new socialist society, 
was published two years later and read by hundreds of 
thousands. As early as the 1870s co-operatives were 
forming and flourishing a m o n g dairy and grain 
farmers, taking root as well in some urban communi­
ties in the 1890s. The Utopian socialist ideas of men like 
English industrialist Robert Owen and the German so­
cialist theoretician Ferdinand LaSalle, on which the 
co-operative movement was based in both Europe and 
America, gained currency. The phrase "Co-operative 
Commonwealth," used by generations of Minnesota 

radicals to define their ultimate goal, had already en­
tered the political vocabulary, ft remained through the 
1930s and 1940s a symbol of the impact that the radi­
cals had on Minnesota's political culture. '" 

We have uncovered much in the first year of the 
Minnesota radicalism project. But the time is rapidly 
passing when oral history and other documentation of 
the American radical past can be acquired. In the ensu­
ing year we hope to build on these beginnings in order 
to preserve and interpret the rich legacy of Minnesota's 
radical history. 

'' Naftalin, "Tradition of Protest," ,53-63. 
'•" Probably the most influential examination of the idea 

was written by Danish author Laurence Gronlund, The Co­
operative Commonwealth in its Outlines, An Exposition of 
Modern Socialism (Boston: Lee and Shepard, 1884). In an 
1890 reprint edition, Gronlund's new introduction claimed 
that Bellamy's work was inspired by it. 

THE PHOTOGRAPH on p. 141 is from the Minneapolis 
Tribune, January 12, 1957, p. 24; used with permission. 
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