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The New Times did not regard socialist victory as
open to serious question. As one of its commentators
wrote in 1916, “I am bold enough to believe that any
honest investigator will agree with me that capitalism
is a mere temporary makeshift, and that Socialism is to
be its natural, necessary and inevitable successor.” This
same commentator wrote the year before that “to the
scientific Socialist . . . Socialism is, not an arbitrary
scheme or invention, but the logical, necessary and in-
evitable goal of economic evolution.™

As for the Socialist party’s (SP) attainment of elec-
tive office, that was almost as sure as the guaranteed
coming of socialism. In 1911, the New Times told party
members that the electoral road to power was before
them, stating “The United States is a popular govern-
ment. All statements to the contrary notwithstanding,
the people rule. Their will, as expressed at the ballot
box, is approximately carried into effect.” Three vears
later an editorial entitled “How to capture Minneapolis
for the Workers,” pointed out that “all that is necessary
is to get in touch with them [the workers] and get them
in touch with one another that they may become con-
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scious of their number and strength. . . . The great
majority of those—men and women—who are feeding
and clothing the world are with us.” By 1916, the New
Times's associate editor claimed that “This political
awakening of the laborers is alarming the capitalist
class as nothing has yet done. They are few, the workers
many. Once let the workers learn to vote for their own
interests and elect their own representatives and the
supremacy of capitalism will be at an end.” “For the
workers to secure political power is not difficult” an
editorial assured readers, “it needs only that they unite
consciously in one working class party for the definite
purpose of securing political control.” Thomas Van
Lear, Minnesota’s leading SP candidate, told his fol-
lowers “No working class in history ever had the same
political opportunity as we have on election day. One
workingman’s vote is as good as Rockefeller’s and we
are many and the capitalists are few.”

SOCIALISM’S coming did nat occur within the time
envisioned by the New Times. Nor did the party do
very well in Minnesota elections. In 1912, the SP’s gu-
bernatorial candidate, David Morgan, received 25,769
votes, about 8 percent of the total, and came in fifth,
behind the Prohibitionist, “Bull Moose™ Progressive,
Democratic, and Republican candidates. (Eugene
Debs, the socialist presidential candidate, also received
8 percent of the vote.) This unimpressive performance
was the high point of statewide socialist strength.’
Nor was there a socialist triumph in Minneapolis
despite Thomas Van Lear’s impressive victory in the
1916 mayoral contest. Van Lear was a socialist and ran
as one, although the election and ballots were techni-
cally nonpartisan. His election, nevertheless, was a vic-
tory of socialism only in the narrow sense that he was a
member of the Socialist party. In large part it was a
personal win for a veteran municipal politician (Van
Lear had run, and run well, in every election since
1910); it was also an expression of the reform sentiment
dominating Minnesota at the time, but mostly it was
the success of an aggressive (nonsocialist) trade union
movement. If Van Lear’s campaign had had significant
socialist content, one would expect to find it in the New
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class” but added “We must face the fact that the big
and wonderfully gratifying vote for our mayoralty can-
didate is a shifting one. The Street Car Franchise issue
was an important, perhaps even decisive, factor in his
election. Two years hence when this question will prob-
ably be settled, large numbers of voters may go back to
their old loves, capitalist party candidates.” Two years
hence, in fact, Van Lear failed re-election."”

The period of the Socialist party's rise and fall
in Minnesota was one of political ferment and break-
down of established partisan alignments. The spirit of
reform progressivism dominated both the Republican
and the Democratic parties, and both were beset with
factionalism. In 1912, when the national Republican
convention renominated President William Taft, the
majority of Minnesota's delegates bolted the GOP to
join Theodore Roosevelt’s Progressive party, and in the
general election Roosevelt carried Minnesota with Taft
in third place behind the Democrats” Woodrow Wilson.
Voters returned Republican Adolph O. Eberhart to the
governor’s office, but with only a plurality of 40 per-
cent of the vote. Prohibitionist sentiment was strong
within both parties; it also produced independent tick-
ets that combined prohibitionism with broad reform
programs. In 1910, for example, four independent Pro-
hibitionists had won election to the Minnesota legisla-
ture. (In the same election the SP put one member in
the legislature.)*

Democrats were as plagued with factionalism as
Republicans. Their dominant progressive wing was
largely “dry,” weakening Democratic voting habits
among the mostly “wet” and large German-American
constituency (hitherto a source of Democratic
strength). Nationality tensions, a potent source of polit-
ical division in ethnically diverse Minnesota, were fur-
ther increased by World War 1. By 1916, Governor
Winfield S. Hammond, a Democrat, was questioning
the patriotism of the German-American Alliance, the
leading German ethnic organization in the state. In
that year a brawl that broke out on the train carrying
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“Despite its poor electoral showing, the Socialist party of
the 1910s can be called a success in the sense that it took part
in and contributed to the progressive ferment; the Socialist
wing of the trade union movement pushed the unions in a
more aggressive direction. Although the party functioned in
this manner, it was not jts intent to be little more than a
leavening agent in reform politics or in the trade union move-
ment. The party aspired to political power and thereby to a
revolutionary transformation of economic, social, and
cultural life.

Minnesota’s delegates to the national Democratic con-
vention amply illustrated Democratic factionalism.
America’s entry into the war in 1917 further eroded
support by German Americans, as many of them
blamed the Democrats’ Wilson for getting the nation
into war with the German fatherland. Even so, these
unhappy German Americans did not find a welcome in
the Republican party. Under Governor J. A. A.
Burnquist that party adopted a stance of hyper-
patriotism, harshly attacked German culture, and
harassed anyone who failed to show sufficient enthusi-
asm for the war."

This tumult was ripe for political realignment. The
beneficiary, however, was not the Socialist party but
the Farmer-Labor movement that ran its first candi-
dates in 1918. The socialist role in this was principally
in furnishing many trade union leaders who provided
the urban and worker wing of the Farmer-Labor move-
ment, including Van Lear himself. These Farmer-La-
bor socialists, however, had given up on the Socialist
party itself; they wanted the Farmer-Labor movement
to avoid the politically isolating mistakes of the SP.

IN THE MIDST of this political turmoil, why did the
Socialist party win so few votes? One would think that
the socialist call for economic justice would have been
an appealing one. In time, the industrial and economic
transformation underway in the United States would
create a mass consumption econonty that would give its
citizens one of the highest standards of living in the
world. In the 1910s, however, the affluent consumer
culture of the future was only being born. Many work-
ers lived lives of economic hardship, worked under
dangerous and unhealthy conditions, and were sub-
jected to arbitrary control by their employers. The
rapid growth of industrial enterprise had delivered
enormous power into the hands of capitalists, and the
countervajling forces of a powerful labor movement
and a regulatory state were only beginning to develop.
The power of industrial capital was too new and too
raw to have won legitimacy; the political ferment of
the progressive period was largely an attempt by a
variety of constituencies to come to grips with the eco-
nomic and social disruption of early 20th-century in-
dustrial growth. The question, then, is why did most
Minnesota workers vote for other parties, for the Re-
publicans, the Democrats, the Progressives, and even
for the Prohibitionists in greater numbers than voted
for the Socialist party?'"®

The New Times wondered about that question
from time to time. Its first answer was that workers
were i}l informed; the “Only Enemy Is Ignorance of
Masses,” and if only workers heard the revolutionary
message, the SP would triumph. This stance was based
on the New Times’s assurance that “To combat Social-
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